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            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      The hot summer storm left the air sticky. However, it had provided the perfect cover for the spacecraft to land silently and completely undetected amid the growl of rolling thunder and lightning. Deep within the heart of the forested area, the ship had grounded itself with a jarring thump. It was on its last reserves, and powering down the engines this time would mean a complete shutdown of all systems. Permanently. Outside, the driving rain had pounded the outer hull of the craft like nails, frightening the thirty-one refugees huddled inside.

      As the wind blew the black clouds to the south, the refugees exited to stand on solid ground for the first time in years. Some had to be helped out of the ship. Others stood on trembling legs and stared in amazement at this strange new place they would have to learn to adapt to. Learn to live in. Learn to survive.

      Jebaral Gitall Morr breathed in the fresh, rain-soaked air. His skin tingled with awareness, and the possibility of danger and opportunity now facing him and his fellow survivors. Aware he was standing with his hands clenched into fists, he forced himself to open his fingers and take another deep lungful of air.

      There were scents here he didn’t know. Not yet, anyway, but soon. Soon he would be able to identify those things which could be harmful to him, and those which wouldn’t. Right now, though, all he wanted was a few hours to stand here and listen to the coming night. And, hopefully, he would be able to find a little time when he could stop being afraid and waiting for the retaliatory blow to fall.

      “What are you thinking?” a deep voice behind him rumbled.

      From the corner of his eye, Jebaral watched the stocky form of his brother come to stand beside him. He heard the man sniff appreciatively, and he allowed himself a tiny smile in response. “I am thinking how glad I am to be out of that ship. I am thinking about what I am going to do with the rest of my life.”

      Simolif glanced over at him. “Now that you have a life?” he finished for his younger sibling.

      Nodding, Jebaral let his body do his talking for him. This world might be unknown territory, but it held promise. More than that, it held security. And hope.

      A movement near his shoulder made him turn his head in question. “What are you doing?”

      Simolif continued to bounce up and down on the balls of his feet almost like a youngling discovering a new sensation. “Gravity’s lighter here. If I weigh sixty koll, I will be surprised.”

      “That is good,” Jebaral noted. “It means our denser muscle mass will be beneficial to us. Give us more strength.”

      Overhead the departing clouds revealed a sky of oranges and blues. Between the leaves of the huge plant growth found on this planet, the distant stars were familiar friends, although their patterns were strange and unidentifiable. He felt Simolif place a hand at his back, inadvertently on the very spot where the adjac had chewed a hole in his shoulder. He jerked back from the white hot streak of agony that zipped through his body, searing nerve endings. A grunt escaped him before he could stop himself. Simolif immediately raised his hand.

      “Forgive me. I was too wrapped up in the moment and forgot.”

      “Do not apologize. I almost forgot as well.”

      They continued to stare at the fall of night. Creatures emerged around them, creating noises that, oddly, didn’t seem intimidating, although they knew there would be some danger on this planet. Still, it would never compare to the horrors they had escaped from.

      “I wonder what the inhabitants look like,” Simolif commented softly.

      Throwing a glance over his shoulder, Jebaral gave him a tight smile. “We will never know if we remain here, will we?”

      “We will need to find out soon so we can blend in among them once the sun rises.”

      Jebaral nodded without commenting. It was time. They both knew it. Pivoting around, Jebaral walked over to where the rest of them who remained gathered in small groups. They lifted their heads at his approach, waiting to be told what they knew was coming.

      “My friends, welcome to your home.” Standing as straight as he could, and trying to ignore the burning pain streaking up and down the backs of his legs, Jebaral gave them his blessing.

      “From here on, you are on your own. Scatter and find a place where you can finally be happy. We will survive and thrive here, I am certain of it.” Unconsciously he drew another deep breath of the rich, fragrant air. Deep in his gut he knew this planet had been a good choice. For some reason he couldn’t explain, he felt he would be able to live many long years here—at least a few more than he would have under Arran domination. His eyes raked over the weary-looking group before him. They all had taken the chance, basically placing their lives in his and Simolif’s hands in order to escape the deaths they knew would come if they had remained on Barandat.

      “Good fortune, and have a long and happy life,” he said softly, holding his hands up in the air.

      At the sign of dismissal, the group slowly broke apart, walking away singly or in clumps of twos or threes. Jebaral watched them go until there remained only himself and his brother.

      “But never forget the Arra may ultimately find this place,” Simolif muttered under his breath.

      “Which is why the ship must be totally destroyed. We cannot make it easy for them to track us.” Pulling a slender rod from his tunic pocket, Jebaral walked over to the narrow doorway, broke the rod apart, and tossed it into the interior of the spacecraft. That done, he turned his back on the ship that had been his home, his refuge, and his prison for the past two years and walked away. Simolif joined him, and together they disappeared into the woods as a boiling black cloud rolled out of the ship’s doorway.

      In less than an hour, the craft was nothing more than a bubbling mass of liquid seeping into the loamy soil. By morning there was no trace anything unusual had occurred the night before.
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      Hannah

      

      “Get your butt in here, girl, and hope Billy doesn’t find out I’ve already clocked you in. Or else it’ll be my butt!” Barb grabbed the woman by the wrist as she came through the back door. She thrust the apron into Hannah’s hands as the young woman shrugged out of her sweater. “I’m sorry. Carl was being his usual self, and I had to walk over here.”

      The older woman narrowed her eyes and hastily scanned the slender woman tying on her pocket apron. Slender, hell. Hannah Pitt was downright skinny, no thanks to that no-good boyfriend of hers.

      Another more pointed examination revealed the fresh bruises on the woman’s upper arm. At her scrutiny, Hannah pulled on her sleeve to try and cover them. Barb snorted with a trace of anger. If a soul knew where to look, they could spot a dozen of the telltale signs—the fresh or fading bruises, the scabbed-over scratches. The covered-up marks that told more about the short-tempered man Hannah lived with. Worse still, Barb realized the haunted look in the young woman’s eyes was growing more and more pronounced as the weeks went by.

