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Prologue

Marilyn ventured farther into the darkness, not timidly, but warily, unsure of what lay in the unseen depths surrounding her. Strangely, she couldn’t feel the path beneath her. Even as she moved forward a thought came to her, a memory, of another darkness.

Once again, she was there snuggled close, her eyes shutting out the harsh lights as she lay warm and snug in the arms of her mother. She felt a soft blanket enfolding her and heard sweet whispers in her ear. She felt safe and comfortable and loved. The thought flashed away, but for that one endless moment as it clung to her, she hadn’t just remembered her mother’s embrace—she had lived it.

She continued forward in the darkness, a tunnel, she decided. She only imagined she was moving forward in a straight line. Besides, deciding it was a tunnel eliminated the cavernous corners in her imagination.

Another thought came to her and clung. The feel of pride as she took her first steps and cheers rang out all around her—then vanished into the silence of the darkness. She moved forward.

Marilyn felt life and joy flood through her as she ran through the brittle leaves of fall, the satisfying crunch of gold and red hues beneath her feet. She sailed through the air and tumbled into a pile of leaves, the crisp air flushing her cheeks and nose. Someone threw an armful into the air and as the leaves made a blizzard around her, she clapped her pudgy hands in glee.

The darkness surrounded Marilyn once again as she continued toward her unseen destination. Memories swirled around her like those fall leaves, sticking for one brief, endless moment before being blown away by some invisible, dark wind.

Marilyn briefly considered in the dark that every memory was happy until she stood crying just as she had at seventeen, beside the hospital bed of her very best friend. She had learned young how frail life was, as her beautiful, unparalleled hero had lost her luscious hair and then her life during their senior year of high school.

Marilyn’s tears disappeared with the vision but the anguish lingered as she continued slowly along the tunnel. From there some memories were happy, some were sad, but all were notable.

He should have been riding a snow-white steed, for all her heart-thumping and admiration from the moment she saw him. He was handsome and stately, with the self-possession and honor of Prince Charming himself. He smiled and her heart fluttered a thousand beats a second.

As darkness fell upon her once more, his smile seemed to linger just a moment longer, bringing a glow even into her dreary gloom. As she inched forward unguided by her eyes, memories of meeting her Prince turned into memories of marrying him, and then came her next bright light.

Once again, her eyes were closed but this time, she was the one doing the holding, as a tiny baby snuggled contentedly against her chest. He was absolutely perfect and she felt so much love she knew she would burst.

The next memory was of a little blond head tumbling over her Prince’s back and looking up at her, grinning, mischief lighting his eyes. Added to her happy dream was a bright-eyed beauty whose smiles brought joy to the depths of Marilyn’s soul.

This time, her heart still overcome with love and joy, she noticed a pinprick of white in the distance. Even as she perceived it, it grew much, much larger. Marilyn realized that she hadn’t been slowly inching along but rather flying at breakneck speed and was now reaching the end of the tunnel. Just as the dazzling light flew toward her, another memory, her last, clung to her.

This final memory was of another light—no, a set of lights—rushing toward her. She heard squealing and a sickening crash. Marilyn realized what this last memory and this tunnel meant. Her death.
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Chapter 1
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“Listen, I’m sorry about this. Really, I am. But I think you should just be grateful that I am trying my hardest to fix this and not be so demanding.”

The man in front of her was perfection itself, and she couldn’t have been angrier. Was he insane? Clearly, he had no idea what he had done. Initially Marilyn had been too shocked and confused to respond other than offering vague questions and utterances as he explained the situation. Now fury itself had inhabited her body.

“Not be demanding? We are not talking about you serving the wrong dish at a restaurant. We are not talking about your botching a million-dollar order of ... whatever. This isn’t customer service. This is my life we are talking about!” Marilyn’s flushed face was evidence to the blood boiling in her veins. 

“Exactly. And that is just what I am giving you back.”  The man before her showed no signs of frustration or anger—which only made her more perturbed.

“No, you are giving me back her life.” Marilyn motioned wildly to the statuesque beauty in the mirror. They were arguing in the hotel room in which Marilyn had awakened. At first, she couldn’t believe this strange man’s story, but after some eye-popping demonstrations of what he could do, she could no longer doubt his bone fides.

She didn’t have any idea what hotel they were in—she’d hardly taken the time to scour the room for a name—but it was nice. Not five star, certainly, but well above many. The room was beige and maroon with plush furniture and crisp linens. Certainly not the sort of place one would expect to dump an unconscious woman. Marilyn kept her rage in check and her distance from the man beside her while they looked at the woman in the mirror.

