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      “Mika needs you. Go to her now.”


      Whoever sent the enlightening postcard failed to inform us the simple directions would almost cost me my life.


      Okay, maybe that’s a bit of an exaggeration. The plane looked and sounded like it was on its last leg, engine, or whatever. I honestly didn’t think we were going to make it. I’m exhausted from the mental strain of contemplating my sudden death and the events that brought me to this point. Thank god we can land.


      Brianna’s bag hits the back of my thighs again for the umpteenth time as we attempt to disembark.


      “Do you think you can manage to not break my legs before we get off this rickety plane?”


      “I could if you would move a little faster. I would like to get off before it takes off again.”


      “Obviously, I can’t do that.”


      The man in front of me looks over his shoulder quickly but makes no apologies for his slow movements. In fact, I think he walks slower just for the hell of it. He obviously has nowhere to go in his mustard yellow tweed jacket, which I would bet my life was not made in this decade or even the last three. He even had a hat to match with a little green feather tucked into a black ribbon on the side.


      The plane was filled with twenty passengers. Brianna and I were lucky to get a ticket at the last minute, with the Tulip Festival in full swing and all.


      My little sister and I started this journey all because of a postcard with a picture of tulips on the front. Tulips are Mika’s favorite flower, so it immediately brought her to mind when I saw it. The message was written in my mother’s handwriting.


      Nothing remarkable about that except my momma is dead and has been for almost a year. The message is ominous and unclear except for the address on the card. 2121 Morningside Dr. Abrielara, Washington.


      We had never heard of Abrielara.


      When I went to see that slimy estate attorney of momma’s, he informed us that Abrielara was indeed the place where Mika went to claim her inheritance. To think back on the reading of the will, Brianna and I could not sit in on the portion pertaining to Mika. We thought it was odd considering Mika is our sister. We saw no reason why we couldn’t hear the entire will together. But then again, Mika and Momma’s relationship was odd at times.


      My arm throbs from holding my carry on instead of rolling it. It really should have been checked if I weren’t afraid it would get lost. Although, I don’t feel too bad. Brianna’s bag is bigger and heavier than mine.


      Since receiving the postcard, I do nothing but worry about Mika. Mika who needs no one. Mika, who’s so smart, self-sufficient, and confident, now needs us.


      In what way? How could we possibly help her? We just lost momma. We can’t afford to lose her too.


      Forcing those thoughts away, I do my best to remain positive but every time a text or a call isn’t returned, my hopes become less fortified.


      I eject the handle so I can roll it now that we’re actually moving. Brianna manages not to hit the back of my legs anymore and we can finally get off the plane and make our way to Abrielara.


      Such a strange name for a town. I look around to see where we can rent a car. According to the lady on the phone, it was something new they were offering and was on a first come first served basis.


      “There it is.” Brianna points to a sign partially hidden by the exit sign.


      “Thank God.”


      There’s no line, so we walk right up to the desk of Wilson’s Creek Car Rentals. Shouldn’t be too hard to rent a car.


      “Good morning, ladies. How may I help you?” the friendly lady behind the counter asks.


      “Hello,” I check her name badge,“Sally. We woud like to rent a car for the weekend.”


      “Wonderful, well believe it or not, we’ve had an influx of traffic within the last few hours. I’m sorry to say we only have a compact car available.”


      “At this point, Sally, I don’t care if it’s a bicycle as long as it’s motorized and can get us where we need to be.”


      “Speak for yourself,” my sister mumbles.


      I ignore her. I’m tired and want to get settled.


      “Where do I sign?”
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        * * *

      


      Our rental isn’t hard to pick out. It’s the only neon yellow car in the parking lot.


      “You expect me to ride in that shoe box?” Brianna’s astonished outburst is almost understandable but it’s too late in the game to worry about our mode of transportation now. She had no interest in helping with our travel plans so it is what it is.


      “Why not? We flew in one to get here.”


      “Thank God I didn’t bring the extra suitcase or we would be in trouble.” Brianna huffs as she finally gets her suitcase in the back.


      “We nothing. You would be in trouble. I told you I had no plans to stay here for more than three days. That should be enough time to find Mimi and make sure she’s okay. Yet you still insisted on bringing that big ass suitcase.”


      “It met the carryon requirement and besides, I like being prepared,” she throws back at me.


      “For what, though? Where do you think we’re going? We’re going to Abrielara. A town so small I had to magnify Google Maps six times before I could see it.”


      I yank my seatbelt on.


      “Like I said, I like to be prepared and don’t do that.”


      She wiggles her fingers at me.


      “Do what?”


      “Put on your seatbelt. I want to drive.”


      She hops out of the car and walks around.


      “Fine, but I’m warning you, Brianna. If my head comes anywhere close to kissing the dash, I’m taking the keys. I’m not playing with you.”


      Brianna is a horrible driver. I’m surprised she’s kept her driver’s license this long.


      “I will obey the driving laws of the land. Promise.”


      As soon as we’re belted in and Brianna turns on the radio, I know I’m in trouble. If the lot were paved instead of gravel, she would have burned rubber leaving the parking lot. My head flings back against the seat. I don’t have to worry about my head kissing the dash because it’s being pushed up against the headrest.


      “Brianna!”


      “Sorry.”


      She slows down, but I’m positive she still isn’t going the speed limit.


      “Slow. Down.”


      I want to get where we are going as quickly as she does, but I want to get there in one piece.


      “Oh, come on. We’re on a country road with no other cars around. It’s the perfect place to floor it and see what this baby can do.”


      Is she out of her mind?


      “See what this baby can do? A few seconds ago you were calling this baby a shoe box. No. First of all, we’re in the country and anything and anyone can dart out into the road and then it’s lights out. If you want to floor it so bad, then you should find a closed track and floor it there. Preferably without me in the car.”


