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          Characters, beings and language of Destiny

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Destiny!

      Characters, beings and language

      
        
        Destiny Characters, Paramortals and their Magic    (People of Power, and not…yet)

        Jack Lang Sheriff, Laccasine Parish, former Navy pilot

        Tempest Pomeroy,  Tempestestaerie and mail carrier

        Montana, Dinnshencha/half-vamp, can shift into any form to defend abused women and children.

        Aurora Boreal,  Shop owner, seer? witch?  old friend of the Pomeroys

        Conor de Sept Flambé,  dragon knight /black dragon

        Dylan McGuinness,  Finrir and undercover inspector

        River Pomeroy,  Tempe’s Djnni brother, contractor

        Jordie Lang ,   Jack’s daughter

        Georgeanne Lang,  Jack’s crazy ex

        Phoebe Pomeroy, Tempe’s mother, a Tempestaerie

        Dutch Pomeroy,   Tempe’s father, an old Djnni

        Freddie Taylor,   Storm Lake’s un-handyman

        Petre, The Fae king, owner of the Faerie Inn with

        Arabella, Queen of the faerie and Tempe’s friend

        Ryan Kirkwood,  Jack’s deputy and former wingman

        Katerina Blackmoor,  half panther/vamp, friend

        SOAPs, Tempe’s friends call themselves ‘Sisters of the Astral Plane’. To humans they are soap opera fans

        Liam O’Neill,  Bon Amis’ bartender, Churichaun/vamp

      

      

      

      
        
        Glossary of Beings & Terms

      

      

      
        
        Good and Bad POPs  (Jack’s term for “People of Power”)

        Paramortal – beings who are bound through their ancestors by blood or spell to The Pact and called to defend all manner of innocent beings

        Coincidence or Para-moon – When the Paramortals’ moon, Cache and earth moon are full at the same time. The last time was 400 years ago. Exact arrival and strength is unpredictable.

        Chaos – 24 hours when blood Paramortals lose their power or suffer ill effects and their enemies take advantage of the power-down to grab power and eliminate good guys

        The Forge – a super pulse of leylines that runs through Destiny. Its center is the swamp behind Tempe’s house

        Collecte – the ancient members of the original Pact and their descendants.

        Tempestaerie – A being that can control water and air and affect earth and fire while manipulating wind and weather.

        Djinn – a fire elemental with the ability to grant wishes

        Finrir – a shifter, eight-foot tall wolfish creature with a grizzly head. (Think Wolffie from Star Wars)

        Vouivre – a four elemental water dragon that appears as a naked blonde on the bank to catch ‘food’

        Fae – the Bright Fae (good) and the Dark Fae (bad)

        Nucklavee –an ugly, mean creature that can take any form. When it dies it smells like dead fish and rotten eggs

        Goofus – a species of flying creatures that look like pterodactyls, come in many sizes

        Shmoo – smallest goofus that spews poisonous fluid

        Squonk – a larger goofus, which can also fly backwards

        Fengbo –looks like a flying head with wings for ears, has a square mouth and fat sharp teeth. It feeds on the organs of its victim while it’s alive, then carries the remains under its head until it finds a replacement.

        Walking dead – well, you know, they used to be people, and now they’re not.

      

        

      
        Paramortal Language/Terms

        Qi – core source of power within

        Para – two, side by side; to shelter, protect, or defend

        Vyal k’allanti – The Paramortal quickening, the change, literally ‘find his destiny’

        Aq’ligeameile (Aqua-le-me-elay) Paramortals – defenders of humans

        Menori – Tempe’s life force or qi

        Deremelei – living skin, the sign of a new Paramortal

        Dovelo – from do’vel, clueless, literally in denial

        Allanti  – Destiny/ Fate

        Vel lua – I love you (to a friend)

        Jah’allantiduen  - The Convergence – literally ‘as prophesied all will come together’

