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Senator Frank Ashbury buttoned his suit jacket and checked that his cuffs were secure while his trusted enforcer, Grant Peters, helped Mrs. Ashbury out of the town car. He stared up at the converted firehouse he’d visited in his youth. Not far from the house he grew up in, and later raised his child in, the regular wail of fire engine sirens never failed to rouse excitement in him as a boy.

On his way home from school, he’d stop in every so often to try and scam a ride in the big red truck. Though always busy, the firefighters made time for him. Now, it stood as a funeral home and today, he was here on much more solemn business.

His wife appeared by his side, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. Frank held out his elbow for her and they made their way up the ramp into the reception area. A young man in a navy suit greeted them. He and Frank had spoken the first time Frank came to make arrangements. Now that Mark’s body was ready for the service later in the afternoon, they wanted to go over the ceremony with a fine-tooth comb. Well, Mrs. Ashbury had.

Not Frank.

Burying his only son was not something he’d ever thought he’d have to do. But Mark was reckless and hot-headed. His temper got him into trouble too many times. This time it got him killed.

“Good morning.” The attendant spoke in gentle voice.

Direct as always, Mrs. Ashbury spoke first. “I want to see my son.”

The young man smiled and took Frank’s wife by the elbow, leading her through an archway to a room beyond. Frank waited behind with Peters. The same age as Mark, Peters came from the wrong side of the tracks. He could still remember the day Mark had brought him home.

They were seven and where Mark was a tall boy, Peters was scrawny courtesy of a childhood of malnourishment. What he’d lacked in size he more than made up for in service. Eager to please, he did whatever Frank asked and when his parents died unexpectedly a year later, it seemed perfectly logical the boy move in with them.

Mark considered him a brother but Frank never saw him as a son. He tried desperately to earn Frank’s fatherly affection, but the most Frank could offer was his trust. Peters’ discretion and his ability to follow through were second to none. Everyone needed a Peters. Someone who could clean up the messes life sometimes made, and now, with Mark’s passing, Frank needed him more than ever.

“This afternoon is just the beginning.” Frank instructed, keeping his voice low. “Now that Mark is gone, there is more pressure to find my grandson.”

“And you want your son’s killer found.”

Frank inclined his head. “Of course. At least we know where he is, we just need to find out who he is.” His thoughts turned to the high-security facility where Mark had been sent after his conviction. Somewhere in amongst the prison population was the man who took his son’s life. “I assume you have someone on that?”

“As expected.”

Where Mark had always been the brains of their brotherhood, Peters had provided the muscle. Though he’d only been a boy of eight, Peters had a link to an underbelly of suburbia Frank couldn’t associate with. Better yet, he’d maintained it as he’d aged. It came in handy many times, and now was no different.

“Good. Your primary focus is my grandson. I want to know where that bitch took him. She had to have help. No one vanishes without a trace like that. Especially from me.”

Frank felt his blood pressure begin to rise. Just thinking about his son’s ex-wife was enough to give him a coronary. He’d never liked her before they got married and her role in putting Mark in prison justified the rage Frank felt toward her. So far, he hadn’t been able to track Heather down, further convincing him she’d gone into witness protection.

The problem was politics. The minister responsible for policing was housed in state government, where Frank assumed federal responsibilities. The two levels of rule rarely interacted and the fact they were entrenched in the opposite sides of politics made the likelihood of collaboration a zero-sum game. It was not going to happen.

“Even if she’s in witness protection, it won’t be a problem.” Peters spoke at a whisper. Confidence laced his tone. “Don’t worry, I’m working on it.”

Frank smiled at Peters’ words. They’d beaten the system before. What was one more toss of the coin? “So am I.”

When the beginning of the service neared, Frank stood at the entrance to the main room and greeted mourners. Most of those who attended were his friends, not Mark’s. The small band of trouble-makers his son associated with had been warned off. No one wanted their presence. Least of all Mrs. Ashbury.

When he spotted his old pal Bob Holland approaching, Frank breathed a sigh of relief. Although Bob had never met Mark, his attendance in support of Frank spoke volumes.

The shorter man smiled as he entered the building. “My condolences.”

“Bob. Thanks for coming.”

Bob shook his outstretched hand. “We go back too far for me to not to. How are you holding up, Frankie?”

Frank smiled at the old nickname. No one called him that, not if they knew what was good for them. Well, everyone except Bob. “You’re looking well.”