“I thought you would appreciate the upgrade. No offense, but you’re a whole lot prettier now.”

Marilyn glared at him, her too-long fingernails digging into her palms sharply. “I was quite happy with my looks and, even more, my life. How am I going to explain this,” she motioned again at her new body, “to my husband?”

Holbert’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. He rushed forward and laid his hand on her arm, holding her as still as a manacle. “You’re not going to! You absolutely cannot ever tell anyone what happened to you! If you do, at that instant you will fall dead.”

“Is that a threat?” Marilyn embodied attitude. She felt oddly bold with a creature that she assumed could crush her with his hands.

Holbert’s eyes narrowed. “It sure is. The entire reason I am breaking the rules here is to help you, and, to be perfectly honest, to cover myself. But if you tell anyone for any reason, our contract is at an end and you will not be able to continue to inhabit this body.”

Marilyn’s mind raced. She reached for a letter opener lying on the desk and pressed it to her neck until even she cringed and felt the pressure on her windpipe. “I could go ahead and kill myself right now. I could tell the big guy that you accidentally killed me and you’d get in big trouble.” 

Marilyn didn’t think she could actually kill herself but she held firm in her mind that she would and hoped that thought was clear on her face. She didn’t know if angels could read minds or not so she steeled her thoughts around her willingness to die.  She hoped the determination in her eyes convinced him.

“You wouldn’t.”

“Regardless of this new body, my life is over. My husband and children will never know who I really am, so why should I keep living? It will never be like it was.” Marilyn’s hand trembled, the knife scraping her neck a little. She felt an overwhelming loss. She truly would be better off dead.

Holbert edged closer to Marilyn, clearly intending to reach for the letter opener then thought better of it. “What can I do to convince you not to harm yourself?” He took a step back, holding his hands up as if in a truce.

“Let me tell my husband—just my husband—who I truly am.” Marilyn’s grip on the letter opener was getting slippery with sweat. She strengthened her grip and accidentally pressed it harder into her neck. She felt her windpipe through her skin—it was hard and unyielding to her threat.

He shook his head. “Not negotiable. That would defeat the purpose of my bringing you back. What else?”

Marilyn closed her eyes. “There is nothing else.”  Marilyn took a steadying breath and, at the exhale, shoved the letter opener into her throat.

Holbert flew forward in a flash, faster than any human could move, and grabbed the intended weapon from her hand. He had saved her life in an instant. “I know how we can fix this.” Holbert held his hand up to her, palm outward. “I’ll give you a little gift that doubles as insurance for me.”

A blinding ball of light flew from his hand and grew to encompass her. It enveloped her entire body and settled onto her skin. There the brilliance paused for a moment as if coating her skin, then it settled into her and seemed to coat every tissue and organ and molecule.

“What did you do?” Marilyn sank into the chair at the desk, weary to her bones.

Holbert smiled mischievously. “I made you unbreakable. Your skin is impenetrable and no disease, poison, or foreign object can harm your insides either. Try as you might you cannot kill yourself, nor can anyone else harm you. That is a fitting gift for my preemptive reckoning, is it not? Now only old age and telling someone our secret can kill you. And remember, whoever you tell might not outlive you but a few moments.”

“I thought angels were supposed to be good.” 

“We are, and I have been good to you. I made a mistake, but instead of leaving you dead I gave you a much nicer body and now I have made you invincible. I don’t understand your complaints. Besides, there is more to it than us just ‘being good.’ We also uphold the fabric of the world God created. You threaten to rip that fabric apart, and that must not happen. I am trying to fix this the best I can, but you, young lady,” he jabbed his index finger at her, “are not making this easy.”

Marilyn felt like nodding and graciously assuring him it was okay, but she caught a glimpse of her foreign body in the mirror and couldn’t manage it. She settled on neutrality and hoped he appreciated her effort to erase the outright hostility in her manner.

“Any other rules I need to know about?”

Holbert shook his head. “Just don’t write a book about this, okay?”

She managed a wry smile, and Holbert disappeared. Marilyn felt faint. How was she supposed to process everything she had just experienced? Therapy was definitely out.

It was good to be alive again. To be breathing and seeing and feeling and smelling. In fact, she smelled garlic bread and marinara sauce coming through the window from some restaurant down the street. She opened her eyes and studied herself in the mirror.

She had to be a good six inches taller than she had been. She’d have to start watching her head, but at least she wouldn’t need a stool to reach the highest shelves anymore. She had raven-black hair and bright blue eyes with clear, pale skin. What would my heritage be with this body? Maybe eastern European? Her voice was different, a little lower and softer; she turned around in the mirror and her movements were more graceful. A dancer, maybe?