      “Party pooper.” She sticks her tongue out at me.


      “Call me what you want, but I want to live.”


      We ride in silence for a few miles. After receiving the postcard three days ago, I haven’t slept much and I know Brianna hasn’t either. Brianna and I aren’t that close to Mika only because we were closer to Momma.


      Momma and Mika were too much alike and butted heads constantly. Once Mika moved out, it was easier not to stay in touch than it was to maintain contact. With her career and living a totally different life than we do, the distance between us just got wider. But now I wish I had tried harder. Wish I had made some kind of effort to keep her in our lives.


      We may not be close, but Mika is my sister. I’ve always admired her spunk, her fearlessness, and her creativity. I never told her any of that, but I wish I had. Momma dying was hard on all of us, but at least Brianna and I were prepared. As prepared as one can be for a death.


      It wasn’t a sudden death. But for Mika, it had to feel like it was out of the blue. Momma made us promise not to tell Mika she was sick. She didn’t want to guilt her into visiting. So we didn’t tell her.


      I know Momma loved Mika, and I know Mika loved Momma, even though both of them had a hard time showing it. Tears spring to my eyes. It hits me that if Mika is gone, she will have died never knowing how much Momma loved her. How much she cared for her. How proud she was of her.


      Brianna reaches over and squeezes my hand as I blink the tears away.


      “We’ll find her and she’s going to be fine. Don’t worry. Mika is tougher than both of us. Don’t give up hope. We haven’t even started looking for her yet.”


      “I know. I just feel bad. We should have done a better job of staying in touch.”


      “Yeah, I know. There’s no excuse now. We have nothing keeping us from staying in Abrielara longer if we need to. I’m open to it. I’m sick of Atlanta, anyway.”


      “It’s a thought. I don’t have anything tying me down in Atlanta now, either.”


      Marlon, demanding I stay home instead of looking for Mika, freed me from any strings I had in Atlanta. He had some nerve telling me what to do.


      “What about Marlon?”


      “Marlon and I broke up yesterday.”


      “Ha! Good for you. I never could stand his ass. I’m telling you, Tee, he has a wife and kids somewhere. He looks like the type.”


      “Well, if he does, it’s no longer my problem.”


      I reach into my bag to grab some gum. I really should have had some breakfast this morning. I didn’t feel like eating in Atlanta at the airport. It was too damn early.


      “What happened? Give me some of that gum.”


      I cock an eyebrow at her and her bad manners.


      “Please,” she holds her hand out.


      I hand her a stick. “He tried to forbid me from coming. He said Mika was a big girl and could take care of herself.”


      “No he didn’t.” She spares me a quick glance before returning her eyes to the road.


      “Yes he did. He said I was an idiot to go to some podunk town that no one had ever heard of because I received a postcard. He thinks we’re being set up.”


      “Set up? By whom? Momma? It’s her handwriting on the postcard.” She’s just as flabbergasted as I was by the notion.


      I shrug my shoulders in response.


      “Not unless someone forged her signature,” Brianna says softly.


      She turns to look at me, her eyes wide. “Oh, my god, Tee. What if he’s right? What if someone forged her signature to get us out here, and like idiots, we’re walking right into a trap?”


      “Bri, it’s not a trap and even if it is, we still have to find Mika. We can’t seem to get her on the phone and she hasn’t returned any of our messages. So either something is terribly wrong, or she is extremely mad at us and has written us off. Either way, we need to find her. At least I do.”


      Bri settles back into her seat with a heavy sigh. “You’re right. We need to find her.”


      The rest of the ride is spent listening to the radio until the Welcome to Abrielara population 3510 sign appears.


      “Finally.” I grab the postcard from my purse. Before we even think about checking into the bed and breakfast, I would like to find the address on the card. I punch the address into the GPS.


      Five minutes later and it’s still calculating.


      “Where am I supposed to go?” Brianna stops at the fork in the road.


      “The address says 2121 Morningside Drive, but the GPS is trippin’. I’m not sure how to get there. I guess we’re going to have to stop and ask someone.”


      “Wait, that street sign says Morningside Drive.” Brianna points to the sign on her side of the road. We look at each other.


      “Okay, so I guess let’s look at the house numbers.”


      “Fingers crossed.”


      Twenty-one-twenty-one just so happened to be right around the bend from the street sign. A big, beautiful log cabin with windows for days. Of course her yard would have tulips. Lots of tulips.


      “This is it.”


      “Wow. I can see why she never came back to Georgia or went back to New York.”


      “Yeah. Let’s see if she’s home.”


      After several minutes of knocking on her door, no one answers. The doorbell seems out of service because nothing happens when I press it.


      “Well, we tried,” Brianna states, obviously just as disappointed as I am. To be so close to seeing her only to leave without so much as a glimpse.


      “Maybe she’s in town somewhere. We can at least check in, walk around, and see if we can find her. If not, we can always come back here.” I walk back toward the car but turn around when I see Brianna hasn’t moved a muscle.


      “Bri, come on. We’ll come back. We’re close. I’m sure we’ll see her sometime today.” I thread my arm through hers, praying my words are true.


      “Okay, lead me to the hotel. I think I need some food.”


      I inwardly cringe at her use of the word hotel. She’s not going to like where we’re staying.


      “Yeah, me too. I could actually use a nap.”


      Seeing the address on the card was an actual address took a weight off my back. Now I feel like I could sleep until dawn.


      “Directions say to take a left, stay straight until we come to the town circle. It says we will know when we get there because there’s an enormous fountain in the middle of the road. Then take a right on Shipley. It will be on the left.”


      “Sounds simple enough.”


      We pass more large log cabin homes that look like they should be a part of Architectural Digest. The streets are immaculate. Strange thing is, no one is out and about. It’s eight a.m., early but not too early, and yet no one is on the streets. Like no one. We pass a bakery, a coffee shop, a barber shop, and none of them appear to be open.


