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Chapter One
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The darkness swirled around her like fog and, try as she might, she couldn't fight her way to the light. Something soft and sinister engulfed first her feet, then her arms, and finally her mind. Something else, something sharp and fast, slapped across her body. Notes floated to her from the background. Beautiful notes, at first, but they soon turned into screams. Her own voice their metronome.

Tegan woke with a gasp and sat bolt upright in bed. Even now, a full year after the incident, her nightmares didn't leave her alone. They occurred less frequently, yes, but they remained no less frightening. They appeared at the strangest times. Times when she started to believe she had let it all go. Times she forgave everyone involved and let go of her own guilt. 

But, Tegan knew she could never be free of the guilt that plagued her daily. She brought it on herself. 

She ran a trembling hand through her long, tangled hair to pull it back away from her face. Sweat stuck to both her palms and her hair, and made the feat nearly impossible. Spiraling strands clung to her face and wrapped around her throat in a choke hold. 

Clock. She had a clock. What time was it? Tegan turned her head to see. Blinding green numbers shouted the time back at her. 5:47 AM. 

With a sigh, Tegan flung her covers aside and dropped her feet to her bedroom's cool wooden floor. The chill felt good after the pulsating heat of her fear-induced panic. 

It was a dream, she reminded herself. Nothing more. Just a nightmare. You've been through this before, get over it. 

Coffee. She needed coffee. Surely the pot had begun to brew by now. If nothing else, she could at least start the day like a normal human being. 

Tegan shuffled out the door and down the hall. The staircase might prove more difficult. She knew of more than one squeaky step that might squeal loudly in the early morning silence. No matter. She took them one at a time and willed her groggy mind to remember which spots had recently started to make a sound when she stepped on them. 

She completed that obstacle with little difficulty and found her feet plodding easily in the direction of the kitchen.

The simple appliances were her preference, as they hadn't come with the historic old house. They consisted of a cream-colored gas range with a deep over, a stainless-steel refrigerator with a single magnet attached to the door, and a large microwave oven. A wood table, rustic and weathered, adorned the center of the room. She preferred to eat in her kitchen, not alone in an empty dining room. 

The inexpensive electric coffee pot that sat on the counter had, indeed, begun to perk the grounds. It wouldn't be long before it finished. 

A simple wooden chair accepted Tegan's weight with a groan. She dropped her head onto her arms, atop the table. This normal she had become accustomed to was far from a realistic normal. Though she had never been a social butterfly, she had friends at one time. She hardly remembered what it felt like. Companionship. Family. Love. All words that became grossly distorted after the incident. 

Bee-da-deep. Bee-da-deep. Bee-da-deep.

Tegan stood and pulled down the mug with the words “Keep Calm and Play On” centered over a piano. Her mother gifted it to her on her twenty-first birthday. Neither of them had known how poignant the phrase would become for Tegan. She thought about shattering it, dozens of times, but she could never bring herself to do so. 

She splayed the fingertips of one hand over the familiar saying. If only it helped keep her life together.

She didn't realize she had been standing there all that long until she heard footsteps enter the kitchen behind her. 

“Teeg? You okay?” 

Tegan turned to face her sister, Topaz. “Yeah. Just thinking.” 

“Okay. You sure?” Topaz narrowed her eyes as if she didn't believe her little sister. 

Tegan forced a smile and nodded. She and Topaz were polar opposites, and it showed. Tegan's eyes shone gold, Topaz's sky blue. Tegan's hair hung in black curls, while Topaz had fair golden hair that hung in waves down her back. Topaz had already dressed for the day in dark skinny jeans, a black lacy shirt, and sneakers that laced up to her knees. Tegan much preferred lighter colors and silhouettes without the harsh lines. 

Their one common bond remained. Their creativity. 

Topaz grabbed a plain brown mug from the cabinet and poured coffee to the brim. She precariously balanced it on the way over to the table. “You've been standing there for ten minutes.” 

“What?” Tegan looked at the clock on the microwave, which now read 6:13. She might have been standing there longer than Topaz knew. “Oh. Yeah.” Tegan hurriedly poured half a cup of coffee and grabbed creamer from the fridge and sugar from the cabinet. “Why are you up so early?” 