Holbert had left a purse on the bed with identification in it, or so he said. Marilyn grabbed the purse, suddenly feeling an urgent need to put a name with her new self. She dumped the contents of the purse onto the rumpled linens and rifled through the contents quickly, until she found a miniature blue clasp wallet with pink butterflies all over it. Hideous. She snapped open the golden clasps. On top was an American driver’s license with a picture that matched Marilyn’s image in the mirror exactly—including the dress. Weird.

The license belonged to Elena Moroz. That wasn’t the name that had originally belonged with this body. Holbert had created a whole new identity for her. She didn’t know if that was preferable or if she would have preferred assuming someone else’s identity. No, upon further consideration, she was glad to have a new name. Not only would that help keep her from getting entangled in the woman’s past, but it was creepy enough living in someone else’s body; she didn’t need to dwell on the fact that the woman who had inhabited this space was an actual person who was now dead as she herself had been so recently.

Marilyn had also never considered herself to be an entity so much detached from her body. Her body had been her as far as she was concerned. Now she realized just how false that really was. Yet, at the same time she was different now that she looked different.

She was thinking about it too much.

She put the license back into the little wallet and searched through the rest of the items that had fallen onto the bedspread. She had keys to a house, with a little yellow sticky note with the address; keys to a car with a note of its parked location, make, and license number; a billfold with $250 cash, as well as a debit card and a credit card. Marilyn wondered how much was in her bank account. How much does a mistaken death bankroll? 

There were random unused makeup choices. As if a supernatural being had asked around about what a woman kept in her purse and chose the shades closest to hand. There was a toothbrush and toothpaste, for which Marilyn found herself whispering a quick Thank you! And, quite suddenly, there was a little yellow sticky note and cell phone where a moment previous a package of tissues had laid alone.

Marilyn picked the note off the phone that had just appeared and read: If you need me, just call me. ~H

She looked in the contacts list of the phone and found Holbert as the only contact listed there. She shook her head and smiled. She had an angel at her beck and call. What a strange life this was going to be.
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Chapter 2
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Marilyn caught her striking reflection in a shop window as she passed it. She could see herself better in the windows now, as darkness had set in and the streetlights spotlighted her image on the dark panes. She couldn’t help pausing for a moment to scrutinize thick lashes framing bright blue eyes and, once again, admire her high cheekbones and lithe frame. She was wearing what she had woken up in—a flowing, white dress with spaghetti straps, more suitable to a beach than downtown Boston but especially attractive with her long raven locks. While her situation was far from ideal, she was glad for the improved appearance. Despite his irritating comments about Marilyn’s previous body, this was much better than Holbert thinking that all human bodies were the same as others and giving her the body of an old, fat, ugly woman.

She hadn’t been able to help noticing the admiring stares of nearly every man in the restaurant as she had eaten. She had been attractive before, definitely pretty, but nothing compared to the unarguable beauty that she was now. Besides, before she had had the beginnings of a mother’s shape, with a pinch or two of love at the hips and some stretch marks in unbecoming places.

Some women would kill for this improvement. The least she could do was be appreciative.

She actually would have been thrilled, if not for two terrible things: that so much of her identity had been intertwined with her physical body and, astronomically more important, that what mattered most in life, her family, had been stripped away with it.

Marilyn started walking again. She only had to walk another block and cross the street to be back at her hotel room, and then she would need to decide what she would do with this second chance at life.

As Marilyn crossed the mouth of an alleyway, she heard a muffled scream and scuffling. Flattening herself to the side of the building, Marilyn peered into the alley, trying to determine what the sounds meant. A moan and a thump. What’s going on? Her fingers fumbled in her purse grasping for her phone.

In the dim light of the alley, a darkened shape was kneeling over a lump on the ground. It was difficult to see what was going on, much less make out their features.

“Ow!” a man’s voice growled, followed by a thump and corresponding moan of pain. The cry seemed to come from a woman’s throat.

Marilyn considered for a moment what to do. Should she try to stop the man? How? She was barely five feet tall and felt a poor physical match to even the smallest of men. Furthermore, she had no weapon with her.

She got ahold of her phone and backed cautiously away from her viewing point.

Marilyn dashed away from the alley, glad for the flat sandals Holbert had chosen, as she dialed 9-1-1. She didn’t stop until she was in the lobby of the hotel.

“What’s your emergency?”

“There is a man hurting someone in an alleyway off of Morrissey Boulevard. It is the alley just south of the Ramada Hotel.” She panted into the phone.

“Where are you?”