      Hannah had come to work at Barkett’s Diner eight months ago. Although the woman was friendly, and their regular patrons had taken to the painfully shy introvert, there was very little Barb knew about her. But there was a novel’s worth of information the older woman could read on the younger blonde’s face. In the way she reacted to others, it was a classic case of abuse, plain and simple. And it was a damn shame. No woman deserved to be treated as such, especially not a sweet girl like Hannah Pitt.

      If Carl Jamison was "being his usual self", it meant the son of a bitch had taken her tips from yesterday then absconded with the ten-year-old Ford to find an open bar. Barb knew Hannah was the sole supporter of the two since Carl had suffered a "back injury" sometime in the past and therefore wasn’t able to hold down a full-time job.

      “Who’s in my section?” Hannah whispered, rubbing her palms on her skirt. If the overflow wasn’t too bad, Barb would take her customers if she was running late.

      “Just Mr. Braddock over at his usual table,” the older woman replied. “I told him you were helping in the kitchen, which was why I took his order.” Lifting her head a few inches, Barb glanced over the storage cabinet and through the narrow slit in the doorway which led out into the dining area. “He’s probably ready for a refill on his coffee by now.”

      Hannah flashed her a thankful smile. “Thanks a bunch, Barb. I owe you.” Straightening her shoulders, the young woman went out the swinging doors with her ponytail swinging like a pendulum.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, Hannah grabbed the pot of decaf and marched over to where the hardware store owner was sitting back in his favorite booth, the day’s paper shielding him from view. Quietly she refreshed his cup and picked up his empty plate to take back to the kitchen.

      “I’m gonna need a to-go order of some biscuits and gravy,” the man requested from behind his newsprint shield.

      “Not a problem, Bart. I’ll go put in the order for you right now,” Hannah replied. The moment she spoke, the paper jerked to one side and Braddock gave her the once-over.

      “Morning, Hannah. ’Preciate it.”

      She nodded and went back to replace the pot before entering the kitchen. Stepping over the threshold, she nearly collided with Billy Barkett, owner of the diner. A look at the man’s face told her what she didn’t want to know.

      “Glad to see you finally got here, Hannah. Tell Barbara I’m docking you both the thirty minutes you tried to finagle out of me by clocking in early.” His eyes were narrow, his face flushed from the heat of the kitchen. The man was not in a good mood.

      Hannah tried to swallow over the lump in her throat. The man intimidated her. In fact, most men did. “Sorry, Mr. Barkett. It won’t happen again.”

      “Of course it won’t,” he snapped and abruptly turned back into the kitchen. Hannah let go of the breath she had been holding and followed him inside to put the empty plate still in her hand into the deep sink. Quickly scribbling Mr. Braddock’s to-go order on her pad, she ripped off the top sheet and slipped it underneath the clip on the order turn wheel.

      Exiting back into the restaurant, she reached for the boxes underneath the counter to keep herself busy. Little mundane chores like refilling the napkin holders and the salt and pepper shakers allowed her to keep busy, at least enough to satisfy the boss man so he wouldn’t yell at her for goofing off on the job. It also kept her mind off of her current situation at home, and what she had to face after her shift was over. Every now and then she glanced around to see if anyone had come in and sat down in her section. Once Braddock left for work after she had delivered his to-go order, she cleaned off his table and scooped the fifty cents he always left as a tip into her apron pocket.

      She had just reached for the tray of ketchup bottles to refill when an finger poked her in the back. “Mr. Hunk of the Month just walked in,” Barb whispered next to her cheek. Immediately that same cheek, plus its twin, went bright red, drawing a chuckle from the older woman. “Oh, come on, Hannah. When are you two gonna stop dancing around each other and go out on a date?”

      “Barb! I already have a boyfriend.”

      “Yeah. A boyfriend. Not a husband,” the woman reminded her.

      Hannah shot her friend a look of dismay, then glanced up at the man taking his usual seat at the far end of the diner, facing the interior where he could see the whole of the establishment.

      She took a deep breath to try and calm the heavy thudding of her heart as she grabbed the coffee pot and went over to take his order. As she approached the man, she could feel her knees going watery with every step. Fortunately his head was bowed over something he held in his hands, which prevented him from seeing her until she reached down to turn his cup over in the saucer.

      “Morning, Jeb,” she somehow managed to say.

      Jeb raised his face and graced her with a smile. The whole diner lit up with sunshine. The man couldn’t have been more gorgeous than if he had just stepped out of one of those fashion magazines. By sheer will alone she managed to grab onto her racing heart and calm it down to a slow trot.

      “What can I get you this morning?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t notice her flushed face. What would you like? Pancakes? An onion and mushroom omelet? Me?

      Shut up, Hannah,  a little voice told her. Hannah knew that voice and that tone all too well. She referred to that part of herself as Mr. Mean. It was the side of her conscience whose job it was to remind her of her obligations. Of her duties. Of her inevitable lot in life.

      “Morning, Hannah. I’d like a Belgian waffle, please.” His voice was as warm as the syrup they served. The mere sound of it had the power to ooze through the cracks in her parched soul and tempt it with its undeniable sweetness.

      “Would you like strawberries or blueberries on top?”

      Her eyes were drawn to his large, long-fingered hands as they emptied two packets of granulated sugar into his coffee, then picked up a spoon to stir. The utensil looked tiny in his hand. On the seat next to him was a pamphlet of some sort. She couldn’t read it because it was lying face down.

      “Strawberries, please.”

      Please. He always said please.  Didn’t matter what he needed or did, Mr. Jeb Morr always added a please to the end. Hannah had a fantasy that he even said please to the women he took to bed. Let’s make love, please.  A shiver ran through her at the thought.

      Immediately those brown-gold eyes narrowed slightly. She could see his nostrils thin as he inventoried her from top to bottom. Before she was aware of doing it, Hannah reached up to tug on the sleeve of her blouse, hoping he hadn’t seen the fresh marks. Pasting a smile on her face, she nodded. “One plate of Belgians with strawberries on top coming up!” She knew without looking back that he watched her departure into the kitchen.

