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He followed the large red SUV south from Wills Crossing in to the forest, keeping what he hoped was enough distance to avoid suspicion. Dark clouds threatening the bright winter sunshine matched his mood perfectly, but as far as he was concerned, the weather could go to hell. So could his father. He glanced across at the passenger seat, where the torn registered envelope sat. The black metal of the pistol’s muzzle poked out from underneath, souring his disposition further.

When was the last time he’d fired the weapon?

His mind took a tour back through history, to a time when his father had taken him out to the farm to teach him how to shoot. They’d spent the afternoon taking shots at beer cans lined up on the railing of a wooden fence. How old had he been?

Fifteen?

Maybe sixteen.

Not that he’d been offered a beer. No. The dozen or so cans lined up had been emptied of their contents by his all-too-capable father, Brock Anders Owens, the Third. Such a fucking pretentious asshole. If his father had had his way, he and his two older brothers would all share in his name. His oldest brother had inherited the full title, Brock Anders Owens, the Fourth, and he loved it. It came with perks the younger two never got, along with a bucketload of entitlement no kid should ever have. Yeah, he and Brock Jnr didn’t see eye to eye.

If not for their mother, his other brother would have been crowned Anders Brock Owens, but she’d intervened and insisted on a nod to her heritage instead, naming him after her father and grandfather. Thomas Reginald Owens was less entitled, but more than made up for it with his cruel taunts.

God only knew what variation his father would’ve come up for him, but Mother had once again asserted her authority and given their third heir a name to honor her brothers, Jordan and Lewis, who hadn’t made it passed their first birthday.

Jordan glanced again at the envelope. A wave of fury rolled through him at the thought of the legal paperwork enclosed. Never would have he expected his father to stoop to such depths, but there it was, in black and white. His cheeks heated and his scalp tingled. The mere thought of the envelope contents had him seeing red.

He took a slow, deep breath. He focused on the road and the SUV ahead, carrying a man who held the key to Jordan’s future success. It wasn’t enough to quiet the bomb ticking away in the back of his mind. Time was running out.

He’d tried. He’d made the effort, but it had all been in vain. No amount of cozying up to the SUV’s driver had garnered friendship, let alone trust. The invention had offered Jordan a glimmer of hope, but no access to the details had scuttled his chances of landing a soul-destroying blow to his father.

He had to choose: wait for a miracle or take the bull by the horns.

The car ahead slowed before making a right turn onto a rutted bush track. He slowed but didn’t follow. He continued up the road as the SUV was swallowed by nature. Half a minute later, he made a U-turn and returned to the turn-off. He pulled over and shut down the engine. A sign indicated a picnic ground was less than a kilometer away, and Rainbow Falls a few hundred meters beyond.

The engine ticked and the sound of birdlife filled the sedan. A kookaburra laughed somewhere in the distance while the magpie warbled overhead. The buzz of insects provided a familiar backdrop as Jordan waited for his heartrate to slow. He reached across and pushed aside the envelope bearing the bad news to expose the pistol. It rested on a balaclava.

He grabbed both and left the sedan. Tucking the gun into the back of his jeans, he set off down the track. Unmade and rugged, it was better described a series of potholes and ruts that could easily damage a vehicle’s undercarriage of a careless driver. He followed it into the forest where the call of the wild grew louder with each step.

A few minutes later, the red SUV appeared between the trees. He came to a halt behind the thick trunk of a eucalyptus. Spying around his shield, he watched the couple. Despite the clumps of snow left over from the recent blizzard, the woman spread out a checkered picnic rug while the man, Scott Newman, retrieved a wicker basket from the rear seat. They smiled and laughed, sharing a deep, slow kiss before sitting down.

Newman had no idea how important his invention was to Jordan, and the secrecy around the discovery had been re-enforced by their boss, suggesting they—Newman and the company—were on the verge of something enormous. To date, Jordan hadn’t been able to find a single detail anywhere. Not on the company’s server, not in Newman’s office, nor on his hard drive.

It was time for drastic measures.

Jordan tugged the balaclava over his head and rolled it down his face. Pulling the gun out of his jeans, he released the safety and stepped out into the open. In the clearing, the couple chatted and kissed between bites of food. So enthralled were they with each other, neither saw him. He approached, grateful that the noisy twitter of the birds above covered his footsteps.