“I am in the lobby of the hotel.”

“Are you in danger?”

“No, I don’t think so. But there was a man beating someone up, I think, in the alley. Are you going to do something?”

“A police car has already been dispatched.”

Marilyn peered through the window, trying to see as far as possible down the street both directions. It wasn’t until she saw a strange reflection in the mirror that Marilyn remembered that she wasn’t five feet tall anymore. She was at least six inches taller now, although she was still hardly a fighter. Except ... 

“Should I stay on the line with you?” the dispatcher asked.

Except the angel had said nothing could kill her except old age and telling her secret.

“Oh, no. I’m fine. I’m sure you have someone else to talk to. Thank you.” Marilyn hung up and pressed her nose back up to the window.

She sighed in relief a moment later as blue flashing lights careened to a stop in front of the alleyway. The headlights were left on, lighting the area where the attack was happening or had happened. Marilyn hoped it wasn’t too late. Two policemen exited the car and dashed toward the alley. An ambulance roared up.

Should she have tried to stop whatever the man had been doing to his victim? He couldn’t have killed her. Could he?

In the moment, Marilyn had reacted as any sensible woman would have—get away from the bad guy and call the cops as soon as you are safe. She bit her lip. But she wasn’t just any woman now, was she? She had been given an incredible gift. At an incredible price, true, but didn’t that come with incredible responsibility, as Spiderman would say?

A few moments later, another police car joined the first, and two more policemen dashed out. Marilyn continued to watch as the hotel desk clerk and another guest joined her at the window. A few more police cars arrived and a stretcher rolled to the ambulance, which squealed away. Marilyn was the only one left at the window. The other onlookers had joined a larger crowd on the sidewalk outside.

Marilyn considered her new body in the window, reflected strongly in the dark night outside. Even if he couldn’t kill her, that man still could have hurt her in other ways, right? And even if he hadn’t hurt her, what on earth could she do to stop a crime except flail her arms and scream?

A gray-haired policeman addressed the crowd and then entered the lobby.

“Are you the woman who called it in?”

Marilyn nodded.

“Do you mind if I ask a few questions?”

“Did you catch him?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Is the person okay?”

“She was raped and beaten pretty badly but she is still alive, thanks to you.” He nodded to Marilyn with respect. “Did you get a look at the guy?”

Marilyn shook her head.

“What exactly did you see and hear?”

As Marilyn recounted the story for him, she couldn’t help but wonder if she could have prevented the rape or beatings if she had run into the alley instead of away from it. She knew Holbert was a bona fide angel; he wouldn’t have been able to do all those tricks otherwise. Did that mean she was unable to get hurt? Had he really made her unbreakable?
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Marilyn took a breath. It was one thing to try to cut your finger with a knife. The blade might be dull, or she hadn’t pushed hard enough, or she had held it at the wrong angle. Or the half-dozen other excuses she had come up with as to why she hadn’t bled after sliding a kitchen knife over her skin in a dozen places.

It was quite another to ram one into your stomach.

Marilyn found that a certain level of mental preparation was required but she couldn’t think of anything else to do. Shooting a gun or jumping from the top of the building would draw unwanted attention. A rope around the neck would be troublesome to get out of if she didn’t die. And besides, she would have to be mentally prepared to do any of those anyway.

No, it would have to be the knife. In her perfect, fit little belly.

Marilyn creaked the desk chair back and forth, licking her lips and studying the knife lying on the desk before her. It was all black, even the blade. It looked like something soldiers would use. She picked it up once again, but this time, instead of drawing the sharp edge along her fingertip, she slowly and deliberately pressed the point of the knife, hard, into her palm.

The knife pushed against her skin normally, but no matter how hard she pushed, it did not break the surface, much as a Popsicle stick wouldn’t. Her mind kept telling her the knife must be dull but she couldn’t get Holbert out of her head. He could do amazing things. She had to know.

Even a dull knife would enter her stomach if rammed as hard as she was going to ram it.

Marilyn dialed 9-1-1 on her cell again but didn’t press send. She gathered the bathroom towels close so she could try to stop any bleeding if she was successful in breaking skin, or, perhaps unsuccessful would be the better word.

Marilyn closed her eyes. She positioned the knife point down and raised her arm high above her head. Then, without letting herself think, she plunged the knife with all of her might into her midsection.

Her eyes popped open at the pain.  She pulled the knife out with quaking hands. Grabbed the towels and pressed send on her phone, collapsing on the edge of the bed. She looked at the treacherous knife on the carpet where she had thrown it.

“What is your emergency?”

Marilyn pulled the towels from her middle with disbelief.