      “I don’t think this is Abrielara. I think we’re in Mayberry.”


      “You would be right except the address says Abrielara, and we found it, so I think that nixes the Mayberry theory. But I know what you mean. I would expect to see some people walking around. At least see some of these stores open.”


      We continue to drive through until we come to a fountain in the middle of the road.


      “Okay, so now take a right here,” I direct her.


      The B and B is exactly where the lady I spoke to on the phone said it would be.


      “Uh, you sure?”


      “Yeah, this is it. See the sign?”


      The sign was an old-fashioned one with The Pettigrew written in black fancy lettering.


      “Yeah, I can read. But this looks like a B and B, not a hotel. Tee, you know how I feel about staying in people’s homes I don’t know.”


      She crosses her arms and pouts at the notion of staying here.


      “Brianna, we don’t have a choice. It’s either sleep here or in the car. This is the only place I could find that resembled a hotel. Come on. I’m sure it’s nice.”


      “Well, it looks nice, but if Norman Bates greets us at the front desk, I’m not saying anything. I’m just gonna turn right around and come back to the car. If you know what’s good for you, you won’t say shit. You’ll just follow me.”


      “And here I thought you were the adventurous one of the two of us. Come on. Grab your stuff and let’s get checked in. We need to figure out a plan to start looking for Mika.”
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        * * *

      


      The Pettigrew doesn’t look bad at all. It’s cozy, with a beautifully landscaped yard and patio. It’s also a log cabin home, but not as big as the ones we passed on the way into town. There isn’t a lady at the desk, but the man there wasn’t exactly friendly. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, with eyes as dark as obsidian and lips shut so tight I’m not sure they are real. His hair is just as black as his eyes and with his firm jawline, he would be handsome if he smiled just a little. However, his horrible disposition completely overshadows what makes him attractive in the first place.


      I glance over at Brianna and sure enough, she’s worrying the hell out of that gum and her eyes watch this guy as if she’s waiting for him to do something. Her eyes are daring him to make a move but her body is facing the door. If anybody’s going to be making a move, it’s going to be her if he even blinks funny. He hasn’t reacted to us. He’s indifferent and I believe if he didn’t have to talk to us at all, he wouldn’t.


      After providing our names, he hands us our keys and shows us to our room. He was nice enough to take our bags even though we didn’t ask and he didn’t offer.


      “Thank you?” My voice is polite but somewhat sheepish, causing my gratitude to come out as a question. He, of course, does not respond and just walks away.


      “Well. Alright then.” Brianna puts her purse on the table. “Even if his attitude could use an adjustment, at least the rooms are decent.”


      Thank goodness Brianna and I could get adjoining suites with a connecting bathroom. Brianna and I learned long ago that we are better off sleeping in separate rooms. She likes the heat and I like it cool.


      “True. From what we’ve seen so far, it shouldn’t take long to find someone who has seen Mika.”


      I grab the map of Abrielara that was left on the table. “We can unpack and maybe grab something to eat. While we’re doing that, we can come up with a plan on how we want to approach this.”


      “Okay, but from what we saw when we drove in, nothing looks open.”


      “This place is supposed to offer breakfast, though. It’ll be better than nothing. From the looks of this map, the downtown area is only like ten blocks. We can cover that before lunchtime.”


      “We can cover even more ground if you take one side and I take the other,” Brianna suggests.


      “Great idea. Let’s unpack so we can get going.”


      For once, I feel we’ll have answers sooner than we thought. Abrielara is a tiny country town. Surely, someone has seen Mika at some point. I refuse to believe otherwise.
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        * * *

      


      Breakfast at the Pettigrew is pleasant, but the coffee is outstanding. I have never tasted any coffee as good anywhere else. Even Brianna, who isn’t much of a coffee drinker, is impressed. As much as we would like to take the time to savor it, we’re anxious to get started looking for Mika.


      “Okay, so how about I take the right side of the street and you take the left? Did you grab your cell phone?” I pull mine out of the pocket of my jeans and hold it up.


      “Yep, but I don’t know how much good it’s gonna do. I don’t have a signal.”


      “Yeah, I don’t either, but we are out in the woods. Could explain why a signal is hard to come by.”


      I slide my phone back into my pocket. “Well, at least we know where we’re staying. After you complete your side, just come back to The Pettigrew and wait for me. Hopefully, I won’t be long behind you.”


      “Got it. See you in a few.”


      Brianna crosses the street and I walk up the block to the Abrielara Coffee House, which now appears open. Looks like a good place to start. My cell phone buzzes in my pocket. Maybe I’ve finally got a signal…


      No such luck. Just an alert to let me know I don’t have a signal. Like I needed an alert for that. I continue to walk while checking my phone, hoping to find a pocket of service somewhere—


      I connect with something hard, hot, and…wet?


      “Oh!” I step back as the hot liquid seeps into my lightweight sweater.


      “Are you okay?”


      I look up into the green eyes of a tall, good-looking man with dark auburn hair. His extended goatee is the same color as his hair, but his eyelashes are much darker. The most notable thing is the huge dark stain spreading across his white t-shirt.


      “Oh my god, I got it all over you.” Without thinking, I pull his shirt away from his body as if the coffee hasn’t already seeped through it.


      “It’s okay. I’m fine, really.” His light chuckle is a little raspy and deep. Not boogey man deep, but deep enough I know I am talking to a grown man.


      “Are you okay?” he asks again.


      The quick sweep of his eyes over me warms me up against the chilly breeze of the morning. His tongue takes a leisurely trip from one side of his bottom lip to the other. His intense gaze searches mine purposefully. Almost as if he’s suddenly found what he’s been searching for. Something awakens in me. A wish I had almost forgotten. A wish to be seen and wanted. Needed. His gaze turns…hungry, inciting the same response in me.