He closed the distance, coming to stand a little more than a meter away. Newman scrambled to his feet, followed shortly by his wife. Jordan searched his memory banks, trying to remember her name. It didn’t come to him but the terror in her eyes mesmerized him.

“What do you want? Here,” Scott fished in his pockets and tossed a set of keys his way, “take the car.” He threw over his wallet next. “Take the money.”

Jordan shook his head, allowing the wallet to hit the dirt. “Don’t want your money,” he growled in the deep, thickly accented voice he’d practiced. “I want the designs.”

The scientist frowned, his forehead wrinkling as his brown eyes darkened. “What designs?”

“The carbon extractor. Where are the specs?”

Newman glared at him hard. Jordan prayed the lumberjack shirt and workman’s boots were enough to hide his true identity. “I don’t know who you are, mate, but you’re getting jack shit from me. Fuck off.”

The cuss surprised him. Newman never swore. In response, Jordan raised the gun at the wife. “You should think this through carefully.”

Terrified, Newman shook his head and raised his hands in surrender. “Don’t hurt her. Point the gun at me.”

“Does she know where the plans are?”

The couple shared a look. Their expressions intrigued but he couldn’t read them. Wanting to get this over with before anyone figured out who he was, Jordan waved the gun. “Tick tock, Mr. Newman.”

Scott Newman squeezed his eyes closed. Indecision crossed his face before he focused on his wife. “She doesn’t know anything. Leave her out of this.”

Innocent or not, a threat to her safety would make him talk. Jordan took a deep breath and focused on her shoulder. All he had to do was cause a flesh wound. There was no need to put her life at risk, but the second he pulled the trigger, she moved. Jordan watched in horror as blood stained the center of her shirt. She crumpled to the ground, her face turned to her husband.

Newman let out a cry as the air left Jordan’s chest. It wasn’t supposed to go like that. He brained screamed as the woman’s face paled to a ghostly white. Oh, God.

“You fuc—” Scott took a step forward but Jordan swung the gun around and pointed it his way.

“I warned you.” His voice was smooth and calm and he sounded in control. It was a far cry from the cacophony between his ears. “Where are the specs?”

A gurgle sounded and they both looked to the woman. Staring up at her husban, she blinked slowly and said, “Run.”

In a blur, Newman took off, heading for the trees. No, no, no. Jordan couldn’t let him get away. With his heart racing wildly, he took aim and emptied the clip into the forest. Flocks of birds took to the sky, their screeches drowning out the crescendo in Jordan’s mind for a brief instant before the world fell silent.

Jordan peered into the bush, hoping to see a body on the ground. He didn’t see anything or anyone. All he heard was the ragged breath of the dying woman on the picnic rug. Jordan stepped over to her.

“All he had to do was tell me where to find the information. No one needed to get hurt.”

On the ground, she closed her eyes and took her last breath.

He stood, the enormity of what he’d done threatening to smash him into the ground. He’d killed her. Unintentionally, but it was all the same. You’re a killer. He gulped as the sound of drum thumped through the air. He turned this way and that, searching for the source of the sound, until he realized it was inside his head. Blood sped through his veins as a chant started in his mind.

You’re a killer.

You’re a killer.

“I didn’t mean to.” But he couldn’t take it back. He glanced at the bush where he last saw Newman, praying to see the body. If he was still alive and made it back to town, Jordan was screwed. He needed to get out of here.

He tucked the gun back in the waist band of his jeans, turned and ran.
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Valerie Evans blew out a long, frustrated breath and gazed over the mess that was the Newman’s kitchen-dining. She’d managed to ignore it for twenty-four hours but the clean-freak in her couldn’t deal any more. Half a dozen flower arrangements wilted from neglect. Condolence cards were scattered over the dining table. The fruit bowl held a lonely orange and a manky, half rotted apple. Val screwed up her nose, secured her long brown hair into a pony tail and made a bee line for the bowl.

No mold in this house.

She scooped up the bowl and tossed both pieces of fruit in the compost bin out back. On her return to the kitchen sink, she rounded the island bench and noticed her phone screen light up. A quick glance showed a message from the woman she’d left in charge of her fitness studio back in Melbourne. Harper Langford had been a blessing—even before Val had to jet to the middle of nowhere.

Running like clockwork. Focus on your fam.

