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  For those who feel like they have 

more than one person livinginside of their head. 



And for those who actually do.
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Chapter 1

Iwas in yet another motel room. The 1970s wood paneling and orange floral curtains told me it was a cheap one. The noxious smell of menthol cigarettes was still in my hair and I could taste an ashtray skid mark on the back of my tongue. I seriously needed to buy myself a nicotine patch. 
Thankfully, I was alone, but that didn't mean I came here alone.
I half crawled, half fell out of the bed. My head throbbed like my brain was trying to break open my skull to escape. I couldn’t blame it. I wouldn’t want to hang around with someone that starved me of oxygen either.
Unfortunately, it was taking out its frustrations on the wrong person. This bender wasn't my idea. I couldn't even remember the fun of being carelessly drunk. All I got out of it was the hangover.
I made it to the bathroom in a bipedal fashion, albeit not in a straight line. I flipped on the light just inside the door, along with the fan. I was a little happy to see the vomit around the toilet. At least I didn't have to remember that. Knowing I didn't have to clean it up made me feel a little better about the motel room, but I made a mental note to leave a decent tip for the maid staff.
I peered at my reflection in the mirror through hooded eyes. Overnight, my long brown hair had snarled into a frizz. My heavy mascara and eyeliner had reached the raccoon stage. I looked like shit. I felt like shit and smelled like shit, so I supposed that should follow. I needed and wanted a shower, so I stripped naked. Every body part short of my pinky fingers protested against my movement.
I slipped into the shower and let the water hit my face to finish waking me up. Once I had returned to the land of the living, I scrubbed my body with the diligence of someone unsure with whom they might have spent the night. I hissed in pain as my washcloth hit a sore spot on my lower back. I reached around and touched the sensitive area. The tender, puckered skin instantly alarmed me.
I threw open the shower curtain and twisted to see the reflection of my back in the mirror. The swollen red tissue encompassing the black design was typical of a new tattoo. The detailed feminine curves of the ink and its position designated it a tramp stamp.
“You fucking bitch!” I wasn't usually so sharp-tongued, but Deja brought out my inner sailor.
I stomped out of the bathroom wet, naked, and unconcerned about either. I searched the bedside tables, ransacked the dresser drawers, and stripped the sheets off the bed in search of my update.
She always left me a note. It was usually illegible, riddled with profanity, and hardly informative, but it was a mutual respect we offered each other. One of the very few things we agreed on.
It wasn't there. That wasn't good. That meant she was mad. I couldn't think what I could have done to warrant that. Me being mad at her was pretty standard, but vice versa meant trouble.
The door to the hotel room clicked open, and I whipped around to see a man entering with a grocery sack in hand and a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He tugged his key card out of the door and stepped inside. After a moment’s pause to unload his baggage, he noticed me standing in the center of the room. Frozen in place, he gaped at me with wide eyes.
I remembered much too late that I was naked. Social etiquette demanded that I squeal and grab the comforter at my feet to conceal my nudity. However, I had been in so many of these awkward morning-after situations that my heart just wasn't in it anymore.
“Stay there,” I instructed him as I walked back to the bathroom and slammed the door shut. I finished drying off and attempted to brush my teeth with a hand towel. I really needed to carry an overnight bag.
There was a slight tap on the door. I ignored it. He could wait, or he could leave. I looked down at my smoke-scented clothes strewn on the bathroom floor. There was nothing worse than dirty socks and day-old panties. Eck!
“I bought you some new clothes.” The stranger's voice filtered through the door.
I bypassed the obvious string of what-why questions and opened the door. I had secured my towel, but he had graciously turned his head to salvage the remainder of my propriety. He blindly handed me the paper sack. I took it and closed the door again.
At the top of the bag,—God bless him!—was toothpaste and a toothbrush. The prospect of scrubbing the tar off my taste buds thrilled me. At this point in my life, freshly brushed teeth was ranking higher than sex, coffee, and chocolate. Well, maybe not chocolate.
“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” I intended my gratitude for a less earthly being, but the man outside didn’t quite catch on to that.  
“You’re welcome,” he murmured outside the door, and I didn't dispel his misunderstanding.
I pulled a pack of fresh white cotton underwear from the bag, surprisingly the right size and not covered in lace. I ripped it open and slipped one on.
Deeper down I found fresh socks, a gray t-shirt, and a blue cardigan not unlike one I already had in my closet at home. At the very bottom was a pair of fashionable, relaxed-fit jeans. I checked the tag and scoffed. This guy must have had a good time last night if he was buying me $180 jeans.
Glad I showered.
I slipped on the denim and not only did it fit, but it looked better than the jeans I had arrived in. I tucked the t-shirt in so the waistband didn't rub against my fresh ink.
