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      Bright lights assaulted him first, then pressure in his privates. He whined and twisted. There was something in his mouth, down his throat.

      “Someone get that animal back under.” He heard the order, though it sounded muffled, as if his ears were full of cotton.

      The pain came next. Pressure followed by stabbing pain.

      Coughing and biting at what was in his mouth, he rolled onto his paws. Paws…oh no. He shouldn’t be in this form. He always got in trouble when they caught him in this form.

      Vomiting the tubing from his throat, he shook his skin back into place. Hands and knees replaced paws as he crouched on top of a stainless steel table. The pain was still sharp. He reached down and, not quite feeling the blade, pulled the scalpel out of his upper thigh. Warmth trickled down his leg.

      The voices and the bodies surrounded him. He stabbed the first one who reached out to him. The knife sank into the man’s forearm; the man screamed and pulled back. Shane was off the table and running. Sort of. His feet were not quite working. He could only half feel them as they hit the floor.

      He entered the hallway and suddenly was aware of his nakedness. Ducking into the first open room, he hid in a pile of laundry. His nose wrinkled, and he flinched back from the stench. Vampire. Stuffing down his revulsion, he pulled on a shirt from the pile. He couldn’t show up in Lucy’s room naked. Voices passed the room, and then he staggered out of his hiding place; he needed to get to Lucy. She would help him. She would take away the pain. She always did.

      Shane sat bolt upright. Pain pierced his skull. Sweat slicked his brow, his breathing shallow and fast. He fumbled with the blankets to check his thigh for blood before he settled into reality. It was a dream. A nightmare of a very bad memory. There would be no blood; there never was any blood, at least not now.

      He pulled the blankets from his legs and paced around his room for a moment, trying to settle his nerves. It was nights like these he was glad he lived at Mission Run and not alone. There would be someone up somewhere in the compound; there always was

      He pulled jeans on and began roaming the house, finally making his way to the game room. The blue glow of laptops illuminated the faces of a group of teens playing a marathon session of some online RPG. Shane opened the drinks fridge and grabbed a beer.

      “Warcraft?” His voice felt like sandpaper in his throat. He must have been screaming again.

      “Uh-huh. You play?” The teen never took his gaze from the monitor in front of him.

      “Nope, I’m more a single-shooter kind of guy. Mind if I just hang?”

      “Whatever.”

      Whatever was enough for him. Whatever around a group of kids who were not trying to castrate him was better than sweating through a PTSD episode alone. He’d call Melinda in the morning. She was a therapist, she’d said he could text her at any time if it got bad. So far it had never gotten so bad that he couldn’t hang tough until morning.
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      “Mom!” Lucy flinched as her son thundered down the stairs yelling for her.

      “What did I say about yelling at me from upstairs?” she yelled back.

      Justin ignored her. “I can’t find my jersey, and it’s team day,” he whined.

      Lucy continued to pull together items for today’s lunches. “Did you check the laundry?”

      “Did you wash it?”

      “No, J, I didn’t. Remember you are responsible for your own laundry. And if you needed a clean jersey for today, you needed to wash it. Besides…” She turned around to face the frantic tween. “Did you tell me you were going to need a specific shirt for school today?”

      Justin wilted. He was still young enough that disappointment turned into tears before it turned into undirected anger. Lucy saw his lower lip begin to quiver.

      “Do you have to wear this year’s jersey? Do you have to wear your soccer team jersey?”

      Justin stared at the floor, frowning.

      “Hey, dork, you gonna cry over a stupid shirt?” Stacey entered the kitchen and swatted her brother’s sandy blonde hair.

      That broke the dam, and Justin’s undirected anger now had a target. He leaped for his sister, but never made contact. Lucy grabbed him around the middle. Soon he would be bigger than her, and she wouldn’t be able to overpower him so easily.

      “Stacey, not helping,” she growled.

      “It’s spirit week. Banners have been all over the school for like two weeks. He’s lazy, he didn’t tell you, and he didn’t bother to do his laundry.” Stacey’s tone had thick neener-neener, tattletale tones to it.

      “Justin, is this true, that you’ve known about this for two weeks?” Lucy still had her arms wrapped around her son.

      He answered with a low, defeated, “Yeah.”

      “Go grab one of your dad’s hockey jerseys.” Lucy pushed him out of the kitchen.