Val smiled. Thankful for the young woman’s insight, she knew the business was in good hands.

Setting the fruit bowl in the sink, Val squirted a dollop of dishwashing liquid in it and ran the hot water. Footsteps thumped around upstairs, making her look up. Disappointment rolled through her. How the hell was she supposed to support her sister’s kids through, well, this?

For a start, she was practically a stranger to them. Last time she saw them, they were five and two. Merely babes. They hardly remembered her and she’d never forget the look on Sam’s face when she showed up yesterday. He might not remember much of her, but the accusatory glare in his eyes suggested any memories he had weren’t happy ones.

Rubbing her temple, Val waited for soapy water to fill the bowl. Looking after two teens was going to be hard enough, but kids who’d just lost their mother? She shook her head and closed her eyes. This was an impossible ask.

A sound behind her made her spin around. Tear-stained cheeks and puffy eyes appraised her. The judgment rolling off her niece cut Val to the core. “Rhianna?”

The kid pointed to the fridge. “Can I get a drink?”

Val nodded and shut off the tap. “Of course, honey. Are you hungry?”

At almost thirteen, Rhianna carried an air of sassy teen Val had never felt. She shook her head at Val’s question and pulled out a bottle of sparkling water from the fridge. “You don’t look anything like our mum.”

The barb hurt more than Val cared to admit. She and Rachel had always been told they looked like twins. She put Rhianna’s surly attitude down to grief. The kid had to be drowning in it. How else was she supposed to come to grips with the death of her mother, possibly at her father’s hands?

A shudder rattled up Val’s spine. Scott would never... Truth was, she had no idea what Scott was capable of, and she had even less of an idea as to Scott and Rachel’s relationship. Not being around for the last ten years might have had something to do with that.

Not knowing what to say, Val shrugged and went back to cleaning the bowl. Scrubbing it with the dish brush, she ground her teeth at her predicament. The house was filthy. There were overdue bills. Her brother-in-law was missing. Her sister was dead. She was hours from home in a strange town with a niece and nephew she didn’t know how to handle.

“Who’s Harper?”

Val turned her head to find her niece messing with her phone. Anger jabbed her guts. “She works for me.”

“Housekeeper?”

“No.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Um, no.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

Unsettled by the third degree, Val dried her hands and took back her phone. “No.”

Rhianna cracked open the bottle and drank. Disdain shone in her blue eyes. “It’s not like we know you, or anything. You could literally be a serial killer for all I know.”

Attitude and a half. She was so Rachel’s daughter. A proverbial chip off the old block.

Val smiled and tilted her head. “Better lock your door at night, then.”

Clearly annoyed, Rhianna slammed the half-finished bottle on the island bench, exclaiming, “Fine, be a bitch. It’s not like I’m an orphan.” She stormed out. Val heard the heavy footsteps climb the stairs before a door banged shut.

Val sighed at the theatrics. Yep, definitely Rachel’s kid. Determined not to let the little drama queen get under her skin, Val made a start on the clean-up. The wilted flowers went in the compost, and the empty envelopes in the recycle. Six boxes of chocolates were placed in the pantry. She gathered up the sympathy cards and placed them in a drawer of the buffet. She bundled the clothes strewn around the living room in the laundry hamper and tidied the shoes by the front door. Short of pulling out the vacuum, she made the place respectable.

A photo on the wall in the living room made her stop and stare. She, Rachel, and Scott sat on the sand at the beach. They smiled at the camera, acting like nothing was amiss. She guessed she was about sixteen, Rachel having just turned nineteen and Scott in between at eighteen.

They sat side by side on a towel, Scott having asked a stranger to take their picture. Perfect blue skies framed the shot, while Rachel sat in a skimpy bikini, her hand on Scott’s knee. It would’ve made for a cute happy snap, had Scott not been Val’s boyfriend at the time.

They’d barely been dating six months. As the older man, he’d been so exotic to Val, practically whisking her off her feet with red roses and jewelry. He was a university student and she thought she’d hit the jackpot.

Until Rachel clapped eyes on him.

Val’s throat tightened. Anger? Disappointment? She didn’t know. Older sisters weren’t supposed to steal away a boyfriend. Shifting her focus, she stared at a photo from Rachel’s and Scott’s wedding a year later. Hurt as she might be, she couldn’t deny they made the perfect couple. Rachel practically glowed in the photo. Twenty and pregnant with her first kid, she radiated joy and love.