“I’m sorry; it was an accident.” She hung up the phone.

The towels were unblemished—perfectly white. She stood up, pulling up the torn shirt, and examined her abdomen. No blood. Not even a scratch. 

Her breath caught. Could it be true? Marilyn had believed Holbert, or thought she had, until faced with a dilemma—then, in that moment, she couldn’t quite make her actions meet her understanding. A knife can’t cut me? How can that actually be true? 

The cell phone rang, interrupting her shock.

“This is emergency services following up on your call.”

“It was an accident. Sorry,” Marilyn explained, feeling numb. “I am the girl who called earlier tonight about the crime at the alley across from the Riverside Hotel. 9-1-1 was my last called number but I forgot and hit send twice. Sorry.” Marilyn’s mind barely processed the lie.

“That’s okay. May I just ask―what is your location?”

“I am staying at the Riverside Inn.”

When Marilyn hung up again, she scrutinized her unblemished belly once more. Then she went into the bathroom to take a shower, leaving the clean knife on the floor where it lay.

*****
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Okay, this was it. Marilyn had now drunk poison; jumped from a four-story building, an eight-story building, and a bridge; and strangled and shot herself. She had felt excruciating pain from each but only for a moment.  Her skin could still feel, it just didn’t let any impact or implement through. 

So why was she nervous?

Marilyn had walked the city for four nights before coming upon a crime-in-progress. Did Catwoman feel this ridiculous?

She was just wearing brand new black pants, a too-big black turtleneck to hide the bulk at her belt and a black jacket against the chill night. She had a black ski mask and gloves in one jacket pocket and a colorful dress scarf in the other. The scarf was for making her outfit look a little less ominous in case she needed to duck into a store or restaurant. She could be dressed for a night out, although the black sport shoes were a little out of place.

The bulge over her left hip was the stun gun she had ordered from some company online.  She had learned her lesson after buying the taser, snugly fitted over her right hip, in person. The man at the counter had shown far too much interest in her weapon choice. Anonymity was her best defense right now. Marilyn had carefully wiped the handcuffs free of any fingerprints just before putting one pair into each of her pockets.

Uncertainty filled the air, highlighting Marilyn’s abysmal lack of a plan. Experimentation had shown that she could still lose consciousness, either from a hit on the head or from lack of oxygen. She wondered vaguely what would happen if she ever drowned, as she tiptoed forward among the deep shadows behind the jewelry store. She couldn’t die from lack of oxygen, so would she just drift until someone found her to pull her out? What if she drifted into the ocean and wasn’t found for fifty years? She shuddered silently; it wasn’t a pleasant thought.

Now that Marilyn had located her criminal, she was glad her first experience would be with a robber. It felt easier somehow. Less likely to result in violence or having to see something gruesome. She was a stay-at-home mom and seasonal accountant—not exactly cut out for heroics. At least, Marilyn wasn’t—Elena might surprise her.

Once the alarm started ringing, Marilyn knew she only had minutes before the police showed up. The burglar knew that too and would certainly be gone by then. Marilyn had to get in, knock the guy out, and handcuff him and be gone before the police came, or she might end up in handcuffs herself. That would stink. Spending her second chance at life in prison would be unbearable.

The thief hadn’t broken a window but had picked the door lock. The door was still open a crack, so Marilyn pulled on the ski mask and gloves, pushed silently on the door, and entered the store. The front room was empty, of both the man and most of the jewelry in the display cases. A door was open to a back room and Marilyn heard small clinks coming from it.

Speeding across the room, her footprints padded, Marilyn paused to the side beside the open door, easing her stun gun from its case. With a deep breath she leaped into the room, her arm outstretched, and stunned the man for a few seconds; she wasn’t sure exactly how long. He fell to the ground as if with a seizure. She grabbed her handcuff and hooked one end to his wrist and another to a filing cabinet handle. It wasn’t the most secure option, but it was the closest and he didn’t look like he’d be able to attempt flight any time soon.

Marilyn heard police sirens and found a back door. She unlocked it and fled into the night, pulling off the ski mask and stuffing it into her pocket. She was turning the corner to the next street as the police roared up to the jewelry store.

She slowed her run to a brisk walk, adjusting the scarf around her neck, and ducked into a restaurant. As soon as she got inside the busy Irish pub, she took off her coat and gloves and attempted to look relaxed.

She slid onto a stool at the bar, trying to hide her heavy breathing. She was in the best shape of her life, but between the adrenaline and the physical assertion, Marilyn’s chest was heaving. Her cheeks were red, and her eyes were bright from the exercise but even more from the adrenaline rush. She had caught a criminal! She was practically a superhero!