        Jahlua – The Collecte – All allies

        Aretuu – All Paramortal enemies, literally ‘he hates’, includes variants

        Meile q’lije (parablood) – blood of the defenders, all blood Paramortals have meile q’lije at birth

        Vazar Aquilei vel Aq’ligea meile – (Loosely paraphrased) Fae, get your asses over here and defend your Paramortal brothers

        Meile –  Blood, life source

        Aqi’lei – Fae, literally ‘one who shines’

        Jahdo v’allanti  – sign of fate

        SOAPs – Sisters of the Astral Plane

      

        

      
        Races (remein, Djinni, larein, ilein, qivan, belojah and velczhan)

        Aqiva’ni – The race of changers, shifters

        Larai’ni – ‘less than dead’, Jarai’ni  ‘more than dead’  - Vampires

        A‘ni  – same qi – same species

        Ameile – one blood – human

      

        

      
        A delij k’alant, cin valo ne kant deligda.

        “One meets his destiny on the road he takes to avoid it.”
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        A delij k’alant,

        cin valo ne kant deligda.

        “One meets his destiny

        on the road he takes to avoid it.”

        Ancient Paramortal proverb

      

      

      

      Monday 4pm  "He sounds concussed."

      

      Tempe

      Isn't it just like a man to exit a relationship when he finds out a woman has a few little secrets?

      The last time I'd seen my almost boyfriend, Jack Lang, he'd been out cold on the floor of the Enchanted Glen clubhouse. Not from drinking; he's the sheriff, after all. No, he'd tripped and hit his head when he was… eh… enlightened about Destiny's true nature. And about mine.

      It was the shock that made him stumble—finding out Destiny is not Mayberry, the quaint, ordinary town where he'd planned to raise his daughter, shielded by plain-Jane humanity from all crime or weirdness. Jack had just gotten his first genuine look at the underbelly of Destiny, and for now, in his eyes, I'm the face of that underbelly. The few tidbits he'd learned earlier at the clubhouse were like snow crystals on the slopes of the Alps, or like…raindrops in an ocean of, well…extra-normal details.

      I tend to think of things in weather terms since I'm a Tempestaerie; some of my human friends just shorten it to storm witch, though I'm not actually any kind of witch.

      My name is Tempest Pomeroy. For nearly twenty years, I've denied my heritage because I didn't want to turn out like my mother, Phoebe, or have the problems she and my father, Dutch, had making their relationship work. I thought my father had died when I was a child, which was the story circulated to the locals, including me. After that, my mother distanced herself from me and my brother, and I was left to raise River practically by myself.

      Last week my brother went missing. Wow, it seems like months have passed instead of just ten days! I discovered a body while delivering mail to the clubhouse and committed a B&E to retrieve River's Djinni bottle from a locker. Sheriff Jack Lang caught me red-handed, and I spent several days trying to convince him I didn't kill the guy and instead make him commit resources to the search for my brother. In a matter of days, Jack and I went from attraction to suspicion, support to friendship, then romance to oh-my-god-get-away-from-me revulsion. I didn't know where we'd go from here, once he got the full picture.

      He'd found Dylan, my ex-lover, and I at the clubhouse sniffing around for clues. Dylan's a Finrir, a shifter-cross between a grizzly and a wolf, so he was actually sniffing and tasting. Almost as payback for the shock, Jack had enjoyed telling me, in front of Dylan, that Dutch was alive. Is. alive.

      It's still shocking to think of it, and it hurts a lot that nearly everyone knew but me. Phoebe, Dylan, and Aurora—my friend Aurora, even my brother. I felt betrayed at first, but once I heard the reason, I knew I would have to put on my big girl rain boots and adjust.

      Jack is an ex-Navy pilot; Dylan said he just needed a little time. He promised to get him to Aurora's tonight and once we finished his indoctrination, he'd either join us, or grab his daughter and take the first jet out of Middle Earth. We don't have time to waste. My brother’s life depends on us.