“Whoa.”

Behind her, Sam appeared. He looked around the living space as if he’d never seen it so clean.

“Hungry?”

“Nah. You cleaned?”

“I tidied. There’s a difference.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Where did you put all the flowers?”

An alarm sounded in her head. “They were dying. I put them in the compost.”

His face fell for a moment before hardening. “And the cards?”

She pointed to the buffet. “Top right drawer.”

Standing still, he studied her in silence. It was unnerving. She had no desire to impress a teenage boy, but the thought of letting him down left a bad taste in her mouth. He and Rhianna were in her care now. At least until the police found their father. If it turned out he was guilty of murder and went to jail, she’d be left with them full time.

Her gut clenched and threatened a violent expulsion.

Me with kids?

Didn’t the authorities know she wasn’t equipped for that level of responsibility? She was liable to forget to pick them up from school. Her apartment in Melbourne was not teenage-proof. Hell, it didn’t even have a second bedroom.

“So, like, are you going to clean out everything? I know you and Mum weren’t speaking. She never talks about you...” His shoulders fell. “I mean, she never talked about you. Rhianna didn’t even remember you.”

His sadness was overwhelming but it shared the spotlight with something else. Val couldn’t put her finger on it.

“Let’s just wait until we hear about your dad, okay?”

He shrugged and sat on a barstool. “Did you and Mum having a falling out or something?”

“Something like that.” Val rinsed out the bowl and grabbed a tea towel. “We grew apart.”

“Is that why you never came to see us?”

Wondering what he wanted to really ask, Val focused on her chore and said, “Your parents moved here when you were five. Do you remember living in Melbourne?”

He shook his head.

“It was hard to find time to visit,” she explained. It wasn’t a complete lie, regardless of the differences she had with Rachel. “It’s a seven hour drive each way. When your dad got his job, it made it impossible for your mum to come visit me.” Especially with two young children.

“But you just stopped being a part of our lives.” He sounded hurt. “Like we didn’t exist anymore.”

The bowl dry, Val set it on the counter and hung the damp tea towel over the handle of the oven. She got the distinct impression her disappearance from his life had a bigger impact than she’d ever realized. Between the disappointment in his voice and the intensity of his stare, Sam painted a vulnerable picture. She doubted he’d welcome physical contact but the right words just wouldn’t come.

“It was a bit more complicated than that, Sam. I’m sorry if it felt like I abandoned you.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you call?”

Her fractured relationship with her sister might have had something to do with that, but Val doubted the sixteen-year-old would understand. “I really am sorry, Sam.”

“What’s going to happen to us?”

That was the sixty-four million dollar question, wasn’t it? Until they knew who killed Rachel and where Scott had disappeared to, they had to play the waiting game. And that required patience. Not exactly Val’s strong suit.

“We wait.”

“And what if they never find my dad? Or worse, he turns up dead? Are we stuck with you?”

Val felt her eyebrows ride up her forehead. “How about we cross that bridge if we come to it? Let’s not make any assumptions?”

“Fat lot of help you are,” he grumbled, getting to his feet. “I wish you’d left us with the foster family. They knew what to do. I’m gonna go out for a bit.” He turned toward the back door.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” she said as carefully as she could. “In fact, why don’t you give me a hand with getting some of the laundry done?”

Sam paused. Squaring his shoulders, he shook his head. “You want me to do chores?” He spun on one heel slowly. “Mum never makes me do chores.”

“Please,” she implored, “I can’t do this all on my own.”

“I hope they find my dad and he can come take care of us. You’re terrible at this. I suppose you’re gonna make us go back to school, too.”

Exasperated by his mixed emotions, Val took a slow, deep breath. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m new to all of this.”

He huffed and rolled his eyes. “Some aunt you are. Well, you better learn in a hurry, and you better pray that this isn’t permanent.” He grabbed a jacket off the back of a dining chair. “I’m going out and you can’t stop me. You’re not my mother.”

Shoving his hands in his pockets, he glared at her as if daring her to argue back. Numbed by the overwhelming sensation to throw her hands in the air and run back to Melbourne, Val could only gape at the defiance on display.

“Thought so,” he sneered, before shrugging his hood onto his head and charging out the back door.