The feeling of doing something so brave was completely new. It wasn’t that she was a timid person, but sneaking up to criminals, incapacitating them, and leaving them tied up for the police was something else entirely.

“What would you like?” the bartender’s hands continued mixing drinks even as he threw the question her way.  The Friday night pub was brimming over with professionals and students unwinding on a Friday night.

“Oh, um ...” Marilyn realized she was starving. “Could I see a menu?”

The bartender handed her the menu with a quick “I’ll check back in a minute” and turned to another customer. Marilyn studied the selections. Her stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten since an early lunch and the adrenaline seemed to magnify her appetite as well.

“Well, my night just got a whole lot more interesting,” a voice said over the right side of her menu.

Marilyn looked up and saw a slightly sloshed punk-kid admiring her. He was probably 22 and had the worthless look of entitlement. She probably looked only a year or two older than he, but she felt her full 34 years and more at that moment.

“I don’t see how,” she answered, arching her eyebrow at him as if he were a misbehaving kindergartner.

“Well, you should. Because yours did too.” He flashed her a leering smile and allowed his eyes to linger on her bosom.

Marilyn threw her mind back to the days when she had to discourage unwanted attention, before she had a ring on her left hand that did the work for her. It had been a long time. What was she supposed to do?

Oh, who cares? She’d never see this punk again, with any luck.

“Listen, little pip-squeak. I was never interested in worthless popinjays like you and, after being married to a real man, find I have even less patience for what you attempted as a come-on. Go find a superficial, and probably desperate, coed and see if she will waste an evening with you and leave me alone.”

The boy’s eyes widened at her barrage but she couldn’t make herself care. She would never have spoken so rudely before, but she was irritated that he had interrupted her victory celebration. Besides, if she could fight criminals, why couldn’t she put chauvinist pigs in their place?
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Chapter 3
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Paul watched sadly as Ginny danced with her new husband. She swirled around the dance floor in a white blur and gazed adoringly into Tyler’s eyes. Paul blinked his eyes clear until he could make out her dress once more.

He was glad she had found Tyler. They seemed to truly love one another, and Tyler was a good man. He had always wanted his little sister to be as happy in marriage as he was. Only now it was a whole lot more complicated than that. Paul rolled the wine around his glass, staring deeply into its swishing depths. The blissful music jarred tension into his muscles at each soulful chord.

Years ago, Paul knew he would be a little sad at Ginny’s wedding. Isn’t that how weddings affect family members? His little sister was officially a woman. He knew he would think back to that little girl who had followed him around wanting someone to play dolls with her. He knew he would remember hiking and canoeing with her on the family camping trips. He knew that after a few nostalgic tears he would grin, thump his new brother-in-law on the back, and be happy for her.

But Paul found that now he couldn’t just focus on Ginny and the happiness she deserved; he always came back instead to how her marriage would affect his own life.

Ginny and Tyler would continue to live close, at least for now, and she would continue to help him raise his kids. But what would happen when they needed to move? Or when they decided to have kids of their own? Ginny was 28. They wouldn’t want to wait too long to start a family.

What would he do? Who could he find to help raise his kids? And what would Ginny’s leaving do to a couple of fragile kids who had lost their mother only eight months ago? What sort of long-term effect would losing a second mother figure do to their already broken hearts?

Ginny’s face glowed with love. She was so happy, and that happiness couldn’t help but remind him of his own wedding day nearly a decade earlier. He downed the rest of his wine and scanned the room to ascertain where he could find more, and preferably something stronger. There were some things he just didn’t want to think about.

“Hanging in there?” a voice said at his right shoulder.

Paul looked around and found Jack Donegal, one of his hands on the back of Paul’s chair and the other on the table. Jack was leaning toward him, concern covering his face.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

Jack nodded and settled his large frame into the other metal chair at the table. “First wedding I went to after Dani died, I can’t recall much of. Took about six weddings before I could actually see the bride instead of remembering Dani’s face in her place. Still can’t enjoy them the way I should.”

Paul looked at his empty glass and nodded slightly. Jack had decided to take Paul under his wing once Marilyn died. His wife, Dani, had died from a very short bout with cancer five years ago; Jack claimed that the five-year difference gave him an edge on recovery over Paul, while keeping his pain fresh enough to be able to relate. Paul was sure he was part of Jack’s path to recovery as much as Jack was helping him. Most of the time, they just kept company with misery. But it helped to have someone understand, because no one else seemed to.

“Want me to get something stronger?” Jack asked, eyeballing Paul’s empty wine glass.

