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Eastern Kentucky

A few years in the future
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Dead.

He was dead.

I took a slow step away from the sheet-covered body lying on the clinic’s exam table.

Dr. Benton touched my arm. “You did all you could, Mellie.”

And it hadn’t been enough.

Hadn’t stopped the man from dying seconds after Nathaniel and I had gotten him on the table.

Two gunshot wounds to the chest. Blood everywhere. Nathaniel’s panicked expression.

I let out a shaky breath, and the sheet-covered form blurred. 

Dr. Benton wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”

I blinked away the blur. “You got here as soon as you could.” The same as he did for every nighttime emergency.

He eased his arm from around me and ran his fingers through his graying hair. “Why don’t you go sit down with Jess and Nathaniel? I’ll make the necessary calls.”

“Th-thanks.” My voice didn’t have to betray me. 

I wandered from the clinic on legs that didn’t have to shake and stilled in the hallway. Squeezed my eyes shut. 

What could I have done differently? What had I missed? 

“Mellie.” Jess’s voice.

I forced my eyes open. 

She stood in the patch of light spilling from the living room, lips pressed into a thin, white line.

Hold it together. I would hold it together.

She made a useless sound of sympathy, hurried to me, and threw her arms around me. “I’m sorry.”

Of course she’d pick up on my emotions. That’s what sisters did. 

“I know you did all you could.”

Not that anything I’d done had helped him. Not that any of the resuscitation attempts had been successful.

I extricated myself from the hug and trudged into the living room. 

Nathaniel sprawled on the love seat, ankle propped on his knee, shirt bloody.

He really did need to change. That blood could harbor any number of germs.

I sank onto the couch, and Jess lowered herself beside me. 

I tipped my head back and swallowed the tightness from my throat. “Thanks for bringing him in.”

Nathaniel straightened and rubbed his hands down his grease-stained jeans. “Yeah. Only wish he would’ve made it.”

All that blood. His gasps for breath.

Surely I could’ve done something more for him. 

But going down that road never did anything for me. 

“What happened? How did you find him?”

Did he even know the man’s name?

Because he had a name. Probably a family. A mom and a dad who’d mourn him. Maybe a wife and kids. Maybe brothers and sisters. Maybe grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins.

My throat constricted. 

Nathaniel slouched, his broad shoulders curling toward his chest. “I’d just towed a guy’s truck back to his place. Was headed home. You know that abandoned gas station?”

I nodded.

“I came around the bend, and my headlights hit the lot. The guy was staggering across it, clutching his chest.”

I nodded again. Because what else was there to do?

He swiped the back of his hand across his mouth, skin rasping against his beard. “I stopped. Saw he was hurt real bad. Asked him if he wanted me to get him to the hospital. He told me he didn’t have a card, and I told him about you and Benton. He wanted to come here.”

What else could I have done?

“Tried to ask him his name and what happened, but he was too out of it to respond. And you know the rest.”

All too well.

Jess slid her arm around my shoulders.

Had it been a drug deal gone bad? Some kind of domestic dispute? A random shooting? Robbery?

Nathaniel gripped his knees, and his knuckles whitened.

None of this could be easy for him. Not after he’d been shot last fall. Shot trying to protect me.

I shrugged off Jess’s arm. “Do you want to call Susie? I don’t want her to be worried.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Already did. Woke her up too, and she fussed at me.”

I should laugh. Just about any other time, I would.

Jess shifted on the couch. “Is Dr. Benton going to call the cops?”

“I assume.” Even if they were too understaffed and underfunded to do anything about this mess. “He said he’d take care of the calls.”

Probably because I’d looked too rattled.

Maybe I should be used to death by now. But maybe not. Maybe I wouldn’t ever get used to the finality. Maybe it’d be even worse if I did.

Nathaniel shoved to his feet. “Better be getting home.”

I stood as well, and the floor tilted.

No. Passing out wasn’t an option. 

I leaned in and gave him a quick hug—bloody shirt and all. “Thanks again. And I’m sorry.”

He patted my shoulder. “Nothing to be sorry for.” He strode to the front door. “See you Sunday unless you need my services.”

I should make some sort of joke about how my Mercedes didn’t break down—especially since I’d started dating a German mechanic—but the words lodged in my throat.

“Be careful.” An edge cut through Jess’s voice. “You have your gun, right?”

“Yep.” He pulled open the front door. “Don’t leave home without it.”

None of us did.