Bob glanced down at his revamped self. The last three months had seen him transform away from an imminent second heart attack to a man who looked like he’d once been in the Army—where they’d forged their friendship. The heat of battle had bonded them like nothing else, and Frank hoped to use it to his advantage.

“Still got a ways to go but I’m working on being healthier. How’s your wife taking the news?”

“Devastated.”

“Of course. You forget, I have five of my own.”

“Your family is well, then?”

Bob nodded. “Better than.”

“Fantastic. Listen, the service is about to start, but find me later. I need to ask your help on something.”

If anyone had the resources to find someone who didn’t want to be found, it was Bob Holland.
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Charles Nelson Jnr drummed his fingers on the steering wheel in time with the deep bass throbbing through the vehicle while he waited for the light to turn green. The catchy rhythm pounded in his chest. His left foot tapped the resting block in time with the music. He was a sucker for a dramatic score with a rising crescendo and a hair-raising octave. The more American, the better. The Yanks had a way of over-dramatizing their movie themes and this one was no exception.

What’s taking so long?

All he wanted was a cruise by the bay alone. No chauffeur, no minder, no security detail. Like his father before him, and his grandfather before, he wanted to maintain his independence and not let his job rule his life.

Yeah, good luck with that.

With the sunroof open, the twinkling stars above stood bright against the black sky. A salty ocean breeze filled the interior of the Mercedes SUV. He wanted to hear the waves crashing against the shore but the music was too loud. Averting his eyes, he found the button to lower the volume.

When he looked up again, a man stood in his headlights. Charles jumped in surprise but with his attention captured by the stranger, he didn’t see the three figures surround his car. A beep sounded and in unison, they opened the doors of the Merc and piled in.

The muzzle of a pistol poked his side. All three wore balaclavas. He could only see the whites of their eyes and the pink of their lips.

“Evening, Charles.” The man smiled. “Relax. I have no intention of hurting you, unless you give me no choice.” He patted Charles’s shoulder and flashed a sickly grin. “But you won’t do that, will you? Not with the wife and kids at home, alone.”

Jenny.

“What do you want?”

With a wave of his hand, the front seat passenger shooed the stranger out of the way and Charles realized he’d been ambushed.

“You’re a hard man to pin down, my boy.”

The almost affectionate tone completely belied the danger of the situation. Charles considered his options. There was no way he’d make it out of the car alive if he tried to escape. A little long in the tooth these days, he wasn’t as quick as he once was and that gun was too close for comfort. He’d given up chasing down criminals years ago.

A car horn tooted from behind. The light had turned green. “Just drive.”

He lifted his foot off the brake pedal and the Merc picked up speed. “Don’t hurt my family.”

The man laughed. “Don’t give me a reason to. Tell me, how many times has your personal bodyguard told you to never go out on your own?”

Annoyance and fear twirled in his gut. Too many. As the police minister, he had a target on his back and Rodney, his head of security, had tried dozens of times to drill home that very point. He’d chastised Charles every time Jenny reliably informed him of Charles’s little sojourns—which was nowhere near often enough for his liking. As unfair as it was to have to take security with him wherever he went, this was why. But he had to wonder how they found him.

This wasn’t routine. Hell, it had been months since he was last able to extract himself from the confines of his home and family to take what Jenny cheekily called his Sunday drive. He never took the same route and it was one in the morning, for Christ’s sake.

They had to have been watching the house. Anger burned his throat at the ease with which they tracked him down.

“Now, now, Charles. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I don’t actually care about hurting you, but I will if you don’t cooperate. All I want is a little information.”

Charles found himself laughing. Of course, the thugs wanted information. What else was the police minister good for? “Well, you’ve come to the wrong man. I have department heads who know the important stuff. I just oversee it all.”

“Bullshit.”

Charles shrugged. “Don’t believe me, but if you want specific case details, then I can’t help you.”

“But you can get the information. That’s all you need to do. Find it, pass it along, case closed.”

“Or what?”

Deep, mean laughter rumbled at his ear as the man leaned closer. “How old’s your daughter? Twelve? Thirteen?”

Charles swallowed. They could do whatever they liked to him, but he’d never forgive himself if they hurt Charlotte. “What. Do. You. Want?”

“That’s more like it.” Balaclava man leaned back into his seat. “I need you to tell me where someone is.”

He slowed for the next red light, almost giving into the urge to jam on the breaks hard enough to send these pricks through the front windscreen. He didn’t. If they had someone watching the house, Jenny and the kids would pay the price. “Who?”