      Monday, 4:15pm   Fickle magic

      True to Jack's Navy call sign, Laser, he'd gone straight from unconscious to detective mode.

      Dylan called to give me an update as I drove to Aurora's. "Well, he surprised me. He's already asking where you got off to. I guess it's that Navy commander thing. He picked himself up, crammed that sopping hat on his head and demanded we 'get moving on the case now'." Dylan lowered his voice. "He says he wants to know everything, and I quote, 'Don't hold anything back'."

      I blinked, rubbing my temples with my fingertips. "He sounds concussed." But maybe Marty had been right, maybe there was a chance…

      Dylan laughed. "He's a little tougher than I gave him credit for. Anyway, I told him to meet us at Aurora Borealis after he checked in with the Sheriff's Office. I have to check my own messages."

      After everything I'd learned about my parents' grand plan I had to wonder who would be sending Dylan messages besides his bosses with Universal Mail. Was he in touch with Dutch? I expected answers today after being lied to for so many years. Better yet, I wanted to know exactly where dear old dad was.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      I arrived at Aurora's at 4:30 and made a beeline back to the workroom while she waited on her customers. Jack's daughter, Jordie, worked here most afternoons, but today she had basketball practice.

      Now that I had time to think, anger resurfaced. How could Aurora have kept this from me—for nearly my whole life? A sob escaped. I heard glass shatter behind me and turned to see three of the beautiful glass candle shields in splinters on the floor. My breath caught when I realized what I'd done—not on purpose, but this kind of thing had been happening a lot lately. Menori, my inner Qi and power center, sensed a presence behind me.

      Aurora stood in the doorway. Her expression was sorrowful, her shoulders sagging as she turned, walked to the front door and flipped the sign to Closed.

      Returning to the workroom, she stopped just inside the door. "You're upset with me." I started to turn away, tears welling in my eyes, but she tugged me into a motherly embrace. "I'm so sorry, ha lua."

      Loved one. The words soothed a bit. She pressed a kiss to my hair and rocked me in her arms, while I grieved over the lost years with my parents. It had been nineteen years of feeling like I didn't belong with humans, or supernaturals—like I didn't fit in anywhere. Nineteen years of thinking the breakup of my family was my fault. Nineteen years believing that somehow I'd let everyone down. And hadn't it been confirmed, when all I'd ended up with was a few minimal talents? Mini-rain storms, the ability to lock car doors from twenty feet away, reading an aura that was so obvious even a human could see it. But then, last week I'd saved Mr. Jackson, one of my mail customers, with my zapper. Talk about a shocker. (No pun intended.)

      Aurora stepped away and gestured to a chair. "I'm glad it's out, Tempe. I can't say it was time because everything we've done was to keep you safe until you went through your quickening, and yet," her hands fluttered up from the table, "here we are—River is in danger, and you still haven't come into your power."

      I frowned, feeling raw and confused. "But River knew. I don't understand why you had to keep me in the dark. Maybe it would have made a difference. I might have been able to stop what happened to River⁠—"

      "Who knows now, dear heart, but at the time it was the best plan we could come up with. It's common for Paramortals to separate from their offspring during their adolescence. At least, it's what's always been done in the past. Your mother and father loved you both, Tempe, and they sacrificed those years with you as well. Phoebe seemed distant and uninvolved after Dutch was… gone, because she had to be. She was supposed to leave Destiny like your father, but she couldn't bear to be so far from her children."

      Aurora shrugged. "Her presence may have actually kept the plan from working. Until children go through their quickening, they are safe from being tracked by our enemies except through their parents or the speaking of their name by certain guardians."

      "Dylan."

      She nodded, "Dylan is one."

      "Why didn't River ever say anything?"

      "Do you remember telling me about River's fourteenth birthday, when he changed and made the wish to see his father again? You thought Phoebe was harsh."

