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This book could only be dedicated to Mandie, because she loved it first (five years ago!) and pestered me to finish the story. With much love for all you do, all you are and for always believing.
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Lucas

AWARENESS, WHEN IT pounced on me, was swift and brutal.

I groaned. My tongue felt like sandpaper, and the tip of it was stuck to the roof of my mouth. When. . .and why. . .had I eaten a bundle of copper wire. . .from the bottom of a garbage can? My mouth tasted like shit, with a subtle metallic undertone.

I rolled over, which wasn’t as easy as it sounds since every muscle of my body, large and small, felt like it was on fire. The sheet around my hips slid down, and a cool draft of air hit me where it shouldn’t have. Why the hell was I naked? My eyes flew open, and I leaped off the bed, my gaze darting around the room. Waking up nude only happened when I was in bed with a woman, and there wasn’t one of those in sight.

I grabbed my head, moaning at the stabbing pain between my eyes. I sank to the edge of the bed and then fell back, hissing, when the sunlight that filtered through the heavy hotel room curtains hit me. The brightness intensified the pounding in my head.

Nausea gripped me. Hangover. Maybe the worst one I’d ever had. Christ almighty, what’d happened last night?

Memory began to return. A farewell party, thrown by some of the faculty of the college I was leaving as well as some of my former students, now proud college grads. We’d met at the local bar in town, the plan being to toss back a few beers, have some laughs and say good-bye before I took off for my new life in Florida. But somehow after four or five beers, staying to enjoy the local band had become more appealing. We’d done shots, and other people had joined us.

I’d turned to speak to a friend, and that’s when I’d seen her. She stood at the bar between two stools, both of which were occupied by guys who were checking her out. She didn’t even acknowledge them. Dark hair waved around her shoulders and her lithe body screamed to be touched, but it was her eyes that haunted me with their familiarity. When she turned that startling blue gaze on me, I nearly stuttered, because she reminded me of Cathryn, my ex-girlfriend. Or rather, the girl I’d hoped would be mine, until she’d broken up with me two weeks before. This woman’s eyes were the same, yes, but there was more. She was taller than Cathryn, and her hair was shiny black instead of white-blonde. But they both had the simmer just beneath the cool exterior, an occasional flash of molten lava under a layer of rock.

I didn’t remember anything after I’d begun talking to the woman. The rest of the night was a blank, as though I’d traveled in time from the moment we’d met to the second I’d opened my eyes just now. Maybe I had. I’d learned from Cathryn that there was more to the world than most of us guessed, much more than what we saw on the surface.

At least I knew where I was, even if I didn’t recall how I’d gotten back here last night. I’d checked into the hotel just before meeting my friends. There was a few days’ gap between the end of my lease on the townhouse just off campus and my scheduled departure to the Sunshine State, so I’d decided to hang out at the local Holiday Inn while I tied up a few loose ends.

I was pretty certain I wouldn’t be doing anything today except groaning in bed, and maybe worshipping at the porcelain throne. At least I’d be doing it at a hotel, where I could lay around in peace and not have to clean up after myself. My stomach turned over again, and I sprinted for the bathroom, barely making it before retching over the toilet bowl.

I collapsed back against the cool tile wall, breathing hard. God, I was too old for this shit. I hadn’t gotten that wasted in years—I remembered doing shots last night, but I didn’t think I’d done enough to make me feel this bad. I frowned, wondering if this were something else. Food poisoning, maybe? Or death eating me from the inside out?

I pushed myself up, and as I did, a flutter of white paper caught my eye. It was taped to the bathroom mirror, blowing a little in the rush of air from the vent in the ceiling. I reached for it with hands that still shook from my vomit session.

The writing was slanted, neat curlicues that made me think of the copy of the Declaration of Independence I’d seen in Philadelphia on school trips. Or maybe on the wedding invitations from all my friends who’d gotten married over the years. None of my students submitted anything that wasn’t computer-generated these days, and it was weird to see handwriting.

Lucas,

I realize you’re awaking with many questions, and quite likely feeling rather ill. I apologize that I couldn’t linger to be more help to you, but my hasty departure was unavoidable.

I have, however, set up a delivery for you. The messenger should be arriving before noon, at which time I hope you’re up and able to receive what you need. Follow your instincts, my friend.

