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Chapter One
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“I had a phone call early this morning.” Teller took a quick glance at Destry, who stood scrambling eggs at the stove. 

“Oh, yeah. Who?”

Teller figured Ruby was in the gym. He wasn’t sure about his mother, but at least she wasn’t in the kitchen. “At first, I thought it might be the guard at Bea’s place. I told the office to give my number to the guys.” 

Another glance at his uncle let him know Destry had a question. To forestall it, Teller kept explaining. “I didn’t want to worry Ma if it wasn’t necessary. If something did happen, I could wake you both easy enough.”

“Uh huh. I’m guessing they didn’t call. Who did?”

“Ah... Dad.”

Destry slid the pan off the burner and turned to look at him. “And?”

“They let him out a little early. He was supposed to be in for a couple more weeks, right?”

“Far as I understood.” Destry nodded. “What happened?”

Eyes locked with his father’s younger brother, Teller shrugged. “He said he was good and got early release. Some guy, Gilberto, had come to pick him up and he used his phone. They are on their way to the border... something about ministering to the needy down there.”

Forearms on the countertop, Destry leaned forward. “It’s the same thing he told me. Maria D, Solomon’s paralegal, hooked him up with her cousin. Egnacio has a prison ministry. Gilberto is a friend of his. Drake told me as soon as he got out, they would be on the way to the border. How did you two get on?”

“Better than I thought. He said he was sorry for all the shit he’d done to Ma and me. He asked me to forgive him.” Teller laughed. “Funny how life works sometimes. Just yesterday, we were talking about me forgiving him; I recalled what you said and did it.”

“How did that feel?”

“Damn strange. It drained the crap out a little. He said he wanted to talk to Ma and apologize.”

Destry leaned over and used one hand to pull Teller close. “Good man.” With his free hand he mussed the dirty blond hair which had grown a great deal since they arrived in Alaska. “I hope he gets free this time.”

“Yeah, so do I.”

His uncle turned back to the eggs and moved the pan back to the flame. Teller sipped at his coffee and heard a noise coming up the stairwell from the garage. Ruby and his ma were laughing about something. It seemed they both had been in the gym. 

Sometimes he had a hard time believing Lilian Raven Burnett was his mother. The woman everyone referred to as Lily Raven didn’t look old enough. Lily Raven and Ruby, her paralegal, both kept a strict gym schedule. They were almost as much gym rats as he was. Not quite, but close. 

Destry had let his routine slip a little, but Teller understood why. Dez used to stay home all day and had nothing better to do with his time. Now, he spent the day at LRB Law where they were still going through all the old files. His mother’s practice, the part where she helped women get free of abusive relationships, put her in someone’s crosshairs. The stalker had firebombed the library and attempted to run his mother off the road and down a steep slope. He’d also removed the electric meter at the office. Teller suspected he thought the place might act as a ground and electrocute anyone who touched the metal door. 

Lily Raven bounced over to give Destry a kiss. It still boggled his mind sometimes. His father and younger brother had both fallen for the same woman. There was a story there she hadn’t confided to him and Teller didn’t want to ask. Sometimes, he felt guilty over his father’s treatment of her. 

Still, there were walls between them he couldn’t quite get past. All the years they had been apart, Drake painted her as a woman who wanted nothing to do with her son. He had no reason to not believe the nastiness Drake spouted in his drunken rants. 

Destry hadn’t countered the lies. His head said his uncle couldn’t do much without triggering a total disappearing act. It all made logical sense... but a small part of him rejected logic. He’d been stuck with a drunk for a father and an uncle who hung around some, but as often as not, went off climbing some damn mountain. Destry’s friend and houseman had the least against him in Teller’s heart. Dink didn’t have a dog in any of the fights and did his best to listen when he called, pissed at his father all over again. 

He had no business being angry with Dez. The man had finally sent him north to Lily Raven. He came clean and told Teller the truth. Destry had given Drake a promise to keep quiet until he told his son what really happened. Drake wasn’t ever going to tell him, though. Teller realized that and made the long drive through Canada to Alaska. 

If he hadn’t made the trip, Dez might still be hanging out in his house in the desert north of Vegas. He wouldn’t have been there to see how worn out and fragile Lily Raven was. Destry and Dink would never have flown north. The problem was, he couldn’t come to terms with her or... Ruby. 

