
Tanzer’s

Jewel 

Pale Bay Treasures

Book Three

Roxy Matthews 

[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Tanzer's Jewel (Pale Bay, #3)

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Epilogue

Sign up for Roxy Matthews's Mailing List

Further Reading: McBride's Gem

About the Author

SALE OF THIS BOOK WITHOUT A FRONT COVER MAY BE UNAUTHORIZED. IF THIS BOOK IS

COVERLESS, IT MAY HAVE BEEN REPORTED TO

THE PUBLISHER AS "UNSOLD OR DESTROYED"

AND NEITHER THE AUTHOR NOR THE PUBLISHER MAY HAVE RECEIVED PAYMENT FOR IT.

––––––––
[image: image]


NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE ADAPTED,

STORED, COPIED, REPRODUCED OR

TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY

MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL,

INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING, RECORDING, OR

BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE AND

RETRIEVAL SYSTEM, WITHOUT PERMISSION IN WRITING FROM THE PUBLISHER.

THANK YOU FOR RESPECTING THE HARD WORK OF THIS AUTHOR.

TANZER’S JEWEL 

PALE BAY TREASURES 

COPYRIGHT © 2019 ROXY MATTHEWS 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 

ISBN-13: 978-1-9990158-0-0

––––––––
[image: image]


THIS BOOK IS A WORK OF FICTION. NAMES,

CHARACTERS, PLACES, OR INCIDENTS ARE

PRODUCTS OF THE AUTHOR’S IMAGINATION OR

ARE USED FACTIOUSLY. ANY RESEMBLANCE TO ACTUAL PERSONS, LIVING OR DEAD, EVENTS,

OR LOCALES ARE ENTIRELY COINCIDENTAL.

Check out other titles by Roxy Matthews

Pale Bay Treasures Series:

Drago’s Destiny

McBride’s Gem

Tanzer’s Jewel

Doucet’s Stone

Destiny’s Warrior

Holiday Resistance

Perfect Stranger

Eternal Enemies Series:

Imprinted

Refused

And

R.M.Sackville

Misery’s Companion

Tools of Terror

Hypno-Planticus

Unhinged

Red On White

Canadian Psycho






No amount of pain in body, soul, and heart is not without its reward. For through it, it is building you, tearing apart the things that hinder your path, bringing you closer to your true destiny.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Eons ago, Divine Era of Gods and Mortals

Home of the Gods, Mount Olympus

Gaea’s gaze did not part from the trio until the last of their radiance disappeared. Instead, she tightened her fingers around the Destiny Gem. Its steady, bright red glow burst from its encasement, unhindered by her fingers. Warmth touched her soul.

Her thoughts turned to the fate of the final two gems hidden within the lands around Olympus, the Vitality Gem and Prosperity Gem. Both as unique as the one she held tight in her grasp. Each held an invaluable virtue of life. All as powerful apart as together, yet each necessary for the good of mankind and gods alike.

To the pure of soul, they were a blessing, protection from those with ill thoughts and impure intentions. But, to those who wish ill upon others, the gems could mean utter disaster not only for those upon Earth, but the gods above as well.

And if Cronos found them before Selene, Helios, and Eos, the fate of all was uncertain.

Yes, Gaea’s army had been correct. An unpure could not access the gems’ powers to wreak havoc on the human species. But Cronos would not be against using them and controlling them. He would not wreck the havoc on his own, instead he would work the minds of mortals with immoral intentions. 

He would aid mankind in its own destruction. This, she was certain. This she must stop.

If the pure bounds she placed around them were broken, the gems, their virtues, their powers would no longer be protected from those of unpure heart and devious plans.

The question that weighed on her heart and mind was if her army would have to battle for the Gems freedom, or would they find them before Cronos did.

She shook her head, closed her eyes.

They could not fight him. She knew this. If he was as angered by his son as Helios stated, he would be unstoppable. Cronos would have no issue slaying them as they stood to gather the tools he hoped to destroy Zeus once and for all.

Gaea took a deep breath, tilted her head back, whispered prayers she hoped would be heard.

Guide those I have sent forth. Protect them. Open the paths they must take, free it from all who wish to harm them. For their quest only begins here. What is to come is more daunting. Their futures unknown. With the love of those before us, give them the strength to come back, virtues in hand, purity on their side. 

The wind picked up around her, lifted her green dress. It rippled as if made of nothing more than the liquid that coursed through the great Potomoi. Fresh foliage surrounded her, whispered up into her senses. Willows swayed beside her. Their tendrils kissed the ends of her loose silver locks. The breeze carried along, reached several black alders. Their simple, serrated leaves whisked up into the air. Below her, the rich green blades of grass danced across her bare toes, tickled her ankles.