“I have some errands to run before I head out this afternoon.” Topaz paused to wait for a reaction. “You do remember that I told you I had an audition in Dallas tomorrow, right?” 

If Tegan were honest, she would have answered no. She vaguely remembered Tegan saying something about her agent and an audition, but she didn't remember the details. She had probably been preoccupied again. 

She sighed. “I'm sorry.”

“Don't be. I know better than to interrupt.” Topaz swallowed a long swig of the black brew before her. “You sure you're going to be okay while I'm gone?” 

“It's not like you're always here, anyway,” Tegan laughed. Well, she tried to laugh. “I'm alone for most of the day. I'll be fine.” 

“Okay. But if anything, and I mean anything is bothering you, you get on that phone and you call me. I will stop whatever I'm doing.” 

Tegan sank down in a chair next to her sister and reached a hand to grasp hers. “I know you want to protect me, but we both know that doesn't always happen. I have to live my own life sometime.”

Topaz raised an eyebrow and downed another swallow. 

“Ugh! How do you drink that?” Her sister's tolerance of the bitter drink always appalled Tegan, but for some reason, it annoyed her more than usual in recent days. Maybe their prolonged close proximity brought that on. 

Topaz raised her glass and chugged the end of the hot liquid. She lifted an eyebrow as she did so. “Yum.” 

Tegan rolled her eyes. Topaz. Ever the rebellious, lively one. She deserved freedom, not the bondage of babysitting Tegan all the time. 

“Maybe...” Tegan almost couldn't bring herself to say it. Her fingers tightened around her mug, gripping with a force she didn't know she had. “Maybe it's time you moved out.” 

Topaz choked on her drink and leaned forward to press the palm of her hand into her chest. Her eyes went wide. “What?”

“I'm sorry, it was a bad idea.” Tegan lowered her eyes to her coffee and quickly swallowed as much as she could. The scalding liquid burned her throat on the way down and left a trail of searing heat through her core. 

“No, it wasn't. It's just...” she cleared her throat and set down her mug. She moved her hands to her lap, suddenly all poise and posture. “It was unexpected.” 

“You don't think I'm crazy?” Tegan said it as though she expected a harsh response. 

Topaz leaned forward and rested a hand on Tegan's wrist. She smiled encouragingly. “Teeg, you're not crazy. It's a great idea. I think it's time for you to take another step forward. To full recovery.” 

Tegan wanted to argue that she'd never fully recover, for many more reasons than Topaz thought, but instead, she nodded. “I just thought it might be a good idea to try to make it on my own. Don't get me wrong, you've been such a huge help lately and I really appreciate all you've done. I just-” 

Her phone buzzed at the other end of the table, where she had set it to charge the night before. She snatched it up, read the brief message, and tried not to let her emotions show on her face. She failed horribly.

“Hey, are you okay? What is it?” Her sister studied her face. A face that probably looked like it had seen a ghost. Because, in essence, she had. 

Tegan dropped the phone like a hot potato. Thankfully, it didn't break or shatter. “I'm fine. It's... there are triggers everywhere.” 

“I know.” Topaz lifted her shoulders, then settled them again. “I'm sorry.” 

“Don't be.” Tegan knew she said it too fast, but she couldn't help it. Her reaction, even after all this time, frustrated and angered her. “It's been a year. I should be over this.” 

“There is no specified amount of time for recovery from something like this.” 

“What, did you learn that for one of your commercial roles? Psychiatrist number two?” 

Topaz pressed her lips together and sat back in her chair. Her bright eyes clouded over, as though Tegan lanced her. 

“Sorry.” Tegan dropped her head into her hands. “That was mean.” 

“Yeah, it was.” Topaz ran her hand through the top of her hair, which pulled it from around her face. “Have any of those cops or detectives been to see you lately?” 

Tegan stood and snatched her mug, headed for the sink. “You'd know if they had. I don't think they particularly like my answers.” 

“So, you wouldn't have told them anything? Even if they asked?” 

“You already know that answer. I can't make myself.” Tegan shook her head. “But I should be able to. It's like my heart and my head are just pummeling each other, and neither wants to give up.” 