“Heather Ashbury. I know you’ve stashed her somewhere. I want to know where.”

On instinct, his head swiveled. He glared at the man sitting beside him before glancing at the two in the back seat. Calm down. He knew this case would come back to haunt him. The media circus alone had spiraled out of control and almost cost him and the police chief their jobs.

The appearance of a government minister’s daughter-in-law providing evidence against her ex-husband had made the front page of every newspaper. Paparazzi had camped outside her home, and snapped inappropriate photos of her and her son. But it was her ex-husband who posed the most danger to her—even from the confines of custody.

It should never have developed into a trial by publicity and the sensationalist nature of the entire event had made the prosecution’s job of nailing Mark Ashbury harder than it needed to be. But that was two years ago and Mark had since been killed in prison. Who wanted to find Heather Ashbury now? Was it an associate, wanting revenge for her role in putting Mark in prison? Or an enemy, trying to find someone to pay up on Mark’s debts? He had a shit-ton of those.

Or did it have something to do with the evidence she provided? He had to get out of this alive.

“Like I said. I don’t know the details of specific cases. One of my colleagues would have handled that.”

Which was an outright lie and he summoned the balls to pull off this bluff.

His passenger reached into the console between them and pulled out his phone. He held it out to Charles. “Call in the favor.”

The light went green. He sped up. “Right now? It’s one in the morning.”

“Fine. I’ll wait with you until a more decent hour. I’m sure Jenny will happily cook us up some breakfast. What do you say, fellas?”

Charles grimaced, pressing the accelerator harder. He rocketed passed the speed limit and ran an amber light. Cars flashed their lights. Horns tooted as he sped by.

“Charles. Don’t do anything stupid.”

Forgive me, Jenny.

Without warning, Charles pulled the steering wheel hard to the right. Narrowly missing two oncoming cars, the SUV hit the curb. It bounced and fish-tailed before it dropped down a two-foot embankment. The jolt slammed the three unwanted passengers into the roof and knocked the wheel out of Charles’s grip. The Merc slid sideways into the sand and rolled. Glass shattered. A gun went off. The airbags deployed, smashing Charles in the face. He lost count of how many times the vehicle rolled. End over end, it went, sand flying all around them.

When the car finally came to rest, Charles blinked against the pain severing his torso in two. Sirens filled the air. Blue and red strobe lights lit up the beach but above it all, Charles finally heard the sound of the waves, urging him to close his eyes and let go. The last thought he had before he blacked out was whether anyone had the capacity to save Heather Ashbury.
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The Alfred Hospital in Melbourne was a busy place. People came and went and hardly any of them took any notice, which suited Damien McCafferty. Blending in was his specialty but it was a useless skill these days. Life was for the living, something which he’d taken for granted for too long. He had a grandson to keep him grounded in the here and now, and he refused to hide in the shadows any longer.

He looked at his phone screen again, checking the details of the text Bob Holland had sent. Stepping into the lift, he nodded at the nurses when the doors slid shut and rode the car to the Intensive Care Unit. When the elevator dinged and the doors opened, he swept a hand in front to encourage all the nurses to alight before him.

At the nurse’s station, he signed in and made his way to the cubicle. Two uniformed officers stood either side of the glass doors, turning to him as he approached. From inside the room, Bob slid open the glass door. “He’s okay.”

Damien stepped through and waited for Bob to close the door. Although Damien didn’t know the patient personally, he saw a strong familial resemblance to a man he’d once known very well.

“That was quick.” Bob shook his hand. “I only spoke to you an hour ago.”

“I was already in town. Magnus is in the ICU at St. Vinnie’s.”

His old friend pulled a face. “Magnus?”

With a nod, Damien took his jacket off in the warm room and folded it over the back of a chair. He didn’t want to go into the details any more than he wanted to face the possibility that Magnus might never wake up. The burden resting on his shoulders was already too heavy. “It’s a long story.”

Bob only shook his head. “What’s the prognosis?”

Dire. The man took a monumental blow to the head with a steel shifter and while Magnus Nettleford was strong as an ox, no one would be surprised if this act of brutality put him down for good. Damien could think of a few folks who’d be more than happy to close the door on Magnus and bolt it shut, but there was unfinished business they all needed to face. Like the grown-ass adults they were.

“No one knows. Now.” He nodded toward the bed, wanting to get to the bottom of why Bob had called him. “Care to fill me in?”