      “I wish you wouldn’t call your brother ‘dork.’ He’s too young for his brain. And high school is hard, especially being younger than everyone.” Lucy raised her eyebrows at her daughter.

      “I’ll go apologize to the dork.” Stacey grabbed an apple, then headed back upstairs.

      “Stacey!” Lucy yelled after her in exasperation.

      Geoff grabbed his insulated lunch box from the counter.

      “I’m off,” he announced.

      “What, no coffee?” Lucy asked. She pointed to the fresh pot she’d made. It was the second week in a row Geoff had left without coffee, and she didn’t drink it. But she had to make it; if she didn’t, he would get cranky. And cranky wasn’t fun for anyone.

      “Sure.” He grumbled and grabbed a travel mug from the cupboard. “I’ll be home late, no dinner for me.”

      And he was gone, out the back door.

      Lucy sighed. “Have a good day. Call me when you get the chance. I guess I’ll just make the pineapple shrimp tomorrow. I’ve got my appointment this morning, so I won’t be home until after lunch. Bye, honey,” she said to the door. Lucy had been saying her morning monologues to the door more and more, instead of actually having a conversation with her husband. He was her husband, wasn’t he? She hadn’t had a normal conversation with him in—she couldn’t remember how long. And when was the last time he had actually been home for dinner?

      Justin came back into the kitchen and made a bowl of cereal. He wore a red and blue Canadiens jersey. It was too big on him and hung almost to his knees.

      “Better?” Lucy asked.

      He nodded.

      Stacey followed him in wearing a different hockey jersey she’d grabbed from their father’s closet. She had knotted the blue and gold jersey at her back with a hair tie, so that the shirt fit snug to her hips.

      “What other spirit items might I need to be made aware of?” Lucy asked as she watched her children eat.

      Stacey nodded, her mouth full of milk and cereal. “Crazy hair day,” she mumbled.

      Lucy lifted her eyebrows.

      Stacey swallowed. “Sorry, crazy hair day. Do you think we could dye my hair green?”

      Lucy stared at her daughter’s frizzy curly hair. She wore it natural. The texture and the volume of her daughter’s hair indicated the girl had African heritage in there somewhere.

      Stacey had been almost four when Lucy and Geoff were finally allowed to take her home. The adoption process had taken what felt like forever. Only later did Lucy learn that they had actually had a rather quick adoption, especially since they had gone through the state. Justin’s adoption had been easier since she and Geoff had already been in the system. A processing glitch in their favor had granted them adoption of an infant boy ten months after the judge made Stacey their daughter.

      Lucy began running her fingers through Stacey's hair. Playing with the strands, feeling the texture. In a mutual decision led by Stacey to take control over her hair, they’d stopped regular visits to the hairdresser earlier in the year, and stopped the relaxer treatments altogether. Stacey’s obsession with research on the Internet had provided her with the information she felt she needed to maintain healthy, natural hair.

      Lucy nodded. The hair felt good and strong, not dry and not greasy. “Sure, why not. We can try.”

      “Oh, can I get my hair green too?” Justin asked cheerfully, all traces of this morning’s sullenness gone.

      “No, you can’t, copycat.”

      “Since Stacey is going to be territorial over the green, why don’t you go for blue or fire-engine red?”

      “Can I, Mom?” His wide brown eyes looked at her eagerly.

      “I’ve got my appointment this morning, so I’ll stop by the store on my way home, and I’ll pick up what they have. If they don’t have green, will you survive a different color?”

      Stacey nodded.

      “Good, now go. I hear the bus coming.” Lucy gave each child a bear hug and walked them to the front door.

      She leaned against the doorjamb as she watched them hike their backpacks on as they made their way to the bus stop. Lucy did not leave her perch until they were on the bus and the door was closed.

      The house was quiet. It felt like such a drastic change after the cacophony of the morning rush.

      Lucy returned to the kitchen, placed the cereal bowls in the sink, and wiped down the table. She returned assorted items to their places before making her way back upstairs and into the shower.

      She had just over an hour to get ready and drive downtown to the specialist for her appointment. She was two weeks late for her infusion, and she felt the symptoms sneaking in: constant fatigue, inability to sleep at night, weakness in her limbs, neuropathy in her toes and fingers. It wasn’t bad yet, barely noticeable. If she went much longer, it would get worse and she could add flu-like symptoms to the mix. The longest she’d managed to go without an infusion was twelve weeks, and she had been extremely ill by that point.