She smiled.

Her army would be safe during this first leg in a race against the evils of Cronos. The gods of old heard her pleas, promised their protection in the whispers of wind.

With little time, Gaea turned, the Destiny Gem in hand. The magnificent red glow radiated, bounced off lumbering trunks and overhung leaves. She took several steps forward on newly formed mist beneath her. It rose up her legs, over her dress and swirled around her. Each step she took, the mist followed, branches reached to touch her bare shoulders, vines snaked along the ground towards her bare toes.

She stepped out into a clearing, tilted her chin to the heavens as a streak of bright white light raced across the sky. It turned, headed towards her, a disappearing trail behind. In the opposite direction, two more blazes darted, their direction aimed for her.

She sighed in relief, closed her eyes. Her army was safe.

The sound of hoofs followed as they hit the damp ground beneath, a soft nicker in its wake.

Gaea opened her eyes, met the tall, curvaceous Selene as she dropped off her mare. Her nearly white hair dropped to rest on her shoulders, the crescent moon atop her crown shone brightly in the darkness. She ran a gentle hand along the animal’s mane, whispered in its snowy white ear, then turned to Gaea with a nod. She reached a hand to the small brown satchel draped across her shoulder, tucked against her bosom.

Gaea stepped forward as two fine chariots, one led by two steeds, the other four, dropped down on either side of Selene’s mare. The pair released their hands from reins in unison, jumped from where they sat. They stopped on either side of Selene, nodded. Gaea noticed satchels abreast all, their expressions free of emotion.

“Great Mother Gaea,” Selene started, stepped forward. Her hand reached into her satchel, withdrew a gleaming blue stone. It’s coarse nature as intact as the last time she’d looked upon it. “The Prosperity Gem.”

“You found it,” Gaea’s elation clear in the softening of her soft blue eyes.

Selene nodded. “Quickly actually. The deep blue waters which masked it, did well to overthrow Cronos’ senses. I came upon it on the heels of hissed vulgarities caught in the wind. The stench of his evil still permeated the air through which he raced. Thankfully, the spell you placed on it concealed it as you’d hoped.” Selene reached out her hand towards Gaea, the glowing blue gem in her grasp.

Gaea nodded, reached for it. “You have done well, my warrior. Thank you. On behalf of all mankind, and gods as well.”

Selene nodded, stepped back in line as Helios took her place, his purple robe flowing behind him. Atop his head, a glowing sphere nestled atop his crown shone bright in the darkness, mimicked that of his blazing white eyes. A signature trait of the trio before her.

“Mother Gaea. My travels weren’t as easy.” He reached a shaken hand towards his satchel.

Gaea’s attention turned to the red trail of blood that seeped down his arm. 

She stepped forward on a gasp. “Helios. What happened? You’re bleeding?”

Helios nodded, withdrew the glowing green gem. “We all know the lengths to which Cronos will go. His fury would not hinder me.” His gaze turned from her to the Gem gleaming in his hand. “The Vitality Gem, great Mother Gaea.” He nodded, reached his hand out to her.

Gaea took the stone, placed it in the crook of her arm with the others. All around them, green, blue, and red lights spilled out into the clearing, basking everything in their wake.

She reached a fingertip to the gashes in Helios’ forearm, closed her eyes.

In her arms, the gems warmed. A soft hum flowed from their union. Her eyes opened to a stream of red, green, and blue as they combined, flowed into Helios’ injuries. She watched the gashes on his arm seal, blood vanish. The colored lights pulled from him, shot back into the night sky.

“Thank you, my warrior, for risking yourself for the gem. The gems have healed you for your sacrifice, given you back your pure form.”

Helios nodded, returned beside the others.

Gaea took a step back. “My warriors, you have done well, but all is not over. Cronos will come for these gems. He will injure if not kill every one of you to get them.” The trio nodded. “It is time for the next step in our quest. Where you will go, what I am asking of you will take you from Olympus for years, decades, even centuries if need be. I will forever hold your place here in great regard for that of which you will be sacrificing.” 

She looked at each, smiled. “But you will not be the only to sacrifice for the good of all that is pure. I, myself, will take this next leap with you. I will be only a breath away, watching over you and the Gems, one eye always to the skies... watching, waiting.” She paused, her gaze lowered to the glowing stones in her arm. She inhaled, then released the breath of life on them. 

“However, this gem,” she nodded to the Vitality Gem. “Will need extra care and caution. Cronos has felt its essence, inhaled its scent. He will come for it with a fury unlike anything we have seen thus far.” 