Despite my dislike for tattoos, it wasn't my first one. It was, however, the biggest I had ever discovered. I was running out of money for laser removal. Not that I could technically afford it the first three times.
I left the bathroom in search of my tennis shoes and found them stuffed under the bed. I yanked them free and sat on the mattress to slip them on.
My guest was relaxing in a chair by the window, watching me. He was attractive, which was no shock. Deja always managed to get men that I wouldn't have the guts to talk to, let alone aspire to sleep with.
He wore a pair of gray canvas pants with a black T-shirt. The silver chain around his neck was a little too long for men's jewelry, in my opinion. His hair was a mop of thick, muddy-brown curls and silver highlights he didn't look old enough to have.
He was fit. Maybe a little tired in the face, but romantics would call him seasoned.
He didn't look like Deja's usual pea-brained hipster type. His little round glasses made him look bookish, and she didn't like smart men. She preferred her men just a little on the stupid side. I could only assume it was because she wasn't very smart.
“Look…” I offered my hand to ask for a name. He didn't get it at first.
“Cantry. Layne Cantry,” he stuttered, shifting in his chair before checking his watch. Was I boring him? Well, I'll get to the point.
“Thank you for the clothes. I can't begin to explain the many reasons I have for not hanging around, but rest assured it’s not you. It's not technically me either, but for the sake of argument, let's just say it is. Before I go though, I do have one question. Did we use protection last night?”
“What?”
“I'm sorry. I don't remember. I just need to know if I should take any precautions.” He stared vacantly at me. “Plan B? Penicillin? Tetanus shot?” My attempt at humor baffled him even more. Maybe he was Deja’s type. “Crap, man, did you use a condom!”
His eyes widened and narrowed back into exhaustion. “We didn't sleep together.”
“We didn't?” I glanced around the room for evidence to the contrary, because it just didn't seem to fit any pattern of Deja’s not to sleep with the hot man she just met.
“Of course not. I know better than to get involved with Siamese minds.”
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Chapter 2

“What did you say?” I asked, holding back my anger until I had more information. 
Siamese minds was an old term for my kind. These days they usually call us “a split soul” or “twin souls,” depending on whether you view yourselves as one or individuals. Deja and I definitely viewed ourselves as separate minds. Souls? Well, that wasn't our department.
Twin souls were rare, and even rarer was admitting you were one to people you had just met. It's way too easy to take advantage of someone when you know they'll pretend to know who you are just to save face.
“Did D tell you about us? That girl is dumber than the gum she chews. Look, I don't know why she told you anything. That is a very private issue and not meant for strangers.”
“I'm not a stranger to her.”
“I don’t need the sordid details, but one night of binge-drinking with Deja does not a friend make. Trust me, I've had to deal with the fallout of ex-lovers time and time again. Let me give you some advice: She's not monogamous and no matter what she says, she doesn’t actually like men.”
“I didn't drink with her last night. I stopped her binge before it got out of hand.”
“Out of hand? I've got a fucking tramp stamp on my back!”
Layne tried to cover his smile, but it was obvious that this had been a point of levity in the night. “She insisted on that. I couldn't have stopped her short of knocking her out, and she advised me that it would be unwise to try.”
“It would be unwise,” I agreed with a bit more zeal than I intended.
“Why is that? She didn't elaborate.”
“Like I would.” I glared at him, not-so-subtly reinforcing my desire to keep my life private. “Could you have at least stopped her before the hangover from hell set in?”
“I'm sorry. I tried to get her to take something, but…she was very angry with you.”
“Angry? I'm the one who should be angry.”
“She disagrees.”
“Then she should have written me a note. She knows this whole thing doesn't work without communication.”
“She did write you a note. I have it.”
I stared blankly at him. Appalled and livid, my mouth gaped before I could formulate my argument. “How dare you take that? That is our personal communication! It's like listening in on a phone conversation.”
“I didn't read it.”
“Thank God for small favors.”
“I wrote it.”
“What?” I stared at him, contemplating the cultivation of a violent streak just for the occasion.
“The first part is her, but after she spent an entire page calling you a fucking bitch, I thought I would help the process by taking dictation. Trust me, if I hadn't, there would have been a novella of cusswords and nonsensical sentences.”
“Yeah, well, that's how she communicates. I've never known any different. What gives you the right to interfere?”
“Because I'm the one she came to for help.”
“Help?” My voice pitched with concern, though it may have been selfishly motivated. “Not gambling debt again. Whatever money you loaned her, I assure you I have no way of paying you back, and despite what she may have told you, neither does she.”
He smiled to himself. “She told me you fret over little things.”
“Little things? I'm the one who wakes up in the hospital when the loan sharks come to collect. And don't talk to me like you know her better than I do. I've known her my whole life.”