      While his breakfast was on the griddle, Hannah went from table to table to exchange the salt and pepper shakers with refilled ones. All the while she kept one eye on Jeb while he continued to read the brochure. By the time she reached his table she noticed he was ready for a refill. Quickly she went to get the pot.

      “Planning a vacation?” She tried to sound nonchalant. Making casual conversation.

      “Just reading up on a few things,” he answered enigmatically as she poured. “Looks like today is going to be another scorcher.”

      He had an accent, but no way could she place it. It didn’t sound French or Spanish. Or Italian, or German. Heck, it didn’t sound like any kind of accent she had ever heard on television, but she didn’t want to appear rude by asking him where he was from.

      Not that she hadn’t dwelled about it in the past.

      In all the time he had been coming to the diner for breakfast, regular as clockwork for the past five months, they had spoken less than a page full of words to each other. And most of those had been what he had ordered to eat.

      She knew he worked on the construction site for the new bank over on Fifth. She knew he was a vegetarian, of sorts. He never wanted any kind of meat with his breakfast, although he ate eggs. She also knew he seemed overly alert to whoever entered the diner, as if he was anticipating someone. That was the extent of what she knew about the man. That, and the fact that his name sounded as foreign as his accent. But it was enough to make her happy. It was enough to allow her to dream.

      Did he have a girlfriend?  It didn’t matter, and Hannah wasn’t about to ask for fear of finding out that he did. In her dreams she could imagine him timidly asking her out on a date.

      Him. Timid. Instead of me. Me. Hannah. The aggressor instead of the subservient one.

      In her dreams he wasn’t the abusive kind. He used those large hands to hold and caress instead of clenching them into fists to strike at her.

      They would agree to meet at some out-of-the-way place where he would pick her up and take her to some nice secluded restaurant so they could enjoy a real meal over candlelight. They would talk about everything and anything. They would be honest with each other, and make confessions they knew would not be spread about.

      And then he would ask her if she wouldn’t mind going back to his place for an after-dinner coffee. It would be a nice little apartment, all clean and tidy because he cared about appearances. And one thing would lead to another. First a kiss. Then an admission that he had loved her ever since the first moment he laid eyes on her. And he would carry her back to the bedroom where they would make love. Hours later, he would take her back to where they had met.

      Maybe take her back to the movie theater so she could use going to the film as her excuse as to why she had been gone for two hours. Before he left her there, he would make her promise she would go with him wherever he went. He would promise to come for her when it was time for him to move on, and she would have no choice but to go with him because he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her behind. Just as much as she couldn’t bear for him to leave her behind.

      The counter bell ringing brought her back to the present. Hannah blinked at the rude awakening.

      “Order up, Hannah! Get your head out of the clouds and feed the customers!”

      Throwing her boss an apologetic look, she grabbed the plate of waffles and took them over to the dark-haired man she had been fantasizing about. She was about to turn and leave when that deep, liquid voice said, “Tomorrow’s my last day.”

      It was as if her heart froze in place. Honest to God, she could feel her face go as stiff as stone. But somehow she managed to turn around to face him.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I was thinking about going up to Clearwater to see if there might be work for me there.”

      She knew the bank was finished. Connie Culpepper, who worked at the old location, had been in yesterday during the noon lunch rush and told Hannah they were already moving in the furniture. By next Monday they expected to have the doors open for business.

      The bank was built, so she had figured he would move on to another construction site. A site here in Laughlin. Not Clearwater. Not all the way up there. It was a good hundred some odd miles away. If he went to Clearwater, there was no way he would drive down here just to eat breakfast.

      “That’s…I mean, I’m sorry to hear you’re going to have to move on, Mr. Morr.”

      She saw his eyes dart back to the marks on her arm, but she no longer cared.

      “I have enjoyed our conversations in the past, Hannah. I am going to miss seeing you in the mornings.”

      It was nice of him to say so.  Her heart cracked under the strain of the cold and pressure. Already little slivers were breaking away on their own and falling to her feet.

      “I’m going to miss having you come by,” she managed. She couldn’t breathe. Her lungs wouldn’t draw air. A sharp, brittle-edged pain lanced up through her belly and into her throat. Hannah gasped as the hurt burned her eyes, making them water.

      Oh shit, what is wrong with me? Why does the thought of him leaving make me hurt so damn much?  She had a man. Actually, she was stuck with a man. With Carl. But at least he wanted her. He needed her. And, in some vague way, he honestly loved her, although she was no longer able to tell.

      Jeb Morr had to move on. He had to earn a paycheck, just like everyone else. After tomorrow he would be gone, but she would still have her memories of him. She could still cherish her dreams. Those would never be taken away from her. Or beaten out of her.

      They stood staring at each other for several heartbeats, until a family entered the diner and took a seat at one of Hannah’s stations. A man, woman, and three young rowdy boys. Tourists passing through, from the looks of them. Muttering an apology, she tore herself away from his booth to go wait on them.

      By the time she managed to bring them their drinks and take their orders, Hannah turned to find the back booth empty. The sight of it was almost too much to bear.

      Walking over to clean it up, she lifted the five dollar tip from where he always tucked it under the saucer, and shoved it into her apron pocket. The rest she carried over to the cashier’s station.

      Barb came up behind her and watched her shove the register drawer closed. “What’s the matter, hon? You got that look that makes me think you just got some bad news.”

      Hannah turned around, keeping her eyes directed downward. The last thing she needed was to fall apart. Not that Barb wouldn’t put her arms around her like she’d done in the past and try to make things appear better than they were. But having a crying jag right here and now wouldn’t be good for business. And the last thing she needed was to lose her job because of some silly daydreams she had cherished about a man who never thought twice about her.

      She gave a small shrug with one shoulder. “It’s nothing. Jeb told me tomorrow would be his last day in Laughlin. The bank’s finished, so he’s thinking of moving up to Clearwater to see if he can find a job up there.”

      A work-roughened hand reached out to take one of hers. Barb gave it a squeeze. “I’m sorry, hon.” The woman’s voice was filled with compassion. To Hannah it felt good.

      “’S okay.”

      “Want to take a quick break?”

      Hannah shook her head. “I can’t. I just got here.”

      “Then go throw some water on your face and freshen your lipstick. You look like hell.”