In the silence that followed, Val stood in shock. A flicker of panic flared in her gut. Where would he go? How long would be gone? Was this town safe? The thought of him out there alone, grief-stricken about his parents and angry with Val, twisted her guts so hard she put a hand over her stomach. Her throat tightened and tears stung her eyes.

Being the first relative the authorities called to come and care for Sam and Rhianna seemed like a big mistake. Maybe he was right and she should’ve left them with the foster family. Surely the universe was playing a joke on her, right? She’d never cared for a child on her own before. Hell, she’d never even baby-sat them. Now she was supposed to know what to do while the world crashed down around them?

Her head swam and her legs gave out. Leaning against the island bench, she dragged in an unsteady breath and eyed her phone. Aside from the cops, who else could she call if Sam didn’t come back?

Oh, God.

Determined not to sit around and descend into an anxious mess, Val sucked in a breath and raced up the stairs. At Rhianna’s door, she raised her hand to knock but stopped at the sound of the girl’s voice.

“I hate her.” The kid wailed. “She’s mean.”

There was silence. Val took it Rhianna was on the phone to someone.

“I don’t care if she’s family. She doesn’t know us. I want to come and stay with you, please.”

Val’s hand dropped to the doorknob. To barge in or not? That was the question. She tried to think through it logically, but the worry about where Sam had gone derailed her. She took a breath and pulled her hand back.

If I bust in there, she’ll hate me even more.

Good call. But what was she supposed to do? Ignore Rhianna? That didn’t sit well in her gut. Stepping back, she paced along the landing to think. Make a connection. She just didn’t know how.

At the top of the stairs, an idea sparked in the back of her mind. Retreating down the stairs as quietly as she could, she turned at the bottom and steadied herself. Here goes nothing.

Running up the stairs noisily, Val called out, “Rhianna! I need your help.”

The kid appeared at the door, phone in hand. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Sam. He’s taken off. Do you know where he would go?”

Rhianna lifted the phone to her ear and said, “Gotta go.” Stepping out of the room, she put a hand on Val’s arm. “Relax. He won’t go far. He probably went to Tim’s.”

Val sighed dramatically. “Who’s Tim?”

One corner of Rhianna’s mouth quirked upward. “One of Sam’s friends. Don’t you think you should know that?”

“Oh, that’s good to know.” Val rubbed her forehead, ignoring the jibe. “We had a bit of an argument. I just don’t know what to say to you both. I know you miss your parents, and I know I haven’t been around.” The tears returned, taking her—and Rhianna—by surprise. “I’m so sorry.”

Looking younger than ever, Rhianna sniffed. “We’ll call him. It’ll be alright. You’ll see.”

Val hoped so. If they couldn’t find Sam and she did have to call the cops, she had no idea how she’d explain how she lost one of the kids in less than twenty-four hours.

~
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Standing in the bright early spring sunshine, Erik Christensen pushed the button on his fob. The hum of a motor sounded and the enormous metal roller door began to lift. Excitement buzzed in his gut as the first glimpse of his new digs revealed pristine black rubber flooring and gleaming steel. His gaze hungrily gobbled up the sight of dumbbells and barbells, of the heavy battle rope, and the line of wall balls stacked neatly on their stand.

Wills Crossing needed this.

He needed this.

By the time the entry was fully open, Erik bounced on his toes, fueled by a rush of adrenaline. The gym, which he’d named Viking Fitness in reference to his heritage, had the town talking. Without a fitness facility in the local area, he’d not only found the perfect niche for himself, but he’d been inundated with people seeking membership. It was almost ready. He just needed the new sign to be delivered and hoisted into place.

Erik glanced at his watch. The signwriter had promised to deliver by noon and the hour fast approached. He tossed his keys into the air, catching them before entering the garage. The smell of rubber tickled his nose. He imagined patrons using the facilities, working on their fitness, building health and improving their wellbeing, and knew this was his future. Life as a car salesman couldn’t hold a candle to his vision. He just hoped his boss would understand when the day Erik turned in his resignation finally came.

“Looks good!”

Erik spun to find Jake Langley beaming with a smile. The man he’d tasked with saving his sister’s life not so long ago had become his best friend. Who’d have thought their time in prison would’ve led to such a friendship?

“When’s the grand opening?”