      Lucy would have liked to completely separate from her past and her birth family, but this need for blood every six weeks was a constant reminder of what she really was.

      A child of vampires.

      Not that she had ever been a vampire. No. She ran her tongue over her filed teeth. They had made sure she was aware of her own limitations. She hadn’t been allowed to keep her fangs. She was the daughter of a vampire, a daywalker, and had lived by their rules and followed their habits.

      But not just any vampire. Her father had been a particularly sadistic coven master. Her mother, a blood slave, died giving birth. There had been no love between them, and certainly no love from them for her. Lucy had left that life behind as soon as she could escape. Her father’s violent disappearance provided the opportunity she’d needed when she was nineteen to completely break ties with her past and disappear. Without the protection of her father, and as his daughter, she’d faced a future of slavery. Her future would have been that of guard dog, blood slave, and rape victim. At least she would never be able to bear children for those monsters. That was one small consolation.

      She would never be able to escape what she was. Every six to eight weeks she needed blood. All daywalkers did. She didn’t need to hunt for blood like a true vampire. She didn’t need to consume it, though that would provide for her needs. A blood infusion was easier, cleaner. And certainly tasted better. Lucy’s tongue did not like the taste of blood. Drinking it for the first half of her life had been more than enough.

      But she wasn’t a vampire. Vampires do not shop at Walmart or any place that ends in -mart. They do not clip coupons, or wonder if pizza two nights in a row will stunt the kids’ growth. Vampires do not worry about bedtime. They stay out all night and take the first train home in the morning. They do not concern themselves with carpools and balancing part-time work and full-time family. Vampires barely know what work is. They invested their money wisely and have unfathomable amounts of wealth. Lucy did miss the money. But now she was a mom and her life was completely different.

      Her phone pinged with a text. She smiled.

      Just wanted to say hi. I need to swing down there soon for a visit. I have some stones for you.

      Shane always brought her the best gemstones. He never told her were they came from, always hinting at nefarious dealings. Lucy liked the idea that her oldest friend was a bit of a gem smuggler, as long as he didn’t get into trouble smuggling anything more dangerous.

      Blood and Shane, two reminders of what she really was. Blood she wished she could live without. Shane? She was glad he had tracked her down and stayed in her life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Shane heard Joe push the door to the apartment open. It wasn’t locked. He stepped inside, his footfalls almost silent. But not to Shane’s ears. Joe was probably thinking one of the kids had broken in on a dare and was hiding. The rapid bam-bam-bam of video-game assault rifles should let him know whomever it was, they weren’t hiding, at least not from him. A few more steps into the apartment and Joe would see a first-person-shooter video game dominating his TV screen.

      “So this is where you’ve holed up?”

      Yep, people were looking for him. Joe’s apartment was the safest place in the meantime. Of course he could always ditch town. That would be the fastest way to make sure no one could find him. And the fastest way to never being trusted again.

      The reply he gave Joe from his position lying back in the recliner was a grunt.

      “Wanna beer?”

      Another grunt.

      Joe made his way to the small kitchen, which he rarely used, since he typically ate up at the house. It made sense to Shane—why cook for yourself when Connie was a master chef and fed everyone? Joe’s refrigerator, however, was always stocked with beer.

      “What are you doing here, Shane?”

      As if that wasn’t obvious.

      The game figure on the TV screamed, and red splattered across the screen as if the viewer had been brutally shot.

      Shane tossed the game controller on the table and grabbed the open beer Joe had set down for him.

      “I’m shirking my responsibilities. You gonna nark on me?”

      “What?” Joe chuckled. “The mighty Shane is in hiding ’cause he don’t wanna?”

      “Damn straight,” Shane responded humorlessly.

      “I’m not gonna narc on you, you are going to turn yourself in, or I have it on good authority that Connie will cut you off.”

      “Threatening me with food; that’s low even for Morgan,” Shane smirked.

      Joe nodded. “Yep. My understanding, it’s Honey’s idea. That woman has a mean streak.”

      “Well, she has to; she’s playing with wolves. Anything to gain advantage over us, right? Between you and me, I don’t think she plays fair.”

      “So you gonna call in?’