      Finally raising her eyes to look at the older woman, Hannah gave a watery chuckle. “Gee. Thanks a lot.”

      Barb smiled at her and gave her a little shove toward the restrooms. Hannah obliged because she had no other choice.

      But there was still tomorrow morning. His last morning to come to the diner. Without realizing it, a plan began to form in her mind. She had one chance, and she was determined to go for it.

      After all, she had nothing else to lose.
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      Jeb

      

      The pickup was over fifteen years old, but she still had a lot of life left in her. Jeb coaxed the stick shift into second as he neared the construction site. A quick turn south, and he could park in the lot for the bank’s employees.

      From the moment she had come to serve him coffee, he had known she had been victimized again last night. Breakfast rolled uneasily in his stomach at the thought of what she’d had to endure. That made three times this week, and the week wasn’t over.

      He knew he had to tell her he was moving along. It wouldn’t have been right to just stop showing up when his having breakfast at the diner had been a morning ritual for almost five months. What irked Jeb more was the fact he couldn’t figure out why he cared enough about the woman to think he owed her any sort of explanation.

      He glanced down at his hands that gripped the steering wheel. They were good hands, if he did say so himself. Although keeping the nails clean could sometimes be a pain. Turning his left wrist over, he looked at the inside of his arm, knowing he wouldn’t see them. But they were there, underneath the pale skin. Visible only at night after he had sloughed his outer layer.

      He had phoned Simolif last night from the pay phone at the end of the block, since the motel room he was renting by the week didn’t have that luxury, and he didn't own a cell phone. Not yet, anyway.

      They had chatted about what they were doing. Interesting things they had discovered. More oddities they had noted about these people they lived among. Then Jeb had told Simolif he was moving on and that he would call as soon as he was settled to let his brother know where he could be reached.

      Five years ago they had risked the chance to find civilization together. They needed to find the dominant species on this world. Needed to see what they looked like so they could morph into a nearly carbon copy of them. Or else they would not have been able to blend in among them.

      They had been astonished to find that the inhabitants were bipeds, like them. Even more astonishing was the fact their body structure was almost identical to the natives. Other than a change in the outer layer, there would be little they would have to do in order to fit in. It was almost too good to be true.

      Still, there were some irregularities they had to adjust in order for them to fit in. Not to mention certain peculiarities about this species that proved to be minor roadblocks.

      Jeb strode from the parking lot to the bank building. Grabbing his hardhat from the stack, he went inside to find the construction boss. B and A Construction used its own team of men to complete a job. But because of the time constraint, they had gone to the local employment agency and hired six more men to come aboard temporarily. Now that the bank was finished, Jeb had gotten his walking papers yesterday. He would finish up on those pneumatic machines in the drive-thru lanes today. Tomorrow he would pick up his last paycheck and hit the road.

      “Hey, Morr.” Anson Bennetson, senior co-partner of the firm, gave him a nod. “Finishing the drive-up lanes today?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” The man paused, then added, “Hate to have to let you go, Jeb. You’re a damn good worker. In fact, I was wondering if you wouldn’t be interested in coming on full-time. It’s a done deal. All you would have to do is fill out the paperwork and do the drug testing. No big deal. What do you say? Can you go with it?”

      Jeb balanced his hands on his hips. The man’s offer tempted him in ways he couldn’t begin to explain. Yet the answer would always be⁠—

      “No. Thank you for the offer, Mr. Bennetson, but I’m going to have to pass. In fact, after I pick up my paycheck tomorrow, I’ll be heading for Clearwater.”

      The older man tried to hide his disappointment. “Clearwater? What’s up there, if I might ask?”

      Jeb threw a shrug into the mixture. It was a gesture he’d found could convey any number of emotions and unspoken explanations. “I have a brother up in Templeton. Eventually I hope to connect up with him.”

      “Templeton, huh? Is that where you’re from?”

      “No, sir. We’re from…overseas. A little country called Barandat.”

      Bennetson nodded. “That’s where you get that accent. I figured you must not be from around here. But you have your papers, and you’re a damn fine worker, and that’s all that counts with me. Well, son, it’s been a privilege. Thanks for coming aboard this time around. If you change your mind, you know my number.” He held out a beefy hand which Jeb took, and they shook. Giving the boss a little salute with his hardhat, Jeb went outside to complete work on the base of the machines.

      Staying. A home.

      They were forbidden words. Wishful words. Without provocation images of Hannah popped into his mind. Angrily Jeb set his jaw and turned his concentration to setting up the bricks.

      What wouldn’t he give to be able to set down roots? To stop running and be able to live a life without fear?

      The image of Hannah’s face floated before his mind’s eye again. That haunted look that never left her. Jeb figured he'd recalled her because of the fear word.

      The woman lived in fear every day of her life, just like he did. Although it was a different kind of fear. If mankind ever found out about the race of beings called Ruinos living among them…

      He glanced overhead at the bright sunlight. It would reach into the low nineties today. His epidermal layer would stay nice and tight until sunset, but by that time, he would be safely ensconced inside his motel room for the night. Only then could he remove the human-looking layer and relax in his own skin.

      That relaxation came with a price. The Arra could not track them in the daylight when they were wearing their outer skin. At night, however, the pale reflection of light that bounced off the moon wasn’t enough to keep them imprisoned. By opening themselves to their true forms, the Ruinos also placed themselves in jeopardy of being discovered. Hunted. Captured or killed.

      No. Not or killed. And killed. Ruinos had unbelievably short life spans when they were captives of the Arra.

      Jeb shook his head in thought as his hands automatically laid a symmetrical foundation of bricks around the shiny aluminum machine. There was a lot he had accomplished in the short time he had been on this planet. He could physically pass for one of them. He could speak their language—or at least one of them—well enough to be understood. Plus read and write in it. He had even managed to soak up as many of the nuances he could find regarding their culture.

      Yet for every accomplishment, there were many more he couldn’t fully grasp. At least not now. For one, he couldn’t pass a drug test. For another he had no legal documentation. What papers he had he’d paid a lot of money for. He was as illegal an alien as he could be.