Because what’d happened to the guy lying on the exam table happened way too often these days.
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Nothing like an easy job to start off the day.

Friedrich Wolf slid from beneath the Ford F150 to the tune of oil flowing into the drain pan.

Early morning sunlight poured into the carport, and he swiped his forehead against his T-shirt sleeve.

Long gone were the days of working in an air-conditioned garage.

Seemed like those days wouldn’t be coming back any time soon.

Footsteps crunched gravel.

Had to be Mellie. She was the only one who came around this time of morning.

Unless those footsteps belonged to a drug addict looking for some quick cash.

Wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to grab the 9mm from its daytime place in the toolbox and scare one of them away. Neither would it be the last.

“That you?”

“Yep.” She rounded his house, stepped into the carport, and grinned. But that grin couldn’t erase the shadows smudged beneath her red-rimmed eyes.

He grabbed a rag and wiped the oil from his hands. “What’s wrong?”

Her grin trembled away as she climbed onto the stool she always occupied when she came over to keep him company. “You’re supposed to tell me good morning.”

Yeah, when she looked like she’d been crying and was about to start again. “What’s wrong?”

She gathered her hair and secured it in some kind of knot. Pressed a few copper strands in place. And sighed. “I lost a patient last night.”

Man ... 

He crossed to her. “Hate that.”

She hopped off the stool, wrapped her arms around his waist, and rested her cheek on his sweaty shirt. “I just ... I don’t know. I keep going over things. Trying to figure out what I missed.”

He pulled her a little closer and pressed his lips to the top of her head. “Benton didn’t make it in time?”

She shook her head, and her hair caught on his whiskers.

“It’s just ... rough. Nathaniel brought the guy in. It was on the news and everything this morning. Of course they were talking bad about me and Dr. Benton. Turns out Nathaniel’s sister’s boyfriend is friends with a reporter ...” She eased away from him and climbed onto her stool. “But I’m okay.”

Yeah, when tears glazed her eyes and she blinked way too fast.

She dashed a hand across her eyes. “I’m okay. I’m just tired. And—and a lot of things. And I’m pretty sure you forgot your deodorant this morning.”

Okay, so she wanted to let the subject drop. Maybe joke around a little and try to forget about what was bothering her. “Nah. Guess it’s too hot out here.”

She knotted her hands on her lap, and her shoulders rose and fell. “Guess you’re just forgetful.”

“That too.”

She tipped her head toward the Ford. “What’re you doing?”

“Oil change.”

“Sounds nice.”

Yeah, because vehicles were a lot easier to deal with than people.

He leaned against one of the posts supporting the carport. “Want to go hiking one morning this week?”

She closed her eyes, tilted her head up a little. “As of now, there aren’t any patients scheduled until after lunch on Thursday. We could go in the morning.”

“Plan on it.” Maybe some time in the woods would help her clear her head. It’d been a few too many days since they’d had a date that hadn’t included Jess, Audra, and baby Ivy keeping them company.

And maybe then would be the right time to ask that big question.

She smiled, but it faded way too fast. “I saw Pastor York at the store yesterday. He said he was planning to come see you after he finished up.”

“Yeah, he came over.” Just what he’d needed—York trying to convince him to start coaching the powerlifting team again.

“And he asked you ...?”

He nodded. “Told him no.” Just like he’d told him the five other times he’d asked.

Couldn’t the man leave well enough alone?

She picked a hair from her jeans and let it drift to the concrete. “I told him that’s what you’d say. And I asked him to please not ask you.”

“Guess he’d made up his mind.” Not that York’s stubbornness would change his decision.
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I’d survived another day. Now I just had to survive another night. A night that had better not include emergencies. Especially emergencies involving—

Nope. Not going there.

I eased Audra’s door open and slipped into her room.

She sat on her bed, one of her ever-present novels propped on her knees, her blonde hair flowing around her shoulders.

“She’s asleep?” I kept my voice to a whisper.

Audra nodded.

I walked to the crib, leaned over the still and silent Ivy, and brushed a kiss to her dark, fuzzy hair. 

Thank You.

I eased away from the crib and plopped onto the end of the bed. “Hanging out with those book boyfriends again?”

She smirked at me over her knees. “You know it. This one’s super cute.”

“And I bet he’s a grouch and needs a governess for his three kids.”

She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “He’s pretty broody, but there’s no governess or three kids.” She grinned. “It’s an arranged marriage.”

“Lovely.” I pushed to my feet. “Hitched to a stranger. How romantic.”