“Yes, but you've never met her. You've only ever spoken to her on paper. And I think we both know she's not very literate.”
“You've known her one night and suddenly you’re an expert.”
He shook his head and checked his watch again. Was I keeping him from something?
“I didn't meet her last night. Technically, I met her last week, but I've been watching the both of you for a few weeks now,” he said casually, as if it wasn’t the creepiest thing a stranger could ever say to you.
I was at the door in record time. There was no further explanation needed. This guy was a stalker, and I wanted nothing more to do with him. If I could have left Deja behind too, I would have—and a thousand times before that.
I could hear him shuffle behind me, but thankfully I was quick when I needed to be. There were too many shady experiences in my past not to be. I jumped over the stair rail early to get some more distance between us. I spotted my car and made a beeline for it.
It was typically unlocked, since Deja had no comprehension of what personal property meant. I found my purse stuffed under the front seat, as it often was. I pulled the keys out and started the car just as Layne came down the last leg of the stairs. In a moment of pubescent irritation, I flipped him off and tore out of the parking lot like a teenager with a brand-new license.
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Chapter 3

Ipicked up speed on the highway while I was still outside of city jurisdiction and the penalties for speeding weren’t as high. It took less than a mile to realize I had no idea where the hell I was. These were not my stomping grounds. Judging by the arid, rocky terrain, it wasn’t even my state. 
The sign I passed on the highway informed me I was only 93 miles from Las Vegas. I cursed and wrenched my steering wheel as if it were Deja’s neck. It wasn’t unusual for me to wake up in a town several hours away from Boulder, but to be two states away? Whatever had happened in the last couple of days must have been big, but without a note there was no way to know what it was.
I couldn’t believe Deja had involved someone in our lives. She was always resistant to getting close to anyone. I never even tried to make friends, and forget about dating. Even if I could find a guy willing to tolerate my whackadoo-brain roommate, there wasn’t a chance in hell that Deja was going to be monogamous, and most guys weren’t up for sharing. As it was, I wasn’t even that fond of it.
Deja might have known that this sicko Layne was stalking us, but she wouldn’t have told me about it. It was somewhat endearing because she didn’t want me to worry, but it was also condescending as hell. She wasn’t the only one who could take care of herself. If anything, I took care of her.
Deja meant well, for the most part, but she regarded me as a burden. Don’t get me wrong, I felt the same way about her, but I had always thought of Deja as a child, whereas she thought of me as a pet.
I dug through my purse to find my cell. I untangled the earpiece from a knitted scarf I kept around to cover Deja’s hickeys, and fastened the device to my ear. “Call work,” I said, and the device pinged in acknowledgment.
I couldn't remember what day it was, but I assumed that I had missed work. I wasn't particularly shocked to learn they had fired me.
I took my manager’s abuse with concealed shame. It was a shit job, but it paid the bills. When things settled down again, I was still going to beg for it back because it was the only work I could get with my condition. AKA: pain-in-the-ass alter ego.
I called home and found one message on the voicemail. It was from me to Deja. It was a backup message reminding her of the work schedule because she usually threw away my notes right after reading them—if she even read them.
So much for that.
I was almost out of power. My little energy hog Front Runner took a good two weeks to run out of juice, but with Deja’s travels I scarcely had an eighth of a tank. I saw a Plug 'n' Pump and pulled in.
They retrofitted the old gas station for battery charging, but they didn’t accept government power vouchers. Technically, it was illegal not to, but since they still pumped gas, the law considered them grandfathered in under the old system, which meant I was going to be racking up another eighty bucks of credit card debt.
Yippee.
I swiped the card and walked around while the car charged. Fifteen minutes would be all it would take to charge, but it was still too long. I was eager to get the hell out of there. I was already going in the wrong direction, but I wasn’t sure how persistent Layne the stalker was going to be.
I kicked a rock over the dusty soil because that’s what you do when you’re waiting. I noted how nice my jeans were again. Even on sale, they had to be over a hundred dollars. Why would he spend so much on me? And if he knew I wasn’t Deja, why did he even come back? He could have waited two days for her to reemerge.
There were too many questions to answer, and as curious as I was, I wanted no part of them. My next note to Deja was going to be a whopper. Stop drinking, stop smoking, stop getting tattoos, and for the love of chocolate, buy a vibrator and stop bringing weird men into our lives.
The light turned green over my car, and I nearly sprinted to it. I unplugged and got in, ready to hit the open road. As I backed out of my spot, three cop cars pulled into the station. I stopped to see where they were going to park, but they flipped on their lights and blocked me in.
Son of a…
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Chapter 4

Isat in a police station on the outskirts of Vegas, wondering what fresh hell my shadow had gotten me into. To sum up my already short day: stalked, fired, arrested, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I was having a nicotine fit. 