Bob motioned for him to sit, but Damien declined. The nervous energy coursing through his veins needed to be worked off. He glanced at the patient once again. History had a funny way of repeating itself. He remembered standing in this very hospital at the bedside of this man’s father over twenty years ago, praying he’d survive the bullet wounds so he would see his children grow up. It had been a violent and dangerous time back then, which was part of the reason why Damien had felt the need to fake his own death.

“You recognize him?”

“Charles Nelson’s kid, right? He’s a mirror image of his old man. Is he coming?”

Bob frowned. “He will. He’s on one of those European river cruises. I hope Junior hangs on.”

“What happened?”

“Car crash down along the foreshore. His vehicle was found upside down in the sand. Witnesses said they saw three men in balaclavas running from the scene. It would seem a gun went off during the crash, clipping Junior in the side. Most of his injuries are internal from the accident itself. Not the bullet.”

“Men in balaclavas? You mean he had no security detail?”

Bob gave a solemn nod. “Apparently, sneaking out like a teenager to take midnight drives by himself thrilled the stubborn mule. It didn’t matter how many times I had Rodney tell him to prioritize his safety, Junior always thought he knew better.”

“Didn’t we all?” Damien smiled at his weary friend. “You’re his godfather, aren’t you?”

“Which is why I have to find out who did this to him, Damien.”

Behind them, a footstep caused Damien to turn. He found a young man in a crumpled suit on the other side of the glass, appearing frazzled and lost. He carried a briefcase and looked beyond Damien to Bob.

Bob let him in.

“Come in, Jesse. This is Junior’s assistant,” he said to Damien. “He’s been to the office to collect a few things. He’s the one who called me.”

Damien empathized with the shaken young man, but Bob would take care of him. Bob had friends in all levels of government, both at the state and federal levels and on both sides of the political divide. His personal connection to the man on life support meant he was more invested than usual.

Junior—as Bob affectionately called him—was the state minister for policing, just like his father had been and his father before. All three generations had started in the police force and ended their days governing the very profession they served.

“How old is Junior these days?”

Bob frowned. “Too young for this.”

Charles Snr had been their commander when they were mere sergeants. Damien turned to Jesse. “And you’re his assistant?”

“Yes, sir. Mr. Nelson had left instructions for me to follow in case of...” his eyes darted around the room, as if looking for the right word, “emergency. I have also notified his wife. She’s on her way. I think we should cover a few things before she and the children get here.”

“Was Junior worried something would happen to him, or his family?”

Jesse shrugged. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and tapped the screen before holding it out between Bob and Damien.

“His dashcam recorded the audio before the crash. I think you’ll find it interesting.”

They listened to the playback, Bob giving Damien a worried look but saying nothing. On the screen of the phone, the video footage of the crash played out. Damien counted at least five full rotations of the vehicle before it came to rest on its roof. Voices groaned as sirens wailed. Luckily for Junior, it happened on a stretch of road that rarely stopped moving. Even at one in the morning, there were witnesses everywhere.

“What’s the official story?”

Jesse hesitated. “Our office is working on that, but safe to say, this version won’t be going public any time soon. I’m only sharing this with you because it’s what he would’ve wanted.”

“Well,” Bob tugged on the sleeves of his suit jacket. “I’ll help where I can. I think it’s obvious one of us will have to talk to Frank Ashbury, since his daughter-in-law is mentioned by the hijackers. I can handle that, if you like. He won’t take kindly to anyone going after family. Perhaps a shared history with my old friend will come in handy.”

The kid looked relieved. “That would be fantastic. Thank you.” He held out two business cards. “These are the details of the detective investigating the accident and myself. And this,” he reached into his briefcase and withdrew an inch-thick orange document wallet, “is the case file on Heather Ashbury. The witness protection officer who handled her change of identity is currently trekking through Nepal and is out of reach. I’ve been told a plain clothes detective will be assigned to Heather’s location to keep an eye on her but will not make direct contact unless we can verify who is after her, or have credible information about an immediate threat to her safety.”

“You’d like my help with that, too?” Damien could tell Bob already knew the answer to his question.

The kid shifted uneasily from one foot to another. “It’s not our usual protocol but last week, Mr. Nelson drew me aside. He seemed at pains to ensure I contact you if anything weird happened.”

“Weird?”

“His word, not mine. Right now, I’d consider this a weird turn of events. Please call with any information, day or night. I would like to know who did this to my boss.”

Bob stepped forward and took both the cards and the envelope. He laid a hand on Jesse’s bicep and gave a reassuring squeeze. “Would you give us a minute, Jesse?”