If the girl accidently touched him, Teller felt as if he might ignite. He wanted her body so bad he could taste it. Ruby wouldn’t allow it. Oh, she was as much in lust as he was, but she loved her auntie and refused to put their relationship in jeopardy over him. Living in the same house and working at the same office with them had him tied in knots. Something had to give. Teller suspected he needed to get past things. Since he couldn’t do so on his own, he might need to break down and get help. 

Damn straight, life is weird. Just the previous evening, he’d talked about it with Destry. His uncle said Lily Raven probably knew of someone and would get him a name. After this last call with his father, sooner might be better. He’d swallow his pride and try it. It sure as hell couldn’t hurt. 

Destry started dividing the eggs onto plates. He handed one to Teller and gave him a sharp look. “Wait on saying anything about Drake until after she eats. Okay?”

“Sure.”

A smile on her face and briefcase in hand, Lily Raven got up on the stool beside him. Her long dark braid dangled into the middle of her back. The gray suit she had on with a light blue silky blouse told both men she had court. 

Destry put a plate down in front of her and leaned forward for a kiss. “Just the way you like your eggs. I thought it best to use up the Canadian bacon Dink and Bea brought over. Eat up, sweetheart. It looks like you’ll need the energy today. What time is the hearing or whatever?”

“Early. Ten a.m. Are you going to walk me over to the courthouse or is Teller?”

Thinking the walk back from the courthouse would be a good time to bring up the call from Drake, Teller spoke up. “I’ll go with you. Should I bring a book?” 

“I don’t think It’ll go past noon. This one is more a formality. You could hang out in the hall and play with your phone.” 

Her cautious smile had his heart contracting again. All the charitable feelings he’d had toward Drake vanished. He shouldn’t have to sit and rapidly consider what to say to his mother. She shouldn’t be worrying about saying the wrong thing to him. 

Teller forced a smile. “Naw. I think it’s time I watched LRB Law in action.”

The tentative smile she’d worn got replaced with the real thing. Teller decided it would be best to tell her after the hearing, not before. She didn’t need added stress before a court appearance. 

“Hey, Ma. If your main man here doesn’t object, how about I take you to lunch after the court thing is done?”

“I’ve no objection.” Destry took Ruby’s plate from the oven and placed it on the counter. “Girl, you are slow this morning.”

“I tried to get Jon up, no go. Saul wasn’t cooperating either.”

Everyone in the kitchen laughed at Ruby’s complaint. The boys had been out late the previous evening. 

“I don’t think they were drinking. At least, I hope not. Neither of them smelled of alcohol.”

Lily Raven put a hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “They weren’t. They ran down to Homer early in the morning and took the ferry over to Seldovia. It was a long drive back.”

A sigh of relief left Ruby. Teller understood the reason. Natives could get into trouble with alcohol. When he thought about it, it seemed everyone could. Drake didn’t have any Native American ancestors they knew of. It seemed the stuff didn’t care who it latched on to. 

Breakfast over, they all got ready to leave. Destry would drive his SUV with Lily Raven and Ruby as passengers. Teller brought up the rear. He stayed tight on the other Jeep’s back bumper. No other vehicle would be allowed to get between them. 

Dink’s pickup sat in Bea’s spot. Teller lost the bet with himself. He’d thought maybe having a woman would make a difference. It seemed it didn’t. Coffee in hand, Teller found Dink in the basement office looking through a stack of older paper files. 

“Find anything?”

“Maybe. I’ve got a couple of creeps to check up on. I’ll fax a list to the process server in a bit. What do you have going today?”

“Ma has a hearing. I’ll take her over and when it’s finished, we can go to lunch.” Teller put his cup down on the top of the old metal desk and leaned against it. “I got a call from Drake early this morning. He gave me the story about getting saved and going off on a mission trip.” Teller sighed. “I hope like hell it works out for him.”

Leaning back in the office chair, Dink nodded. “Hell, don’t we all. The man’s been nothing but a royal pain in someone’s ass for years. Did you say anything to Lily Raven yet?”

“No. With a court hearing scheduled, I didn’t think it would be a good idea to get her worked up.”

“Good call, kid.” 

Teller glared at Dink. “You ever gonna get off the ‘kid’ kick?”