      Shane stood, groaning. “I’ll do one better. I’ll go up to the house, put on my big-boy pants, and deal with this.”

      Joe snorted at the term big-boy pants.

      Shane shot him a glare. “I know, I know. Honey’s terminology is rubbing off on all of us. But Morgan’s never been happier. Can’t really deny him that.”

      “No, but I swear it’s getting a little scary around here. Morgan, then Julia. Mates. Hell, even Dante got married. Dante.”

      “Naw, I wouldn’t begrudge any of them their mates. That’s something special there, man. You should be so lucky to ever find your mate. When you do, you’ll do anything for them.” Shane felt that reality deep in his gut. He tipped his beer in thanks to Joe, grabbed his hat, and then headed out the door.

      “As if you have,” Joe scoffed.

      I would do anything for her. Shane let the door close behind him. Including not being with her. And that was the part that hurt the most. The few days after his last visit to Lucy he had identified the five stages of grief as each one hit him freshly in the face. Denial: this wouldn’t be forever. Anger: for an instant he held blind hatred for Geoff. The hate was never directed at Lucy for picking Geoff, but always at Geoff for being the one available for her. Bargaining: he could handle knowing she was safe, loved, and cared for, even if she wasn’t his. Depression: this was the hardest to get past, and some days he didn’t. Acceptance: this was his life, and while Lucy left a big hole in the middle, he still had her in it. Melinda had introduced him to the concept during one of his brief conversations with her. Leaving someone you love can be just as painful as having them die. Lucy loved her husband, and Shane died a little more each day. Unrequited love sucked.

      And what Morgan wanted of him also sucked. Shane had a choice, to continue to hide from his duties or to suck it up and face this. To everyone else it looked like he had to man-up against his personal prejudices. For Shane it meant facing down his past. It meant daywalkers and vampires.

      People who had never treated him as anything more than a target for their anger, their torture. The vampires were the worst of them. Something in their nature, their violent need of blood. Or maybe it was simply that Lazarus was a sadistic bastard, and Shane had been unlucky enough to be born in the wrong place and the wrong time.

      He had gotten out. Of course at the time he hadn’t wanted to leave Lucy behind, but he had to. Living on the street as a teenager certainly hadn’t been easy, but with his natural skills as a shifter it had been a whole lot easier than staying as a slave in the coven’s compound in Las Vegas.

      He trotted down the stairs from Joe’s apartment over the car barn into the vast space that housed the Palatines’ vehicles: family cars in the middle, personal ones to the left, and on the opposite side of the garage, the bike collection.

      A beautiful orange and green custom build-out chopper sat gleaming, waiting to be ridden in the golden hills of Northern California. He could turn right at the bottom of the stairs, get on his bike, and… And what? He wasn’t a coward. The family considered him to be one of their top men, an alpha even. Some alpha he was turning out to be, afraid to have a single meeting with a woman. Not just any woman, but a woman who represented everything he hated about his past.

      He turned left. He knew what Morgan wanted of him. Time to deal with it, get it taken care of.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Shane announced as he approached Morgan. The taller man was attempting to review several documents and feed his infant nephew at the same time. It did not appear to be a successful attempt at multitasking.

      Morgan nodded, picked up his cell phone, and placed a call. He smiled at his wife when she entered. He began speaking into the phone with low tones.

      Honey, tall with golden curls pulled into a messy ponytail, strolled in and picked up the baby. She cooed as she wiped orange mushy food from the baby’s face. The baby cooed back at her and grabbed handfuls of her hair.

      “I think he was winning this round.” Shane nodded to the boy in her arms. She looked down at the papers spread across the table in front of Morgan. “I agree, but it’s good practice for him.” She tipped her head toward Morgan, keeping her voice down while he was on the phone.

      Shane’s brows shot up.

      Honey giggled. “No, nothing like that. Not yet. Hopefully sooner than later.” She sounded a bit wistful. She leaned in and began whispering conspiratorially. “Honestly, I think Julia will get knocked up before I do. You know how she is about timelines and schedules.”

      Shane huffed a chuckle.

      Mates, babies. Yeah, this place was becoming scary, but in the best way possible. It was only scary to know that he wouldn’t ever join in the happiness his friends knew.

      Morgan set down his phone. He stood and took the baby back from Honey. “I said I would watch Ethan today. You and Caro are supposed to be off.” He smiled at his wife.