She lowered her forehead to it, the gentle touch intensified its brilliant color, as if electrifying it. Gaea looked from the gems to her army, motioned over her shoulder, pivoted on bare heels, and stepped back into the tree line.

The trio followed as she led the way towards another clearing full of immense, fluffy clouds. They watched in silence as Gaea lowered each gem atop separate clouds hovering several inches above the lush greens of the foliage beneath. 

Without turning from their bright lights, she continued. “Each of you will be assigned a quest, a Virtue of Life to protect.” Her fingertips grazed each gem, their steady glow brightened beneath her touch, their destinies set. “Until the time that a mortal of complete purity can be found to carry on the vigil.” 

Gaea pivoted to face her army. “No longer will these virtues stay hidden in Olympus. It is too dangerous now. It is humanity’s time to step forth, to hold these virtues of life, to protect them.” She looked between three sets of eyes. “No longer will gods interfere. We must show them they are capable. They will falter, that I am sure. There will be those who try to dissuade you, trick you.” She shook her head once more. “But you must not be blinded. You must seek the ones that will stand for the virtues the gems hold.”

“But what if Cronos comes for them?” Eos spoke. “Mortals have no chance against him.”

Gaea smiled, knowing more than she offered. “Oh, but they will, my dear.” She stepped towards the woman in the flowered dress, reached out to touch her rosy cheek. “They will fight if the need arises and they will have a fine warrior at the helm.” 

Gaea stepped away from the woman. Her gaze turned to the man who’d first come to her. 

“Helios, please step forward.”

Helios did not waver nor falter. Instead, he stepped from the trio, stopped before Gaea. She looked up into his bright white eyes, reached her arms out, and grasped his shoulders. 

“You have already shed blood for the Vitality Gem, therefore you will continue to watch over it. You will be the first to leave Olympus.”

Helios did not utter a word, instead nodded.

Gaea pulled her hands back, turned to the Gems. With eyes closed, she inhaled deep, and expelled her breath in a whoosh.

Before their eyes, the clouds lifted, pushed by the breath of the Great Gaea.

The clouds separated, moved away from the group along the current of breeze beneath. Their paths chosen, along with that of their warriors.
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Chapter One
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Pale Bay, Upper Peninsula, Michigan

Present Day
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“I’m dying?” Lizzie Pearson gasped, her eyes wide on Doctor Silver as he sat before her on a cushioned swivel chair.

He smiled up at her. A smile that Lizzie wasn’t sure was of pity at the horrible news he was to share, or one brought on by nerves.

“I said nothing about dying, Lizzie,” he leaned forward, reached for her knee, and squeezed. “We have to stay positive. There are other tests we can run, but those need to be booked.” He pulled his hand back, straightened his back, and looked up at her on the paper wrapped exam table.

Only hours earlier she wore only a hospital wrap and socks, lying down while tests were taken, blood siphoned on this same table. Now she was clothed, however, her nerves had yet to settle.

She fiddled with the hem of her shirt.

“So far all the tests have come back negative.” He smiled once more, brightening his pale features, lighting his silver eyes. “No infections. Your counts are all good,” he continued in layman’s terms, as he did with most of his patients. “No tumors. All your results confirm you are a healthy thirty-three-year-old woman.” He paused long enough for her to interject. “But if you feel more tests are needed, I will schedule them. I may even be able to get you in within the week.”

The thought of more tests, invasive ones frightened her. Doctor Silver believed she wasn’t sick, he was certain, and she trusted him. She always had. But her symptoms? The way she’d felt for the past month just didn’t add up.

Unless.

“What about the pregnancy test?” she asked, her heart in her throat.

He shook his head. “Negative.”

She lowered her head, then met his warm gaze.

“The puking, the lack of appetite.” She lifted a hand to her sunken cheeks, traced a line to the slight bags beneath her eyes. “I can barely sleep, and I’ve lost weight.”

Doctor Silver leaned forward once more, put his large, soft hands on hers, squeezed. 

“If you feel that more tests will help you trust me when I say you’re perfectly healthy, then we’ll do them. But Lizzie, I’ve been your Doctor for over ten years. A Doctor to most everyone in this town. I have seen much, know what to look for.” He lowered his voice, soothing. “When’s the last time you spoke to your brother?”

The question twanged a cord inside her, filled her with sorrow. Her shoulders slumped as she shook her head.

“He’s been in much trouble lately, do you think maybe...”

“That me worrying over him is doing this?” She asked the question she’d asked herself before. 

All those times she stood before the full-length mirror in her bathroom, looked over her features, so much the same as her twin. The days she sat by the phone waiting for the call that would say he’d been in another fight, needed her help. But she knew the call wouldn’t come again, not after what she said to him the last time they spoke.