      My mouth waters for something sweet, like tea, a cupcake, the sugar in the cream of his coffee left on his chest. I mean shirt. Cup. I mean cup.


      He winks at me and I remember he asked me a question.


      “I’m okay. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going. Your shirt is ruined,” I manage to say.


      He shrugs with a small lift of the corner of his mouth. “It’s just a shirt. It’s fine.”


      “I feel horrible about it. Can I pay you for the shirt or for the coffee, at least? I can’t imagine there being anything left in the cup.”


      He turns the cup over and empties what few sips were left. God, now I feel terrible.


      “How about you make it up to me by having a cup with me? I can order us another one and we can walk to my office so I can change my shirt. You can tell me all about yourself on the way there.”


      I hesitate. I don’t know this man. Even if he is the first and only person to talk to me besides Bri and Lerch at The Pettigrew. But something about his eyes and how he looks at me makes me want to say yes.


      Regardless of how he looks at me, going to a strange man’s office in a town where I don’t know anyone isn’t smart.


      “I don’t know you. I’m not sure that would be such a good idea.”


      He wipes his hands off on a napkin he pulls out of his pocket. He puts his hand out between us.


      “Hi, my name is Brady. Dr. Brady Merrick, if you want to be formal.” The easy smile on his lips makes me smile, and I put my hand in his. His fingers wrap around mine quickly as if they are eager for the touch.


      “I’m Taliah. Taliah Burris, if you want to be formal, but I prefer just Taliah.”


      “Just Taliah it is, then.”


      His easygoing grin and bright eyes twinkle just enough for me to think he was probably a stinker when he was younger. Probably still is.


      “Taliah, I think you’re absolutely gorgeous and I would love it if you had a cup of coffee with me. We don’t have to go to my office if you don’t feel comfortable. Shirt’s almost dry anyway, but I would love to get to know you better.”


      He hangs on to my hand and I’m in no rush for him to let go, but I’m here for a reason. I slowly remove my hand from his. I have a hard rule against dating doctors, but this one makes me want to reconsider. Getting to know me doesn’t necessarily mean dating me, so maybe sitting down with coffee one day wouldn’t be such a bad idea.


      “I would love to, except I’m looking for someone and I would like to find her quickly if I can.”


      He dumps his now empty cup and dirty napkins into the trash can.


      “Who are you looking for? Wait, are you related to Mika? Mika Christiansen?”


      My heart stops and then pumps faster.


      “Christiansen? I’m looking for Mika Burris. If that’s the same person, yes, I am. I’m her sister. Do you know where she is?”


      “Of course I do. She’s at home. You passed her house on Morningside Drive on your way into town.”


      “We just came from there, but no one answered the door.”


      Maybe Mika saw it was us and decided not to answer the door. The thought hurts, but it wouldn’t surprise me. I just need to lay eyes on her to feel better.


      “She’s probably deep in that library of hers and didn’t hear the door.”


      He reaches out to grab my hand again. “Why don’t we get some more coffee and you come with me so I can change my shirt? Then I will be happy to take you to her. What do you say?”


      I eye him up warily. If he is lying to me, I don’t know what my reaction is going to be. This is almost too good to be true. We haven’t even been in Abrielara a full day yet and the first person who willingly speaks to me knows where Mika is. It’s gotta be some kind of record on somebody’s list.


      “If you would rather, I can take you to my office and call Mika’s house and tell her you’re here. While we wait for her to show up, I can admire your beauty and have some coffee. We can get to know each other.”


      I still hesitate. There are movies out there where women come up missing because they trust the wrong people. This man is a doctor. An incredibly good-looking doctor. Surely he’s safe to trust. But I’ve seen so many shows where the doctor and the killer are the same person.


      He bites down on his bottom lip before giving me another wink. Yeah right. This one is smooth. A little too smooth. He may not be a mass murderer, but he’s definitely a lady killer.


      “You know, my stomach and chest are burning something fierce right now from the coffee.”


      He pulls at his shirt only to let it go, and it sticks back to his body. My eyes zoom in on the huge brown stain on his shirt. Even though he’s obviously joking, I give in. I ruined his shirt and wasted his coffee.


      “Okay, we can go to your office so you can change your shirt.” I look across the street. No sign of Bri. “I have another sister I brought with me. I don’t see her, though.”


      “I’m sure she’s around here somewhere. Where are you staying?”


      “The Pettigrew.”


      “Good, I’m sure she’ll turn up.”


      I take another look across the street. Kind of strange how I haven’t seen her since she walked over there. You’d think I would see her go in and out of the stores, but no, nothing. But then again, Brianna does have the attention span of a gnat. She’s all over the place sometimes. I wouldn’t be surprised if something grabbed her attention and she forgot why we were here in the first place.


      “Did you want to go back in and grab another coffee?”


      “No, I can just as easily make some, or we can go after I change and grab a cup.” He watches me for a few more moments. “As long as she knows how to get back to the Pettigrew, she’ll be alright. I’ll get you here in plenty of time to meet back up with her.”


      “Okay.” I take another quick look behind me and step in line beside Dr. Merrick. I’m sure Brianna will come looking for me before lunchtime rolls around.


      “So, Taliah, tell me about yourself while we walk. My office is just a couple of blocks up.”


      “Not much to tell. I’ve spent most of last year caring for my mother, who was in hospice until she died. Lately, I’ve been trying to figure out exactly how to spend my time.”


      “I’m sorry to hear about your mother. What did she succumb to?” His eyes are kind.


      “Breast cancer. She had it years ago and it went into remission, but it came back with a vengeance.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      His hand touches the center of my back softly. A vision of him wrapping me in his big arms comes to mind. How nice that would be. Marlon was not the affectionate type.