      “I am. I just came over to let you know we were leaving, and get a kiss.” Honey leaned in and kissed him. “See you after dinner.”

      Honey wiggled her fingers in a happy good-bye wave.

      “You trust those two together?” Shane nodded his head after Honey.

      “My wife and my sister? Hell no,” Morgan chuckled. “That’s why I’m staying out of their way.” Morgan adjusted the baby on his shoulder. “I think it’s a ploy to get my biological clock ticking for one of these. Spend time with an adorable baby, and I’ll be jonesing for one of my own.”

      “Is it working?”

      “Not at all. I have to change his diapers. That is a vile prospect.”

      As if he knew they were talking about him, the baby raised his head to look around before closing his eyes and falling asleep on Morgan’s shoulder in a post-meal nap.

      Shane chuckled quietly. Babies weren’t his thing. He didn’t mind kids. He had a couple that he was particularly fond of and would put up with, but babies, not so much.

      “Truth, I’m ready whenever Honey is.” Morgan began patting the baby. “We have a confirmed lunch meeting with Del Fuego tomorrow. You gonna go into hiding on me again?”

      “No, I’m good. What time we have to leave?” Shane asked.

      Morgan looked at the papers on the table next to him. “Let’s say…” He dragged the word out, calculating in his head. “Meet you in the barn at ten. Business attire. Suit, tie, the whole bit.”

      Shane nodded.

      Suits, ties, vampires. It was going to be an uncomfortable lunch.
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      Sitting across from Cyan del Fuego, Shane had to admit to himself that he harbored great resentment toward her kind. She had been nothing but charm, beauty, class. He had nothing against her personally. In fact he had nothing against most of the daywalkers he had met, personally. Only a small few—hell, one, just one fucking vampire did this to him. One colored his world in such a negative manner that he now had to remind himself to get over his prejudices so he could have lunch with this woman.

      Cyan del Fuego, head of the Cyan Group, a highly successful business entity, and daughter of the West Coast’s lead coven master, ran her own string of boutique hotels and managed her father’s affairs and kept the peace.

      Shane twisted his head, wiggling a finger between his collar and neck. The tie strangled him. He hated the things, but Morgan had insisted.

      A formal lunch in San Francisco. Shane should have anticipated the players involved. It wasn’t going to be hamburgers and fries with some construction workers.

      This was far from it.

      When he’d followed Morgan into Cyan Group’s lobby, he was not surprised to find Morgan’s sister, Julia, and her mate, Roman Aventine, waiting for them. The Palatine and Aventine families had recently ended a feud that began in prehistory with Remus and Romulus, the founders of Rome. Not myth to their families, but the basis of the conflict between their families. Romulus killing Remus while arguing over which hill they should found their city upon had kicked off a case of extreme sibling rivalry. Roman, the Aventine’s newly elevated primary alpha, was now mated to Julia, a rare female alpha. They set the definition for power couple. The region’s top dogs, literally, were all here.

      What did surprise him was that lunch was catered and served in a chic, modern, yet formal dining room. Cyan did not cater in boxed lunches to eat around a conference table; no, a menu with a full selection of choices was presented. Waitstaff dressed formally in black bow ties and long white aprons. If he asked, Shane expected a resounding “yes” from Cyan about lunch being prepared by a celebrity chef. He did not ask.

      He swallowed hard and forced down all the resentment that rose with the bile in the back of his throat.

      “I know this can’t be easy for you, Mr. Vincent.” Cyan had a voice that sounded like a lover’s purr. The soft lilt of her accent lured Shane in. Only stubborn resentment kept his back ramrod straight.

      “Shane, please. Mr. Vincent is some unknown man in a phone book with a good last name.” His guards back in place, Shane offered a small smile.

      “Your friends care for you. They have effectively put off our meeting until there was no other option,” Cyan continued.

      Shane grunted.

      “Shane, you know why we had no other choice, right?” Julia smiled one of her new dazzling grins at him. A tough businesswoman, Julia had been prone to glower to maintain her hard-ass attitude. That had all changed a few months previously when she came home from a conference and announced that she and Roman were mates. The happier Julia was no less a business force to be reckoned with; she just did it now with a smile.

      Julia’s smiles scared Shane more than her glares. Before, if she was going to go for the jugular, he could read it on her face. Now she was just as likely to comment on a beautiful flower as she was to eviscerate her victim.