      His thoughts wandered back to Hannah. She had gone totally white when he had told her he was leaving. Her blue eyes had filled with tears. If Jeb allowed himself to believe, he would have thought she had been devastated by the news.

      The image of the purplish bruise on her upper arm came back into focus. What kind of human could hurt an innocent such as Hannah?  The woman wore her vulnerability about the same way he wore his outer skin.

      Why didn’t she leave the man?  It wasn’t like she needed him for anything. At least, not financially. According to Barb, she was the only breadwinner in that relationship. That was what the woman had told him that one morning he had gone to breakfast and not seen Hannah at work.
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        * * *

      

      “She called in sick,” the woman said tightly, pouring him a cup of coffee.

      “Sick? Is it serious?”

      Barbara gave him a cautious look, wondering how honest she could be with him. “If you’re thinking a stomach virus or something like that, you’d be wrong. What can I get you?”

      He decided on a cheese omelet, then watched as the woman went to place his order. The diner was practically empty this time of the morning. Although it opened for business at six a.m., the morning rush usually didn’t start until after seven.

      Breaking his morning routine, he picked up his cup and walked over to the bar, perching on one of the stools. Barb turned around and gave him a surprised look. Before she could say anything, he asked point blank, “Did he hurt her again?”

      “She didn’t say, but I would put money on it.”

      Jeb chewed over the saying and took it for a yes.

      “It’s almost become a nightly ritual,” the woman continued in a whisper. “You’d think he’d lay off of her since she’s the one footin’ the bills. Payin’ the rent. That no-good boyfriend hasn’t held down a job for the past year and a half. Says he hurt his back. He was collecting workman’s comp until a few months ago when it ran out.”  Barb shook her head at the injustice. “I feel so sorry for the woman. I just can’t tell you.”

      “Think she’ll be back tomorrow?”

      “Maybe. Depends on how bad he roughed her up. But I will tell you this. Carl’s gotten a lot more careful where and how much he bruises her.  The man knows if he’s not careful he could hospitalize her, and that would mean an end to his bar-hopping with the boys until she got well enough to go back to work.”
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        * * *

      

      A crunching sound brought him back to the present. Jeb stared at the dust particles in his hand. He had crushed the hard clay brick as easily as wadding a sheet of paper. Gritting his teeth, he bent back to his task.

      He wished he could do something for her, but what?  The woman was claimed. He had no rights to her. Even if he did, there was nothing he could offer her. Absolutely nothing.

      Lane one was finished. Getting to his feet, Jeb went over to the truck with the water cooler and poured himself a paper cup full. One down, three to go.  At this rate, he would be finished well before quitting time, not that it mattered anymore. He would go back to the motel and pack his things. Maybe go out for a nice last meal at La Italiana before calling it a day. Then in the morning go see Hannah at the diner for one final breakfast before picking up his last paycheck and heading out of town. Next stop, Clearwater.

      Draining the cup, Jeb tossed it into the trash bag and returned to his brick laying. He would be able to keep his hands busy, but his mind had the whole day to dwell on Hannah Pitt.

      To dwell. And reminisce. And wonder why the woman affected him as much as she did, when no other woman on this planet had before.
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      Carl

      

      The moment he stepped into the diner he knew something was wrong. The place had opened up less than ten minutes ago, and there were only two other customers besides himself. But there was an odd feeling to the place.

      His Ruinos abilities came to the forefront. Emotions had a smell to them, and sometimes a taste. The stronger the emotion, the stronger the smell. They could be sensed above all other smells, like the fresh-perked aroma of coffee, the frying bacon and sausage patties.

      This morning, Jeb could smell sadness. And anger. Pungent, acrid anger. Unleashed anger, from what he could tell with another tentative sniff.

      Trying to appear nonchalant, he ambled over to his usual booth and slid onto the Naugahyde seat. Tapping his fingertips together, he waited to be served. He didn’t have to wait long.

      Barb bustled out from the back and spotted him. Grabbing the carafe from behind the counter, she hurried over to pour him a cup of coffee. One look at her face said it all, but he had to ask anyway.

      “Where’s Hannah?”

      “She called in sick.”

      He barely managed to stifle the groan that rose in his throat. “Not again,” he said to help cover up his disappointment. She couldn’t be gone. Not on his last day in town.

      “Yeah. Only this time I think it’s worse.” She gave him a worried look. “It was Carl who called in for her. Said Hannah was in the bathroom throwing up and couldn’t make it to the phone.”

      Suddenly she plunked the carafe on the table and sat down in the seat across from him. “I hate to say this, but I’m worried sick. She’s never had Carl call in before.”

      “You’re thinking he’s hurt her so badly she can’t call in herself?”

      The woman nodded. “I have half a mind to call the cops and report it.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      “Because what if she’s really sick, like with the flu? Wouldn’t I look like an idiot? So the next time he really does do a number on her and I try to call it in, they might think I’m yelling wolf again.”

      The analogy totally threw him, but Jeb made a mental note to check out its meaning. “Is there anything I can do?”

      This time the reaction he got from the waitress was completely foreign to him. She reached out to take one of his hands in both of hers and squeezed. “If I could, I would go over there to check on her. Make sure she’s okay. But I can’t leave here, not when we’re short-handed and we haven’t had the morning rush yet. But…”

      “You want me to go over there?” The remark was both a question and a request. Jeb knew there was no way he could leave Laughlin without a final goodbye.

      “Could you? Please?” Before he could answer, she took out her order book and tore out the last page. Hastily she scribbled an address on it. “She’s in lot number four. You can’t miss it. She has daisies planted all around. Even has little daisies painted on the fence.”

      Jeb glanced at the address. It was to a trailer park not too far down the road. “Want me to call you when I find out something?”

      “Please?”

      He nodded, getting to his feet. “Shouldn’t take me too long.”

      “Oh, by the way, they have an old brown Chevy pickup. If it’s there, it means he’s home. The son of a bitch never lets her take it by herself.”

      “Don’t worry.” Flashing her a smile, he hurried outside and climbed into his truck.