“Since I’m old enough to be your father, probably not.”

Teller flipped Dink a bird. “I guess trying to keep up in bed with a younger woman is making you a bigger bitch than you were.”

Dink’s laughter filled the small basement office. “If that’s all you got, you might as well keep your lip buttoned. Your insults wouldn’t bother a soul on a bad day. When is Lily Raven leaving?”

“The hearing is at ten. I figure we’ll leave about twenty minutes early. She’ll want time to walk over there.”

“Yep. And maybe pop in the ladies to make sure everything is still looking good.”

“Right. We’ve got a couple of minutes. Who did you find to check on? Show me.”

“Okay. Here. There’s an older guy, I’m wondering about him. He and the old lady split back in 2010. Proctor is his name. This asswipe, Willis Kent, he’s a real piece of work according to the file. Lily Raven helped his wife get free back in 2011. From what I read, the SOB likes his women submissive and will get physical to make sure they know their place.”

Teller nodded, picked up the file and flipped through it. The pictures caused him to whistle. “Bastard is right.” He closed it and handed it back to Dink. “He’s on the list for sure. Who else?”

They went through files until Lily Raven called out from the top of the stairs, “Teller, you ready?”

“Coming, Ma. Just a minute.” He turned to Dink. “Fax those over as soon as you can. We’ve got one more year to go through. One of these guys must be the one. I’ll be back later.”

“Keep a good eye out. The list will be out of here in a few.”

Teller hurried up the stairs and held the door open for his mother. The walk over to the courthouse was quiet. He offered to carry her briefcase and she handed it over with a smile. He grinned when they went through the scanner in the courthouse lobby and she opened it to reveal a pair of heels in a plastic bag. 

The guards didn’t say anything, so he assumed it wasn’t out of the ordinary. On the second floor, she asked him to hold the briefcase on the rail while she took out the heels. Teller closed it. 

“Can I use you to balance on?”

“Sure.” 

Her hand went on his shoulder as she slipped off the outdoor shoes and put on the high heels. When she reached for the briefcase, Teller laughed. “I’ll hold those for you.”

“Thanks, dear.” 

He loved the bright smile she gave him. 

“You don’t need to suffer through a boring hearing. You can wait in the lobby if you want.”

“No, look at it like take-your-kid-to-work day. I’ve never seen my mother, the high-powered attorney, in court. It’ll be fun.”

“You can sit at the table if you want and act like my new paralegal.”

“Nope. I’ll sit in the back where I can see everything.”

“Okay.” Lily Raven tugged her jacket into position and picked up her briefcase. “Let’s do this. Then you can take me to lunch.”

He pulled the outer door open and held it. Lily Raven seemed to get taller somehow as she entered the room. Two attorneys occupied the tables in front of the rail separating those viewing the proceedings from what Teller thought of as the arena. She nodded at him and he moved into the unoccupied seats at the very back of the room. 

They made as little noise as possible. One of the attorneys was speaking and took a quick sidelong glance at them. The judge leaned forward, his chin in one hand. When the lawyer finished and sat, the judge looked at the two people at the other table. 

“I’ll take it under advisement. However, you need to caution your client.” He pointed at the lawyer who had finished speaking, “I’ll not put up with any further violence. Stay a mile away from the shop.”

The client leaned forward in his chair and the attorney put a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, your honor. We’ll look forward to your determination.”

“Good. This hearing is concluded.” He waved the two lawyers and their respective clients out. Turning his head, he glanced at the clerk. “Who’s up next?”

“Skoglund versus Skoglund, child support determination.”

Lily Raven left her seat and strode to the gate in the railing to push it to the side. She took the left-hand chair and table. The briefcase went on the table and she looked over at two men who got up out of the front row. Teller recognized Skoglund. If the man made one move toward his mother...

“The parties are present.” The judge looked over at Lily Raven. “Ms. Burnett, I understand your client isn’t here and the reason why. What’s this about her not wanting child support? I intend to grant your client full custody of the minor child.” 

Silent for a minute, the robed man flipped through paperwork. “There is no choice on support. Even if she hasn’t received welfare, he will pay something.”

“Agreed, your honor. But my client asks that the money go into a blind trust to be given over to the minor on reaching majority. Any contact with the defendant may well result in inappropriate behavior on his part.”