      “So, what do you do for a living?” he asks as a glass building comes into view.


      “I was a nurse. Well, I still am a nurse. When the cancer returned, I had to quit so I could take care of her. I haven’t gone back because I’m not sure what I want to do next. Nursing is always good, but the strain of the last eighteen months has taken a lot out of me. I’m kind of weighing my options right now.”


      “Nothing wrong with that.”


      He holds the door open so I can walk in ahead of him.


      “What type of medicine do you practice?”


      He punches the button for the elevator.


      “I’m a geneticist.”


      “Hmm. Are you widely experimenting with DNA or are you looking for a cure for something specific?”


      “I’m always experimenting with DNA but not in the way you’re probably thinking. I am looking for a cure for a particular ailment not well-known outside this area. I’m following up on a study done years ago, but not much documentation has been left. So, I’m kind of working my way backward.”


      “Sounds interesting.” We step into the elevator.


      “It is.” He presses the number five and then turns to look at me. “But not nearly as interesting as you.”


      All I can do is smirk at his comment. Like I said, trouble. His eyes brighten and then dim. We aren’t outside and the lights didn’t fluctuate, so I’m not sure what caused the change. What I know is, with the look in his eyes and the sexy smirk on his lips, it definitely got a bit hotter in here.
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      It takes considerable strength not to eat this girl up in this elevator. Not literally, but yeah, literally. The bone structure of this girl is incredible. My hands itch to sculpt, to immortalize her features, although I’m not an artist.


      I would not have been surprised if she’d said she modeled for a living. The high cheekbones, the full bow-shaped lips, the classically beautiful face with elegant eyebrows and long lashes. Long lean legs encased in dark wash skinny jeans that show off an ass I’m having the hardest time not salivating over. Her rich brown skin tone is the perfect canvas for all that deliciousness. This girl is a goddess and I’ve got to have her.


      “I choose her. Today. We claim her today.”


      A heavy breath leaves my body as the elevator dings to signal we’ve reached our floor.


      “You agreed to do things differently, Stev’k. The Monarch has already signed off on it and given her okay. You can’t back out now.”


      “Someone else will claim her if we do not. I choose her now. We must claim her now.”


      “No. I’m holding you to your promise. Now pipe down. Let’s see what else we can find out about her.”


      “Here we are.” I hold my office door open so she can come inside. “Come on back here. I have a little living space just in case I’m here late and don’t feel like driving home.” I unlock the door to my onsite living quarters.


      “Do you stay overnight often?”


      She follows me in, and I close the door behind us.


      “Not too often, but recently, there have been a few developments that I’ve stayed late to review. Have a seat anywhere. I’ll be right back.”


      I take off the vest I had on so I can rip my shirt off and chuck it in the trash. It’s an old shirt not worth saving. I wipe the sticky off my chest and rush to get back to her, not wanting to waste a minute of our time together. I grab a black Henley from the drawer and walk into the living room.


      “So, how long do you plan on staying in Abrielara?” I look up before pulling the shirt over my head and stop. Her wide eyes are quickly shuttered after taking several trips up and down my body.


      “Um, three days.”


      Apparently, she likes what she sees, and I’m not above flaunting it for her enjoyment. Anything I can do to make her smile and take away some of the stress I see in her shoulders.


      “Like what you see? You can come over here and touch the merchandise. You can try me out before you take me home.”


      I run my hands down my stomach, flex my pecs a few times, and watch her eyes follow my movements. I can’t stop the chuckle from slipping past my lips.


      Her eyes shoot back to mine. She crosses her arms with a smirk and tries her best to look indifferent, but her face already tells me what she thinks about me.


      “No, thank you. I’m good right here and rest assured, I won’t be taking you home.”


      “No shame in admitting you like all this. Come on over here and cop a feel. I promise I won’t mind. I’ll even let you take a bite if you want to.”


      The idea of her laying her lips or teeth on me is highly appealing.


      “I can admit you have a nice body, but you know that already. I don't date or engage with doctors in that way. So, no thank you. I will keep my hands to myself.”


      “Aww. That’s too bad. Maybe later I can change your mind.”


      I was just playing with her but I’m still hopeful as I pull my shirt on and walk toward the kitchenette.


      “You want some coffee? I can put some on and then give Mika a call.”


      “Sure. If you get her on the phone, may I talk to her?”


      She looks anxious, almost as if she expects me to say no.


      “Don’t see why not. Hang on.” I start the coffee and grab the handset to the landline and dial Mika’s house, placing it on speaker so Taliah knows I’m doing what I said I would.


      It rings only for a second before it’s snatched up.


      “Speak.” Solomon’s gruff voice more than implies they haven’t even gotten out of bed yet, or at least he hasn’t. Not surprising for Solomon. He is not a morning person, at least not lately.


      “Good morning to you too, Grumpy. Get your ass up. I was hoping to speak to your wife.”


      I catch the surprise on Taliah’s face. She evidently didn’t know about Solomon, which means she probably doesn’t know about Xaria either.


      “She’s with the baby. What do you want?”


      Taliah’s eyes grow even wider. Yep, I was right. Poor thing is shocked beyond words.


      “She’s got a visitor, and I was going to bring her by your house or have you guys stop by mine. Whichever is easier.”


      Silence is the only beat heard for a few seconds.


      “Let me talk to Mika and see what she wants to do. I’ll call you back.”


      Taliah shakes her head furiously.


      “Uh, is there any way you can just put Mika on the phone? Her sister was hoping to at least hear her voice.”


      “Alright, give me a second. She’s in another room.”


      Taliah puts her hands together in prayer, thanking me silently. I wink at her to let her know it’s going to be okay. I can see the stress in her body just about ready to manifest itself into tears. That’s one thing I can’t handle: seeing a woman cry.


      “She’s coming. Hang on.”