Lizzie wiped the tear that slid down her cheek, fought past the lump in her throat as she forced a smile. “I sure was hoping it was a baby.”
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Lizzie pulled out of the hospital parking lot as the last of the sun dipped beyond the trees. Soon Pale Bay would plunge into darkness and she would be forced to explain the reasons for her coming home late. She turned onto Main Drive and slowed for the light on Crescent Moon Drive.

To her left, Lonnie’s Bar was in full swing. Dim lights shone down from an overhang boasting the bar’s name, illuminating scantily clad women draped over men, leaning against the aged brick, and flicking cigarette ashes. Streetlights flickered to life and a brisk wind blew through her open windows. Even as it brought a chill to her skin, she refused to close it. She needed the fresh air. To think. To reflect.

She turned her attention back on the road as the light turned green. She applied pressure to the gas.

She had been in a funk ever since the last time she saw Lucas. She’d been so angry at him. At the way he was allowing his life to go. She said things that broke her when she was alone, that caused pain in his eyes when she spoke them. But staring through the iron bars of the cell he seemed to be in more than out, she lost it.

At the next light on Moon Lane, she stopped once more. To her right, the local variety store was closing down. The owner flicking the lights off and stepping through the front door. Mister Stillwater turned to her, waved. She returned the favor as he closed the door and turned the lock. 

The symbolism of that one action reminded her of what she’d done. To her brother and herself. She’d hurt him and then herself.

Maybe Doctor Silver was right. And if he was, then the only way to fix the situation with herself was to unlock the door with her brother.

That would fix one problem, the other she still needed to figure out. After all, she was three hours late. Johnny was sure to be worrying by now.

Of course she’d texted him, told a story of being with her good friend, Bethany Kremel for a few drinks after a long day at Chatty Cathy’s. He thought nothing of her explanation, offering his own excuse for being late tonight. A new case came in, one the McBride’s P.I. team couldn’t push off until the morning.

“Cheaters rarely ever do the deed in the daylight,” he teased.

She forced a laugh.

But three hours later she’d be hard pressed to think he would believe she drank the afternoon away.

Ahead of her, the light turned green, and she crossed into the intersection.

If her thoughts hadn’t been elsewhere, she would have heard the engine closing in on her, the squeal of tires. But she was too preoccupied with what she needed to do to fix all her problems that she forgot the basics of life.

Always be alert.

To her left, blinding white lights seared into her face, the sound of a horn blared in her ears. Seconds later, the impact into her driver’s side door threw her against her seatbelt, forced her over the gear shift. The nylon tightened, scraped along her flesh. A burning sensation that mimicked that in her left leg and arm flashed through her head, pummeling her into darkness.
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With a gasp, Lizzie bolted up in bed. Perspiration lined her face, the thin sheet she slept beneath puddled at her waist, her bare breasts heaving with each breath.

“You okay, honey,” Johnny’s soft voice called to her as his hand reached for her, rubbed the length of one arm, up to squeeze her shoulder.

He sat up by her side, took her in his firm grasp, pulled her head to his chest. “It’s okay. I’m here. You’re safe,” he whispered in her ear.

Lizzie closed her eyes, nestled into the fine hairs that littered his broad chest. It was warm to the touch. His heart pounded a comforting thump thump thump against her earlobe.

She sighed. He was used to her nightmares. Knew what she needed to come back from one. And he did it every time, without fail, without her asking.

Damn, did she ever love this man.

Before she could be taken back into the memory of the dream, he turned her in his arms, lowered her to the soft bed, leaned over her, his nose inches from hers. On either side of her, his strong hands sunk into the mattress, holding his weight over her. Without saying a word, he dipped his head, nuzzled the side of her neck.

Lizzie sighed, closed her eyes.

Down her neck, across her collarbone, he dropped soft kisses. He lowered himself to one elbow, continued his exploration. He dipped towards one nipple, took the heated flesh in his mouth until it puckered in his teeth. When he released his tongue and lips to move to the other, she shivered in anticipation.

Lizzie returned the favor. She lifted a hand, trailed it along one arm, over his shoulder and down one side. Her eyes closed, her heart raced, as her core warmed with each kiss, nip, lick that he assaulted her body with.

“I’m sorry I woke you,” she whispered against his shoulder.

“I’m not,” he replied with a wide grin as he looked deep into her eyes.

In the room's darkness, save the sliver of moonlight that split the room as it burst through the small opening in the curtains, she could see every contour of the man she loved. His straight cut jaw that tensed when he was worried. The thinning of his emerald eyes when he concentrated. Ones that always softened on her with a soul deep love. His hair was short and dark, always spiked on top, and his mustache trimmed to where it was borderline ticklish on her skin.