“Have you tried writing through it?” 

“Every day.” Tegan turned the hot water on, full blast. It did nothing to purge the overwhelming emotions at war inside of her. It did succeed in dislodging a small piece of clumped sugar from the bottom of the mug. 

Topaz stood and dropped her mug into the sink next to Tegan's, just as the phone buzzed again. “Most therapists suggest their traumatized subjects keep notebooks to work out the emotions.”

“Yeah, mine did too. And kept insisting.” Tegan sighed and stalked over to check who had messaged her. “That's why I fired her.” 

“We are forever going to disagree on that point.” 

“She wasn't cutting me any slack. The insisting also consisted of yelling at me. If I didn't write exactly how she would, then I wasn't doing it right. Trust me, it's better for me to work through this alone.” She opened the message and almost dropped the phone again. 

Topaz propped her hands on her slim hips. “Okay, something is seriously wrong with you. What is it?”

“Nothing,” Tegan lied. “You'd better get going if you're going to get anything done before your flight this afternoon.” 

Topaz threw her little sister a disapproving glance before she pulled her own phone out of her pocket to check the time. “Unfortunately, you're right. I'll be back for my stuff, okay?” 

“Okay,” Tegan agreed. 

Topaz shook her head once and headed for the front door. Her sneakers beat a consistent rhythm on the hard wood floor. 

Tegan weighed her options, shook her head from side to side, and then rushed after her. She rapped her sister on the shoulder. As soon as Topaz turned out, Tegan threw her arms around Topaz's neck. 

“I love you, Topaz.” 

Topaz returned the embrace, albeit trepidatiously. “I love you, too. I just hate it when you keep things from me.” 

“I know.” Tegan pulled back and dropped her gaze. 

Topaz sighed. She sounded more frustrated now than before. “I'll be back in a bit. Stay out of trouble.” 

Tegan chuckled. “I will.”

Yet, as Topaz left via the giant front doors, Tegan wasn't so sure she could do as her sister asked. She glanced down at the phone still in her hand, the message displayed on the lit-up screen.

Make sure she's out by the end of the week.

As much as she wanted to deny it, Tegan knew that he was aware of the hold he had over her. And he'd come back to flaunt what he could do.
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Chapter Two
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The wheels on the desk chair squeaked as Riley leaned back in it and forced it to support most of his weight. He hated filing. He would much rather be working. Even if work was mundane most days. He twirled a pen in one hand, then dropped it onto the desk with a sigh. It clacked quietly as it hit the wooden surface. 

Riley rubbed his hands over his face. Why was he so irritable today? 

“Long night?” 

At the sound of his business partner's voice, Riley peeled a finger aside to see him. “Not particularly. Just... testy.” 

“Oh, that's right, you're not the ladies' man.” 

“Only because I thought you had the job pretty well covered.” Riley righted the chair and picked the pen back up. Paperwork it was. 

“Yeah. I love hearing you say that. It-”

“David.” Riley raised an eyebrow and waited for the response. 

David shrugged. “Just speaking the truth.” 

“You're such a narcissist.” 

“Yeah, I know.” David knocked twice on the door-frame and disappeared down the hall. 

Riley rolled his eyes. David Jeffries, ex-CIA operative and one of Riley's two business partners, had indeed been diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder. That, however, had never hindered his abilities in the field. In fact, he seemed to enjoy the attention he got when something happened. He'd been shot twice during protection details. His care for others, while he did his job, was the only reason Riley asked him to be a business partner. 

His phone trilled. Riley pulled it out of his pocket and opened the text. An automated message from the front desk glared back at him. 

Riley smiled. The invention of their genius message alert system had been his idea. Part of the reason he held the lion's share of the company. He liked to think of himself as the brains of the whole operation. 

He noted the button Monica depressed told him this new client simply walked in. Then he flipped open a file with the “Stone Private Protection Specialists” logo emblazoned on the front. He would let the client sit for a few minutes. That often weeded out the petty jobs from the serious ones. He preferred the serious ones. 

“Riley!”

His head shot up at the indignant tone in their secretary's voice. 