      I'd told Aurora about my memory of River's birthday party before I found out Dutch was alive. When my brother made his first wish, to see our father again, my mother had responded with, 'That would be an example of an off-limits or forbidden wish.'

      I nodded. It had not been apparent to me before, but that was the day I'd hardened myself toward my mother. River's angst had been obvious. He'd been so young when Dutch left us. The first thing to come across his lips when he got the ability to grant wishes was to see his daddy again, knowing how impossible that was. We'd thought him dead, and then Mother had been cruel to him. I never forgave her for it.

      Aurora continued, "That wish caused quite a ruckus. A Djinn isn't allowed to make a personal wish, which is why your mother reacted like she did. She was stunned, worried that their entire plan would be for naught. That's why she resisted leaving.

      "River's forbidden wish was excused because he was a newborn Djinn, but it did bring Dutch back from hiding. River's memory had to be washed, which lasted until last week."

      I sat back, my mind whirling. River had probably gone looking for answers. And knowing my brother, he would have insisted on telling me. A thought crossed my mind, and even with everything that had happened, I rejected it. My parents would not have had anything to do with my brother's current predicament, nothing that would have put his life in peril.

      I did wonder… "You're not my Guardian?"

      "No, just a simple Paramortal godmother," she smiled. "How about a cup of my soothing Borealis tea?"

      "I don't know if I'm soothable, but it's worth a try," I said. "Jack and Dylan are going to…" I saw the look on her face. "Oh, you know already."

      Aurora nodded. "Dylan called and told me about bringing the good sheriff up to speed."

      I'd been furious with Dylan when I found out he'd been an active participant in the conspiracy to keep River and me in the dark until I went through the change. Apparently even our relationship had been orchestrated so Dylan could baby-sit me until my Vyal K'allanti—literally the coming of age. How mortifying!

      It had looked like it was never going to happen, but I'd given Jack a little glimpse of my stormy nature at the clubhouse earlier today. To say he'd been shocked would be like saying Destiny is a little different from the rest of the communities on Storm Lake. Destiny is literally another world. But to Jack's credit, he hadn't run screaming into the night. I chuckled, swiping at my cheeks. "I wish you could have seen his face when Dylan shifted into his beast, but I'm being mean because Jack was operating on overload."

      Aurora's right eyebrow angled up. "I doubt that's normal for someone of his experience."

      She had that right. Jack had ten years as a Navy pilot, not to mention his job with the Memphis police and here, as sheriff. He was not one to buckle under stress, at least not the mundane human variety.

      My phone vibrated and Dylan's special ring, "Ain't No Way to Treat A Lady" filled the room. Aurora shook her head, and I shrugged. What could I say? He'd earned that ringtone. "Yes?" I answered, putting him on speaker.

      "Lang got a call. He'll let me know when he's done, so stay close to your phone. We'll get this done tonight. I'll call Aurora."

      Aurora leaned over to talk into the phone. "No need to contact me, Dylan. I'll be here marking stock and rearranging."

      "Zeus’s furies! I was looking forward to getting this over with," I said, after Dylan hung up.

      "We need to talk, Tempest." Aurora leaned forward as she weighed her words. It must be bad.

      "What did I do?"

      She let out an exasperated sigh. "That's what's bothering me, Tempe. Why do you think you've done anything wrong?"

      I shrugged. "Even Jack said it seems like I'm at the center of everything that's happened so far, everything bad he meant. I wouldn't be surprised if he⁠—"

      "Stop, right there!" I blinked. Aurora's voice cut through the air like a blade. She'd never used that tone with me. "I can see I haven't been a very good godmother." She took my hand and held it tightly. "I want you to really listen to me." This statement was accompanied by one of her piercing looks.

      "You're not trying to hypnotize me, are you?" I asked.

      "No, of course not," she said, flicking that thought away as if it was silly. "Not that I couldn't. Now, don't interrupt, and pay attention." Her eyebrows leveled as she aimed her Serious Mentor look at me.