He was the one who helped her chase away the demons and see the good in the world.

A long, lean body, muscular in all the right places, slid up her naked torso as his gaze thinned on her, nose flared. His lip twitched, and a fully aroused grin stole the breath from her lungs. When he slid inside her, she gasped, squeezed her eyes shut and allowed him to take her away. Far away from the nightmare, far away from the visions.
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“If you feel like sharing what woke you, you know I’m willing to listen,” he offered as she lay on his chest in their darkened bedroom. Sweat glistened on his chest as it rose and fell in quick succession.

Johnny accomplished what he always did. He took away her pain, showed her what living and loving was, even if only for a few minutes.

He may have only known her a few years, but there’s was a connection that surpassed those few years. He was her soulmate. Her touchstone in a cruel world. One she’d witnessed too much of.

And because of his acceptance of her past and present, he’d helped her learn to cope with the past. To start living, loving and eagerly awaiting what the future held.

The one thing he couldn’t help her with, that no one could, were the visions. Those she could only learn to live with. To accept that she would always know, and wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing to stop anything she saw.

As had been the case with Lucas.

But she knew she couldn’t keep seeing, feeling what he was doing. It was tearing her apart. She’d lashed out at him, and now she was the only one suffering from the loss. It was the only explanation for how ill she’d been feeling lately.

But that story she wasn’t ready to divulge to Johnny. He’d only worry. So, instead, she planned to take matters into her own hands. It was time to visit her brother after months of being apart and make amends.

She couldn’t stop who her twin was any more than she could make the ache of his loss go away. She would just have to accept it. And love him just the same. Offer him the help he needed to change his ways. Maybe then the pain would stop.

“You don’t have to if you’re not ready,” Johnny offered, breaking into her own self-deprecating thoughts.

The car accident dream replayed in her mind, sent a shiver down the center of her back.

Johnny caught the goosebumps that followed, lifted his head to pull her attention. “Do you need some water, maybe...” He pulled from beneath her, but she halted him with a hand on his chest.

“No, I’m, okay. Just a nightmare.” She shook her head. “Not like all the others. I was in a car accident,” she replied with the only truth she could muster at the moment.

Johnny lowered himself back to the pillow, with Lizzie draped over one side of his body. One arm, one leg connected to his naked flesh as if they were one.

She forced a smile. “It just felt so real.”

“Hell, I hate those ones.”

She nodded against his chest, softened her eyes on the man she planned to marry. 

“Yeah.” She paused, then spilled a little more of the truth. “I guess I was just thinking of Lucas and how I ended things.”

Johnny sighed, shook his head, and ran his fingers through her long, thick, ruby red locks. “You were right to do what you did, Liz. Sure it was tough, but your brother has to get his head on straight sooner rather than later.” He paused, rubbed his other hand down the length of her arm. “I mean, if I had a twin who could feel everything I do, can see it, be forced to watch but unable to help. Damn, I’d turn into a priest to never have them feel that kind of helplessness.”

Lizzie sighed. She never kept from Johnny the special connection her and Lucas shared. She figured if he was going to up and leave her over something she could never control, she’d rather know before she fell more in love with him. But he never turned his shoulder on her, leaving as quickly as he came. He never ridiculed her, hit her.

Instead, he made jokes that helped lighten the mood, free the ache growing over her heart in anticipation of his reaction. And that joke would be the one thing she carried with her throughout the rest of her life. 

“So you mean to tell me that one day when I make love to you, that it will be a threesome?”

She laughed so hard the tears she fought from allowing to escape her lids burst forward. Johnny stepped forward that day, kissed her tears away, and added. 

“I mean, I’m not against getting close with your family, but...”

“You’re right,” she replied in the darkened room, her fingers trailing along his chest. “But I can’t keep this kind of distance from him. It hurts more. Like we’re being torn apart, literally.”

Silence filled the room as the first sign of the approaching sunrise basked the sky in rich reds, yellows, and oranges. They spread as if on a watercolor palette, stretched across the sky.

“I understand, Lizzie. You do what you need to. I’ll stand behind you.” He paused once more. “But if he doesn’t start changing, I may have to use some of my own tactics.”

“Johnny,” she playfully slapped his chest, smiled. “You know you can’t do that.”

He sighed once more. “I know. I’ll find a way through to him that doesn’t hurt you. I promise.”

Her smile widened as she snuggled closer into his bare chest. “I know you will.”

Lizzie was nearly back to sleep, warm, loved, sated, when Johnny broke the silence. 