Monica propped her hands on her hips and shook her head. Her tightened jaw said more than any words about her anger. “I know you got my message, because you set up the faux buzzer system. You have a walk-in.”

“Just trying to make sure she's not here for some paranoid assignment.” Riley stacked the last of his papers and set them to the side of his desk. 

“Judging by the way she's tapping her toes and mutilating her nails, she's here on some serious business. Get your butt up and get out here.” Monica motioned with her head and turned to return to her station out front. 

Riley knew better than to mess with the five-foot-seven, no-nonsense woman. One look from Monica could silence a squirrel. Hey, not a bad idea. Maybe she could take care of the squirrel infestation in his back yard. 

Riley shook his head. Off topic. He downed one too many cups of coffee, his focus was way off. He had to get it together. He rolled his shoulders, straightened his suit coat, and traced Monica's steps to the outer door. 

One swipe of his key card allowed him to exit the office and enter the lobby. 

Monica nodded at him approvingly, and Riley smiled at her. She was more a mother than an assistant to all three men who worked there. He turned to their “walk-in” client. 

The girl stood as soon as she noted his gaze. She tucked her hands neatly behind her back. 

It took less than a minute for Riley to size her up. She possessed a classic beauty. Five-five, five-six at most. Long blonde hair, but eccentric clothing styles. The knee-high sneakers were enough to draw anyone's attention. And she was definitely nervous. 

Riley cleared his throat, pasted on his business smile to make her feel more comfortable, and extended a hand. “Riley Stone. And you are?” 

She eyed his hand before she took it in an iron grip and shook it. “Topaz. Topaz Winters.” 

“Interesting name. Birth name or legally changed once you turned eighteen?” Sometimes small talk made it easier for people to open up about their problems. It didn't seem to work with this girl. 

Topaz flipped a long strand of hair behind her shoulder, folded her arms, and narrowed her thickly-lined eyes. “I'm not here to talk about me.” She flicked a glance to Monica. Not disapproving, but not necessarily friendly, either. 

Interesting. The girl was a rock. Aside from her obvious nervousness, no signs of abuse or paranoia. This could prove a case worth pursuing.

He motioned to the door behind him. “My office is just through here if you want to talk privately.” 

Topaz nodded and waited for him to slide his key card through the security system again. The door beeped and a green light clicked on the pad beside it. Riley allowed her to enter first. 

Topaz didn't say a word. The hallway never felt so infinitely long. 

Riley reached around her to open his office door, and she didn't even flinch. Definitely not a domestic abuse job. 

She turned left as soon as she entered the office, to study the diplomas and pictures prominently displayed on the wall. She never unfolded her arms. 

Riley raised an eyebrow and made sure to prop his door open, a rule when he was in a meeting with any girl. The hallway security camera could see into his office, so he could prove he never did anything uncouth. 

“Want to have a seat?” He motioned to a chair. His desk chair welcomed him back with the slight groan of leather beneath his weight. 

Topaz turned from the pictures and narrowed those huge blue eyes again. “Your name is Riley Stone?” 

“Yes, ma'am,” Riley answered. He already told her that. Why the repetition? “I founded the company.” 

“Good. I asked for the head honcho.” She stalked to one of the chairs, slumped into it, and folded one leg over the other. Finally, she unfolded her arms to place them on the armrests. 

Her statement took Riley aback. She asked for him? What could be so important that she needed the man in charge? “I'm flattered, Ms. Winters, but I don't understand why you asked for me specifically.” 

“Saving time. Your subordinates would only brush me off, and then I'd have to climb the ladder to you anyway. Might as well get that tedious bit of business out of the way.” 

The girl was either insanely clever, or just insane. He didn't know which yet. She seemed lucid enough. 

He grabbed a pen and a notepad. “So, Ms. Winters. What brings you here today?”

“What brings anyone to your doorstep, Mister Stone?” 

Her tone came off derogatory. Even though the question remained standard, in any case, Riley found himself wondering if it was a dumb question to ask. 

Topaz sighed and pushed her hair behind her ear. “I need to hire a bodyguard.” 

“We prefer the term Personal Protection Specialists around here,” Riley corrected. “You do realize we don't take just any case? My colleagues and I discuss the facts available and decide whether to sign on as protection specialists on a case-by-case basis.”