I looked around the police station, in awe of the technology. Hundreds of flat-screens lined the walls with operators monitoring stations of twenty or more at a time. The traffic station, like most these days, was almost entirely automated. They sent out emails to speeders and light runners, informing them of their fines even before they reached their destination. They monitored public property for violence and vandalism. One call from an operator and the police would arrive before the criminals finished the crime.
The private property stations were in fogged glass cubicles—a paid service that business owners couldn’t afford to be without. There was even a division for private homes, but the cost was too high for most people. Depending on the city, it was better not to have anyone monitoring your home, lest corrupt cops use the video footage as their own personal home shopping network.
“Elise Welch,” a sullen uniformed cop called from one of the entrances to the waiting area.
“Yes, sir.” I jumped up, prepared to be compliant and generous with my puffery.
I followed him through the soundless monitoring stations. Then we passed by a long line of desks piled high with paperwork and manned by very bitter government employees. When we finally reached the interrogation room, I was feeling a little worried about my prospects of sucking up to anyone in this precinct.
“In here,” the man mumbled and opened the door to a terrifyingly simple room: a metal table, metal chairs, big-ass mirror. I had done a lot of prostrating in rooms just like this.
“Can you tell me why I’m here?” I asked before going through the door.
“In here,” he barked gruffly and pointed inside as if I might not have heard him the first time.
I stepped inside and the door slammed behind me. Nothing was ever friendly in these places, but this was beyond answering for public intoxication charges. I was either in a great deal of trouble, or this was a horrible mistake. I was willing to put money down that it wasn’t the latter.
After a few agonizing minutes, the door opened, and Layne Cantry walked in, holding a file. The door slammed just as he smacked his file down on the table. He barely looked at me before sitting down in the chair across from me. I immediately noticed the new addition to his wardrobe: a black leather shoulder holster with a matching gun.
For a moment, I just stared at him with a thousand questions demanding to be first in line. Instead, I held my tongue. If I needed to get a lawyer, it was probably best I shut up early. This man already knew too much about me.
“Not going to ask me anything?” He leaned back coolly in his rock-hard chair, making it seem more like a comfy plush recliner. “That’s new. Deja said you were a nervous talker.”
I bit my cheek hard. I didn’t like Deja talking to this guy about our situation, but I loathed she had told him about me. It was just wrong. Everything about this was wrong. Call it self-preservation, call it anti-social, but whatever it was, it meant that Deja and I were our own business. Not his.
“You don’t like me talking about her, do you?” He eyed me quizzically. “She said you had a maternal streak. Actually, she said you had a maternal stick stuck up your ass.”
I shot up out of my chair—to do what? I had no idea, because he shot up right after me. My chair clattered to the floor, upsetting the momentary standoff. I shrugged off the excess anger and walked away from the table to breathe. There wasn’t any fresh air for about two hundred and fifty miles, but I looked out the dirty glass brick window anyway and pretended I wasn’t there.
Layne came around the table and set my chair back on four legs. “She told me you would have trouble sharing her with someone else.”
I shook my head. Deja had her name in every bathroom stall in Boulder. I had no trouble sharing her.
“She didn’t want us to meet, but this wasn't going to work with an on/off schedule. She was really messed up last night.” I glanced back at him, hearing a twinge of concern in his voice. He was leaning against the table, watching me. “I want you to know I’ve been doing my best to keep her on track. Last night was beyond me, though.”
“Why is she so mad?”
“She found out about your research,” he said after a beat.
I turned around, slack-jawed. I must have lost some color in my face, because I was instantly dizzy. “Shit,” I hissed. “Oh, shista-lavista.” I cradled my head in my hands for a moment, trying to catalog exactly what she had seen and what she had gleaned from it.
Out of desperation to qualify my actions to a woman I could never speak to, I turned to the only common link in our lives. I wasn’t on board with Layne’s presence in our lives, but if he was going to be hanging around, he might as well relay my urgent supplication.
“When you see her…” I pressed my hands on his arms, and he noted the contact but didn’t interrupt me. “Tell her the research is old—so old. I’m not pursuing that path any longer. It was a dead end. Well, it wasn’t a dead end in that it had no answers, but dead as in I don’t want to kill her just to unburden myself.” I squeezed his arms a little tighter to make sure he relayed my compunction properly. “I wouldn’t do that. Never. Ever! You have to make her believe that.” I was panicking, and it wasn’t pretty. He cupped my elbows and ushered me back to my chair. I sat down, but before I let go, I squeezed his biceps hard. “Promise me.”
“I will make sure she understands.” When I didn’t release him, he added, “You have my word.” I exhaled deeply and retracted my claws. He returned to his seat. “Maternal is definitely accurate,” he mumbled as he sat back down.