I’ll try to be in touch with you as soon as possible, but until then, trust that I did what was necessary, and try to forgive me.

Fate is a tricky thing. Yours has been set for years, and I’m not yet certain whether my own actions have circumvented it or complicated it. Time will tell.

Veronica

P.S. I’d be remiss if I didn’t thank you for an enjoyable evening prior to our business. Your enthusiasm is matched only by your endowment. Our time together brought me more pleasure than I’d anticipated. Until next time.

I read it once, twice and then let the paper fall to the counter. None of the words made any sense, beyond her observation that I was probably waking up with questions. And vomiting. She hit the bulls-eye there.

But what kind of delivery had she arranged? Drugs? Had this chick dosed me with something? I’d read a book once where an enemy agent had seduced a regular guy, injected him with a toxic cocktail and then used the promise of an antidote to blackmail the dude into going on missions for her. Was Veronica an undercover spy? And just what did she expect from me?

I scanned my arms for any signs of needle marks, but there were none I could see. I twisted in front the mirror, checking out my ass. I didn’t see tracks, but maybe she’d used one of those super-fine needles. Who knew what secret agents were capable of doing?

And what was all the fate shit in the note? She’d circumvented or complicated what? Was I supposed to be killed last night, and she’d saved me? I raked my hand through my hair, making it stand on end. Leaning in closer to the sink, I studied my face in the mirror. Did I look different? Paler? I narrowed my eyes. Nah, that was probably just side effects of my hangover. I hoped. But my eyes. . .I opened them wide now. Instead of the blue I’d looked out through my whole life, they were now brown. What the hell had happened to my eyes?

The rest of my body felt okay. It was in the same condition I’d been maintaining for a long time. Not too bad for a guy pushing forty, I thought. And hey, apparently I’d impressed the mystery woman who may or may not have tried to kill me, both with my endurance and endowment. That was something. I glanced down at the note again and realized she hadn’t written ‘endurance’, she’d said ‘enthusiasm’. Well, I’d just focus on the endowment part.

A pounding at the door made me jump. I staggered out of the bathroom, and finding a pair of basketball shorts hanging out of my duffel bag, pulled them on. Another fist on the door was accompanied by a voice.

“Hey! Delivery for Mr. Reilly here.”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah, hold on. I’m coming.” I turned a T-shirt right side out and stretched it over my head. Before I opened the door, I put one eye to the peephole.

The guy who stood on the other side was probably older than me by about ten years. He was balding, with a paunch and a bored expression. The muscle shirt he wore had seen better days; the slogan across the front—Trust Shorty—was barely readable. He held a cooler in one hand.

I unlocked the door, and sliding back the chain, cracked it open. “Hey. Sorry. I was. . .” I cleared my throat. “Sleeping.”

He smirked, his eyes raking up and down my body. “Yeah.” He thrust the white and red cooler toward me along with a printed form. “Here ya go. It’s pre-paid, so you’re good to go. Sign on the bottom line. Lady said to tell you to look for the note.”

I braced one hand on the door jam. “Yeah, I got it. What lady? What’d she look like?” I wanted to grab this guy by the collar of his grimy shirt and shake answers out of him.

He held up the hand not holding the cooler and stepped back. “I got no idea. I just make the deliveries. I know nothing.” His beady black eyes met mine, and abruptly, I was dizzy, as numbers floated in front of my mind.

Five years, six months, three days. Five years, six months, three days.

It repeated, the words ringing in my ears and blinking into my field of vision. I stumbled back into the room, just catching the edge of the door before it swung shut. “What is that? What does it mean?”

“Buddy, what’re you talking about?” Shorty glanced behind him, up and down the empty corridor of the hotel. “I didn’t hear nothing. Or see nothing, either. You sick or something?” He dropped the cooler on the floor and backed up further, his forehead wrinkled and his mouth tight.

Five years, six months, three days. Five years, six months, three days

“What the hell is going on?” I was almost begging him now.

“I’m telling you, I don’t know. Some dame came by, paid ahead and set up a delivery schedule. We don’t ask questions, we just do our jobs.”

“This woman—did she have black hair? And really bright blue eyes?”