“And you get paid twelve dollars and ninety-eight cents per hour, per person, plus expenses. I did my research.” She raised an eyebrow as if to dare him to go on with his spiel. 

Did she want to play hardball? He could do that. Riley shifted forward in his chair, leaned his elbows onto his desk, and steepled his fingers. “Do you want to know what I'm wondering?” 

Topaz raised her other eyebrow and tilted her head ever so slightly. 

“I'm wondering why you didn't make an appointment if you did so much research on us.” 

Topaz grinned, a dazzling display of pearly white teeth that he knew would drive any man mad. But not him. There was something off about her, and he intended to get to the bottom of it. 

“I did my research an hour ago.” Her voice lightened. “I didn't have time to make an appointment. This is urgent.” 

“Well, you're not a domestic case. I can smell abuse miles away, and you don't have any of the symptoms.” Riley relaxed his shoulders, but kept his guard up. “So why are you really here?”

“Like I said, I'm not here to talk about me.” She scooted to the edge of her chair, dropped both feet to the floor, and leaned forward on her elbows.

She kept mimicking his body language, Riley noted. He wasn't an idiot. She did it on purpose. 

“Alright, I give. If this isn't about you, then who is it about?” He twirled his pen in his fingers, a nervous habit he never took the time to break. 

Topaz shook her head. A wry smile found its way to her lips. “My sister.” 

“Any other information you want to cough up?” He couldn't work without names and details. Details kept him and those under his protection alive. 

“My sister is Tegan Winters.” She shrugged as if he should know the name. 

He didn't. “Ma'am, I'm going to need you to elaborate.” 

“Okay, stop calling me ma'am,” she commanded. “It makes me feel old.” 

“Yes, ma'am—I mean, Ms. Winters.” Riley winced. Maybe learning to call everyone by “ma'am” and “sir” had been a bad idea when he was young. Wait til he told his mother that. She would whoop him faster than he could blink.

Topaz nodded, satisfied. “Secondly, you've never heard the name Tegan Winters?” 

“Can't say that I have.” 

“You don't watch much news, do you?” 

He couldn't tell what the expression on her face meant, but he didn't like it. Should he know the name? Because she seemed to think so. “My job is depressing enough. I try not to throw myself over the edge.” 

She laughed outright. The sound echoed down the hall. “Oh, you are the perfect candidate!” 

Riley noted that both David and Morgan peered out of their offices in search of the source of laughter. It wasn't something they heard often in their line of work. “I'm not sure I follow.” 

“It doesn't matter.” Topaz shrugged it off. 

“Okay, then.” Riley didn't know where this was going anyway, which rarely happened. He could predict almost to the word how most of his interviews panned out. “Why don't you tell me why you require our services?”

“Tegan's been acting weird.” 

Oh, great. Maybe she was paranoid after all. “Have you tried talking to a psychiatrist about her odd behavior?” 

“She's not suicidal,” Topaz rolled her eyes. “She's just been off. And every time I try to talk to her about it, she changes the subject.” 

“Maybe she just doesn't want to share her feelings.” 

Topaz dropped her head into her hands and tugged at her hair in frustration. “You don't understand, do you? She tells me everything. I know things about her I would rather not know. Lots of things. This is different.” 

Her frustration and barely tamed desperation piqued Riley's interest. He motioned for her to go on. 

Topaz let go of her hair and lifted her head. “All these incidents seemed to be centered around texts she gets. She won't let me see what they say, but I don't need to see them to know that they freak her out.” 

Riley made a note on the paper. Abusive relationship? Maybe Tegan kept some things from her sister, after all. It wouldn't be the first time he came across something like that. 

“I don't want to leave her alone. I'm flying out this afternoon, but I wish I wasn't. I haven't seen her like this. Not since...” She shook her head dismissively. “Look, all I'm asking is that you sit on her house. Keep an eye out for me.” 

“Ms. Winters, we're not really in the business of babysitting-”

“I need you to do this. Just watch the house and make sure he doesn't come back for her.” 

A chill from an unseen draft crawled up Riley's spine and rooted itself at the base of his skull. Something about this felt very off. Very strange. There was something Topaz wasn't telling him. Something huge. 