      “Thanks.”


      Taliah is chewing her bottom lip to death. Without thinking, I reach over and release her lip from her teeth with my thumb. I can’t stop myself from caressing it, feeling its softness and wondering what it tastes like. I release it when Mika’s voice comes through the phone.


      “Hello?”


      “Mimi? Is that you?”


      The tears are at the brim. I can see them. I grab a paper towel because I know what’s coming next.


      “Of course it’s me, Tee. I haven’t been gone so long that you’ve forgotten your own sister, have I?”


      The tears she was holding back burst through like the damn broke. I give her the paper towel and take over the phone call since it’s obvious she can’t speak anymore.


      “Mika, do you mind if we drop by? Or we can meet at my house?”


      I pull Taliah into my arms. She stiffens as if she’s surprised by the gesture but relaxes when she realizes I’m only trying to comfort her.


      “Sure. We can meet at your house. I have to call the judge first.”


      “Okay, how about we meet in thirty? Your other sister is here too. We’re gonna pick her up and head on over.”


      I hang on to Taliah after the phone call has ended so she can cry it all out. I hold her securely in my arms and rub her back. She is shorter than me but not so short I can’t hold her just right. She fits perfectly. When she calms down, I step back.


      “You okay, baby girl?”


      “Yes. I’m just so relieved. You don’t know how worried we’ve been. Not being able to reach her or contact her at all has been stressful. Then to receive a postcard telling us she needed us made the situation worse. Hearing her voice just lifted all of that.”


      “I can imagine.”


      “Thank you.”


      “No, thanks needed. So, the next order of business is to find your other sister so we can reunite you guys and then we can go back to getting to know each other better.”


      “I owe you at least that,” she says with a light chuckle.


      “No owing. We get to know each other because you genuinely want to. Not because you think you need to repay me for doing something as simple as making a phone call.”


      “Okay.” She gives me a soft smile, which melts my insides into pure mush.


      “Good. Now let’s find your sister. We’ll take my truck because my house is more than a few blocks away.”


      “Claim her now.”


      I ignore Stev’k’s prompting. However, I know it’s only a matter of time before I will no longer have that option.
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        * * *

      


      I wait in the truck as Taliah runs into the Pettigrew to see if her sister is waiting on her. Within minutes, they are running out, happiness all over their faces. I get out and open the passenger door for Taliah and the back for her sister. Her sister looks me over pretty good before getting in the truck. She’s obviously younger than Taliah. Having seen Mika, seems like beauty runs in the family. Brianna is shorter than Taliah and Mika but still has the same curves, same intense eyes.


      “Bri, this is Brady. Dr. Brady Merrick. He’s taking us to his house and Mika is meeting us there. Brady, this is my sister Brianna, but we call her Bri.”


      I reach around and offer her my hand. “Nice to meet you, Brianna. You can call me Brady.”


      She studies my face for a few minutes and then gives me a big grin. She lays her hand in mine. “Nice to meet you, Brady. Thank you for doing this.”


      “Just like I told your sister, no thanks needed. Alright. Sit tight. We’ll be at my house in a jiffy.”


      “So, does everyone in this town live in a log cabin?” Brianna asks as soon as I pull up in my driveway.


      “No. The homes built in the last ten years or less aren’t. Not unless the buyer picks that style. Most log homes around here are about twenty years or older.”


      “They’re beautiful,” Taliah walks up the stairs behind me.


      “Thanks. I’ve always thought so. You guys come on in. Make yourself at home. Mika should be here shortly. I’m going to make some coffee since I didn’t get to drink the pot I started at the office.”


      “I seem to be making a habit of interrupting your coffee time. I’m sorry.”


      “Baby doll, stop apologizing. Nothing to be sorry for. You want a cup?”


      “Love one.”


      I look over her shoulder at her sister. “How about you, Brianna?”


      “Coffee would be great. Thanks.”


      “Alright. Coming right up.” I leave them to look around but keep my ears peeled. I want to hear what Taliah says about me to her sister if she says anything at all.


      “Instead of eavesdropping, we should be claiming! We must make her ours now!”


      “Are you saying you are going back on your word that you gave to the Monarch just two months ago? You know how she hates it when people don’t keep their word.”


      “No. I do not enjoy disappointing the Monarch,” he says sheepishly.


      “Well then, we have to do this right. Trust me, I agree. I want her too, but in order for us to do what we agreed to do and get what we want, we have to think this though. A little patience is required.”


      Stev’k is impatient, and he has a right to be. We’ve waited a long time to find someone to choose, but this is the worst time for him to choose someone. The absolute worst. I have to put the people of Abrielara before my own needs.


      Before I can even pour the first cup, I hear the front door open and then screeching or screaming. What in the hell? I put the carafe down and high-tail it back to the living room.


      I had nothing to worry about. The sisters are in the middle of a hug fest.


      Solomon walks toward me while keeping his eyes on the women.


      “How did you run into them?”


      “I was getting some coffee and Taliah ran into me. Told me she was looking for her sister and here we are. Speaking of which, I still have yet to have a cup. Want some?” I walk back into the kitchen.


      “Sure. I haven’t had any either this morning.”


      He follows me and I hand him the first cup.


      “How’s the baby?”


      “Perfect, if she would just sleep through the night.”


      “The kiddie whisperer hasn’t got her on a schedule yet?”


      Looking at him now, I see his eyes are baggy and bloodshot. He returns a look of pure exhaustion.


      “Ah, the joys of fatherhood. Remember, you asked for it.”


      “You’re right and I wouldn’t trade it. We really need to get her on a schedule, though. We’ve been taking turns staying up every night. Once we develop a schedule, I’m sure she’ll settle down.”


      I nod and finally take my first sip of coffee. The rich liquid cruises down my throat and straight to my soul.