Paul nodded.

Jack stood up. His linebacker build seemed to be carefully picking his way through the closely placed round tables and full chairs as he headed to the bar.

As Paul drummed a rhythm onto the tabletop, waiting for his refill from Jack, he saw his mother practically pushing through the guests, heading straight for him. He barely suppressed a groan. From the attractive young woman trailing her, he knew exactly what his mother was up to.

“Paul, this is Heather.” Ever one for subtlety, his mom didn’t even bother with small talk. “Heather, Paul.”

Paul nodded, trying to keep from grimacing. “Nice to meet you.” He immediately turned to his mother. “Where are my children?” He let himself emphasize children, hoping that Heather hadn’t been warned that he came as a package. From her lack of response, he guessed that she had; he was disappointed not to be able to scare her off at first try.

“They are playing with their cousins. Don’t worry; Lydia is watching all the kids, and the older cousins won’t let anything happen to them anyway.”

“Thanks for agreeing to watch them this weekend.” Paul noticed Jack approaching with tall glasses of a dark liquid that represented a little mental reprieve from his current woes. “Jack and I were going to head out. I’ll just say bye to the kids and Ginny. Nice to meet you.” Paul nodded once again to the woman at his mother’s side, pointedly not saying her name; he didn’t want to make her think he had even noticed enough to note that. As he walked away, he realized he hadn’t. He couldn’t even recall her color of hair, and he had seen her not one minute past.

As Paul escaped into the cool night air, it occurred to him that that probably wasn’t healthy. A man should notice other people, especially attractive women, but he didn’t. What did that say about him? He realized that he didn’t really care. At this point he was just trying to survive.

*****
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When Monday came, Paul was nursing a headache and a cup of coffee. There were already several policemen warming up when he walked into the gym. He nodded hello and quickly retreated to his office to dump his bag and collapse into the chair for a few minutes before he had to start training. He turned on the computer and laid his head on his arms for a few moments while it booted up.

Paul turned bleary eyes toward the door at a knock.

“You ready?” Anton Jackson stood in the doorway.

Paul nodded and stood.

“You okay?”

Paul nodded again and Jackson stepped aside for Paul to walk through. Paul made his way to the padded mats with Jackson and the other officers following. Jackson didn’t bother hiding the concern on his face.

Paul gritted his teeth. He couldn’t stand how everyone treated him as if he were made of porcelain now. He’d seen several of these men arrive at less than 100% on Monday morning, and they were the ones going out on patrol. He was fine.

“All right. Pair up. We’re gonna do some grappling this morning.”

The officers chose pairs and Paul handed out points and pointers for an hour. As they were finishing up, Paul noticed the men one by one turn their attention to the entry door across the gym, behind him. They weren’t tense, so he knew it wasn’t a threat, but each of the men did seem more alert.

Paul turned and saw an absolutely gorgeous woman walking toward him. Both her eyes and her stride were steady and purposeful. She was approaching him for a specific reason and he couldn’t fathom what it might be. He did notice this woman’s appearance, whether because of the comparison to an hour-full of stinking men or because he had very likely never before seen such an attractive woman in real life. She was stunning.

It took him a moment to remember that he didn’t have to feel guilty at the thought. He wasn’t married anymore.

She walked right up to him. “Paul Stone?”

His throat was completely dry. He cleared it like a teenaged boy. “That’s me.”

The woman’s clear blue eyes swept over the police officers staring like school boys. “May we talk privately for a moment?”

“Of course.” Paul motioned her toward his office at the side of the gym, wracking his brain for any possible reason for this woman’s visit. He was sure he had never met her before. He wondered if she was somehow connected to his military past. Or if they had a mutual friend. He pondered what he would have told Marilyn about this meeting if she were still around. He would probably have had to make her sound at least 40 years older and definitely 10 sizes larger. He smiled at that.

Paul led the woman into the office, leaving the door open. She stood in the doorway, keeping an eye on the other officers to make sure they didn’t eavesdrop, it seemed.

“How may I help you, ma’am?” Paul asked. He rounded his desk and stood behind it, his hands resting on the back of his desk chair.

“I understand you are excellent at training people to fight.” Her voice was smooth and musical.

“That is what I do. Why?”

She shrugged. “I want you to train me.”

“You want to learn how to fight?” He felt the clarification was necessary. He couldn’t imagine this woman fighting.

“And shoot and use a knife. Everything.”

“Why?” Paul tapped the back of his chair as his mind searched for reasons.

The corners of her lips quirked up slightly and she arched a perfect brow. “Every woman needs to be able to protect herself from bad guys. Don’t you think?” 