“Your honor,”—the other attorney took a step from behind the table—“it isn’t right to sever all familial bonds. The child will never get to know her father if...”

“A condition brought on solely by your client. Hitting Hattie was bad enough, getting physical with his own daughter is too much.” Lily Raven glared at Skoglund.

“That’s enough, counsel. I fully understand the situation. The blind trust is a reasonable idea, I concur.” He glanced at Lily Raven. “Ms. Burnett, you’ll see to the setting up of the trust, I take it.”

“I will, your honor. We propose to name the bank as trustee until the minor is ready to take control.”

“Motion granted. The order will be forthcoming.”

Lily Raven snapped her case shut. 

The judge turned to the clerk. “Who’s next?”

Lily Raven was the first one out through the gate. Skoglund darted around his attorney who tried to grab his arm. Teller stepped out and shoved the door shut on the angry husband. In the corridor, Lily Raven strode toward the elevator. With a grin at how fast his mother could move in her heels, he took a quick look behind him. Skoglund broke into a trot as he hurried in their direction. 

With the down button pushed, Lily Raven turned to again glare at the man following her as his attorney rushed to overtake them. Teller spread his legs and waited. Skoglund slowed and leveled an angry stare at him. “You’re the little bastard from the gate.”

“Yup. The dude responsible for putting you on your ass. I can do it again. If I do, the man who blows your dog whistle is going to hear all about you causing trouble in here.”

The other attorney grabbed his client’s arm and spun him around. “Are you out of your mind?” He towed his client back down the hall.

With a ping, the elevator stopped, and the doors opened. Lily Raven swiftly stepped in, Teller on her heels. “You can sure run in those things. I didn’t think it could be done.”

With a big grin, she whispered, “It’s a skill I’ve honed from time to time.”

Teller nodded. He supposed if this was any indication, she’d gotten good at getting out of a courtroom, about like a horse out of the starting gate. He wondered if any of the men she dodged had ever connected.

On the main floor, they moved to the side. “You need to put your running shoes back on?”

She took his hand and made for the exit. “No. Let’s get out of here now.” Outside, she took a quick look from side to side and wasted no time crossing the street against the light. On the far side of the building they came to a parking lot. Lily Raven darted into the lot and Teller hurried after her. When she ducked into the alley, Teller caught up. 

He tucked her arm through his. “I see why you use the gym a lot. Where are we going?”

“Over there.” She lifted her chin. “Come on.”

His mother tugged him across the middle of the next street and into another parking lot. Within a few minutes, they had entered a noisy restaurant and were seated at a table. “Oh, thank goodness!” She kicked off the heels and wiggled her toes before taking the bag with her outdoor shoes from him. 

“Thanks for being my white knight back there. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. No one messes with my mother.”

Before she could reply, the waitress came with their water and menus. “No need, I’ll have the burger.” Lily Raven said.

Teller waved the menu away. “That’ll do for me, too. I’ll have iced tea if you have it.”

The woman moved away as she noted their order on her pad. Teller took a gulp of water and looked at his mother. She was in a good mood and he hoped it didn’t change. “Ma, I got a call early this morning.”

Her glass went on the table and she straightened her spine again. 

“Dad called. They let him out a little early.” She took a deep breath and he hurried to reassure her. “He’s not coming up here. There’s nothing to worry about.”

She relaxed and Teller reached for his glass. This wasn’t nearly as easy as it should be. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Lily Raven couldn’t fight off the anxiety which took hold of her the minute Teller said he’d spoken with Drake. 

“He’s not coming up here. There’s nothing to worry about.” Knowing she didn’t need to face the man eased her mind. 

She relaxed. The thought of Drake coming to Anchorage had the power to drain every ounce of strength from her. With everything going on in her life, Teller’s father would be too much. Across the table from her, Teller played with the glass of water, turning it around on the shiny wood. He gave her the faint fake grin Lily Raven now knew he pasted on like a mask. 

An urge to physically do damage to Drake got pushed to the side. She couldn’t live in a constant state of anger. Too stressful, it only damaged her, not her ex. “What is he going to do? Did he say?”

“Yeah.” 

The busboy brought their iced tea and Teller waited until he moved away. She doubted anyone could hear a word of their conversation, the ever-increasing noise level acted as a deterrent to hearing anyone but those at the same table. 