      Taliah


      Although I knew she was coming, I wasn’t prepared for the release of emotions upon seeing her. Stepping back, I look her over to confirm she’s fine.


      “You look amazing, Mika. Did I hear your husband correctly? You have a baby?”


      “Since when?” Brianna asks defensively.


      I failed to mention that detail in the truck on the way over. I was still processing it myself.


      “Yes, I had a baby a few months ago. She’s with her grandfather right now but I promise you’ll get a chance to meet her.”


      “Girl I was about to say,” Brianna says with less attitude.


      “I want to see pictures.”


      I hold my hand out for her phone and Mika hands it over with her gallery already open.


      “Oh my god Bri. Look.”


      Brianna and I ooh and aah over Mika’s mini me.


      “I can’t wait to meet her. I’m so glad you’re okay.” I hug her again.


      “Thank you, but am I missing something? I saw both of you at Momma’s funeral. Did something happen?”


      Based on the puzzled look on her face, it’s obvious she didn’t send the postcard. I pull it out of my purse and hand it to her.


      “I received this a few days ago. Bri and I have been trying to reach you, but you don’t return our calls and your assistant is no help. I finally saw Momma’s attorney, and he told me you were here. So here we are.”


      Mika continues to look at the postcard. “I see.”


      “Can you please tell us what’s going on? Who sent it? We’ve been worried about you. And in case you haven’t noticed, that postcard is written in Momma’s handwriting. How is that possible?” Brianna asks, tapping the postcard with her manicured fingernail.


      “I would assume that Momma wrote this before she died and had someone mail it for her. She loved to plan things.”


      She sighs heavily. “When I got here, she had written me a letter with instructions to follow. I don’t know what her bottom line is with bringing you guys here, but I think you guys should leave. Like immediately. Before it’s too late.”


      She hands back the postcard.


      “Leave? Why? We just got here, like an hour ago. Why would we leave?”


      “I’ll be happy to come see you guys in a couple of months, but right now, it’s best if you go. Before…” She looks behind me, and I turn to see what has her attention.


      Brady and the man she came in with connect her unblinking stare with one of their own.


      “What’s going on? You’re acting so weird right now,” Brianna says and shrugs her shoulders at me.


      I can only shake my head. I don’t know what’s going on either.


      After a few moments, Mika nods in apparent resignation.


      “It’s already too late. At least for you.” Her eyes land on me and a feeling of dread slides over me.


      “Too late for what?”


      “You will get all the details later, but we need to get Brianna out of here while there’s still time.”


      “What are you talking about? You aren’t making any sense.”


      “I can’t explain everything right now, Taliah, but Brady can later. Right now, we need to get Brianna out of town. Now.”


      The urgency in her voice is clear even though her words are whispered. It scares me.


      “No. I’m not leaving you guys here. If you’re staying, then so am I.” Brianna crosses her arms in defiance.


      “You don’t know what you’re saying, what you’re putting at risk. For once in your life, just trust me, Bri.”


      The plea in Mika’s voice makes me fear for myself. Why is it too late for me to leave? Why does Brady have to tell me the details?


      Bria flounces down on the couch, her eyes glued to her lap.


      “If you guys are staying, then so am I. Y’all are the only family I have left. Why would I leave and go where? If Taliah has to stay and you are already here, there is no reason why I can’t stay either.”


      “Taliah, talk some sense into her.” Mika turns to me.


      “I can’t when I don’t even know what the danger is. Besides, you know how hard-headed she is. When she puts her foot down, that’s it; there’s no moving her.”


      Mika’s eyes look over my shoulder again. I follow her gaze in time to see the man she came with shaking his head slightly.


      How strange. Something is going on here, and whatever it is, he doesn’t want her to say any more about it. The Mika I knew would never let someone else determine for her what to say or when to say it. Especially not a man.


      Her shoulders drop with a sigh. “Well, I guess there’s nothing left to say. You can’t say I didn’t warn you.”


      The silence that follows is ominous. I don’t know about Brianna, but my mind is flooded with all kinds of questions. All of which I know Mika will not answer, obviously. I’m so happy to see her. Happy to see she’s fine, or at least appears fine, but something weird is going on here.


      “How long have you been here, Mika?” I ask softly.


      “Since Momma’s funeral.”


      “You didn’t think to call us at least once to let us know where you were?”


      Brianna’s quick, accusing tone leaves a lot to be desired. Can’t say I don’t understand where she’s coming from though. But we only have our side of the story to refer to. We know nothing about Mika’s time here.


      “Well, no. I was told I couldn’t.”


      “By whom?” I implore. “Who would have the right to dictate that?”


      “Momma’s attorney. It was Momma’s wish that I not tell you where I was.”


      “Why would she do that?” Brianna asks, but Mika ignores the question.


      “You know Momma. She hardly ever explained the reason for her actions before. We shouldn’t expect any different now. Besides, neither one of you paid me any mind at the funeral. I tried multiple times to get your attention so we could talk but both of you were too busy. I honestly didn’t think you would know I was gone.”


      “Mika, that’s not true.”


      We may have been drowning in our own grief but had we known she really wanted to talk we would have made the time.


      “Oh, really, Taliah? Look how long it took you to realize something may be up. It never would have crossed your mind to come looking for me if it weren’t for the postcard. Admit it. Nothing wrong with it because we know that’s just how it is, but at least be honest about it.”


      “You have a point. We have never been close enough to know if there was something big going on in your life that we didn’t see on the internet. Definitely nothing personal. That’s something we want to change. The only family we have is in this room. We care what happens to you and want to be a part of your life. We hope you want to be a part of ours too.”


      Mika opens her arms to me. I walk in them, wrapping mine around her.


      “I’m so happy you’re okay, sis. I really am.”