      The mobile home park was eight blocks away. It took him less than ten minutes to pull into the main driveway that laced its way around and through the site. Barb was right. He spotted the trailer almost immediately, looking like a garden oasis. A riot of flowers ran around the outer rim of the trailer. Another lengthy bed lined the fence that had more flowers painted on each individual slat.

      The narrow slab of concrete that sufficed as a parking area was empty. There was no brown truck, meaning Carl was not at home. Good.  Then Hannah wouldn’t be afraid to give him some honest answers.

      Walking up to the front door, he rang the little doorbell whose button was the center of a bright yellow and white daisy. And he waited.

      There was no sound. No one came to the door or attempted to. For all he could tell, there was no movement at all inside. He rapped on the small window inset. “Hannah? It’s me, Jeb Morr.”

      Still nothing.

      Taking a deep breath, he walked around to the back side of the trailer where he noticed one partly opened tiny screened window.

      “Hannah? It’s me! Jeb Morr. I came by because Barb said you called in sick.”

      There continued to be no discernable movement inside. For a second, he wondered if Carl hadn’t taken her to the hospital himself, when an odor drifted to him from the hand-cranked window.

      It was the scent of pain. And blood.

      He rushed back to the front door and tried to open it, but it was locked. Bracing himself, Jeb firmly grasped the doorknob and applied more force on it. The lock crunched inside, the inner mechanism shattered by his great strength, and the crumpled brass knob came off his hand. The door swung open easily.

      The place was dark. The stench of pain smacked him in the face like a well-aimed blow. Slowly he walked down the narrow hallway, peering into the second bedroom as he passed. Then the bathroom.

      Reaching the master bedroom, he scanned it for any sign of her, but the place was empty.

      Empty except for the smattering of blood droplets on the rumpled sheets.

      The thick, hot scent of blood filled his nose. Jeb paused. The smell was too great to be coming from just those few drops.

      “It was Carl who called in for her. Said Hannah was in the bathroom throwing up and couldn’t make it to the phone.”

      The bathroom.

      There was another door at the rear of the master bedroom.

      At first glance, he had thought it was a closet, but then he noticed it was to his right. In three long strides, he reached the closed door and threw it open.

      At the sight of her, he nearly gagged. She was hunched over between the toilet and the bathtub. Her face was hanging over the seat so the blood would fall directly into the bowl. She appeared unconscious, but alive.

      Barely.

      Jeb dropped to his knees. “Hannah? Hannah, it’s me. Jeb. Oh, great stars, talk to me, Hannah. How badly did that son of a bitch hurt you? Do I need to take you to the hospital, or what? Hannah?” He reached for her as one swollen, blackened eye managed to peel open to peer at him.

      “Jeb?” Her lips were split. Blood had run down the corner of her mouth and over her chin. Congealed smears masked one entire side of her face from temple to jaw.

      “Why would he do this to you?” Her pain was his now. He could almost feel his skin cracking and tearing.

      “Jeb?”

      There was no question as to what he had to do. Getting to his feet, he lifted her in his arms and kicked down the toilet lid before sitting her on top of it. With a wet washcloth, he tried to clean up as much of the gore as he could, and prayed his ministrations weren’t causing her any further agony.

      “What…” She tried to swallow but couldn’t. “What are you doing here?”

      “Carl called in to the diner to say you were sick and wouldn’t be able to come to work. Barb and I feared the worst, so I came over to check up on you.” He paused to look over the damage done to her beautiful face. “He did this to you, didn’t he?”

      “It was my fault,” Hannah tried to explain. Jeb cut her off angrily.

      “There is no excuse for him to do this to you.”

      “Yeah…there was.” She tried to smile but it hurt too much.

      “Go on. I’m listening. What excuse could you give that would convince me you deserved this kind of brutality?”

      She tried to take a deep breath. It came out as a painful gasp, leading Jeb to believe she could have some internal injuries. Not waiting for her to answer, he tenderly lifted her into his arms and took her out to his truck. She protested feebly but he ignored her. Going back inside he couldn’t find a suitcase or duffle bag, but he did find a box of garbage bags underneath the kitchen sink. Tearing one off the roll, he went back into the bedroom and began stuffing clothes from the closet into it. In the dresser he found underwear. Nightgowns. Socks. Her tennis shoes she always wore at work he found beside the bed. On top of them he threw in what he could find in the bathroom. A toothbrush, hairbrush, and some of those hair clips and elastic things he had seen her wear. The last item he grabbed was her handbag that was sitting open on the kitchen counter. Closing the drawstring, he returned outside and tossed the bag into the bed of the truck, then climbed in on the other side.

      “Jeb, don’t do this,” she whispered brokenly against the other door.

      “I’m taking you to the hospital.”

      “No!” A small hand still bearing traces of blood latched onto his arm. Jeb looked over to see her eyes wide and pleading, despite the ugly puffiness around the blackened, swollen sockets. “No hospital,” she begged.

      “Why not?”

      “They’ll think…you did it. Until I tell them different. And I…I don’t know if I’ll still be awake then.” She released his arm, letting her hand drop to the seat between them.

      She looked so small and defenseless. The thin nightgown she wore was still coated in blood. It clung to her body, outlining her breasts and abdomen. It was all he could do not to pull her into his embrace and promise to shelter her for all the rest of his days.

      The sudden surge of emotion rocked him to the core.

      He gave her a brief nod and put the truck in reverse, when the roar of another engine drew up behind them. Jeb glanced into the rearview mirror to see a battered brown pickup pulling in.

      A fair-haired man wearing a pair of jeans, a faded blue t-shirt, and a baseball cap that read Nolander’s Automotive got out from behind the wheel and came striding over to Hannah’s side of the truck. Instinctively Jeb leaned over and punched down the door lock after making sure the window was all the way up.

      “Hannah! Hannah! What the fuck are you doing?” The man, Carl, tried to open her door without success. He glared at Jeb. “Who the fuck are you? What are you doing with my woman?” he yelled.

      Hannah moved as if to open the door for him. Jeb reached out and took both of her hands in his. “Don’t.”

      She turned blue eyes fogged with pain in his direction. “But⁠—”

      “You’re coming with me.”