Paul vacillated. Normally he wouldn’t have given such a request a second thought, but for some reason he felt in his gut that there was a lot more to the story than that. It could be that she was in an abusive relationship or worked in an undesirable part of town and she really did just want to protect herself. Or she could be a beautiful assassin who would use her looks to get close to people so she could kill them. It seemed ridiculous to even think that, but in this day and age one always had to consider deception.

“What is your name?”

“Elena Moroz.”

“When do you want to start?”

She looked even more stunning when she smiled. “How about this evening?”

*****
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Elena was grinning as she left the police station. That had been much easier than she’d expected. Paul had agreed and hadn’t suspected a thing. She crossed the street and walked toward a statue of someone dead, passing people sitting on benches with coffee in one hand and phones in the other.

And it had been wonderful to be so close to him. To hear his voice. She had nearly forgotten herself as she had walked across the gym toward him. She’d felt like running and throwing herself into his arms. Eight months felt like an eternity—at least it wasn’t Eternity. She was thankful for that.

Paul had clearly had a hangover. Not something she had seen since they were dating. He was obviously still grieving and it tore her very soul. But it was also a balm. He remembered her and missed her.

How hard must it have been to carry Max and Stace through their grief while bearing his own? They were too young to know how to process something that even adults struggled through. Elena wasn’t doing very well trying to process her issues either. She wished she could convince Holbert to let her—

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Elena nearly screamed at the sudden voice at her shoulder. She looked over and Holbert was walking beside her. He was dressed in jeans and a ball cap. His golden hair curled under his ears and his intense blue eyes glared daggers at her.

“What are you doing?” she hissed, looking around. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to appear out of nowhere in the middle of a courtyard?”

Holbert shrugged. “No one was looking.”

“You’d better be sure,” she grumbled. If she couldn’t tell Paul what had happened to her, then Holbert shouldn’t be allowed to appear and disappear in broad daylight!

He grinned knowingly. “Absolutely positive.”

Elena jabbed her index finger into his chest. “You are a bit of a know-it-all, Holbert.”

“Goes with the territory, I guess.” He smiled, caught himself, and switched to a frown. “I thought I was clear with you about contacting your—that man.” Holbert turned and quickly shot a look at the building behind them.

She patted his shoulder reassuringly. “I’m not going to tell him who I am. But he is a very good combatives trainer, the best I know, and we don’t want to have a repeat of what happened in Boston.”

“No, we don’t, which is why I’ve strongly suggested you give up this—” Now Holbert did look around. He lowered his voice. “—this superhero business.”

Elena stopped and swirled toward him. “And what else am I supposed to do?”

Holbert shrugged and took a step.

Elena put her hand on his arm to stop him. “No, really. What else am I supposed to do? My options are severely limited. By you. If you don’t want me to continue then maybe you should let me go back to the life I want to live. You can even take this—this curse back!”

“You know I can’t let you tell him. We’re supposed to keep our existence under wraps.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve shot that rule to hell.”

Holbert gave her a reproving look.

“Sorry. You know what I mean.”

They walked in silence for a moment.

“I’m just going to have him teach me.”

“Promise?”

“I promise I won’t tell him.”

“Thank you.” Holbert let out a sigh of relief.

She grinned at Holbert. “If he falls in love with Elena though ... that’s not my fault.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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Paul stood in the doorway, only his head peeking out from behind the thick wooden door as he searched the sidewalk and courtyard for Elena. He wasn’t exactly hiding but he didn’t want her to see him either. She was walking with an athletic man away from the building. As he watched, the man turned around and glared directly at Paul. Paul wasn’t sure why the glare, but his suspicions were confirmed. This was definitely not a cut-and-dried request.

By the time Paul got back to his desk, maybe five minutes after the woman left his office, Jack was waiting in his chair. Paul had stopped to get a new disposable cup of coffee to top off his vat-sized mug from home, and in that time, rumors of the woman’s visit had already made it to Jack.

“You heard?”

Jack grinned. “Heard? The men are swooning in the halls. They’re wondering why a goddess would visit you.” He tilted his head. “Or maybe a siren?”

“She just wants to learn to fight.” Paul didn’t have to work to sound casual. The woman was attractive but Paul was not interested.

“Fight?” Jack looked baffled. “Then why wouldn’t she just go to a martial arts school?”

“She wants to learn guns, knives, everything.”

“Why?”

“She didn’t say.”

Jack crossed his arms across his chest. “Didn’t say? Or wouldn’t say? This has trouble written all over it.”

“Why?”

“A beautiful woman wants to
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