“Day after tomorrow. You’ll be here, right?”

Coming closer, Jake clapped him on the shoulder. His shoulder length dark hair had been pulled back into a pony tail. The black beard had been trimmed and shaped to within an inch of its life. “Like I’d miss this, big fella. I’ll make sure Sarah and Will come along as well.”

Erik smiled at the mention of his sister and nephew. Hard to think that if it hadn’t been for Jake, he might’ve lost them both a little over a month ago. He studied the man who liked to think himself a bad boy, marveling at the effect Jake and Sarah had on each other. While he brought out his sister’s strength, she softened Jake’s rougher edges. Never had a more perfect match been imagined.

“You know, the offer still stands,” Erik said. “Come and work for me.”

Jake threw his head back and laughed. “I told you, I’ll run some self-defense classes on a seasonal basis. Nothing more. You will be home in time for dinner, won’t you? Sarah’s cooking up a feast.”

Calling the guest cabin at Anderson House home hadn’t been on the agenda, but between logging hours at the car yard, getting the gym up and running, and helping the local mayor out with a teenage outreach program, he hadn’t had time to find somewhere to put down roots. Seemed for now, at least, living a hundred yards up the hill from his sister would have to suffice.

“I will.” His mouth practically watered at the thought of Sarah’s cooking. “See you then.”

With a nod, Jake retreated down the drive, as the sign writer’s van arrived. Finally. Erik glanced up at the designated space for the sign, impatient to see the final product. He waved at the driver, who began reversing up the driveway, guiding him like an air traffic controller seeing a plane into its hangar. Ready to greet the talented artist, Erik was distracted by the sound of heavy footsteps hurtling toward him.

He turned in time to catch a teenage boy before he got run over. “Sam?” 

He ducked his head to see the kid’s face. A close friend of his nephew Will, Sam shook his head and tried to tug out of Erik’s grip. Puffy eyes raged while angry red blotches stood bright against his pale cheeks. His wild pulling and wiggling grew fierce until Erik wrapped his big hands around the scrawny teenage biceps and held firm. Sam had been out of control since he heard the news of his mother’s death, but this was next level.

“Whoa there, kid. What’s got you all riled up?”

Sam glared at him with glassy eyes. “I hate her!” he yelled.

Racing to put the pieces together, Erik took a slow, deep breath. “Ah, your aunt.”

Teenage eyes rolled at him. “She’s nothing to me. Stupid bitch thinks she can—”

“No.” Erik shook his head. “I’m guessing you had a fight or something, but no, you don’t get to be disrespectful, mate.”

The kid tried to break free again. “She doesn’t know me. She doesn’t know Rhianna. Thinks she can just take over our house and throw out stuff...” The anger abated in a dramatic rush and Sam stilled.

“What did she throw out?”

“Nothing,” Sam said, a little too quickly. “It’s nothing.”

Yeah, that was convincing. “Do you want a drink or something?”

Sam shrugged and his chin quivered. “I just wanna know what happened to my dad.”

Loosening his grip, Erik weighed up the odds of Sam running off, but the fight had gone out of him. The kid stood, flat footed, heaving giant breaths and looking forlorn. Erik couldn’t begin to imagine what was going through his head. With his mother murdered and his father missing, the sixteen-year-old seemed lost.

“Come on,” Erik encouraged, turning into the gym. “Let’s splash some water on that face.”

Much to his relief, Sam followed him in and used the bathroom. Erik retrieved a bottle of water from the fridge and handed it over when Sam emerged.

“Does your aunt know where you are?”

With a shake of the head, the teen cracked open the bottle and chugged almost half of it in one go. “Nah, but I don’t care what she thinks. I mean, she was living the life and then we get dumped on her. Suddenly she has to be responsible. She has no idea what she’s doing.”

Leading Sam over to a bench, Erik sat. “Mate, whether she knows what to do isn’t the point. She needs to know where you are, that you’re safe. She’s probably going out of her mind.”

“I doubt it.” Sam shrugged, but the earlier aggression had disappeared. “It’s not about her, Erik. I thought you’d understand.”

He chuffed. “The problem, Sam, is that I understand your point of view as well as hers. That’s the curse of being an adult.” A problem his own nephew had highlighted all too recently for Erik. “I should take you home.”

“No.”