Shorty shrugged. “I dunno, man. I didn’t see her. She talked to the front office, and I’m just the delivery guy, right?” He must’ve decided I wasn’t too great a threat, since he took a tentative step forward. “You don’t mind me saying it, you don’t look so hot. Want me to call you a doctor or something? Tell the front desk to send you someone?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m okay.” I just needed to lie down and get these screaming numbers to stop. I reached over and dragged the plastic ice chest into my room. It was heavier than I’d expected. If it did contain drugs, there must’ve been a ton of them. I patted at my hips out of instinct before I remembered that I didn’t have pockets in these shorts. “I’m sorry, I don’t have my wallet right here to give you anything—if you want to wait, I can look—”

He shook his head. “Nope, not a problem. Lady took care of me already. You just. . .” He pointed in the general direction of the bed. “You should probably lay down or something. Maybe you need what’s in the cooler, huh? Check it out.” He looked all around again, and I felt his uneasiness steal over me like a slickness. “I’ll catch you later.”

He was gone before my door clicked closed. I dropped to my knees next to the ice chest and struggled to press the button to open it. My hands were shaking, although now that Shorty was out of sight, the numbers had quit shouting at me, and I couldn’t see them anymore either.

The latch finally gave way, and the top swung down. I leaned to look inside.

Bags of red liquid were stacked neatly in two piles of three. Steam rose from them as the warmer air hit the dry ice. I leaned back, recoiling at the sight. Blood? What the fuck?

Did I need a transfusion? Gingerly I reached down to pick up one of the packets, wondering if I’d find tubing and needles beneath. Nothing. But honestly, did I really think I could give myself blood even if I had all equipment? Hell, I fainted at the sight of a paper cut. I was a total wuss when it came to medical shit.

I held the bag of blood in my hand, and a roaring need consumed me. It was a thirst unlike any I’d ever known, worse than when I’d run the Ironman Tri on the hottest day in June a few years back.

Follow your instincts, my friend.

I didn’t seem to have any choice. All I could think of was the liquid in my grasp. I had to have it—now. There was a small circle near the top that was meant for a needle, I assumed. The plastic was thinner there, and I worked at it, tearing a little hole.

Once it had broken, I could smell the blood, and the pounding in my head was inescapable. I held the bag to my lips and sucked, hard, reveling in the cold metallic taste rolling over my tongue and down my throat.

I drained one bag and reached for another. When the second was dry, I dropped back, leaning against the end of the bed. The nausea was gone, and I felt stronger. More myself, and yet so different. I looked down at my hands, stained red with the few drops I’d let escape my mouth, and horror hit me.

What had I done? What had I become?
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I’D BEEN WAITING a long time to eat at this elegant uptown restaurant, and now here I was, with succulent tenderloin of beef and the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. He was just about to reach across the table—to take my hand, I hoped, although it might have been to snag the last piece of beef from my plate—when instead he kissed me. I was confused; how had he reached my lips across the table, and why were his lips so wet and slobbery?

I blinked into sunlight only partly blocked by a small ball of white fur. His solemn brown eyes regarded me with hope, and his tail thumped against the bed. He kissed me again, and I giggled. The man and the meal might have both been a dream, but morning puppy love was my reality.

“Morning, Makani.” I touched the soft fluff on his head. “Thanks for the wake-up kisses. Need to go out?”

The pup’s tail wagged faster in answer. I swung my legs out of bed, groaning again, and paused momentarily to consider what I was wearing. An oversized tee completely hid my sleep shorts, but if I stuck to my tiny backyard, no one would see me. I decided it was a risk I could take.

Makani was only ten weeks old, and I didn’t usually bother to put on his harness and leash for our first walk of the day, when the urgency was greatest. I scooped him up and hurried outside through the back door. Once we were on the small patch of grass that I generously referred to as my backyard, I deposited the pup on the ground.

“Okay, Makani.” I used my best firm voice. “Be a good boy now. Come on, be a good boy.”

According to the dog-training book, “be a good boy” was code for “go to the bathroom here and now.” So far it had worked sporadically.

Makani was just getting down to business when I heard noise coming from the house next door. Instantly the dog’s ears perked up, and before I could react, he took off in the direction of the sounds.

“Makani!” I yelled, giving chase. “Makani, you get back here! Heel! Stop!”