      “I’m glad I’m okay too.” She laughs and squeezes me before letting me go. “I’m happy to see both of you.” She looks over her shoulder at Bri. “Even bonehead Brianna.”


      “Hey!” Bri chucks a pillow at her and jumps up to give her a hug. “Just promise you will stay in touch with us from now on. None of this moving across the country without a note. My sanity can’t take it.”
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        * * *

      


      After the emotional morning we had, we decided to meet again for a late dinner. Mika and Solomon, who I learned was her husband and a doctor as well, had some errands they needed to run.


      I was grateful for a little downtime and looking at Bri’s face, I knew she could use a nap as well. There was still a lot to discuss. The biggest question: Why does she want us to leave so bad?


      She said that Brady would fill me in on the details, and I intend to get them. I’ll ask when he and I can be alone. Whatever is supposedly keeping me here isn’t a factor for Brianna yet. I know she insists on staying no matter what, but sometimes, knowing the details can change your whole outlook on things.


      I honestly don’t know what could be so bad that leaving would make everything better. Or force me to stay but not Bri.


      Although there is something weird going on here, I can’t help but be elated that we found Mika and she’s okay. It’s all I can focus on at the moment. However, tonight at dinner, Brady and I are going to have a little talk. Minus all of the smooth-talking, body rubbing, peck flexing, and eye winking from earlier.


      Yeah, minus all of that.
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      “Thanks for not saying anything.”


      After dropping Taliah and Brianna off at the Pettigrew, I drove over to Solomon’s and Mika’s house. The idea of having this discussion with Taliah without clarity on how I want to communicate what I need is terrifying. Unfortunately, I don’t have any other choice.


      “Don’t thank me. If I didn’t know her experience would be different than mine, I may have,” Mika retorts.


      “At the risk of being on the wrong side of the Monarch’s good graces? I doubt that very seriously, sweetheart. Besides, her experience will only be different than yours to a degree.” Solomon reminds her.


      “You have me there. At least she’s going to know everything up front,” she says to her husband.


      “True, but it’s going to be more clinical than anything, at least in the beginning. Some things will be the same,” I interject.


      The only person I’ve told how I think this version of the Passage should go is the Monarch. I would be remiss to give theoretical details about this process to anyone else.


      I know why I’m doing it and I never thought I would consider changing my mind for anything. But I can’t help but think about the whole reason for the Passage in the first place. And how I’ve pretty much written myself out of the equation when I decided to turn my Passage into a clinical study.


      “You could always change your mind. I’m sure the Monarch would understand.”


      Solomon’s statement is said gently. We’ve known each other all of our lives. He knows why I’m questioning my own decision while not budging from it at the same time. Makes no sense but it is what it is.


      “Can’t do that.”


      “So when do you plan on telling her?”


      The look in Mika’s eyes leaves no doubt my answer better meet her expectations.


      “I told her I would pick her up for dinner later tonight. I plan to talk to her then. However, after thinking about it, I think I need to talk to the Monarch first.”


      “Okay, I guess we really need to find out why Momma sent her and Brianna here anyway. Might help you explain things when you talk to her.”


      “Knock, knock,” the judge announces.


      Mika jumps up and takes the baby from him.


      “How was my girl?” she asks the judge but only has eyes for her daughter.


      “She was a gem like always. The ladies love her.”


      “Now the truth comes out. She’s your wingman,” I joke with the judge. I know that isn’t entirely true but it doesn’t stop me from giving him a hard time.


      “Judge…” Mika warns but he quickly puts a stop to it.


      “You know I would never use her that way. I genuinely love spending time with her. I can’t help it if the ladies in my office also love seeing her too.”


      “Don’t let me find out.” She cuts her eyes at him but her tight-lipped grin belies how serious she is.


      “So, I hear we have visitors in town.”


      He sits beside me. He gives me the side eye. “You’ve chosen one?”


      I don’t bother answering. He already knows the answer.


      “That’s what we wanted to talk to you about. My sisters received a postcard in Momma’s handwriting. Seems like something you would be a part of. What I want to know is why did she want them here, knowing what would probably happen when they got here?”


      “You know your mother, Mika,” he retorts flippantly.


      “Uh, no, I don’t. I think I know why she didn’t tell me anything about Abrielara or my family history before I got here. But at least I can say I have family here. Brianna and Taliah don’t have the same history that I do. At least, I don’t think they do.”


      “Believe it or not, your mother didn’t tell me everything. She gave me a few instructions to follow, but other than that, she told me nothing.”


      “But you are the one who mailed the postcard though, right? There’s no one else involved in my mother’s afterlife activities, is there?”


      “I am the one who mailed the postcard. I think I’m the only one she involved in all this besides her attorney. With that said, I don’t know everything your mother planned. What I can tell you is that to your mother, family was everything.”


      Mika stands on that note.


      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m going to take the baby upstairs. Brady.” She nods at me on her way out.


      “Mika.”


      “You struggling with something, son?” the judge asks once Mika makes it upstairs.


      “Yes.” I give a noncommittal nod. “No.” Sighing heavily, I head to the kitchen to fix a drink. “I know I’m making the right decision for Abrielara, without a doubt. But I’m not sure if I’m making the right decision for me and Stev’k.”


      “Ah. Are they not one and the same?”


      I hand Solomon his drink and set the bottled water on the table for the judge. He looks at me expectantly.


      “After the heart attack scare you just had, I don’t think alcohol is a part of your diet.”


      “Just answer my question and leave the worrying about my health to me.”


      “Well, when I first started this, I thought they were. What’s good for Abrielara has to be good for us as well. But we weren’t supposed to choose someone. And now that we have, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do. I can’t include Taliah in the trial.”


      “Why not?” the judge asks, obviously confused.


      “Too many uncontrollable variables. If I’m doing a trial, I need true controls. Adding her to the mix changes everything.”


      “I
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