      I shut up, expecting a lecture. It didn't turn out that way.

      "It's natural for vulnerable children to blame themselves for events that happen, and think there was something they could have done to prevent it. But children are innocents, at the mercy of their caretakers. And even well meaning adults can screw up and make the wrong decisions based on what they deem to be good counsel. Meanwhile their children are left to figure life out the best way they can, especially when they aren't in the loop as you put it. You've heard the old saying, Bel K'jaka?"

      I racked my brain for the meaning. "Mm…fickle magic?" I guessed.

      "It means literally 'Life is Fickle'."

      "Ah." I grimaced, "Stuff happens."

      She nodded. "Anytime. Anywhere. Anyhow. Life is one enormous mountain with a lot of hairpin curves, and we deal with it by accepting who and where we are. You've heard me say this before, Tempe. No matter what's going on around you or who is to blame—I hate that word—you are where you are supposed to be, playing your own special part in the universal Qi."

      Her aquamarine gaze grew darker. "This shame you feel stems from a false belief that you have control over what happens to you and River."

      She was referring to how I'd responded to the planted information about my family, and my feelings toward my mother. Oh, how I'd like the opportunity to make that right. My stomach clenched so hard I nearly doubled over from the ache. I understood. I had been blaming myself for things I had no control over.

      "So you're saying…"

      "Stop apologizing for who you are, and for what you are. Just be her. She is exceptional and has a long, exciting life ahead of her.

      "You have a purpose, Tempe, and it will take shape when it's meant. The Ancients have a saying, 'One meets his destiny on the road he takes to avoid it.' If you're living your truth, you cannot avoid your destiny."

      I wanted it to be true. There was something inside that kept me from breaking free—fear, resentment? But the urge to let loose was there. It had been for quite some time. I'd pushed down even harder in the past week for fear that Jack would see who I really was and run, but that was probably going to happen anyway. I couldn't worry about that until I found my brother. He was my number one priority…always had been.

      "Has my… resistance kept us from finding River?"

      "I'm not going there, Tempe. Focus on what is and what can be done now. The next time you feel menori rise, forget the rules; push back the guilt and doubt; and let her rip, baby. Let her rip."

      I nodded. "I'll try."

      She groaned.

      "Okay, I promise not to hold back." I risked getting punched and smiled, "Whatever that means…"
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      5 pm    Somebody finally gets it!

      

      Tempe

      Curious about the call Jack had responded to, I dialed his number, acting as if nothing had happened earlier.

      "I just questioned the woman who filed the complaint against you," he said without preamble, pretending as well.

      "Mrs. Karrakas?" The Karrakases lived on the fairway of Enchanted Glen Estates near the clubhouse. She'd filed a complaint a few weeks earlier alleging that I'd stolen a golf club, which she said was a gift for her husband. Since it hadn't required a signature, I'd placed it in their open garage near the back door.

      "There's something not right about her," Jack said.

      "Yes!" I said. Somebody finally gets it. "I've been saying that for years. Where did you see her?"

      "You'll hear about it before long, anyway. Dr. Shone called and needed help with Lancelot."

      "Lancelot? Our Enchanted Glen mascot?" Lancelot, a very large, ancient alligator lived in the water near the clubhouse. His swamp is the "hazard" at the eighteenth hole. The course had been closed when I discovered the body in a pool of blood in the foyer. Since then, we'd learned a lot about the identity of the victim, including that he wasn't human, but we were still in the dark as to who had killed him. Thank the gods, Jack now knew it wasn't me.

      "The same. The course was getting ready to open again tomorrow, and their new maintenance man spotted Lancelot on the fairway. He was afraid to approach him at first, but when he realized the gator wasn't moving, he called Chris. She hasn't tended to very many alligators, so she called the game wardens to get them to transport him to LSU. It seems our Sir Lancelot came down with something. He might have a belly full of golf club."