“Of course. Mrs. Nelson should be here soon.”

Bob smiled. “I’ll stay until she gets here. Jenny will need some support.”

With a nod and a handshake, Jesse left. The ensuing quiet was interrupted only by the regular beep of the machine monitoring the patient’s heart rate. Damien found it odd that so little was said about the woman mentioned during the recording, but Jesse appeared distraught. As it was, the minister’s office was prepared to forgo protocol.

Damien also found it odd that Bob had called and insisted he be here. Granted, he’d once known Charles Nelson Senior, quite well in fact, but it didn’t warrant a personal appearance at his son’s bedside when the man himself wasn’t even here.

“I feel like I’m missing something.” Damien said, in a not-so-subtle hint that he felt out of the loop.

Bob reached into his pocket and withdrew a folded photograph. He handed it over and upon straightening it out, a familiar, pretty face smiled up at Damien and brought his thoughts to a stop.

“Meet Heather Ashbury.”

Damien blinked. “What? Rewind, old man. Start again.”

“Last week I had the unfortunate pleasure of attending Frank Ashbury’s son’s funeral. Killed in prison. Retribution for some business deal gone south.”

They’d met Frank during their time in the Army. If Damien remembered Frank correctly, he would want vengeance for his son’s death. Although a good man, Frank was fiercely protective of those he loved—almost to a fault. “Let me guess, he asked for your help.”

“True, but not for what you think.” Bob pointed to the picture. “His son was married and they had a child. Frank wants me to help him find his grandson.”

Damien waved the photo. “How does she fit in?”

“Her testimony put Mark in jail two years before he was killed. After the verdict was handed down, she and the boy disappeared.”

Bob didn’t need to say anymore. Decades of friendship helped communicate the rest. If the senator couldn’t locate his daughter-in-law and grandson, it suggested she’d had help disappearing.

Witness protection.

A decade ago, Damien had used it to keep his daughter safe after he’d staged his death. Bob asked Frank to take care of the details. Back then, after Frank left the Army, he’d gone into politics. His first portfolio was policing. He’d been the one to take over the job after Charles Nelson Snr retired. The stint in state politics acted as a stepping stone to the federal level where he currently handled the Home Affairs portfolio—which included the defense forces.

The problem was that witness protection was handled by the state government. Enter Charles Jnr. Aside from Frank and Junior occupying different levels of government, they also represented different parties within government. As such, there would be very little in the way of cooperation or communication between the two. Frank had no sway with Charles, meaning he had no way of finding his son’s offspring.

Damien shook his head at the convoluted mess that was the Australian system of government. “Politics.”

Bob chuckled. “You don’t need to tell me. He seemed to think I had some way of getting Junior to give me the information he wanted. When I told him he was barking up the wrong tree, he accused me of going soft.”

So Frankie had wanted to use his friendship with Bob, and Bob’s connection with Junior, to find some kind of loophole. What he probably never realized was that Junior probably followed in his father’s footsteps and had a penchant for following rules. It seemed Frank never counted on Bob having values either.

Damien stared at the picture again. “And Frank gave you this photo at the funeral?”

Bob nodded and opened the document wallet. He pulled out a stack of papers. At the top, a duplicate photo was held in place by a paperclip. Bob thumbed through the pile and paused on one page. “She provided a lot of evidence against her ex-husband. During the trial, he openly threatened her in court. On the stand. What am imbecile. That’s why they put her in witness protection.”

“If he’s dead, then who’s after her now?”

“Frank’s son was in business. He was pretty shonky, from what I could find. Maybe one of his associates had threatened her life?” Still reading the documents, Bob nodded. “Ah, here. Mark owed people money.” He looked up. “A lot of money. A lot of people. Maybe they thought he stashed money with her and now expect Heather to pay up.”

While plausible, the explanation was too thin. Damien didn’t believe it for a minute. There was something else, something they were missing. “My gut says otherwise, Bob.”

“It stands to reason she’d want protection if her life was in danger.”

Damien stared down at the photo Bob had given him. Eyes the color of honey, smiled back at him. What are you hiding? “And now Frank wants your help to find her? Has he been looking for her since she testified?”

Bob came to stand beside him to look at the photo. He shook his head. “Only since Mark’s death.”

“So why is old Frankie suddenly interested in finding her now?”

“Frank was only focused on the boy,” Bob reiterated. “His only grandchild. It stands to reason that if someone is after Heather, they could use the boy as collateral. No wonder Frank is worried.”