      He felt as if they were all set up to tag team him into submission. Except for Roman—he had no friendly advice to offer since the two of them had no history together. Roman was here because this involved Lazarus. And everyone here knew Shane was the one with the connection, the history, with Lazarus.

      Shane should have insisted a second come with him. Today Morgan was in primary-alpha mode, and not best-buddie, I’ve-got-your-back mode. Well, he would show them. He would be able to do this without a PTSD breakdown over the soup.

      “Ms. Del Fuego, I try to ensure that my past does not dictate my prejudices. But there are times that I fail miserably. I would like to be able to do nothing more than trust you based on the recommendations of my alphas, Morgan and Julia. Your track record with them should speak for itself, but⁠—”

      Cyan cut him off. “But you have a hard past. One that I am sure you would like nothing more than to forget. And my kind were directly responsible for the pain of your past. I am not asking for forgiveness for daywalkers as a group, or even the vampires. I am asking that you give the Del Fuegos a chance. We are all here to work toward a common goal. Lazarus has proven to have returned. His people have already made attempts on Morgan’s life, and they had Roman targeted. His reach is insidious; his people have contacts in places we don’t expect.”

      Shane listened as Cyan ran over Morgan’s kidnapping and two-week disappearance, and the failed attempt by a vampire and a Canadian wolf on Roman’s life, as if she were reciting a shopping list. Neither seemed like they should be items jotted down on a scrap of paper, with a line scratched through after they were discussed.

      Morgan had been kidnapped by a daywalker and a rogue wolf, a Smith, working together. In what could have only been an initiation activity, following the directions of a voice on the other end of a phone referred to as His Lordship, an ex-boyfriend of Morgan’s wife was ordered to shoot him. In a twist of fate that brought Cyan into the entire mess, Maplecourt, the ex, worked as an accountant for her firm. Maplecourt, thinking he was working for the Russian mafia, had stumbled into a situation that was substantially above his pay grade. No one had ever asked Cyan what happened to the man. They only knew he would not be found in the concrete footings of one of Morgan’s construction projects.

      During that abduction, Morgan had been propositioned to kill the Aventine alpha, an offer Morgan refused. He’d escaped, but it had taken him two weeks to find his way back home.

      No other known attempt had been made on Morgan’s or Roman’s lives, or that of Roman’s father. It wasn’t until Julia discovered that her roommate for a genetics conference was not the chemist from Toronto she thought she was, that the threat against Roman had reemerged. The imposter had been seduced by a vampire who had a tap on Julia’s office phone. Julia found transcripts to the phone recordings that implicated the scientist’s imposter and a vampire in an attempt on Roman’s life. Fortunately that threat had been eliminated; unfortunately no one was able to gather more details from the vampire other than that he too worked for His Lordship.

      His Lordship. Shane shivered. That was a phrase he could have gone the rest of his life without hearing.

      Shane leveled his gaze on Cyan. His Lordship, Lazarus, once ruled the vampires of the West Coast, and substantially more areas farther afield. That was his problem, his mania, and his eventual downfall. Cyan’s father, Alejandro del Fuego, had swept in from South America, stopping the madness  the vampires had unleashed. He started by destroying the mess that was the infection started by Lazarus. Everyone thought Lazarus was dead. Everyone including Shane.

      “So what do you want from me?” Shane asked. He followed Cyan’s gaze to Morgan. Shane drooped. No. He knew what they wanted. And he did not want to involve her. “Not Lucy.”

      Morgan’s expression was grim as he nodded. “Yes. We need you to just check in on her and make sure Lazarus hasn’t reached out to her.”

      “Lucy left that life; she is not in his realm of control anymore. She’s…”

      “We know, Shane. But since he is back, we need confirmation. As far as anyone here is aware, Lucy is a non-threat,” Julia explained. She leaned in close. “Look, I know you went to Peru; that means you brought back a few or more”—she paused as if to collect her words—“pebbles. You always save the best for her. Have you taken them to her yet?”

      Shane grunted. No, he had not. He’d never needed an excuse to go see Lucy and the kids before, and Julia was right. He did have a few choice “pebbles” to deliver.

      “What did you do last time when you visited?” Morgan asked. “You did stop by on your way to see those kids in Arizona, right?”