“Sam,” he urged. “Be reasonable. You can’t run away from her.”

“She’s not my mum.”

Erik nodded, aiming for empathy. “No, she’s not. Keep that in mind.”

“Can’t we go back and stay with Ben and Beth? Or maybe I can come and stay at Will’s? I mean, Sarah’s nice and Jake is cool. Rhianna wants to, too. She loves Sarah.”

Erik smiled. Before their mother’s death, she’d brought both kids over to hangout a few times over the last month. She and Rhianna got on like a house on fire, the younger teen like the daughter Sarah never had. His sister had come to adore her. “I tell you what, once your aunt settles in, I’ll see if I can arrange a weekend stay.”

Sam groaned. “She’s not staying, and I bet we aren’t either.”

“Well,” Erik stood, “let’s reserve judgment until we know a bit more. Go wait in my truck while I lock up.”

Explaining to Marvin, the signwriter, that he needed to take the kid home, Erik closed up the gym and climbed into the big Ram. On the short ride to the Newman’s house, Sam’s mood darkened. By the time Erik pulled up out front, he’d decided to go in and have a chat with the boy’s aunt. He hadn’t even cut the engine before Sam hopped out.

“I got this, Erik.” The false bravado was practically transparent.

“I can come in and explain where you were.”

Sam shook his head. “Nah, but thanks. She’s gonna chew me out. You should save yourself.”

Without another word, the teen turned and hightailed it up the path to the front door. He disappeared without looking back, leaving Erik in a quandary. Follow Sam in and try to smooth things over, or leave well enough alone?

Choosing not to poke his nose in other people’s business, he turned the big rig around and headed back to the gym, eager to see that sign go up.

~
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“Sam? Is that you?”

Sam cringed at the sound of his aunt’s voice as she came bounding down the stairs. He shut the front door as quietly as he could and wondered if he could get up to his room without running into her.

“Oh. My. God!”

No such luck.

She ran straight at him and pulled him into her arms. He froze, trying not to think of his hot aunt like that. She was related to him. She was the enemy. Still, her athletic figure gave his hormones a nudge and he pushed out of her hold.

“Stop it.”

She blinked, looking honestly shocked. “I’m sorry, Sam. I was just so worried. We rang around your friends but no one knew where you were. I was this close to calling the police.” 

She held her thumb and pointer finger a centimeter apart and he suddenly felt bad for making her worry. On the stairs, Rhianna stared down at him. She’d been crying, again.

“I was just out walking to clear my head.”

“What if you’d got hurt?”

He hadn’t thought about that. “Well, I didn’t.” Except, he saw Rhianna’s eyes bulge so wide he thought her eyeballs were going to pop out and land on the floor. He tried to think of it from her point of view and felt sick in his stomach. “I’m sorry,” he said to his sister. “You know I can take care of myself.”

Tears spilled down her face. His aunt looked from him to Rhianna and back to him again. Her mouth moved but no sound came out, and her hands moved, as if trying to say something, but she sighed and they fell to her side.

“You’re grounded for a week,” she said. “Go to your room.”

“Grounded?”

She nodded. “You heard me.”

“You can’t ground me,” he shouted, feeling his temperature rising. He’d never been grounded in his life, not even when the local cop caught him and his mates drinking at the Showgrounds one night. “You’re not my mum. You’re nothing to me and Rhianna. Nothing.” His body started to shake. To hide it, he stormed up the stairs, taking Rhianna by the hand and leading her to his room. He slammed the door so hard the window shook.

Rhianna sobbed.

“I’m sorry,” he said, hugging her. “I shouldn’t have got so mad.”

She sniffed and stared up at him. Her dark hair and blue eyes reminded him of their mum and his throat dried up.

“She was really worried about you,” Rhianna whispered. “I mean it. She really thought you’d been run over or got hurt.”

His stomach cramped and he held Rhianna tight. “It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere, Rhi.”

“I want Mum,” she cried against his chest.

Me, too.

Me, too.
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3.
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A kookaburra’s laugh roused Val and her eyes snapped open. Scrubbing a hand over her face, she inhaled a long breath and turned her head to stare out the window. Pre-dawn light lit the room of her sister’s guest bedroom, helping to flush away the remnants of the disturbing dream. She swallowed, an awful sense of dread weighing on her. Around her, the house was silent. No movement sounded in the upstairs rooms. Reaching out, she picked up her phone and turned off the upcoming alarm, groaning at the time.