“So you think the accident in your dream was because you were thinking of Lucas? Or one of your visions?”

Lizzie’s attention turned from sleep to her earlier thoughts. It had to be because of Lucas. There was no other explanation. It was like her visions, but one thing was different this time.

“It can’t be a vision. I’ve never seen myself, been in my head when I’ve had them before. It was always Lucas. A connection always there, but after the fact. Some were minutes later, others hours.”

“Did you see him in those other visions?”

“No,” she shook her head against his chest. “But I felt him. Like I was inside his head, his body. As if we connect when the other needs us the most.”

More silence filled the room as Johnny’s arms tightened around her. She felt the skip of his heart beneath her ear, felt the deep breath he took. 

“Okay then, whenever you decide to go see him, I want detailed reports on the roads you’ll be taking and the promise to call often to keep me updated. I want to know when you’re there, when you’re heading back, anytime you stop for gas.”

Lizzie laughed. “Yes, Dad.” 

Then nestled against his warmth, basking in the love he shared with her. The unconditional, understanding love.
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Chapter Two
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He knew his women as well as he knew his jewels. One knowledge was born of pure desire, the latter from necessity. As a young boy, he became obsessed with the glitter and sleek touch of a perfectly polished piece. He blamed his mother, with the gaudy jewelry born of her self-absorbed ways.

He’d never forget the first heady rush of adrenaline when he snatched a gleaming piece from her overflowing jewelry box. His payment of a crisp ten-dollar bill came from redhead, metal-mouth, Billy McAllister. That theft was the chisel that etched his future. He made some good hard cash with those shiny, colorful stones.

His preoccupied mother rarely noticed, always seeing the missing pieces as an excuse to buy more.

Supply and demand, his formative lessons in a career that spanned the next thirty years of his life.

A life he needed, one threatening to end far too soon. 

He removed his black square framed glasses, lifted the binoculars to his eyes, and peered through the lens.

Through thick trunks, their massive branches barren from the cold, he eyed the building. From his position, parked behind the trees in the fenced-in lot that separated Twin Oak Park from Main Drive, he was as hidden as he could be from the watchful eyes of the town’s business owner.

His next, and hopefully final target.

His hunt began months ago when his sentence was handed down. Cancer.

He shivered. Not just from the memory of that fateful day, but from the November chill that seeped in through the cracks and rust of his beaten up Ford. He debated turning the car over and cranking the heat, but pushed the need aside to stay inconspicuous.

Less than a year, the doctor warned. Nothing could stop the Cancer’s progress. 

But he knew otherwise. Years of gemstone research into metaphysical powers proved there was a chance. Many stones were revered since the beginning of time for holding the power to heal, to protect. Medicine women and new-age healers still harnessed the power of hematite, quartz, obsidian, and azurite in their quests against evils within the body and for protection in life.

But the knowledge of one specific gem stayed at the forefront of his mind. Its perfectly cut, sleek edges, and legendary green glow led him on a hunt that would save his life. Or so he hoped.

The Vitality Gem, revered as the strongest emerald in existence, was rumored to hold the ability to bring strength and vigor to its holder. To give life, bring health, and fulfil existence.

Holding it in his hand was crucial.

And if his deductions were correct, that ‘golden goose’ was right here in Pale Bay. Hidden amongst the citizens of the little town nestled along Silver Lake in the upper peninsula of Michigan. Sheltered from the rest of the state by a wide rim of foliage and long, rolling hills. It was the perfect place to hide such a gem.

Inside the pristine white facade of the antique shop, Days Gone Bye, behind large windows boasting glittering jewel displays, sat the only thing he needed in life.

His heart skipped a beat.

If he was right, and the Gem was inside, his waking nightmare would be over. The Vitality Gem would be the saving grace he needed.

He sighed.

He’d know soon enough.

The building’s high-tech security system was the best he’d seen. Its intricacies were noted during his late-night inspections of the grounds. The windows and doors were outfitted with the best. Of course, he didn’t doubt it was because of the living chambers upstairs where the owner retreated after closing up shop.

From what he’d gathered, and noted in the black book on the passenger seat, the owner rarely left the property. He’d staked out the place for a week, watched the lights go dim downstairs in the shop, flickering to life in the upper level only minutes later.

That put a big crimp in his plan.

Add to that the fact that Pale Bay’s main drive, aptly named, was bustling with activity day in and day out due to the amount of businesses and stores that ran the length of the street. They were spread out with thick barren trees between each, that no doubt were full of vibrant green leaves in the summer, adding to the physical appeal of the town.