“Uncle Dez tell you about his conversion and the mission thing?”

“He did.”

The grin vanished. “He used the guy’s phone and said they were on their way. They let him out a little early for good behavior. I sure hope...” Teller gabbed for a couple of sugar packets and didn’t bother to finish his sentence. 

She understood what he wanted to see happen although nothing Drake did now meant anything to her. A packet of sugar in hand, Lily Raven tore the corner off and poured the crystals into the tall glass. A quick stir and she took a sip. “Notice how loud it is in here?”

The grin lit the boy—she needed to stop thinking of Teller as a boy. A grown man, she’d missed his youth. The automatic flare of rage got extinguished. She had to let it go. 

“Yes. This place must be a favorite of the lunch crowd.”

“It is.” A sip of tea through the straw eased her throat. “It’s one of the reasons a lot of lawyers and their clients frequent the place.”

Teller leaned forward. “Then I suggest they stay away from the windows. I understand some of the newer mics can pare down the ambient noise and get right down to the good stuff.”

Both burgers made it to the table. The waitress produced two rib bibs from a pocket and a fresh bottle of catsup. Lily Raven thanked her and tied one around her neck. She looked at her son when a chuckle got her attention.

“That’s how you keep from making a mess of your court clothing. I should have thought of that.”

Catsup bottle in hand, she smiled at the genuine amusement on his face. “I’m a messy eater when I’m in a hurry. If I had another court appearance right after lunch, this makes it easier to look good.”

“Speaking of court appearances...” He reached for the bottle she’d placed between them. “I enjoyed watching you in action.”

Coated in catsup, the fry went into her mouth. “This morning was nothing compared to how things can go. There’s always a bailiff, a large one, on duty in family court.” A big bite of the juicy burger silenced them. 

“Hum, good. I love their burgers.” The fries took second place to the big bun filled with a thick patty, tomato and lettuce. “God, I’ve got to teach Destry we need more for breakfast in the morning. Either he makes more food, or he’s fired as the cook.”

“Missing Dink, are you?”

“Oh, you bet! Even Ruby cooks more than your uncle.”

He gestured at her with one hand, the other remained wrapped around the burger. “I don’t know where you put it all. When I first got here...” He didn’t finish the sentence.

“Well, I was at a pretty low point when you arrived. What with everything landing on me all at once—I wasn’t coping.”

“You seemed fragile. Now, you’re doing a lot better. I think Ruby feared you might fall apart.”

“Ruby can get too worked up. Before she moved back up to take the paralegal position, I lived alone... except for Noto.”

“In that big house all by yourself?”

“Uh huh. Bette had a family, husband and grown kids. I didn’t need a keeper, still don’t.” The guarded expression on his face meant she must elaborate. “Family is a different matter. I love having my family close. I built the house big to hold a lot of them.” 

A sparkle lit his brown eyes and pink feathered across his cheeks. Teller’s pleasure in her words increased her joy at having her son with her at last. 

“You have an appointment this afternoon?” 

“Not until two. I can have a leisurely lunch with my big bad boy.”

“How did I get to be big and bad?” The question came with a smile. 

At last, she thought, he gets I’m teasing. “I deal with as many men as women. A lot of them are real bastards. I’ve learned to size a man up quickly. I need to decide if the guy is violent or not. The day you came for the appointment, in the library... you took charge when things got questionable. You were firm with Ruby, but not unduly so. We were out of the office and up to the house smoothly, with little fuss.”

A little more color danced across his face. “Thanks, Ma.” He finished the last of his burger and pushed the plate to the side. “Speaking about violent men, Skoglund almost got a busted nose. I didn’t care for the way he charged you. Where was the big bailiff you mentioned?”

One more fry drenched in catsup went into her mouth. She couldn’t quite finish the burger and pushed the plate toward him. “Want to finish this off?”

“Sure. I still want an answer to the question.”

“Hand me my walking shoes, love.” 

He lifted the plastic bag and held it out to her. Lily Raven pushed back from the table and slipped them on her feet. “Better. Usually, before I leave the courtroom, I stop and get my running shoes on. I knew I had you there and didn’t bother. I’d guess the bailiff saw you get between me and Skoglund.”

“Okay. That makes sense. But no taking chances, I don’t want anything happening to you. We clear here?”