      "My golf club?"

      "More specifically, Mr. Karrakas' club. The only identifiable part on it was the head. Lancelot twisted and scarred it up pretty well. He's got a hell of a bellyache. I asked Mrs. Karrakas to identify it, even though I had a pretty good description from McGuinness. It took several of us to load the big boy into the game warden's truck so they could carry him to Baton Rouge."

      "Poor baby."

      "More like old man. Wildlife agent said he’s got to be at least twenty years old."

      "He's probably older than that. I think he was ten when we had the 'Save Lancelot’s Home ' campaign. Remind me sometime, I'll show you some pictures."

      Silence.

      Right. The conversation had been all business, no mention of what happened earlier. He was probably still trying to convince himself it hadn't happened.

      "I just left Aurora's. I'm going to run home and change before we meet⁠—"

      I realized then, I was speaking to dead air.
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      As I unlocked my front door, Montana called. "Hey, Temp." She sounded excited. "I think I just saw that construction worker drive up and go into the Wasted Turtle. The description of the truck matched the tag you gave us. Rafe and I had to pick a post in this area, so I figured we'd see if anyone showed up. Couldn't hurt, right?"

      She was talking about the construction worker who'd been the last one to see my brother, the night before he went missing. Rafe and Montana are EMTs. That's her 'day job' the one humans know about anyway. If you were to meet her under certain conditions, you'd run like hell, especially if you're assaulting a defenseless woman. Rafe is human but enlightened about his partner, and I've always wondered if there wasn't something else going on between them, maybe not romantic because given Montana's "mission", relationships with men are complicated.

      "We're ten-eleven in the lot across the street and he just drove up. He's got an old beat up red Chevy—you can't miss it—ladder, buckets, a bunch of crap tossed in the bed. We'll try to hang but if we get a call, we'll have to go. You want to head over or do you want me to call Jack?"

      "No, I'm on my way. I should be there in less than ten minutes."

      Will Crain had been avoiding everyone including Jack, which made his story suspicious. Menori roused as I considered how I might convince him to unload his conscience.

      7:40 pm  A friggin' terrible sleuth

      Tempe

      I drove up beside Montana and Rafe, who were still idling and awaiting their next call. The smell of diesel wafted through my window as Montana leaned her head out of the cab of the ambulance. "He's still in there. His truck has a fancy locked toolbox and some other stuff in the back." She pointed to a scuffed-up red Silverado parked close to the side exit. "That's it over there."

      I was still feeling guilty for not realizing my brother was in trouble until I received a call from one of his sub-contractors, Max Rutledge, the morning his bottle went missing from our mantel. He'd been irate after River hadn't shown up at the construction site.

      My brother is the poster boy for responsibility, and I'd known then that something was very wrong. Max had been apologetic after informing me he assumed, because of something one of his workers told him, that River had overslept, or worse.

      Montana asked, "What did this guy tell his boss exactly?"

      "He told Max he saw River with a brunette Sunday night 'looking chummy' but he's never answered his phone or been available to sit down with the sketch artist. Jack checked out the address Max had in his records. It's been vacant for a year."

      The emergency radio squawked, and Rafe listened, then flipped on the siren. "Unit 23 is responding. We're outta here," he said to Montana

      "Thank you, Montana," I said as she rolled her window up.

      I turned my truck around to face the bar and settled in to wait. The evening had turned cold. The only reason I noticed was that customers exited the bar and then pulled up their collars or hoods and ran for their vehicles. I don't experience temperature changes unless I concentrate on it, you know, turn on my internal thermometer?

      If Jack called, I probably wouldn't tell him about my location or my intentions. It would make him… unhappy. But I refused to hand over this little recon mission to anyone, because it was the first time I'd had an actual lead I could pursue. Being a law enforcement officer, the sheriff might need a reasonable suspicion of guilt—or whatever they call it—to follow this guy, but all I needed was a bit of gossip and sheer desperation.