      Shane nodded. “Said hi, stayed a few days, played with the kids, rattled her husband’s cage. The typical brother-comes-to-visit activities.”

      “And that is all we are asking of you this time,” Cyan added. “Only, this time see if she mentions anything about her father. Does she seem to suddenly have more anxiety, or more paranoia? She was also his victim; we are aware of that.”

      “Information gathering only. You don’t even need to let her know what’s going on,” Julia soothed.

      “Actually, it’s probably best that she not know what’s going on. If she is unaware that Lazarus has resurfaced, her ignorance could be her best protection. Is there any reason to believe he would contact her at all? From what I’ve gathered, there was not a strong father-daughter bond between them to begin with,” Roman commented.

      “There wasn’t,” Shane growled. His memories of the past too close to the surface. Lucy had been her father’s pride and joy, a cherished, loved child whom he lavished with gifts and her heart’s desire. Until it became clear she was not what he wanted of her. By then he would lash out just as quickly as he would send her off to Paris for a week. When the hitting was no longer balanced with the gifts, when the barrage of abuse became constant, Lucy finally left. No, she would not seek out her father, but he might come looking for her.

      “Fine. I’ll go check in on her. I’ll hang out for a few days, and when I come back, I’ll tell you what I’m telling you now: she’s not going to have had any contact with her father.”
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      Lucy’s head throbbed. She wanted to go back to sleep. Sleep where her world was not falling apart. Sleep where there was no pain. She groaned and pressed a hand to her forehead, trying to keep her brain from exploding out of her eyes. Crying oneself to sleep gave a crapulence feeling worse than drunk-hangover head.

      Now there was an idea. Was it too early to start drinking? Maybe she should leave the kids at their Aunt Jen’s for the day? They were already spending the weekend with her. Lucy could get totally blitzed, then deal with all of this tomorrow. Lucy stumbled into the bathroom. She squinted into the cabinet, looking for pills. “Hello, gorgeous,” she crooned to the three blue gel pills before popping them into her mouth and swallowing.

      She leaned against the counter. Geoff’s shaving cream sat at the other end. Quietly, without a plan, Lucy picked up the garbage can and began filling it with all his items that were left in the bathroom. Razor blades, shaving cream, muscle rub, foot powder, hairbrush, toothbrush, toothpaste, nose spray. She finished cleaning out the cabinet and counter; she cleaned out under the sink and in the shower. After tying off the garbage bag, she tossed it down the stairs.

      She climbed into the shower and let the warm water bring feeling back into her numb body.

      Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with wet hair causing damp spots on the back, Lucy began cleaning the presence of Geoff out of the bedroom. She padded downstairs and got a box of large black garbage bags from the garage, then returned to the room.

      That stupid red dress was the first thing in the next bag. Geoff had planned a nice dinner out, just the two of them, since the kids were at his sister’s. She had worn it to feel beautiful. The red set off her pale skin and black hair. It had been too long since she had actually seen the man, let alone gone out on a date with him. Geoff had been hit hard by the big four-five. Middle-aged. Even though it really wasn’t. She had planned on reminding him that forty-five was not old.

      How long had she spent digging in the back of her closet looking for something that wasn’t black or taupe? Her closet wasn’t the gloriously large walk-in type she’d had when she was a spoiled brat. It was slightly deeper than two hanger’s widths and as wide as half the bedroom. She had known in the depths there had to be a sexy red dress. The clothes pressed against her back and felt uncharacteristically heavy. She should have taken that as a sign. Instead she’d walked right into his trap dressed in that stupid spaghetti-strapped velvet sheath dress.

      She hated the sheets—they were a color Geoff had liked, so they used them. Off the bed and into the garbage bag. She swept the top of his dresser on top of the sheets. There was no finesse to the removal of items.

      Lucy grabbed her phone and dialed her sister in-law.

      “Hey, Jen, sorry it’s so early.”

      “What?” the groggy voice at the other end of the line asked.

      “I’m sorry if you had any plans today, but I need you to bring the kids home. They won’t be staying the rest of the weekend.”

      Jennifer grumbled rather incoherently about the kids staying.

      “Yeah, I know. You need to speak to your brother about that. Did you know he was leaving me? Is that why you took the kids?”