      He could swear she literally melted at that remark, as if she had wanted him to say something along those lines. Putting the truck in reverse, Jeb cut the wheels to avoid hitting the vehicle parked behind him.

      Carl pummeled the cab with his fists. He tried kicking the door. Realizing he wasn’t accomplishing anything, he ran around to the driver’s side and began beating on the window. It would only be a matter of seconds before the glass cracked. Throwing the stick shift into park, Jeb opened his door and stepped out, leaving the motor running.

      A fist came flying around the door frame. It failed to make contact. Jeb caught it with his own and tightly clamped his fingers down over it. And kept tightening.

      Carl hooted at the sudden pain. He tried to extricate his hand from the man’s grasp, but it was like having the bones crushed in a vise. Dropping to his knees, the hoot escalated into a thin shriek of pain. “Let go!” he finally howled.

      Jeb let go. In one smooth move, he slid back inside the truck cab, slammed the door, and pulled out, leaving the man bending over in agony near the daisy-painted fence.

      He drove back to the diner, pulling up at the rear. Jumping out, he hurried over to the back door and rapped on it. Seconds later Barb stuck her head out. Her eyes widened with horror when she saw Hannah propped up in the seat.

      “Oh, dear God! Is she alive?” The woman hustled outside and over to the passenger side. Hannah was either out cold or unable to respond. Either way, her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow.

      “I want to take her to the hospital but she won’t let me,” Jeb told her. “I would have called, but Carl showed up as we were leaving, so I brought her here.” He paused, then added, “He and I had a minor disagreement. He’ll be nursing that right hand for a while.”

      Barb slowly shook her head. “You know the man’s gonna come over here next. She can’t stay here.”

      “She’s going with me.” The words were out of his mouth before he had the chance to think about it. Barb gave him a look of disbelief. “Until she’s well enough to decide what she wants to do, I’ll take care of her,” he promised.

      “Just a second, then,” the older woman ordered him, and disappeared back inside the diner. Jeb nervously watched the road for the brown pickup until she reappeared with two brown paper bags. Shoving them into his hands, she told him, “I put a couple of breakfast biscuits and two cups of coffee in this bag. Her tips are in the other.” Seeing his quizzical expression, Barb made a shooing motion with her hands. “It ain’t much, but it should help get her back on her feet. Don’t worry about Carl. If he comes here, I’ll have Billy greet him with that Winchester he keeps behind the counter for emergencies. Now go.”

      Jeb got back into the truck, tucking the two bags in the seat between him and Hannah. As he pulled away, he raised a hand in farewell to the woman watching them go. She waved back, and the last thing he thought he heard her say was to plea, “Keep her safe!”
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      Tumbril Harbor

      

      Clearwater was one hundred and eighteen miles northeast of Laughlin. Even so, Jeb felt it wasn’t far enough away. Once Carl recovered, he would come after the man who had taken Hannah. Then he would be coming after her.

      He pulled down the pamphlet from where he had tucked it over the visor. Mr. Bennetson had given it to him Wednesday. It was a tourist brochure for a place called Tumbril Harbor. The man had a close cousin there who ran a lumber mill. The place was known for the timber it produced exclusively for shipbuilders.

      “If you ever venture in that direction and need a few days’ or a few weeks’ worth of work, tell Tom I sent you.”

      Tumbril Harbor wasn’t off of any major highway or secondary artery. One had to travel winding country roads to reach it. As a town, it was slightly smaller than Laughlin, but it was surrounded by forest, with a direct route to the ocean. Picturesque. Easy to get lost in. And it was only another four hour drive away.

      Hannah hadn’t awakened since she had passed out on their way back to the diner. Neither had she moved when he got back into the truck after picking up his paycheck. It wasn’t until he had to stop to buy a bottle of aspirin and gas up the truck just outside of Clearwater that she finally came to. Slowly she pulled herself up and looked groggily around. When she focused on him driving, it all came back to her.

      “Take a couple of those aspirin,” he gently ordered, nodding toward the small bottle sitting on the seat between them. “There’s also coffee and a breakfast biscuit in the paper sack, but they may be cold by now.”

      “Where are we?”

      “North of Clearwater.” He nodded at the second sack in the floorboard near her feet. “Barb put your tips in that other sack.”

      He noticed her glance at him as she reached for the first sack containing the coffee. “North of Clearwater?” she finally understood. “I…thought…”

      Tossing her the brochure, Jeb explained. “I changed my mind. We’re going to Tumbril Harbor. I was told it has a mill that’s owned and run by Mr. Bennetson’s cousin. He said I could have a job there if I wanted it.” He glanced at her sipping from the Styrofoam cup. “If it's too cold, I can stop at the next town and get you some fresh, if you want.”

      “No.” She carefully shook her head. “It’s okay. It’s still warm. It feels good on my throat.” Sighing, Hannah stared out her passenger window at the passing scenery. From that angle, the worst of her cuts and bruises were out of sight, although the black fingertip-sized splotches around her throat and neck were clearly evident. Jeb felt his anger simmer in his blood. He had been too generous letting the man get away with just a crushed hand.

      Long minutes and several miles went by. Jeb rarely played the radio in the truck, preferring the quiet and peace of mind he could obtain while driving. So the next time she spoke, her question vibrated in the air.

      “Why?”

      He knew sooner or later she was going to ask him that question. Human emotions were fragile things. And early on he had learned that the truth, no matter how much it could wound, was always the best road taken.

      “Because I could not bear the thought of him hurting you anymore.”

      His answer got her attention. Hannah turned to stare at him. Instead of asking any further questions, she dipped into the sack and brought out the breakfast biscuit. Beth had dropped one with sausage and egg, and one with egg and cheese only. Jeb had left her the one with the meat. Slowly he watched from the corner of his eye as she pinched off pieces of the biscuit before putting them into her mouth and carefully chewing them.

      “Jeb?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s going to happen to me now?”

      “I guess that all depends upon you.”

      Blue eyes dulled with the hopelessness of their situation looked over at him. “Don’t leave me,” she whispered. Her plea was barely audible above the growl of the engine.