5:50am.

The sun hadn’t even poked above the horizon yet.

Tossing her phone on the bedside table, she closed her eyes. The world behind her eyelids tilted, as if trying to slide her back into the dream. Her body jerked and she gripped the sheets. With a gasp, she sat up. What made her think she’d avoid the nightmare was beyond her.

After Sam came home, she’d tried to bond with him and Rhianna over pizza, but neither of them were open to much discussion. At least, Rhianna was more pleasant than she’d been since Val’s arrival, but Sam’s silence had her on edge. She needed to find a way to really break through to these kids, to let them know she hadn’t come to cause upheaval in their lives. She doubted she’d escape it. If Scott never turned up or, if the worst had happened and he’d killed Rachel, their lives would be turned upside down.

All of their lives.

The thought that Scott might have ... or could have ... hurt Rachel made her stomach drop. Covering her face with her hands, Val resisted the urge to throw the covers over her head and hide. She almost felt sorry for the kids being stuck with her. Parent, aunt or carer? She had no idea what she was supposed to be.

Her phone vibrated and she opened her eyes to see a message from Harper.

You got this.

Did she?

She sure didn’t feel like she had a handle on anything, and she didn’t expect it to come to her no matter how long she stayed in bed. Of all the things she was, quitter wasn’t one of them, despite how out of her depth she felt. Throwing off the covers, swung her legs to the floor. Standing, she reached up and stretched to the left and the right.

“Come on, Evans. You never, ever give up.”

She smiled. Saying the words out loud, she didn’t hear her voice, but her father’s. He never failed to motivate her, no matter how low she felt. Now living two states away, he inspired her every day and this morning was no different. A zap of energy flowed through her and she tugged on a pair of leggings and an oversized hoodie. Pulling her hair into a pony tail, she left the room and got busy in the kitchen.

The well-stocked pantry provided her with everything she needed to make a batch of pancake batter. Setting two frypans on the stove, she cooked up a stack of thick, fluffy pancakes. As she scraped the last of the batter into the smaller pan, she sensed a presence moments before Rhianna appeared beside her.

“Yum,” she said on a deep inhale. “Mum never makes pancakes. I mean, made.”

Spatula in one hand, Val rubbed the girl’s upper arm. “You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

Val smiled at the irony. “Makes two of us. Can you find some jam or honey to go on these?”

With a nod, Rhianna disappeared into the pantry. She returned with three flavors of jam and a jar of maple syrup. “I’m sorry.” Setting all the ingredients in the center of the dining table, she frowned. “For acting like a spoilt brat.”

Val lifted the frypan and gave it a shake to dislodge the half-cooked pancake. With a flick of her wrist, she flipped it over and set the pan back on the flame. The kid’s eyes widened in awe. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I was a bitch to you yesterday.”

Progress. Val smiled and poured in another ladle of batter. The satisfying sizzle was music to her ears.

“But I don’t know what to call you. Auntie doesn’t feel right.”

“So, call me Val,” she explained as Sam appeared in the doorway. She smiled at him but he didn’t smile back. “Sleep okay?”

He grunted and slumped onto one of the dining chairs. “Nope.”

Val shook the pan and flipped over the last pancake. Sam looked entirely unimpressed. Ignoring him, she waited until it was ready, turned off the burner, and slid the it onto a plate with the rest. Carrying it to the dining table, she tried for some sort of common ground. “That makes three of us. Here, dig in while they’re hot.”

“Do we have to go to school today?”

Val shook her head as she collected three plates and cutlery. “I told your principal you wouldn’t be back this week. Unless you want to go?” She had no idea what they wanted, but if she was in their shoes, school would be the last place she’d want to be.

Sam shrugged. “I dunno. It feels weird to just get on with life but then, hanging here all day would just make it,” he grimaced, “too real.”

Where had the surly teen from last night gone? “Is there anything you’d like to do, today?”

“It’s Friday. All my mates are at school.” He used a fork to drag two pancakes onto his plate before squirting maple syrup all over them. “I might just play computer games. Are you going somewhere?”

Val swallowed. The idea of starting to get her sister’s affairs in orders seemed final. She hated to think how the kids would feel about it
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