“Look…” I leaned over the table, clasping my hands as if in prayer. “I don’t know what she did, but you obviously know that I’m not responsible for it. Maybe you can manipulate your police work and call this a case of mistaken identity. I’m sure with as much video surveillance as goes on around here it’s easy to mistake one drunken reprobate for another. Let’s face it, I can’t afford the fine, you’ll have to imprison me, and I’m already on public assistance, so why burden the government with yet another lowly prisoner to feed?”
“There she is.” He smiled. “Elise…or do you prefer ‘Miss Welch’?”
“Um…Elise.”
“Elise, you aren’t under arrest. I’m not even a cop.”
“You’re not?” I asked, genuinely surprised. He acted like a cop—mannerisms and everything.
“I used to be a cop. When surveillance systems took over, I lost interest. I’m a private investigator now, but I keep in contact with my former colleagues. They did me the favor of bringing you in, since you left without saying goodbye.”
Enlightenment dawned on my hungover brain. “That’s why you’ve been watching us. You’re investigating us.”
“Not exactly.” His eyes shifted downwards. He wasn’t comfortable with what he was about to say. “I’ve been protecting you.” I narrowed my eyes, wary of his admission. It seemed genuine, but I couldn’t help but wonder why he was taking it upon himself to guard us free of charge. “Your name has come up in some communications. Communications that, shall we say, aren’t on the books.”
I nodded. Crime bosses and mastermind thieves were on the rise since the sudden downfall of petty misdemeanors. There was big business in being smart enough to outsmart technology. The police had to go to great lengths to keep them under control. Illegal wiretapping was common, and despite being illegal, everyone knew about it and didn’t care. We were all officially desensitized to our lack of privacy.
“I was in the middle of another investigation that sent me your way. I’ve been trying to figure out why your name was mentioned. It didn’t take long to figure out that you were a Siamese mind. Deja was onto me from the beginning. At first, I thought she was just…Whatever. She finally confronted me and asked me for help.”
“Why?”
“Because someone’s trying to kill her.”
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Chapter 5

“Kill?” I was out of my chair again. There was no hope of avoiding panic now. “Why didn’t she tell me this?” 
Layne stood up with me and blocked my pacing path. “She didn’t want to freak you out. She didn’t think you would do so well with the truth.”
“Ha!” was all I offered, since I clearly wasn’t doing well with it.
“Deja wanted to get this figured out before we had to involve you, but the attempts on your lives have been getting closer together.”
“Attempts! What the French! There has been more than one?”
“Four, to be exact.”
I wasn’t one to swoon, but the thought of handing off the reins to Deja and never waking back up again was alarming to me. I was hyperventilating at the prospect of being murdered and not even knowing why. Layne offered a hand to steady me, but I didn’t take it. Regrettably, I should have, since my knees locked, and I just fell forward for no apparent reason.
Layne caught me as best he could while still keeping a margin of professional distance. He put me back in my chair and kneeled before me. He looked concerned, but only in that do-I-need-to-call-a-paramedic way. He took my pulse and advised me to slow my breathing, which was easier said than done.
“I’m sorry,” I said when I was a little more myself again. “I guess she was right about not telling me. I hate it when she’s right.”
“She wasn’t right,” he mumbled, checking my pulse again. He left his hand on my wrist afterwards. It was a small touch, but as with any touch from an attractive stranger, it felt like something important was happening. “She said you would be cowering in a corner, crying after I told you.”
I looked to the corner of the room before answering. “It does look rather appealing over there.” He chuckled at that, and I smiled. I enjoyed making people laugh. It wasn’t something I got to do often since I didn’t want to make friends, but it was nice to know I still had a knack for it.
“There you go, Elise; a sense of humor is good in situations like this. Keep the heart strong with laughter and you’ll always have enough strength for hope.”
“That’s poetic. Did you just make that up?”
“No, actually…never mind.” He stood up and returned to his seat. “Listen, the situation you and Deja are in, it’s getting worse. I’ve been trying to figure out why you are on a hit list, but so far I haven’t dug much up on you two.”
“There isn’t much,” I said resolutely. “Is that how you found my research?”
“Deja found that when we were searching the apartment. We were looking for some accidentally muled drugs, but she found that instead.”
“So last night she had a rebellious binge to hurt me,” I said, attempting to recount the last 48 hours. “You tried to keep her out of trouble, but neglected to keep her from tattooing me.” He smirked at the mention of the tattoo, but I refused to ask why. “That still doesn’t answer the question of why the hell we are in Nevada.”
“Three of those attempts on your life have been in the last 48 hours, so you, me, and Deja are on the lam.” His brow rose in emphasis.
That corner was looking better and better by the minute.