I came to a sudden halt just before I ran headlong into a huge sweaty man wearing a bright orange T-shirt emblazoned with the words “Don’t Fuck with Number One”. The front of his ball cap read “Marvelous Movers” in block print. He leaned on a dolly and looked down at me

“Hey there.” A meaty hand on my shoulder steadied me. “That your dog?” He gestured with his head toward the deck on the back of my next-door neighbor’s house, where Makani stood, alternately barking and whimpering.

“Yes.” I hissed the word through clenched teeth, suddenly all too aware that I appeared to be dressed in only a T-shirt. My legs felt too long and exposed. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to look casual. Relaxed.

“Hell, that ain’t a dog!” Another burly mover rounded the truck to join my morning audience. “That’s just an overgrown rat!”

Indignation overcame humiliation. “He is not a rat. He is a Maltese—and he’s just a puppy.” Summoning the tatters of my remaining dignity, I marched up the steps and grabbed Makani. My face burned as I ignored the jeering laughter of the two movers and turned to leave the deck.

“What’s going on out there?” From within the darkness of the house, beyond the sliding glass door, I heard a husky voice. I squinted to make out a shape, but the man within didn’t move close enough to the doors to be more than a shadow.

“Hey, Mr. Reilly—nothing, just one of your new neighbors comin’ over to say hello.” Mover Number Two’s suggestive tone was barely veiled.

“No—my dog ran away over here—I’m sorry to bother you. I didn’t realize anyone was living in the house. Not that my dog comes over here. Ever. Today was the first time—he heard people and just took off—” I realized I was babbling and shut my mouth with a snap. “Sorry.”

Mr. Reilly—for that was apparently the name of my new neighbor—moved just a bit closer to the open door. I could see now that he was tall and had light hair, but his face remained shadowed.

“No problem.” He spoke after a long silence. He turned to face the movers again, and through the shadows, I could see that while he wasn’t what my grandma would call skinny, he wasn’t a muscle-bound guy, either.

“If you don’t need anything else from me at the moment, I’ll be in the master bedroom, lying down. Just knock on the door when you’re finished.” He sounded tired, I thought. I wondered if he’d traveled a long way to get here. But before I could say anything or introduce myself properly, he disappeared into the darkness beyond the door.

The two moving men looked at each and shrugged. “Okay, whatever, boss,” the first one called. “We’ll take care of this.” Both of them trudged toward the front of the house where I could make out the front of a large moving truck. Makani and I were forgotten on the deck.

I looked down at the puppy in my arms. He’d stopped struggling to get down and was snuggled against me.

“Created enough trouble for one morning, huh?” I nuzzled the top of his head. “Great way to greet our new neighbor. Did it escape your notice that he was much closer to my age than anyone else around here? Hmmm?” I climbed down the few steps and headed back toward my own back door, where I caught sight of my reflection in the glass. I groaned. I’d just met this new guy looking like I wasn’t wearing any pants with my hair sticking out all over my head and pink night cream still in evidence below my eyes.

“Well, we made quite an impression, didn’t we?” I muttered to Makani as I hauled him inside and closed the door behind us. “The first man under seventy to move into the neighborhood, and I meet him looking like a skank. A skank with pink eye.”

The pup squirmed, and I let him down, watching absently as he scampered over the tile into the kitchen. He glanced over his shoulder to see if I were following him to dish up the morning dose of wet food.

“I shouldn’t give you anything.” I tried to put on my stern face even as I walked toward the fridge. “After that stunt you pulled. . .it should be bread and water for you.”

The dog sat on his haunches and grinned up at me, his tongue lolling to one side.

“Oh, whatever.” I dug around for the canned food and spooned it into his plastic bowl. “Just don’t do that again. You can’t go running off to the neighbors’ houses. I’ll get a bad rep as a puppy mama.”

Makani barely spared me a glance as he gobbled up the food. Clearly good neighbor relations weren’t at the top of his priority list.

I waited until he’d finished eating and then put him into the crate so that I could shower in peace and dress in my daily uniform of shorts, a loose T-shirt and flip flops. Working at home in Florida definitely had its advantages; no suits, no high heel shoes and no frustrating commute. Just me, my laptop and my camera, and whatever ingredients had to go into the dish of the day.

Just as I was about to fire up the computer, my doorbell rang. I stood up fast, wondering if it could possibly be my new neighbor, stopping in for a cup of sugar. Or to declare his undying love for me. Or even just his unbridled lust. Whichever, I was cool with it.