“Please,” Topaz continued. “I'll pay your salary. I'll pay double. I have savings accounts I can dig into, just-”

Riley held up a hand. “No need to pay double, Ms. Winters. I'll discuss your case with my associates.” 

“She needs twenty-four-hour protection,” Topaz insisted. “And don't underestimate my use of the word 'need'. I'm not over-exaggerating this.” 

“Like I said, I'll discuss it with my colleagues. We'll get back to you by the end of the day.” He set his pen down and rose from his desk, which effectively ended the conversation. Hopefully, it ended the interview as well. 

Topaz stood and ran a hand through the top of her unruly blonde hair. “I fly out at three. Can you get back to me by three?” The persona of strength she held onto when she entered his office had fled. She looked distraught.

He nodded. “We'll do our best.” 

“Thanks for listening.” Topaz grabbed her bag from where she dropped it by the chair. With a quick smile, she strutted out the door. 

Riley jumped in front of her and led her back to the lobby door. She would never get out without his key card. He swiped it for her, and received a glance and a grin in return. She disappeared out the front door. 

“Who was that?” Morgan used his taunting tone this time. 

Riley glanced to heaven, sent up a silent prayer for help, and turned to his second business partner. 

Morgan Phillips had a penchant for jokes, both practical and literal. His blond, surfer-boy hair remained a far cry from his professional demeanor, but fit in when he wasn't at the office. Irish heritage granted him green eyes. Riley couldn't remember a single female client that hadn't gone gaga for him... if they didn't meet David first. 

And there it was. The real reason he didn't have a girlfriend. He spent his time as a referee between partners. Someone had to remind them not everything was a competition, and assure David's narcissism that Morgan didn't get more girls than he did. 

Riley pocketed his key card and started back for his office. “Possibly our newest client.” He beckoned David with two fingers as he passed his open door. 

Morgan skipped a step to fall in line behind Riley. “I'm intrigued. What's her issue? Boyfriend a little hot-headed?” 

“Nope.” Riley didn't divulge any information. The more he dangled Morgan on a hook, the more likely he was to actually contribute to the decisions about to be made. 

David shoved his hands into his pockets as he filed into line behind both of them and stopped inside Riley's office to lean on the doorpost. He, of course, looked awesome doing it. Like everything else he did. 

Riley rolled his eyes again and leaned against his desk instead of falling back into his chair. 

Morgan flopped into one of the comfortable chairs usually reserved for clients. He slung a leg up over one of the arms. “So, what's up?” 

Riley scratched his head and reached for his notepad. Yes, they needed clients, but these meetings never went well. Personality clashes always got in the way. This time would be different. He hoped. 

“That,” he pointed to the door at the end of the hallway to indicate the woman who just left, “was a desperate woman named Topaz Winters.” 

“Ya know...” David drew out the second work like it felt good on his tongue. “She was hot.” 

“David, not now,” Riley instructed. “She wasn't here for herself, anyway.” 

Morgan shuffled in his seat and tilted his head, causing his shaggy hair to swing to one side. “Who was she here for, then?” 

“Her sister. Name's Tegan Winters.” 

David coughed and beat at his chest with a fist. 

Morgan grinned and tapped his foot on the side of the chair. 

Riley really felt like he missed some big secret. What did they know that he didn't? Why did everyone always hold out on him? He shifted nervously and pressed his lips into a flat line. “Alright, spill. What am I missing here?” 

“May I?” Morgan motioned to Riley's computer. 

With a groan of complete exasperation, Riley relented with a nod. “Be my guest.” 

Morgan jumped at the chance to use a keyboard. He dashed around the desk and didn't even bother to sit, just started typing away. Two clicks, and he spun the monitor to face his friends.

A pale girl stared back at him from the picture, her sunken eyes framed by raven hair. An orange shock blanket shrouded her thin shoulders. The headline above the picture screamed, Tegan Winters: Found After Forty-Two Days.

“It was all over the news,” David concurred. “I'm surprised you missed it.” 

Morgan shrugged. “How serious was she about this?” 