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Chapter 6

Istared at the hybridized, gas-guzzling sports car before me. Layne opened the door to the low-riding vehicle. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was all just a really good trap. Maybe Layne was the one trying to kill us, and I was about to get into his blue sports car, never to be seen again. 
At first, it sounded preposterous, but then a question popped into my mind. What if Deja told me in her note that this guy was trouble and that’s why he took it? There was no mysterious crime boss gunning for me. It was just this guy kidnapping a drunken girl after she got a tattoo.
Galvanized by logical paranoia, I bolted again. It was another beautiful escape. I dodged the traffic behind Layne’s car just right, so he couldn’t have followed if he tried. “Elise!” I heard him holler behind me. He didn’t sound mad, just frustrated, and I almost turned around to look at him, but resisted the curiosity that begged to see his expression.
I ran several blocks until I was lost enough to feel secure. I stopped at some point and leaned against a white stucco wall. It was then I realized my theory was all wrong, and I was being stupid.
It was all in the jeans. Kidnappers don’t buy expensive jeans.
The truth was, I had no idea what was going on for sure until I read Deja’s note. Without it, I was lost. Without it, I was alone. As messed up as it was, my stupid other half was the only family I had.
I crouched down, piled my purse in my lap to protect it, and cried into my hands just like Deja said I would. I hated it when she was right.
I heard the rumble of a car pull up on the road next to me, but I didn’t look up. I already knew it was him. Come to collect the pathetic, hysterical—
“Get up, bitch!”
What?
I looked up between the two sets of legs that had towering torsos above them and saw the shiny silver sports car. Wrong car.
Craptastic! 
I stood up to meet two Hispanic men. I was taller than both of them, but that made little difference. Even if they weren’t stronger than me, the guns tucked under their arms were definitely faster.
“You got a lot of nerve coming back to this town.” Back? “We told you last summer not to come back. This town is hard-wired, sweetie. We knew the minute your face hit town.” These weren’t murderers; these were loan sharks. When did Deja have time to go to Vegas? Suddenly, my difficulty holding a job was making sense.
“I’m sorry, I got arrested. It won’t happen again. I was just trying to get a bus out of here.”
“You know that’s not how it works. You’ve got to pay the toll. So, what will the payment be? Cash, credit…” He winked at me. “…or check?” He cracked his knuckles while his friend cracked his neck.
“Cash!” Layne approached down the sidewalk, pulling out his wallet. “What’s the going rate for misdemeanors?”
“A grand.” The speaking man turned his attention to Layne.
Layne chuckled as he positioned himself between me and the two thugs. “A grand? She’s only been in town an hour. That’s bullshit.”
“Bullshit is this skank touching Mr. Devitti’s son.”
“Oh,” Layne drawled. “This is a toll for that incident with Artie. In that case, you boys can have this.” Layne handed them a one-dollar bill. “If Mr. Devitti has any problems with that, you tell him that Layne Cantry gave him that dollar on her behalf. If he doesn’t remember me, tell him I’m the owner of the bullet still lodged in his leg.”
The men looked flustered by this new information.
“Mr. Devitti and I have an understanding. A peace treaty, if you will. Tell him that his son is a handsy asshole when he’s drunk, and he got what he deserved. I will consider today’s matter closed, but if he has any questions, I can visit with him anytime.”
The men exchanged looks, but decided that even a grand wasn’t worth getting shot over, which was strange since they had two guns to Layne’s one. Apparently, Layne Cantry had more of a reputation in this town than Deja.
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Chapter 7

Iwas glad to be getting out of Vegas. Even if Layne seemed to have the locals under control, it was still a crazy town to get stuck in. 
I looked over at Layne. He hadn’t chastised me for bolting again. He seemed to understand, or at least he just didn’t want to waste his time with a lecture. He was driving fast and determined, as if he had an agenda and needed to get on with it. I remembered that he had been checking his watch that morning.
“What?” He glanced over at me when he noticed me watching him.
“That was pretty badass what you did back there.”
“No, it wasn’t.” He smiled. “Devitti’s wife put that bullet in his leg, but his lackeys don’t know that, or he would lose face. It was a risk, but there was no way I was going to pay those idiots a grand.”
“Won’t that make enemies with Devitti?”
“Nah, those two won’t even mention that they saw me. They’ll gossip about me with the other lackeys until the story changes into Blaine Suntry the seven-foot giant with testicles as big as grapefruits and fists the size of hams.” I laughed. He was funny, too. “They’ll have to make their surrender seem more reasonable.”
“Grapefruit testicles, huh?” I smiled.
“Well, I admit oranges to grapefruits is a pretty big leap, but…” He chuckled, unable to finish. I laughed again. It was nice to laugh, but something occurred to me.
“Wait a minute…How did you know Deja assaulted Devitti’s son? And don’t tell me it was a lucky guess.”