Sadly, a peek out the window told me that my visitor was not of the hunky new neighbor variety. The person standing on my stoop was decidedly female and a good forty years my senior.

I opened the door, smiling. “Hey, Mrs. Mac. What’s up?”

She grinned up at me from below her fluffy gray bangs. “I just thought I’d stop by and make sure you had that terrifying monster dog of yours under control, you hussy, you!”

I swallowed a sigh. “So I take it that the story of my morning dash is already making the rounds, huh?”

“Sweetie, it was the hot topic at canasta this morning. Supposedly we have a new neighbor who’s right around your age, and you’re already throwing yourself at him. Dolores Sayers said she looked out her window and saw our very own Jackie O’Brien outside half-naked, flirting with the moving men. Becky Donavon said no, you forced your dog over there and tried to sweet-talk your way into the new fellow’s house, wearing nothing but a tight shirt and a smile.”

“Oh, for the love of Mike.” I stood back, opening the door wider. “Come on in, and I’ll set the record straight.”

She followed me back into the kitchen, huffing a little as her white sneakers squeaked on the tile. “Are you cooking today?”

“Yeah. I was just about to look at the recipe.” I pulled out a chair for her and pointed to the glossy hardcover book on the table. “Check out this one.”

“Oh, boy. What’s the title?” She reached for it and scanned the cover. “Feeling French and Frisky On The Cheap.” She rolled her eyes. “Good Lord, what next? What ever happened to the basics? When your grandmother and I were young marrieds, the cookbooks had practical names. Like Cooking on a Budget. Or Quick and Easy Meals for the New Wife.” She tapped the glossy cover on the table. “This sounds like it can’t decide whether it’s a recipe book or a sex manual.”

“Mrs. Mac!” I shook my head. “Honestly.”

She poked my arm. “When I was your age, being American and frisky was enough for us. And what does cheap have to do with it? Doesn’t cost anything to be frisky.”

“It’s these editors. They’re always looking for a more outrageous name than the last so they can sell more books.” I poured us each a cup of coffee and set down the mug in front my neighbor. “The chick who wrote this one has a show on the local cable station in Orlando. I guess she knows someone who knows someone at the magazine, and the next thing you know, I’m reviewing it.”

“Hmph. What’re you going to make?”

“Cute and Cocky Coq Au Vin.”

Mrs. Mac raised her eyebrows. “You’re putting me on. It’s not really called that.”

I laid my hand on my heart. “Swear to God. Can you believe it?” I sipped my coffee. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to be taken seriously as a food writer when I have to make stuff like this.”

“Maybe you don’t have to worry about that any more. Maybe you’ll hook yourself the man next door and be set for life.”

I snorted. “First of all, what makes you think I need a man to be set for life? Second, maybe he’s a total deadbeat, and he’d want me to support him, not the other way around. And last, with my luck he’s either taken or gay. Or he could be a lot older than he looked. I didn’t get a very clear view.”

“Nah, he’s not. I got the whole skinny on him from Poor Myrtle.” Poor Myrtle was thus called because many decades before, when she was only eighteen, she’d gotten married in haste and subsequently repented at leisure, as the saying went. Her erstwhile groom ran off after a month of marriage, and Myrtle never got over it. She didn’t ever remarry or even date, according to the Golden Rays scuttlebutt. Of course, what they didn’t mention was that after her marriage debacle, she’d studied real estate and established her own agency in Pennsylvania. When retirement age rolled around, Poor Myrtle sold her business in a multi-million dollar deal and moved to Florida. She was bored down here, though, so she kept a desk in an agency and dabbled in the local housing market. Poor Myrtle, indeed.

“Oh, really? What does Poor Myrtle have to say? And why am I only hearing about this now? You could’ve told me before. I had no idea anyone was even moving in today.”

“I didn’t know, either. Apparently, his name is Lucas Reilly. He’s Ellen’s nephew. Poor Myrtle said Ellen left the house to him, and he told Myrtle he was moving down, but she figured he’d change his mind and just sell it. That’s why she didn’t say anything before now. She didn’t want to get our hopes up, since she never thought anyone as young as him would want to live down here with all us old fogeys.”

I tilted my
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