Riley pulled his eyes from the haunting photograph and released a breath he didn't realize he held. “She offered to pay us double.” 

“We took that offer, right?” David straightened and waltzed farther into the room. Leave it to him to pay attention for the money. 

Riley shook his head. “No. We didn't. I'm not going to take advantage of someone's desperation.” 

“So, she was desperate?” Morgan's concern leeched into his voice. 

Another nod. Was he capable of anything else? No, he decided. It threw him, the fact their potential client had already been a kidnap victim. He didn't expect something like that. Topaz didn't even elude to it. 

Riley eyed his partners. “I think we should take it.” 

“When do we start?” David crossed his arms and smiled smugly. 

Morgan pumped a fist in the air. “Finally!” 

His buddies turned to stare at him. 

“What?” he shrugged. “I've been waiting for an interesting case to make an appearance.”

Riley appreciated his friends' enthusiasm. It helped make this easier. He never subjected himself to a case where the client didn't know they were coming before. The days ahead promised to be rough. 

“It's an observe and report,” Riley commanded. “Tegan doesn't know her sister hired us. I'll call Ms. Winters with an update, but I'm sure she'll want us to start right away. David, you're on first shift.” 

David checked his watch and nodded once. “I'll see you at six.” He disappeared. Back to his office, no doubt. Knowing David, he'd need to grab snacks, binoculars, and a weapon. 

Riley exchanged a glance with Morgan. Something unspoken passed between them, a notion that this detail wouldn't go as smoothly as they hoped. Morgan's mouth twitched as though he tried to smile. 

Riley shook his head one last time, then reached for his phone.
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Chapter Three
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“Teeg? You here?”

Tegan almost dropped the knife when she heard her sister's voice. She managed to catch it before she sliced herself open. Topaz knew better than to sneak up on her. What had she been thinking? Why didn't the front door squeak?

On the other hand, Topaz posed a stupid question. Where else would Tegan be? She hardly ever left the house. She didn't exactly have a thriving social life. 

Tegan recovered and let out a deep breath. “In the kitchen!” 

Moments later, Topaz appeared at the kitchen doorway. She gave a small wave. “Hey. What smells amazing?” 

“Lunch.” Tegan waved the tip of the knife toward the oven. “You can check it out. I just finished chopping the end of the cheese.” 

Topaz tilted the over door enough to peer inside. A smile spread wide on her face. “Mom's chicken casserole? Are you trying to bribe me to stay?” 

Tegan blushed and turned her head away to hide it. That wasn't her purpose at all. She planned it as more of an apology for what she had to do. For throwing Topaz out. For everything that had happened and would happen. 

She cleared her throat and forced a laugh. “Um, no. I just wanted to give you a good send-off.” 

Topaz shut the oven with a bang, which caused Tegan to jump again. She became jumpier ever since the incident, and now loud noises weren't her friends. She slid the knife into its sheath before she accidentally impaled herself. Good thing, too, because Topaz tackle-hugged her from behind.

“I love you, Teeg.” Topaz sounded light and airy, as though nothing in the world ever went wrong. She didn't know how incorrect her assumption was. 

Tegan giggled and shoved her sister's arms away. “It's just your stomach talking.” 

“Yeah, maybe.” Topaz flopped onto a chair. It groaned in annoyance. “You sure you want me to go?” 

Oh, great. Just what she feared. Topaz never gave up easily, and she always felt it her responsibility to watch out for her little sister. Tegan loved her for that, but this time it only put her in harm's way. She had to leave, no excuses. 

“Yeah, I'm sure.” Tegan somehow managed to sound upbeat about it. “I've got to move on. It's been a year and I haven't tried to move out of the shadow of it. I need you to move out so I don't feel so...” she shrugged. 

“Smothered,” Topaz finished for her. She nodded in understanding. Her bright eyes glistened. She focused on the floor for one second and brought them back up completely happy again. If that was her acting face, Topaz had more talent than Tegan ever thought. 

“Yeah.” 

Topaz kicked her heels up onto the table and leaned until her head rested on the back of the chair. “I'm okay with that. As long as you call me.” 

“You know I can't live without you.” Tegan smiled and then rolled her eyes melodramatically.

The time
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