She stuck a bookmark in her book and set it on the bedside table. “It’s actually quite romantic. They both, like, love each other, but they won’t tell each other. Kinda like you and Friedrich.”

“Hey.” I let out the world’s longest, most dramatic sigh. “We’ve talked about this way too many times. It’ll happen when it happens.” I motioned to her book. “Mess in their romance. Not mine.”

Like that would ever stop her. 

She giggled, then clapped her hand over her mouth. Glanced at the crib.

After three or four seconds of silence, she lowered her hand. “I prefer to mess in everyone’s romances.”

“Whatever.” I could steal her saying if I felt like it.

I pushed to my feet and engulfed her in a hug. “Night, you little pest.”

She squeezed me back. “That’s called evading the conversation.”

No one cared what it was called.

I escaped from her room and wandered into the room Jess and I had shared since Audra moved in last year.

The bed stared me down like it somehow blamed me for tossing and turning during the few hours of supposed rest I’d gotten last night.

Nope. Not going there.

I slid under the covers and closed my eyes. 

Tonight would be better.

The water cut off in the bathroom. Darkness took the place of the light beaming through my eyelids, and the mattress shifted. 

“Are you okay?”

Of course Jess would have to ask that, would have to root in feelings better left undisturbed.

We weren’t supposed to be talking about this. I was supposed to be asleep.

“I’m tired.” The truth. Tired in more ways than one.

“I know it was horrible.”

More than horrible.

And we really needed to stop talking about it.

Maybe I should’ve talked to Audra for a little while longer. Even if she would’ve driven me crazy with her nonsensical evaluation of my and Friedrich’s relationship.

She flopped onto her other side. “I hope they can find out who he is ... was.”

“They will.” Surely. 

Even if we never knew.

**
[image: ]


Maybe today was the day.

He could ask her when they reached her favorite spot—the outcropping where she liked to sit and stare out at the mountains stretching on and on.

“You’re poking.” She grinned over her shoulder at him, sweat cutting down her face.

“Didn’t know it was a race.”

She slowed, spun around, and propped her hands on her hips.

The sun shone through the trees and caught on her hair, turned her eyes even bluer. 

Man ... “Know I don’t say it enough, but you look great.”

Her eyes widened a little, and red stole across her face. “So I insult you, and you hand out compliments?”

“Guess that’s the way it works.”

She dropped onto a fallen log and stretched her legs out. “Now I feel bad.”

“Nah.” He lowered himself beside her and pressed a kiss to her temple.

She leaned her shoulder against his for a second. “It’s actually not a race. It used to be revenge for those million sets of squats you talked me into doing last night. But now ... it’s kinda hard to get revenge against such a nice, handsome guy.”

He chuckled. “Fishing for another compliment?”

“Hmm.” She cocked her head and smiled. “Do you have any others to offer? I mean, sweaty girls with crazy-looking hair take all the compliments they can get.”

He brushed a kiss to the tip of her nose—yeah, it was sweaty—and pushed to his feet. “Wouldn’t want you getting a big head.”

She stood and massaged her legs. “Oh, that’d never happen. Unless I beat you to the lookout.”

The lookout where he’d propose. Where she’d say yes.

Unless she’d decided she wasn’t ready for that. Or thought he was too much of a mess.

She started up the trail, her laughter cutting through the woods.

A few long strides brought him even with her, and he brushed past her.

“Hey ...”

He slowed. Let her fall into step beside him. Caught her hand. “Hey. It’s wide enough for two here.”

She twined her fingers through his. “Actually, I like this much better than racing ... especially with how sore my legs are.”

“Wimp.” He squeezed her hand.

“No way.” She bumped her shoulder against him. “I did every single set.”

Yep, she had. But where was the fun in letting it go at that? “And you whined all the way through.”

She raised both eyebrows. “But I did it. That’s what counts. You can’t expect me to like squats as much as you do. There’s literally nothing to like about them.”

“Do you want to be weak?” He needed this. Laughing. Joking. Being with her.

If she said yes, they’d have years of this. 

Years that could end all too soon.

Man, he didn’t need to go there.

“Um, no. But I also don’t like to torture myself needlessly.” 

He needed to pull it together. Come up with some kind of reply. Preferably one that’d make her laugh. 

“Squats make you strong.” His voice didn’t need to come out so rough. “They’re a great full-body exercise.”

She tugged on his hand and slowed. “Are you okay?”

She had to notice. “Thinking too much.”