“It could have been, given my knowledge of his son and Deja’s personality, but no, she mentioned it in passing when I suggested we hide out in Vegas.”
“Oh.” I felt a pang of jealousy as I remembered I was the odd man out in this little adventure.
“Look, Elise, I know today has gone from bad to worse for you, but I’d really like you to trust me. I can’t protect you if you don’t trust me. I also can’t protect you if you keep running away from me.” He said it apologetically, like he was sorry that I had to stay with him. It made me feel guilty. I hadn’t intended to make him feel rejected. I hadn’t actually taken his feelings into consideration at all.
“I know,” I said, shifting uncomfortably in the bucket seat. I felt like I could stop the car if I just pushed on the floorboard hard enough. “I just wish I could hear it from Deja.”
“I have the note in my duffel bag. You can read it at the next stop.”
“You know what it says?”
“I wrote most of it, so yes.” He glanced over at me. “That bothers you, doesn’t it?”
“No,” I lied.
“I know I’ve invaded your privacy on a monumental level, but seeing as this was supposed to be the note that introduces me, I really needed it to be…coherent. I’ll avoid doing it in the future, unless it’s a life-or-death emergency, if that makes you feel any better.”
“Sure,” I said, still not wanting to admit how much it bothered me to have him between us. I barely knew this man, yet he knew private details about my other self that I didn’t even know. He wasn’t so much invading my privacy as dwarfing my relationship with Deja, such as it was.
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Chapter 8

We stopped at a diner to eat a late lunch. Layne brought in his duffel bag that he had come into the hotel with that morning. He flopped down in the booth across from me and handed me the letter. I grabbed it like gold and pressed it to my chest. 
I chuckled at myself. “Wow, talk about pacification,” I said, and he smiled before looking down at his menu. “It’s just…” I paused, not sure how much of myself I wanted to offer this man. “It’s all we have, you know?”
“I know,” he said, and I suppose he did. Not many people knew about twin souls. It was a relief to be able to speak freely around him, not questioning what I should say or how I should act. “She gets pretty territorial about your letters too.”
“Really?” I asked, somewhat touched.
“She pretends not to care, and she rants about your lectures, but I think she likes having someone to boss her around. Even if it is just so she can disobey.”
“Speaking of disobeying.” I reached across the table and touched his hand. It was mostly to express my fervor on the topic, but I also liked to test my boundaries. He glanced at the touch, but didn’t move away. “Can you please get her to stop smoking? My lungs hurt.” I put my hand back to my chest to emphasize my point. “They literally hurt if I breathe too deeply.” I demonstrated a breath, causing me to cough. I took a drink of my water to calm the burn.
“I’ll see what I can do, but I might have pressed my luck by talking her out of tattooing ‘Fuck Me Hard’ on your ass.”
I sucked in water with my shocked gasp and spat it all back out again. Layne was doing his best to control his laughter while I tried to breathe, cough, and ask a question at the same time. “What?” was all I could choke out.
A waitress came rushing over to offer me the Heimlich maneuver, and when I declined she patted me on the back and left us extra napkins to clean up.
“She did not seriously request that?” I asked when my voice returned.
“She more than requested it. If you look at that tat close enough, the bottom portion looks a lot like an arrow.” My eyes widened in shock. I clenched my teeth with forever-unsatisfied rage and slapped the letter onto the table. “She said…” He looked around and leaned in to whisper so he didn’t appall those eating with the god-awful language that regularly left Deja’s mouth. “She said if you were going to—I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tell you this.” He chuckled.
I rolled my eyes because I could tell he really wanted to tell me. “Just tell me. It can’t be any more embarrassing than what she’s already done with this body.”
“She said if you were going to have a stick up your ass, you might as well get off on it.” Layne looked down at the table, amused, but when he saw the fake smile I was offering him, he looked sheepish. “Elise, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that,” he sighed. “It’s just, she’s so…”
I narrowed my eyes at seeing the admiration in his eyes for her. It shouldn’t have bothered me. I should have been pleased, but it made me feel like a third wheel on a dinner date that I couldn’t get out of. Ever.
“Fun?” I offered, and he lost all humor in his face.
“No, outrageous. The things that come out of her mouth are like verbal Ripley’s Believe It or Not.” He reached over and touched my hand like I had his moments earlier. “I just wanted you to know that despite the result of last night’s excursion, I was defending your ass.” He held back his smile until I smiled at his joke. He squeezed my hand reassuringly and gave it a slight caress that made me take stock of the moment. Unfortunately, the arrival of our food split our hands like nervous teenagers.  
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Chapter 9

Dear Elise, YOU ARE A…. 
I skipped a page ahead to where the writing switched to Layne’s.
I found your research you ***!