That was a better explanation. “So, he wants the kid? I remember how protective he was, Bob. It didn’t pay to cross Frankie.” But there was still something not quite jelling for Damien. “Frank knows enough to guess she’s in witness protection, and if neither you nor Junior would agree to give up her location, it stands to reason he might get desperate.” 

“I don’t think Frank is the reason Junior is here, if that’s where you’re going with this. He might want to find his grandson, but he wouldn’t resort to—” He pointed toward the bed. “—this.”

“Are you sure?”

Bob looked skeptical. “He’s not bent.”

And that was why Damien loved Bob. His naïveté was a refreshing change from a life of mercenaries, bounty hunters and hitmen. Frank may or may not be dangerous, but they both knew how deep his loyalties ran.

“It doesn’t matter, Bob, it’s only a matter of time before whoever is after her finds her. Maybe we need to beat them to the punch because I have a gut feeling that Heather knows more than she’s let on. What do you say?”

Bob gave a shrug and sifted through the papers once more. His eyes grew wide and he raised his head. “You sly old dog. You knew all along she was in the Crossing.”

Damien nodded and waved the photo again. “Only when I saw this. Leave Heather up to me. Once Charles wakes up, you need to get him to confide in you. Heather’s life might depend on it.”

From his pocket, his phone buzzed. Damien slid out the device and read the text. A weight lifted off his shoulders.

“What is it?”

He turned the screen toward Bob. “Magnus is awake.”
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Chapter Four
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A faint beep filtered through the darkness, rousing him from the depths of a dark void. It was followed by another, and another, the rhythmic sound like a beacon, drawing him closer with each hypnotic beat. He took a long, deep breath, feeling a weight pressing against his chest and a soft cushion beneath his head.

How long had he been unconscious?

He tried to lift a hand to rub his eyes but weak muscles shocked him. Unable to move, he attempted to lick his dry, chapped lips but a plastic tube in his mouth kept his tongue in place. When he forced his eyes open, he found the room around him dark and unfamiliar. The beep to his left sped up and an alarm pierced the air. He tried to turn his head but the pounding in his brain kept him still.

Panic curled in his chest as he tried to take stock of what was happening. White noise filled his mind as the desperation to move flooded his system. Despite his best efforts, nothing made sense. It was as if a nightmare had trapped him, conscious but pinned down, aware but frozen.

Fear tightened his throat, triggering his gag reflex. Terrified he’d choke, he pushed against the tubes and cables tying him down.

“Easy there, big guy.”

A hand on his shoulder settled him. Light chased away the darkness. A fuzzy figure moved into his field of sight. He blinked to clear his vision but the blurriness persisted. He blinked again.

“It’s me, Damien. You’re okay now. Relax and let me get the nurse.”

Damien?

A minute later, a woman’s voice filled his ears, encouraging him to be calm. “I need to remove this tube,” she said, softly. “Take a deep breath. On the count of three, I want you to exhale forcefully. Ready?”

In no position to argue, he filled his lungs. She counted and on three, he did as he was told. At the same time, she pulled the tube from his airway. Between the urge to gag and breathe, he didn’t have the energy to swear at the burning sensation searing his lungs. His eyes watered as he tried to control the violent spasms attempting to close off his air supply altogether. After a few minutes of controlled breathing, muscles relaxed enough for him to lie back onto the bed. Confident he was going to live, he opened his eyes.

Blurry vision still haunted him. Not even a shake of the head dispelled the furry edges in view. “Can’t...see.”

A hand on his shoulder, this time feminine, gently soothed his fear. “Give it time, Mr. Nettleford. You sustained quite a knock to the head. The doctor will be by now that you’re awake to run some tests. Here, drink some water.”

A plastic straw touched his mouth. He tightened his lips around it and sucked, the cold liquid dousing the fire in his throat.

“I’m in hospital?”

“Yes, sir. Do you remember what happened?”

He closed his eyes and tried to piece together the events that put him here. He drew nothing but blanks. “Damien?”

“I’m here.”

He could hear the rubber treads of heavy boots pace the floor. At least his hearing was intact. “What happened?”

“You were blindsided by a shifter. You almost died, so don’t complain about the ventilator or blurry vision. You’re alive. The rest we can work on.”

Cold tendrils of fear walked up his spine. If his vision was shot, how would he get on with life? No wait, what was his life? He tried to recall a detail, any detail and drew a blank. Except his name.

