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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always looked at short stories as a way to have a bit of fun with my writing. In my day job, I write psychological thrillers. I’d written three novels before I ever tried my hand at short fiction. But when I did, I discovered an entirely new world.

      I spent a great deal of time telling my peers I couldn’t write short stories. They kept pushing me, and pushing me, until I finally gave it a shot.

      That story was “Prodigal Me.” I submitted it to Writer’s Digest and promptly forgot about it. You can imagine my surprise when I received an email from Chuck Sambuchino saying I’d won an honorable mention in their annual short fiction contest.

      Perhaps I could write shorts after all.

      Soon after, I attended my first writer’s conference, where I met a fabulous writer named Duane Swierczynski. I asked Duane about some short fiction markets, and he suggested I send a story to his friend Bryon Quertermous, who ran an e-zine called Demolition. I quickly wrote another story and submitted it. Bryon loved everything but the title, which we agreed to change to “X.” It was my first published piece.

      My love of the short form grew from there. I began placing stories, writing for anthologies, the works. I grew to love the freedom and limitations of the form, and I still use it as a playground of sorts, a way to stretch my wings and explore genres I wouldn’t normally write in.

      My short stories are little slices, vignettes. Crimes of the heart, the mind and the soul. The bits and pieces that fell from my mind while I was writing long-form novels, the ideas that didn’t have a place in my current work. Some are quite short, others bloomed into novellas.

      With the advent of independent publishing, I decided to start my own house, Two Tales Press, in order to share these sweet little lies with you. I do hope you’ll enjoy them.

      

      —J.T. Ellison

      Nashville, 2015
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        “The wise man in the storm prays to God, not for safety from danger, but deliverance from fear.”

      

        

      
        – Ralph Waldo Emerson
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        October 9, 1987

        Annecy, France

        1900 Hours

      

      

      My father’s screams echo in the small car.

      “Monte, vite, vite. Angelie, baisse-toi! Baisse-toi!”

      My head hits the floor just as the window shatters. Blood, thick and hot, sprays my bare legs. I wedge myself under my mother’s skirts, her thighs heavy against my shoulders. Somehow I know she is already dead. We are all dead.

      Flashes of black.

      Their voices, two distinctly male, one female. Another, a stranger’s call, silenced abruptly with a short fusillade of bullets. The would-be savior’s bicycle smashes into the side of our aging Peugeot. His body catapults across the hood onto the pavement beyond and his head hits the ground; the crack sounds like the opening of a cantaloupe, ripe and hard.

      My father, his life leaving him, slides down in the seat like a puppet cut from its strings. He’s whispering words over and over, faintly, and with the cacophony in the background I can barely hear him. I risk a glance, wishing I’d not. The image shall never leave me. Red, pulpy and viscous. He is missing half his face, but his full lips are moving.

      “Si toi survivre, cherchér ton Oncle Pierre. Je t’aime de tout mon cœur.”

      I hear nothing but the first words. Panic fills me. Though I recognize what is happening, the reality has just crept in.

      Si toi survivre. If you survive.

      I want to take his hand, to comfort him, to tell him I am there, that I, too, love him with all my heart. I reach for him as he dies. He shakes his head, trying to implore me to stay hidden, not to move. He isn’t even speaking now, but I can hear his words in my head, like he has transferred his soul to my body for these last fluttering moments, has given himself up early to crowd into my body and try to save me.

      Undeterred, my hand steals across the gearshift. I touch the cold skin of his thumb.

      A roaring in my ears. There is pain beyond anything I’ve ever felt, and I go blank.
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        October 8

        Nashville, Tennessee

        0415 Hours

      

      

      Homicide never sleeps. At least that’s what Taylor Jackson told herself when the phone rousted her from a moderately deep slumber, the first decent shut-eye she’d had in a week. She’d finally crashed at 3:00 a.m., succumbing to the two-to-three hours she normally managed on a good night. The sheets were tangled around her legs, so she rolled to Baldwin’s side of the bed, used a long arm to snake the phone off the hook.

      “Who, what, where, when, and, most importantly, why?”

      Homicide detective Lincoln Ross didn’t miss a beat.

      “Me. Your wake up call. Your phone. 4:15 a.m. Because you told me to get you up so you didn’t miss your flight.”

      “You’re fired.”

      “Excellent. I’ll charter a plane to the Bahamas right now. See ya.”

      She yawned. “Okay, okay. I’m up. You downstairs?”

      A faint horn sounded.

      “On my way.”

      At least no one was dead. Not yet, anyway.

      Jeans, boots, black cashmere T-shirt, leather jacket, ponytail, Carmex. Three minutes flat. Take that, Heidi Klum.