There was a library, bank, liquor store, variety store, the antique shop, and hospital lining one side. The town’s focal point, a little cafe, The Chatty Cathy’s, flanked by two tall, aged brick apartment buildings, sat dead center of Main Drive. On either side of the clean and crisp exterior of the Chatty Cathy’s, with its blue and white checkered awning, and large glass front windows, the buildings looked out of place. As if time had forgotten them as well.

Across the street, a laundry mat, flower shop, daycare, grocery store, and police station sat, each with its own unique build, height, and facade that made each as fresh as the next.

All that hustle and bustle spelled too many people, too many witnesses, he reminded himself. Even a night time invasion would be as tricky as a daytime one.

Pale Bay had all the things that made up a small town off the beaten track, including a late night bar that helped keep the streets of Pale Bay active at any hour.

His mind trailed back to the antique shop and his true quarry, the Vitality Gem, as the owner appeared at the door. He observed the man on the other side of the glass door as he did every morning.

The owner was young with bright flaxen waves. He was tall and healthy, his muscular arms built for wrestling, not antique sales.

He watched the athletic man open the locked shop door and step outside. His hands went to his waist as he closed his eyes, tilted his head skyward to inhale the scent of a new day in Pale Bay, as was the man’s routine. The sweater draped over his shoulders, zipped up to his neck, was thicker today, fighting the chill that seemed to have taken the town in its grasp overnight.

He scoffed. “Damn tree hugger.”

He knew the ones. They took nature walks through bugs, dirt, and the elements. Pictures were snapped of the trees and wildlife to be turned into artwork displayed on the walls of their homes. They sported flashy sneakers, worn blue jeans, and colorful sweaters, just like the shop owner before him.

Yup, he was a tree-hugger.

He lowered his binoculars, replaced his glasses, and narrowed his eyes on the man.

What kind of business owner dressed so casually? The man had no respect for the shimmering pieces displayed inside and atop glass counters. If he did, he would at least wear a damn suit.

Not once, since he’d been watching the place, had the man ever dressed appropriately for his business. No, instead he spent much of the day outside his shop front watering flowers, flashing his handsome smile to passersby, and lounging in one of two white wicker chairs outside.

If the store owner was in his position, he’d be desperate not lounging around as if time stood still.

His time was limited, rifled with uncertainty. His days numbered, unlike those who travelled the sidewalks of the small town.

From the corner of his eye, down the street, his second vice in life entered the picture. He lifted his glasses, reset the binoculars in place, and centered the lenses on her.

Her stride was easy, her smile wide as if everything he’d ever done to her never happened. But he knew it had. He still relished the smell of her on his fingers. The woman had been in his sights longer than the jewelry shop owner, but for different reasons. He may be dying, but hell, he could still dip his stick if he chose. And she was one he’d enjoyed ‘choosing’.

The busty woman, curved in all the right places stopped, her jade green sweater billowed behind her in a gust of cool November air. If he was close enough, he knew her intoxicating scent would do things to his body he hadn’t felt in years. Her scent borne of pure woman, not a body covered in chemicals.

She chatted with the handsome shop owner, his target, which only sent his shackles to rise. When she put a hand on her jean clad hip, her back to him, her shoulders high with laughter, he fought the urge to rocket from his rusted Ford and ram a well-placed fist into the man’s temple.

Why did he get to have everything in life? Why didn’t he have a ticking time bomb strapped to his lungs?

The woman he knew all too well flipped her bright red ponytail behind her shoulder, turned, waved, and continued toward the cafe, the Chatty Cathy’s four doors down.

Yeah, he knew where she worked. Luckily, both his targets were close enough for him to split his attention between them throughout the day.

Of course, the jeweler had gotten tiresome over the few weeks he sat and watched in the cold. His hiding spot behind the grouping of barren pines, oaks, and birch trees did little but add to the chill in his bones. But having her enter the picture saved him from the inevitability of complete boredom.

As much as he wanted to tear away from the confines of his Ford to finish what he’d started months ago, he couldn’t let desperation override his plans. His time was limited, his days numbered, but like hell he’d spend his last few inside a four by four metal prison.

No, he grinned, watched the ruby-red tressed vixen enter the cafe. He had better plans for his finale. That was, of course, if he couldn’t get what he’d come for, what he’d been on this whole damn stake out for.

A familiar clench in his chest took his breath away, started a coughing fit. He lowered the binoculars, a shaken hand rubbed his throat, then chest as he fought the episode. Sadly, this wasn’t his first bout, and wouldn’t be the last, thanks to the one woman who should have loved him more than anyone. But she couldn’t. She could only love herself. She cared more about the things she wanted than his own needs.