      The shock and outrage she heard in Jennifer’s voice at least let Lucy know that Geoff hadn’t told his sister before he told his wife. Ex-wife.

      “Lucy, do you realize it’s like stupid five in the morning on a Saturday?”

      “No, I didn’t realize it was this early. Sun is up and I couldn’t sleep,” Lucy answered.

      “Do you need the kids now?”

      “No, no, go back to bed. Late morning is fine.” Lucy hung up the phone and continued to empty Geoff’s closet into garbage bags.

      Each full garbage bag she sent down the front stairs.

      He had a booth in the back. Geoff looked up. His smile didn’t fade. It vanished.

      Lucy held out her hand to the other woman. “I’m Lucretia, Geoff’s wife.” Typically she wouldn’t have bothered with her relationship to Geoff; that should be obvious. Typically, she would have said, how do you do or nice to meet you. Hell, she would have called herself Lucy. But something in Lucy’s gut redirected her words. And the name Lucretia was a threat in and of itself.

      “I’m Chrissie.” The other woman smiled nervously.

      “I’m not staying, am I?”

      Each bag down the stairs, another memory tainted by his hand around the hand of that young woman with the shiny shoulder-length brown hair that swayed as she moved her head. She was thin, with augmented breasts and a vapid grin.

      Lucy ran out of garbage bags before she ran out of items to put in them. It wasn’t until that moment she realized it was just past six a.m., and she had been cleaning out her room for almost an hour. Home improvement stores open early for all those construction workers, she thought as she put on shoes and headed out to buy a few more boxes of black garbage bags.

      He claimed to have already moved a few things out, necessities for the time being. Well, she was moving the rest of his stuff out. He was giving her thirty days to find a place and move. That was not going to happen, not if she could help it. And she needed a lawyer for some meeting he already had set up for Tuesday to go over the details.

      Lucy had no concept of time as she bagged up her life with Geoff, and began hauling it out the front door. She paused and watched as her sister-in-law’s SUV pulled into the drive.

      “Mom, what’s going on?” Stacey asked as she got out of her aunt’s car. Lucy was pulling another garbage bag onto the front lawn.

      “What happened, Mom?” Justin sounded panicked.

      “I’ll explain in a bit. Go in and help me drag the bags out here.” Lucy’s tone was eerily calm. “Hi, Jen.” She addressed her soon to be ex-sister-in-law with a brittle grin.

      “Lucy, what’s going on here?” Jennifer asked.

      “Well,” Lucy began, “your no-good cheating, lying, asshole, scum-sucking thunder douche cunt of a brother introduced me to the woman he is leaving me for last night. And that fuck weasel, jizz-gargling troglodyte is trying to unadopt his children.”

      “Language!” Jennifer gasped in shock.

      “Language? What? I’m taking it easy on the twat-monger. Be glad I’m insulting his flat white ass with words and not fingernails and high kicks to the groin. Right now my anger is fathomless. Tell him he has until one to remove his belongings from my lawn or I will set them on fire. I can’t call; I believe he has my number blocked.”

      “Lucy, are you sure you want to do this?”

      “No, I don’t want to do this. That bastard is having his name expunged from the adoption records. This is not a want; this is a need. I want to be up there in bed.” She pointed toward the upstairs windows. “I thought I was going to be up there in flagrante delicto with my husband, not moving his sorry ass out. Not trying to figure out what I’m supposed to tell my children, and not freaking out because I don’t have a lawyer and can’t afford one. I’m about to get screwed with a rusty barbed-wire dildo in a divorce I didn’t see coming,” Lucy shouted.

      “I’m sorry to hear this, Lucy. I’ll call Geoff.” Jennifer nodded and got in her car. Lucy turned to face her children. They stood slack-jawed and wide-eyed.

      “I guess you heard all that, huh?”

      Stacey nodded mutely. Jason’s lip began quivering.

      “Oh, babies, I’m so sorry.” Lucy rushed to the children and pulled them into an embrace. “That’s not how I wanted to tell you.”

      “Dad wants to divorce us too?” Stacey’s voice had a hitch. She may have been too young to remember details about her adoption, but somewhere deep inside she still had fear over being wanted. This was going to send her back into counseling.

      “Dad’s just being stupid right now. He’s mad at me for whatever reason. I don’t know what it is. He’s got this new girlfriend, and I guess they are going to get married. I don’t know anything more
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