      Two hours and three Diet Cokes later, her somewhat caffeinated body in an exit row window seat, the 737 rushed into the sky. She watched the ground fall away and asked herself again why she’d agreed to do this. The invitation had been the fault—now, Taylor, be nice—the inspiration of her fiancé, John Baldwin, whose place she was taking at the Freedom Conference, a small foreign intelligence initiative that met annually to hear about the latest tools for cyber intelligence and information gathering. The professional makeup of the conference was specific to clandestine services, but some civilian law enforcement officials attended as well. Baldwin had been set to speak about using behavioral profiling as a predictive analysis for terrorist attacks against the United States, and was featuring the case of the Pretender, a nasty serial killer who’d killed dozens in his bid to ruin all of their lives.

      To ruin her life, as well.

      Two years in the past, the moniker conjured chills and made her throat tighten.

      Dead. He’s dead. Stop it.

      Baldwin had been called off at the last minute to deal with a skinner in Montana—what was it about these freaks who liked to remove their victims’ skin?—and Taylor had agreed to take his place at the conference. She had his notes, his slideshow, though she was thinking of skipping that—there were crime scene photos from Nashville that showed her own bloodstains, and pools of her best friend’s blood. She didn’t know if she was quite ready to see them at all, not to mention plastered, bigger than life, on a presentation screen for an entire audience to see.

      It had been interesting to see his analytical write-up about the case. It was so cut and dried. Like there were no other options. In Baldwin’s world, everything that transpired was a foregone conclusion based on several psychological metrics. His evaluation made her feel better about what had happened. Taylor had lost her head. She’d hunted the man down, gone off grid in order to kill him, nearly lost her own life in the process, but in the end, it was Baldwin’s finger that pulled the trigger.

      He’d done that for her.

      A foregone conclusion.

      She settled deeper into the seat, shut her eyes. The least she could do was give his speech for him.
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        October 7

        London, England

        0000 Hours

      

      

      The phone in my flat bleats to life as I am leaving for the airport.

      My phone never rings, and this is purposeful. It is there for emergencies: fires, break-ins, unanticipated scenarios that could lead to my death. It is not for casual conversations, and it never rings, because only one person has my number.

      My heart speeds up, just a little. Why is he calling? Why now?

      I pick up the receiver. “Oui?”

      “Angelie. What have you done?”

      “Je ne sais pas de quoi tu parles.”

      “In English, Angelie. How many times have I told you?”

      “Alors, Pierre. Fine. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Angelie, you know exactly what I’m talking about. A couple of gendârmes just pulled Gregoire Campion’s body out of a duffel bag that was stashed in his bathtub. He was in pieces.”

      This news is both good and bad. Good, because the smug bastard is dead, at last. Bad, because if my Uncle Pierre is telling the truth and the body has been found so soon, the borders will be under extra scrutiny. Pierre has given me a gift without even knowing.

      “That means nothing to me. I must go, Oncle.  À bientôt.”

      I hear his cry of protest as I drop the receiver. I must hurry.

      From my closet I pull the necessary gear. A quick change of undergarments gives my thin body curves; tinted contacts turn my eyes blue; a beautifully made wig transforms me into an elegant blonde. I trade my jeans and trainers for a cashmere dress that clings perfectly to every inch of my altered body. A pair of knee-high leather Frye boots with specially made lifts adds a good three inches to my five-foot-four frame.

      My name is now Alana Terbraak. I have been this woman before. Alana is fearless, a predator disguised as a Dutch-Canadian travel agent. She is the perfect cover for crossing borders; it is her job to scope out areas she sends her clients to. No one questions Alana’s travel. She is one of my better identities.

      I place several remaining identities in the bag, under a secure flap that is impossible to see with the naked eye, and pull the worn Canadian dollars from my safe. I mix them in with my Euros and pound notes, wipe down the small flat, lock everything up, and leave.

      My plane departs in two hours, and I will not miss it.
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        October 8

        Washington, D.C.

        1400 Hours

      

      

      An early snow greeted Taylor when she landed in D.C. As promised, a man was waiting for her by Baggage, holding an iPad; the screen spelled out her name. He took her bag silently and led her to a black sedan. Flakes danced around her, floating generously from an icy sky. She was glad for the warmth of the car.

      When they were on the road, he offered her a drink. “There’s bottled water, Scotch, and vodka in that cooler by your feet.”

      “Thank you.” Taylor took a water. It was too early to drink, even though it might warm her from the inside out.

      The snow continued to cascade down as they drove to the west, getting heavier the closer they got to the Chesapeake Bay. Charles, the driver, slowed, taking it easy; the roads were getting slick.

      Taylor gave up, turned up the heat in the backseat. “Too bad you don’t have hot chocolate in here. I didn’t know snow was in the forecast.”

      “It wasn’t. We’ve got an Alberta Clipper that snuck up on us, same storm that’s wreaking havoc back in the Midwest and down in Florida. It’s a good thing you flew in today. Tomorrow you’d be stuck at the airport, shivering your skinny self off. Gonna get bad, that’s what they’re saying. Big blizzard, storm surge up the bay, power lines down from the ice. Hope you brought
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