Magnus.

He wanted to roll his eyes. Memories or none, he knew he should be pissed about this turn of events. Whatever had happened, shouldn’t have, and Magnus was the one paying the price.

“Great, just fucking great,” he spat. “Now who the hell are you, Damien?”

~
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The glasses they fitted him with felt awkward and left him with a headache. Magnus removed the offending eyewear and squeezed his eyes closed. With his free hand, he pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to keep the panic at bay. Without the spectacles, he was as blind as a proverbial bat. With them, he looked ridiculous but at least he could see clearly again.

The lump on the side of his head had frightened him at first, but the doctor reassured him it would die down in time. The thick black rims of his new fashion accessory on the other hand...

Four weeks in an induced coma had stolen too much of his identity and his life. Every time he looked at himself in the mirror, he was overwhelmed by the image staring back at him. A full beard of blond-gray whiskers masked most of his face and the shoulder-length shaggy blond hair felt out of place. Long lean limbs suggested a body built for endurance, but the muscle wastage made it hard to hold a glass of water. Magnus let out a frustrated sigh.

Since waking, the last twenty-four hours had been nothing short of a rollercoaster. Moved out of ICU, he found himself in a room with view he could hardly appreciate. Flashes of memories assaulted him without warning. Bits and pieces of memories had started to reveal themselves though he couldn’t make heads or tails of half of them.

A jungle.

Steamy humidity.

War.

Some of them made him want to throw up. Too many of them left him with the uneasy feeling he’d done things he’d be better off not remembering.

The worst of them all was a memory of being trapped in a cold cavern, surrounded by thousands of lifeless skeletons, all in various states of torture. Empty eye sockets pleaded with him to rescue them while freakishly open jaws were forever frozen in silent screams. The vision felt completely foreign and entirely out of step with any of the other puzzle pieces he needed to reconstruct his life.

“Magnus?”

Lifting his head, he repositioned the glasses and turned to the doorway. A tall man with dark hair and a graying beard filled the space. Older, perhaps in his fifties, he raised an eyebrow in expectation. From the sound of his voice, Magnus knew him as Damien, but seeing him in full motion picture now didn’t jog a single recollection.

“You must be Damien.”

Surprise opened the old man’s eyes wide. “You still don’t remember?”

Magnus lifted a shoulder. “The doctor said it could take months.” And wasn’t that just the kicker? While his mind teased him with titbits, he was left in limbo, not knowing who he was or what his life had been up until now. “Care to help me out here?”

Stepping into the room, Damien appraised him cautiously. “You really don’t remember anything?”

“Little bits, here and there. Nothing makes sense.” The abyss of his mind was terrifying.

“You must be worried?” Damien took the seat by his bedside. His black cargo pants and shirt felt familiar.

Magnus nodded.

The old man smiled, the warmth reaching his blue-gray eyes. “We’ll get to that but before we do, I need to run something by you. Now that you’re awake and on the mend, you’ll need somewhere to go.”

Magnus had no idea what awaited him but he liked the idea of leaving the hospital. Though the nurse was pretty, everything here smelled like disinfectant. “Do I have a home?”

A moment of discomfort crossed Damien’s lean face. “You needn’t concern yourself with that. I have somewhere for you, a retreat of sorts, where you can recover and regain your strength.”

“Hopefully my memory, too. This emptiness is,” he shook his head, “soul destroying.”

Damien considered him for a long, quiet moment. The ghostly blue-gray eyes studied him but gave little away. “I hope you don’t mind but I have spoken to the doctor. He seems to think that physically, you’ll be fine in time. Your memory might take a while but he couldn’t put a timeframe on it.”

Magnus remembered the same line from the doctor. Despite all the medical and technological advances of the modern world, the brain and its inner workings still eluded finite prediction. But Damien spoke true, Magnus needed to recover. He’d failed every physical test the occupational therapist had thrown at him, missing the required benchmarks by considerable margins. Strength, coordination and balance had all been affected by the knock to the head.

“How do we know each other?”

“I was your commanding officer in the Army, and before that, your sergeant on the police force.”

His mouth went dry. “Army and police?”

The flashbacks of conflict suddenly made sense.

“You’re were highly trained soldier, Magnus. A weapons expert, a master tracker and the finest sniper I’d ever seen. You’re telling me none of this has come back to you?”

Magnus closed his eyes and removed the glasses again as his headache roared full-force into play. Honestly, it felt like Mike Tyson was trying to punch his way out of his brain through his eye sockets. “Nothing definitive, but some of the flashes are starting to make sense. I assume I never used to wear glasses?”