She stared up at him, lines etched across her forehead. “About something you want to talk about?”

He shook his head.

She maintained eye contact. “Sure?”

Footsteps thudded somewhere ahead of them.

Good timing. 

He guided her to the side of the trail.

And there was Karl striding down the trail, his shirt about three sizes too small.

The worst of timing.

Mellie’s hand stiffened in his, and she pulled in a hard breath.

Karl had better just nod and walk on by.

Like he’d ever done that a day in his life.

A grin stretched across Karl’s face, and he came to a stop way too close to them. “Didn’t think I’d catch my little brother out in the woods with the quack nurse.”

No. He wasn’t going to drag Mellie into this. 

He released her hand and stepped in front of her. “Didn’t think you’d go to a quack to have your cut stitched up.”

Karl’s grin hardened. “Didn’t think you’d ever get over Greta. Hope you don’t kill the quack nurse too.”

He had to go there.

Heat curled in his chest. Begged for release. Release in the form of a fist to Karl’s too-straight nose.

Mellie’s fingers slid around his arm.

Yeah, not the best idea. Not that fighting Karl was ever the best idea.

He caught her hand and strode up the trail to the tune of Karl’s laughter.

Step after step.

Shoes pounding the ground. Breath after breath rasping from his throat.

The trees fell away, and he stilled in the middle of the outcropping. Yeah, the mountains still stretched on, but he wouldn’t be asking her today.

Not after that mess.

She eased her hand from his and lowered herself to the rock she always sat on, her shoulders stiff, her face red. “I’m sorry.”

She wasn’t the one who needed to be sorry. 

He faced her, stuffed his hands in his pockets.

She patted the empty space beside her. 

Sitting wouldn’t help anything. About the only thing that would’ve helped was breaking Karl’s nose.

But that would’ve been stupid. And would’ve ended up with him and Karl fighting yet again in front of Mellie.

She patted the rock again. “Please don’t listen to a thing he said. You know how he is. What he is.”

All too well.
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Somehow, I needed to announce my presence before I scared Friedrich out of his skin.

Just his jean-clad legs and tennis shoes protruded from beneath the jacked-up Camry. 

Maybe in my younger—and less mature—days, I’d have grabbed his ankles. But I was better than that now. 

At least I needed to be better than that. I wouldn’t be the cause of him hitting his head.

“Hey.” I cleared my throat. “I’m here if you’d like to come out and say hello.”

He flinched only a little.

I giggled like a highly immature individual.

He clicked off the light beneath the car, slid out, and extended his hand. “You scare me, you help me up.”

I gripped his hand—his greasy hand—and he clambered to his feet.

“You’re working late. Especially for a Saturday night.” I found a couple of rags, tossed one to him, and wiped off my hand with the other.

The hazard of dating a mechanic.

He threw his rag into a bucket full of the rag’s equally dirty relatives. “Yeah. Figured out the problem while I was eating supper.”

I pitched my rag after his, but it got hung up on the side of the bucket.

Much too reminiscent of that year when I’d signed up for the basketball team.

“And it’s fixed?” Strange how the answer sometimes came when you were least expecting it.

“Yep.” He brushed a hand over his hair. “Jess, Audra, and Ivy driving you crazy?”

Aw, he knew me too well. “Do you only like to see me in the morning?”

He probably would’ve chucked that rag at me if he’d still had it. “You know I like to see you whenever.”

Of course. But where was the fun in that?

He took my hand. “Let’s walk around a little.”

I squeezed his hand and fell into step with him. Out of the carport. Around his backyard.

The trees threw long shadows on the grass, and a variety of bugs screamed.

Friedrich’s hand around mine. The brush of grass against my shoes. The ruffle of the breeze through my hair. 

He stilled.

I stopped with him. Leaned my shoulder against him. Closed my eyes.

Gone was the racket of Jess and Audra’s discussion about book boyfriends and supposedly romantic marriages of convenience. 

It was just Friedrich and I.

And a whole lot of bugs having a fit.

“I was going to come over and see you tonight.”

I opened my eyes. “You mean I had good timing for once?”

“Yeah.” He gave my hand a squeeze, then released it. “I’ve been wanting to tell you something for a while. Just never seems to be the right time.”

Um ... “That sounds a little sketchy.”

He chuckled, stepped in front of me, and caught both of my hands in his. “Sketchy’s not what I’m going for.”

Was this ...?

My pulse kicked up.

He glanced at the grass for a second, then looked up. “Mellie, I love you.”