I noted the footnote at the bottom of the letter indicating that all asterisks were to represent threads of unnecessary, unconscionable profanity. Well, at least Layne kept the spirit of the letter, if not the tone.
I can’t believe you could consider sectioning us! You’re a *** for even considering that! That is selfish, even for you! You should know that I would never hurt you that way!
Layne here wants me to discuss him. He’s a selfish bastard, too. You two will get along great. You should *** him! Have babies and shit. It’ll be great!
Here’s the thing: someone is trying to kill us, and we don’t know why. Layne’s going to help us. He’s saved me once already, and you too, you just didn’t know it. I don’t know a lot about him, but he’s a good guy and you should trust him.
I’m not going to apologize for the tattoo. I know it probably hurts like hell, but you hurt me first. Just do what Layne tells you and don’t freak out. I’ll figure this out…somehow.
It was short, sweet, and to the point, just like Deja—minus the sweet. It would have been better to hear the details about their introduction, but that was probably irrelevant.
I tucked the letter into my back pocket as Layne came out of the diner from paying. “Well, was it enlightening?” he asked, knowing full well that it wasn’t.
“A little terse, but colorful as usual.”
“Yeah, I think I should have left the profanity in, just to give you something more to read.”
“That would have been nice. She didn’t say much about you.”
He shrugged. “I told her to, but she said I could tell you, and I didn’t want to put words in her mouth.” He opened the car door for me, and I climbed in. The sun was going down, and I wanted to ask where we were going, but I also didn’t want to badger Layne with questions.
The ride was quiet for a few miles, and I didn’t mind since I still had a headache. Finally, he broke the silence. “Aren’t you going to ask where we’re going?”
“I’m unemployed and supposedly being targeted for murder. I’m kind of carte blanche right now, so I’ll defer to you.”
“Supposedly?”
“It will be supposedly until it’s not.” I paused. “Okay, where are we going?”
He smiled. “I’m heading to Arizona.”
“Are they really going to follow us? I mean, it’s one thing to have a hit out on someone, but tracking them across the country seems to drain the resources a bit.”
“These people are very determined,” he said with a threat in his voice.
“Why can't you just put me in a safe house under armed guard?”
“If saving your life was the only goal—and if I could find enough trustworthy men—I would. But I'm not interested in the men pulling the triggers. I want the men who hired them.”
“Do you have any idea who those men are?”
“Pick your favorite mob boss. It could be any one of them.”
I scrunched my face up, trying to consider that idea. I was well aware that there were three infamously rich and dangerous men surreptitiously running the country through underworld connections. However, to me they were like characters out of a bad bedtime story. Layne saying that the triad was targeting me was like saying Santa Clause, the Easter Bunny, and Jack Frost were coming to get me. Or I suppose in this case Krampus, Freddy Krueger, and the Boogieman.    
“Why would they want to kill me? I couldn't be more than a fleck of dust on their radar.”
“I'm not certain. That's what intrigues me, and why I began investigating the two of you. I suspect that it has to do with another investigation I am working on, but until I can prove it, the suspicion is useless. I’m hoping to figure more out from you, which in turn will help me put my investigation to rest and put some very bad men in prison. Yet another reason I can't put you in police custody. If we do come across any of these guys, I'm sure I'll be able to get information from them as well.”
“So, you're protecting me because I might be able to help your case. However, if I can’t, you’ll just let me be killed so you can interrogate my killers?” I glared at him.
“What? No! That's not what I meant. You're oversimplifying it.” He glanced at me. He looked annoyed, but clearly it was partly true. I was alive right now only because I might hold the key to breaking his case.
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Chapter 10

Layne checked us into the motel, and all hopes of a clean room left my mind when I smelled it. The residual smell of smoke, incense, and rotten food made my stomach lurch. Layne stepped past me while I lingered in the doorway to acclimate my nasal passages. He was either oblivious to the smell, or just didn’t want to dwell on it. He kicked off his shoes and dumped his duffel bag and keys on the dresser beside the television. 
“Just one room?” I asked, looking over the single queen bed and no couch.
“We’re on the lam, not vacationing. Besides, my budget doesn’t account for duplicate charges.” I nodded, still hanging out by the door. The air wasn’t any fresher in Arizona, but it was fresher than this room. “Don’t worry. I can call up a cot or something. They’ll charge an extra $20 for it…” He trailed off as he yawned.
I shut the door and stepped inside. I placed my purse next to his bag and stared at the sparse surroundings. It was almost identical to the motel room I had woken up in that morning. Instead of the 70s motif, though, they were rocking the 80s pretty hard. Brass lamps accented the pastel paradise topped with oversized ivory shades. Even the Santa Fe-style comforter on the bed featured pinks and purples instead of the traditional oranges and reds. I was in décor hell.
I meandered over to the bathroom
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