Lily Raven stuck out her tongue at Teller and, for an instant, a shocked expression flitted over his face. Then he laughed, a big, honest sound, it pleased her. Her hand over her mouth, Lily Raven stifled a giggle. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be good. God forbid the three of you gang up on me.”

“We can, if necessary.” The waitress came with the check and Teller grabbed it. “My treat.”

A man in a sport jacket stopped at the end of their table. “Afternoon, Ms. Burnett. How are things at LRB?”

“Moving right along, Hughes. How are Clarice, Miranda and Ev?” 

“Everyone is just fine over in our neck of the woods.”

“Excellent. I’d like you to meet the newest addition to LRB; Teller Black is our investigator. Teller, this is Hughes St. Salver, a local attorney. He’s at Distan and St. Salver. They have an office in the high-rent district.”

Teller stood and the two men shook. It pleased her to see the confident manner her boy used with the other attorney. One of these days, she’d let it quietly get around that Teller was her boy. For now, they had agreed he would continue using Black until they caught the stalker.

“Nice to meet you. Teller is an unusual first name.”

“So I understand. My mother had a fascination with little known place names in Alaska...” He shrugged even while giving her an oblique glance from the corner of his eye. It was his turn to tease her. 

“Are you exclusive to LRB or would you consider taking an outside job now and again? Our regular investigator sometimes gets too busy and if we need a rush job done, it would be nice to know someone else is available.”

Lily Raven stood. “Mike has cut back a little these days. Getting married does that sometimes.”

Hughes nodded. “It does. I must admit we did use and abuse the man a few times. Knowing we could reach Reston at any hour of the day did leave him open to it.”

“But all good things come to an end. I have no objection to Teller working for other firms.”

“Glad to hear it. Do you have a card?”

“Not on me, sir, but I can give you the name and phone number if you want to enter it into your cell.”

“Good idea.” The attorney got his phone out of his jacket inside pocket. “I’m so used to cards, I’d never have thought to put it in the phone.”

“You pay enough for the things, might as well get your money’s worth out of it.”

“Indeed. Give me the information, please. Then I should be on my way, Clarice and I each have clients at 1:30 today.”

As Hughes input the last few characters, Clarice walked over to him from the vicinity of the ladies’ room. “Hi, Lily Raven. It’s good to see you.”

After introductions were made all the way around, they left the restaurant. Teller carried Lily Raven’s briefcase and they walked around the corner toward the courthouse and the trail back to LRB Law. They were almost to the office when Teller stopped her.

“Ma, did you love Dad when you got married?”

“Oh, dear.” She stared at him for a moment, unsure how to reply. “It’s a lot like that thing for relationships on social media, you know, in a relationship but it’s complicated.”

“You don’t want to talk about it?”

“Not ‘don’t want’, unsure how to lay it all out. Do you mind if we table this one for later if I promise we will get to it?”

“That works.” He took her arm again. All the equanimity she’d been feeling fled. How could she explain it all to him and not have him angry at her parents? Lily Raven sighed. She’d find a way somehow and it would need to be soon. Teller would get the wrong idea if she stalled him off too long. 
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Chapter Three
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The buzzer went off the minute the door opened. Ruby and Bea both glanced toward the entrance at the bottom of the stairs and the security guard reading a book in the nook dropped it on the coffee table and stood. Teller opened the door and waited for Lily Raven to walk through. 

With his mother inside, he pulled the door shut with his free hand as he took a quick glance around the landing above. Satisfied everything was okay, he turned to Lily Raven. “Reston is the process server we’ve been sending everything to?”

“He is.” Lily Raven reached for her briefcase and Teller lifted it to his chest. 

“Speaking of which, I need to get down to the office and find out if Dink and Uncle have more back from Reston. We’re within a few months of having gone through every family law case you ever took.”

“Send Destry up, please.” When her hand closed around the handle, Teller released the case. 

It all looked normal to Ruby. Neither of them exhibited any signs of tension. She blew out a breath and turned her attention to the last of her protein drink. 

“How did it go with Skoglund?” Bea asked.

Lily Raven started up the stairs. “As we hoped.”

Ruby watched the top of Teller’s dirty blond head disappear down the stairwell into the basement. Picking up his book, the guard settled into the loveseat again. 

On the landing, Ruby’s auntie grinned at them
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