Heat pushed into my eyes. 

No. No way. I wasn’t going to cry during an amazing moment like this. 

I was going to say something. Something intelligible. 

Because he loved me. He loved me, and he’d said those three glorious words. 

What had to be the craziest-looking smile ever stretched at my lips. “I love you too. I love you so much. I ...”

Enough.

He pulled me close, and his laugh vibrated against my cheek. “I’m not finished just yet.”

Unless I was reading way too much into this, that meant ... 

He set his hands on my shoulders and eased me back enough to meet my eyes. “Will you—will you marry me?”

“Yes.” The word escaped me as the most non-romantic of rasps. “Yes. A thousand times yes.”

He lifted his hands from my shoulders and cupped my cheeks. Cheeks that had to be blazing fire into his palms.

Oh boy.

His lips curved up into the slightest of smiles, and he leaned toward me.

I tilted my head back, let my eyes slide shut.

And his lips met mine.
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“I’m pretty sure I about died not telling you.” Jess tucked her feet beneath her on the couch.

Audra just beamed at me.

And I beamed right back. 

Because what else was there to do? 

I was going to marry Friedrich. 

I dropped onto the couch between them and rested my left hand on my knee. The ring—the ring Friedrich had slipped on my finger after our kiss—caught the light.

And my smile stretched even wider.

Engaged.

And we’d kissed.

I hauled in a long breath. Not that it’d calm me down any, but it was worth a shot. “I can’t believe y’all kept a secret for two whole weeks.”

“Mom wanted to tell you, but we convinced her not to.” Jess giggled. “Now come on. We need the details. All the details.”

“Um, I just gave you all the details.” All the details they needed.

Audra leaned forward, still smiling. “Did you feel the electricity?”

I tipped my head back against the couch and laughed. Probably a little hysterically. But it was okay. “Nope. There wasn’t any electricity.”

Just a gentle kiss that’d ended way, way too soon.

Just the way we’d laughed when he’d fished a shop towel from his pocket instead of the ring box.

Just the way he’d walked me home, held my hand, kissed me again. 

Just the way we’d stood there talking and laughing and planning the future before I’d gone inside.

Just the way ... 

Jess punched my shoulder. “If there’s something for you to sit there swooning over, there’s more for you to tell us.”

“Pretty sure I’m allowed to swoon right now.”

Because I’d be married soon. To Friedrich. 

I’d get to spend the rest of my life with him. 

Audra nudged my arm. “You’re literally doing it again.”

I poked both of them in the ribs. “Like I said, I’m allowed. Swooning in progress.”

Ivy’s screams drifted into the living room, and Audra shoved to her feet. “Sounds like someone’s hungry. Don’t divulge any details while I’m gone.”

“No details will be divulged.”

Jess scowled at me. “Meanie.”

Audra hurried from the room.

I laughed. “Pretty sure y’all are still in middle school.” And maybe I’d joined them for a few seconds.

Too bad. I’d only get engaged once.

“So, what do you think of a fall wedding?”

Jess rubbed her hands together like some kind of cartoon villain. “And you’ll let me help plan it? And pick out your dress? And make the cake?”

“The cake ... definitely.” Since everything I cooked had a strange propensity to turn to charcoal. “The dress ... not so much.”

She pursed her lips. “I have a great sense of style.”

Yeah, but ... “Everything looks great on you. Me ... not so much.”

She reached over and tugged the elastic out of my hair. “Then I get to do your hair.”

“Um ...”

She grabbed my shoulders, turned me sideways on the couch, and plunged her fingers into the mess that grew from my scalp. “Let’s see ... I could ...”

Sharp pain attacked my head, and I ducked away from my hairstylist. “Yeah. I’ll figure out the hair another time. It’s not like I’m getting married this month or anything.”
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“You’d think they were in elementary school.” Mellie laughed—the kind of laugh that couldn’t be faked—and trotted down her back steps.

Sure enough, Jess and Audra peered through the screen door, not even trying to hide their spying. Or their grins.

He waved them off—not that they’d take the hint—and joined Mellie at the base of the steps. “Maybe middle school.”

She glared toward the door, then a smile took over her face. “Don’t pretend they’re more mature than they are.” She glanced up at him. “I sure hope you know what you’re getting into. They’re bad enough on their own, but when you add me to the mix ...”

He bumped her with his shoulder. “Yeah. There is that.”

“Hey.” She poked him in the ribs. 

“Hope you know what you’re getting into.”