Doctors warned his time was dwindling quickly. His fate set. Hence his utter desperation to find the mythical piece that would bring him the strength and vigor he enjoyed years before the disease rotted his body from the inside out.

And he knew no one was to blame for his lung cancer other than the woman who gave birth to him. He never smoked a day in his life. But she had. And religiously, while she applied her makeup, her trinkets. The tap tap of the long, thin, tobacco filled tube off the ashtray on her vanity still reverberated in his head.

His lips thinned as his jaw tensed.

He knew his only chance at retribution lay in cleansing his body of its impurities. And he could not stop. Not until he held the Vitality Gem in his hands, and could take back his life.

He fought the terrible cough making lights dance in his vision as the feel of a fist tightened around his lungs.

He’d be damned if he’d die inside a vehicle that smelled of burnt oil and leaking gas.

Finally, the fit eased, and he pulled the binoculars to his eyes once more, coughed, and struggled for air as the redhead pulled the doors open to the popular hometown cafe and disappeared inside.

Through the large plate-glass windows he watched her for another hour as she served customers, her smile wide as she poured coffee with a gentle hand, and delivered food like a veteran.

When darkness fell, he would strike. He’d lingered long enough, knew all he could know. There was no other choice and no more time for reconnaissance.
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Chapter Three
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Zander Williams watched Lizzie Pearson move down the sidewalk away from him. She lowered her shoulders, head bent, gripping the front of her sweater in an attempt to fend off the brisk wind that whipped up around her. Minutes later, she pulled open the doors of the Chatty Cathy’s and disappeared into its warmth.

He lowered his tall body into a wicker chair, pulled the zipper of his sweater towards his chin.

One thing he never expected when he came to this town was having it call out to him. Pale Bay and the little shop on Main Drive. The abandoned shop was the perfect size to house his collectibles, pieces he’d picked up along the way. Most weren’t for sale, some he accepted he needed to part with. But one gleaming piece in particular spoke to his soul. It always had.

And his need to protect it was his lifetime quest.

When Zander came to Pale Bay a year ago, it was with the express intention of assisting the Sheriff with solving a string of B&E’s that plagued the small town. His background spoke volumes for his skills, but it was his innate sense of smell, of knowledge that always led him down the path to catching the ‘bad guy’.

At least that’s how he liked to remember it.

But Deputy Ken Frye was elusive in the beginning. As if Zander couldn’t hone in on him. But that was short-lived. Even shorter for the Deputy to receive his walking papers and a firm kick in the ass out of town.

However, Zander knew it would end up the way it did. Especially once he cracked the clues left behind by the angry deputy.

Zander could only hope Ken Frye heeded the warnings and stayed far away from Pale Bay. The little town didn’t need the likes of him wandering the streets. There was too much riding on the town and the citizens within.

However, today he was not bothered with an Ex-Deputy seeking revenge on a town that he felt did him wrong. Instead it was on the man across the street attempting to melt into the thick trunks of Pale Bay’s lumbering trees.

The large pines and oaks that surrounded the town, sheltering it from the rest of the state was something the town was known for, aside from its safe community and friendly residents.

That was, except for the second man to enter its limits while Zander stood watch.

Zander noticed the man several times over the past few weeks, putting his teeth on edge.

What was the man up to?

He narrowed blue eyes on the brown Ford that to the average eye was almost undetectable in the mighty brown trunks around him.

A shimmer through the trunks caught his attention.

His watcher was using binoculars. Which meant he not only watched him day after day, but Lizzie too.

The thought ruffled his feathers.

Not that he had a thing for the attractive redhead, but it unnerved him just the same. Was his stalker watching her and not him? It was possible. The shops were only four doors away, either visible from where the man parked daily.

He was definitely up to something, and Zander decided it was time to find out just what it was. But first there was a matter he needed to take care of.

Zander’s fingers fidgeted with yesterday’s paper as he pulled open the pages, searched for the ‘funnies’. He lifted the page, peered over it. The man was still there, as he’d expected, and would be for a few hours, so he had time.

The peeper would eventually pull away from the park, his muffler sputtering, his belt whining, but not before Zander paid him a little visit. He would make his knowledge of the man known, confront his behavior, and have him on his way for good. That is, as long as the man cooperated. If not, he had no issues backing up his words with an immense right hook.

Zander smiled at the thought, turned his attention back to the paper, grinned when he caught sight of Garfield.

That damn cat always made him chuckle. 

Intending to corner his unwelcome guest before the Chatty Cathy’s lunch rush started pushed to the back of his mind, he settled in to enjoy a few chuckles to start his day.
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Denise stirred in the comfort of her bed
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