      As I waited, I remembered what Aurora had said. Phoebe…Mother had needed to be near me. My chest burned with guilt at the way I'd condemned my mother for her lack of involvement in our lives. But how could I have known?

      Aurora said the plan didn't work, but it seemed to me that it had worked fairly well. If it convinced me, it must have convinced others. The jury was still out on whether I'd been safe because of it, or if my response to their plan kept me from going through my quickening sooner. Who knows what would have happened if Dutch and Phoebe had stayed around to be parents and protect us.

      Then there was the situation with Dylan. My teeth nearly cracked when I thought about the morning I'd turned the corner and found him wrapped around one of my female customers—while we were living together. Now that I had the whole picture, I knew he'd definitely been trying to get caught. At the time I'd thought it was a relationship issue—he'd wanted out and was too chicken to tell me, but now I realized it had all been part of the scheme. Which just made me even madder with all of them.

      I scanned the parking lot. It certainly was a seedy area; the bar backed up to the levee. I'd heard there were plenty of illegal activities being traded out there—everything from sex and drugs to fantasy football bets. Paper debris blew across the gravel lot, where it accumulated against the walls and under the porch. Several patrons had already reached their limit and were sleeping it off; one man, snoring loudly on one of the benches, was in danger of toppling onto the pavement. Another half inch and he'd wake up with a concrete headache.

      A tap on my window made me jerk to the right. A figure in black stood next to my truck, holding something out toward me. A long-stemmed white rose. Ducking my head to peer out at the man, I saw that it was Rosco. The African American flower man was thin, but not frail. No matter the weather, Rosco dressed in thrift-shop elegance—all black except for the threadbare white shirt—black pants, tie, felt hat, and a long duster. In the South Louisiana heat and humidity, this made him stand out as he walked the streets with his half-dozen long-stemmed roses. Few received them, and no one knew why they'd been chosen.

      I glanced at the bar as I rolled my window down. I'd never been approached by Rosco before. Now would not be a good time for Will to make his appearance. Menori swished inside me, and I wondered what she sensed. I didn't feel threatened, though as I accepted the rose from Rosco. "Thank you." I reached into my ashtray to offer him some change, but when I turned back, he was gone. I looked everywhere, but he'd slipped away into the dark.

      I closed my eyes, breathing in the flower's strong perfume and when I opened them, a man stepped out of the bar, his greasy brown hair and paint-splashed coveralls making me think he was my target. He went straight to the truck with the tools in it. Yes! Will Crain. Hopefully he would be a little drunk and a lot careless. He slipped his key into the door lock on the first try—not drunk. Oh, well. I'd have to be very careful. He got in and started the engine. One of his rear taillights was out. That should make him easy to spot from a distance this time of night.

      I stayed where I was hunched down behind the wheel and didn't start the engine until he'd turned the corner at the end of the block. I eased out of the hardware store parking lot and drove slowly to the corner. Spotting his single taillight, I pulled onto the road a safe distance behind him.

      Why had he given Max Rutledge a phony address? Maybe he was involved with the woman who was seen with River. River's old girlfriend, Paige, had acted very defensive when I'd confronted her on Sunday. My money was on her, but perhaps it was just that I didn't like her. Did Will say he saw River and the "curvy female" to throw suspicion off himself? What if he was directly involved in abducting River? Why though? What would a construction worker have to do with my brother's disappearance? They were both in the construction business, River as an employer… maybe it was personal.

      What if Will Crain had River at his place? My breathing quickened and my foot jerked off the gas. Careful, Tempe, not too close.

      I let a car turn into the lane in front of me, knowing I would be able to see when Will turned off. We drove for about four miles before his good blinker light went on and he turned down a road that led to an older section of Destiny where a line of houses and duplexes from the fifties were often rented to farm workers. I slowed at the end of the block and watched his truck drive into the driveway of a dingy white single-family
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