She jabbed him in the ribs again. “Yep, I’m getting the best guy I’ve ever met. And he even puts up with my nonsense.”

Man, she had an overinflated opinion of him. 

He caught her hand before she could get his ribs again. 

She slipped her fingers through his. “Better watch it. You’re going to give the spies something to cackle about.”

Yeah, and their giggles already filtered through the door. Mellie would have some deflecting to do when she went inside. 

Or maybe they’d all giggle together. “Gotta make it worth their while.” He brushed a kiss to the top of her head.

The giggling ramped up a few notches.

She squeezed his hand, then pulled away. “You had to go and give them more ammo.”

“Could be worse.”

She raised an eyebrow, the porch light touching her face. “And what grand romantic gesture do you have up your sleeve?”

He pulled her in for a quick hug. “Guess I’ll have to work on coming up with one.”

She returned the hug, then eased back. “No moonlight dances? No long kisses with the violins playing?”

He tipped his head toward the dark, cloudy sky. “Moon’s not cooperating. And I don’t hear any violins.”

She snickered. “And my feet don’t cooperate with dancing anyway. We’d probably end up falling in the grass and being swarmed by el mosquito.”

Sounded about right. “That the only thing you learned in Spanish class?”

She propped her hands on her hips. “Nope. I learned all about el mosquito. El mosquito es un insecto ofensivo.”

Yeah, that was the truth. 

“Your face ...” She dissolved into laughter.

He chuckled along with her. “Better get inside before that mosquito comes after you.”

“And face the spies?” She slid her hands into her pockets.

“El mosquito or Jess and Audra?”

She glanced from him to the house and back again. “Your Spanish is horrendous.”

“Just as bad as yours.”

She jabbed her finger toward his ribs again, and he sidestepped.

“Not fair that you have such long legs.” She swatted at something in front of her face. “Okay. Okay. I’m going inside.” She slipped inside, and the screen door squealed in protest.

Something whined in his ear. Probably one of Mellie’s offensive insects.

What had to be a goofy smile stretched at his lips.

Man, he had it bad.

But nothing was wrong with smiling when he’d be married to a great woman like Mellie soon.

Thank You.

Long strides carried him across her backyard and onto the trail leading to his rented property. 

Darkness pressed in. Darkness full of the screech of bugs and the thud of his shoes against the trail.

Greta would’ve been thrilled. Would’ve wondered why he’d waited so long.

Greta.

Man. Like he needed that gut punch.

The woods bordering the trail fell away, and he strode toward his house.

Nathaniel’s tow truck sat in the driveway behind his ’85 Mercedes 300D, and Nathaniel slouched on the porch steps, legs outstretched.

Company. Just what he needed right now.

“What’re you doing here, man? It’s late.”

Nathaniel shoved from the steps, features shadowed despite the porch light. “Figured you were hanging out with Mellie.” He grinned. “Didn’t want to interrupt.”

“What’s wrong?” Because something had to be for Nathaniel to show up at his place this late.

Nathaniel dropped back to the porch steps. “Don’t worry. I haven’t turned the truck into an ambulance again.”

“Good.” Mellie didn’t need any more trouble.

Nathaniel braced his hands behind him and leaned back. “Your UFO agent of a brother ran his Lexus into a ditch. I had to pull him out.”

Great.

“He cause you trouble? Didn’t pay his bill?”

Nathaniel chuckled. “He paid. But he was real drunk. Cussing and carrying on about how he got fired from the UFO.”

Well, he always had his assassin gig to fall back on.

“Thought you should know. He seemed out of his head. Like he might do something crazy. And I know you two don’t get along.”

Yeah, that put it lightly. “Thanks for letting me know.”

And Karl had better not show up around here looking for a fight.

“Sure.” Nathaniel pushed up from the steps. “I’ll get out of your hair. Make sure you invite me to that wedding.”

**
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Smoke.

Curling from the campfire. Filling my nose with an acrid heaviness.

And that shrill screeching ...

I turned my head. Coughed. Tugged my hand from Friedrich’s and wandered away from the fire.

He said something and chuckled.

Probably laughing at one of my jokes.

Yet what joke had I told?

Something about el mosquito? 

Was that what was making the screech?

But I’d already told that joke. I wouldn’t tell it again.

At least the smoke would keep away the mosquitoes.

It pushed down my throat, burned my sinuses.

Coughing hit me, and I doubled over.

Friedrich faded into the darkness. 

Darkness that
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