Damien chuckled, though Magnus didn’t see the funny side. “No. The doctor seems to think the fuzzy vision might be a temporary side-affect, too.”

Magnus sure hoped so. He opened his eyes and stared at the light of the window. “Who was I, before all of this?”

Quiet hung in the air for too long. The delayed response hinted to an answer he might not like. It was on the tip of his tongue to stop Damien from speaking, but the old man beat him to the punch.

“I’m not going to lie. You did some questionable things in the past, Magnus, but you were working on repairing the damage.”

Setting the specs back on his face, Magnus turned to Damien. “Don’t sugar coat things, old man. If I was a bastard, then you’d better tell me what I’ve done.”

Because instinct told Magnus that when he finally did remember his past, he wasn’t going to be proud of it.
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Chapter Five
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Night shift in the pub was always busy and more often than not, rowdier than a rodeo, but Julie Davis simply wiped her palms on her apron and got on with business. Tending the tables in the noisy bistro, she scribbled down the orders, avoided grabby hands and leery-eyed drunks, and dutifully carted dishes to and from the kitchen.

Life as a waitress in a country pub mostly sucked but it provided her with everything she needed: a regular pay check and anonymity.

Tonight seemed like the usual crowd, except for the man seated at the end of bar enjoying a tall, cold beer. His arrival ten minutes earlier captured her attention in a way she could hardly hide. They’d exchanged a silent nod of acknowledgement as she went about her duties, while Stapleton—her boss—served the older man.

She hadn’t seen him for almost a month, not since two gunmen shot a local cop, started a bushfire and tried to take another local hostage. Wills Crossing had barely recovered from that day. As for Julie, it attracted her curiosity like nothing else, though she’d had a hell of a time avoiding the intense media coverage for her efforts in trying to save the life of their accomplice. She sure as hell hadn’t needed to end up on any of the twenty-four-hour news channels.

Julie glanced at the patron again. The only thing she knew about him for certain was that he was in some way connected to the ex-soldiers now calling the Crossing their home. They had all of the gossip’s tongues wagging with intrigue. She’d overheard enough local chatter to know their reasonably consistent brushes with danger had most folk on edge.

She’d witnessed first-hand their bravery, carrying out acts of courage most people couldn’t comprehend. The locals hardly acknowledged their contributions in saving the town, which was ridiculous and unfair. They’d shown themselves to be good men.

Julie was more curious about the other ex-soldier, the one who’d been holed up in one of the pub’s rooms upstairs before being injured by one of conmen. She hadn’t seen him for the last four weeks and her desire to know what happened to him threatened to get the better of her.

Lifting her notepad from the front pocket of her apron, she made her way across the busy bistro floor toward the older man. On seeing her approach, he turned on his barstool and smiled. Smokey blue-gray eyes sparkled at her. Under a head of salt and pepper hair and a graying goatee, he watched her with interest. She guessed he was in his fifties and wondered if he’d been in the Army with them or had been one of their superiors.

“Evening.” He greeted her with a soft voice. “It’s Julie, isn’t it?”

He looked at her as if he knew exactly who she was. Julie lifted the pencil and pad to distract him from seeing the shudder of fear she felt ripple through her. Wisdom simply stared back at her.

She gave a nod. “Julie Davis.”

He held out a hand. “I’m Damien McCafferty.”

Julie glanced at his outstretched palm before accepting the shake, not sure why she did. “Nice to officially meet you.”

He nodded. “You remember me from the other week, when all hell broke loose, I suppose?”

She felt her eyebrows ride high on her forehead. “You mean when those bastards shot Constable White, their girlfriend and took Danny’s sister hostage?” Her head nodded very slowly, acting without conscious thought. “If that’s what you call hell breaking loose, then yes. I remember you.”

What a strange few months it had been since the former soldiers had moved in. While they had stirred up a hornet’s nest at first, they also livened up the sleepy hamlet of Wills Crossing. She’d heard that the big Kiwi had tried to perform double-CPR on two road victims, something she’d never seen done in all her years as a nurse.

When Stapleton returned, Damien waved him away. He studied her closely, his eyes guarded but intense. She worried about what he saw when he looked at her. He seemed to be the kind of man who had an uncanny knack of ferreting out information one might want to keep buried. Julie reminded herself to be careful around him.

“And you befriended Magnus while he stayed here
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