      “Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I’ll be here for you until you decide what you want to do with your life.”

      “And then?”

      “And then you’re free to go,” he said as his insides turned inside out. Crystal bright pain shot through his chest, stunning him with the force of his reaction. Jeb knew he would have to face a very real, very possible future without her in it because of the decisions he had made today.

      When she is ready to leave me, will I be able to let her go?

      After eating, Hannah curled up on the seat, her head propped against his leg and thigh, and dropped back to sleep. He had picked up a thermal blanket at the Gas ’N Go when he’d filled up. Now he tucked its plaid edges around her to keep her warm as she slept. Sleep was good for her. It was the great healer, and that was what she needed lots of. He soon found having her head resting on his thigh was causing unusual stirrings in his chest and lower belly. It also was a feeling he could easily grow to like. Despite the circumstances of her being with him, Jeb couldn’t deny the fact he had no regrets over bringing her with him. In all honesty, he knew he hadn’t made it a point to go to the diner every morning simply to have breakfast. He had gone because of Hannah. Because he wanted to see her face and teasing smile. He needed to hear her voice and her laughter when she tried to pass along a joke she’d heard.

      Hannah Pitt had come to mean something very real and promising to him. Which was why any dreams of a future with her were both poignant and impossible.

      Hannah Pitt was human. He, Jebaral Gitall Morr, was nothing remotely human.

      Still, he could protect her as he promised. Protect her and care for her until she healed and was able to face the world again on her own two feet.

      Silently, Jeb prayed that time would not come too soon.

      It was nearly three when he turned onto the simple two-lane blacktop that led to Tumbril Harbor. Hannah also roused herself from sleep and sat up with the blanket wrapped tightly about her.

      “We’re about seven miles from Tumbril Harbor. When we get there, I’ll find us a place to stay, then I’ll get us something to eat. Anything in particular you’d like?”

      She shook her head. Hunched over slightly, she appeared extremely vulnerable and lost. “I don’t care,” she finally answered. “But I would love something cold to drink, if that’s all right.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “What time is it?”

      “A little after three.”

      She reached up to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. Her fingers encountered some dried blood, and she stared at the flakes in numb surprise.

      “You can take a bath while I’m gone.”

      “I don’t have anything to wear,” she protested feebly. Parting the blanket slightly, she noticed the bloodstains on her gown. “I don’t think I’ll be able to get all the blood out of this.”

      “Don’t worry. I brought along some of your things. They’re in the bag in the bed.”

      He watched as she shifted around and looked out the back window. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      According to the sign, Tumbril Harbor was established in 1818, and many of the buildings they drove past looked like they had been built around that time. As the brochure promised, modernization was not allowed within fifteen miles of the city limits. So if one came to this little seaside resort looking to shop at a department store, or to eat at a well-known fast-food restaurant, they would be out of luck. Which was fine with Jeb. One of the reasons he preferred the smaller towns was because each one had its own unique flavor. A specialness that crept into his bones and made him feel more at ease.

      Simolif, on the other hand, preferred the anonymity of living in bigger cities. Between the two of them, they could argue the pros and cons for hours. Yes, the big city made it easier to blend in with the populace. But small towns were often less easily accessible. Plus the people were friendlier and more willing to help.

      Coming around a bend, Jeb spotted a sign which read Harvest Moon Motor Lodge. He pulled into the parking lot, making sure the truck was parked away from the main office. The last thing he and Hannah needed was for someone to see her in her present condition and start asking questions.

      The office was empty. Jeb slapped the bell for attention. Presently an older woman came out to greet him with a smile.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was on the Internet. Are you needing a room?”

      “Do you have weekly rates?” he inquired.

      She gave him a closer look. “Planning on staying a while, are you?”

      Jeb gave her his best smile. She seemed to melt from its effect, as he’d hoped she would. “I’d like to think so. I’ll be applying for a job over at the mill. Mr. Mallon’s cousin from Laughlin sent me.”

      That bit of news shredded any further doubts she had about him. “Oh! Anson sent you! Well, to answer your question, yeah. With tourist season about over, I can set you up on a weekly basis. No problem.” She leaned partway over the counter and spotted the truck in the parking lot. “By yourself?”

      “No. I’m with a friend.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      Her tone of voice put him immediately on edge. That, and the smoky smell of something he couldn’t identify. Again, truth would always win out, no matter the consequences. Jeb knew from experience that lying often caused disastrous results.

      “Yes, ma’am. Is that going to be a problem…”

      There was a plaque hanging on the opposite wall. Given by the Tumbril Harbor Chamber of Commerce to Walt and Wendy Newburg.

      “…Mrs. Newburg?”

      The smoky smell dissipated. The warm smile returned.

      “No. Not that I can see.” She pulled a notebook from under the counter and dropped it in front of him. “I’ll need you to fill this form out for me. I’ll be right back.”

      He finished furnishing the information she needed as she returned with a key dangling on a short chain bearing the number eleven.

      “Eleven’s on the end. I thought not having to deal with people on both sides of you would give you a little more privacy. Plus you’ll have a little extra room to park.”

      He paid cash for the week, noticing she didn’t charge him for the coming weekend. Rates usually ran from Monday through Sunday, payable in advance. That way if a guest decided to move out after Friday, the room was already paid for.

      Giving her another thank you, he took the key and left the office. No doubt the town would know all about him before he even applied for work on Monday.

      “Any trouble?” Hannah asked softly as he climbed behind the wheel.

      “No. If anyone asks, I told them you were my girlfriend. Hope you don’t mind.”

      The scent of brightness swirled about her. “No. No argument here,” she said with a little smile.

      He was too surprised to say anything as he drove the truck over to bungalow number eleven.
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      Settling

      
      Hannah waved away his offer to carry her into the bungalow. Jeb watched as she moved slowly under her own steam. Most of the damage was to her face, neck, and shoulders, although he wouldn’t be surprised if she had a cracked rib. He followed her with their things.

      The interior of the tiny cabin was small but not confining. The bedroom area held a double bed with a quilted cover, a bureau, and a small writing table and chair. One door led to the bathroom with a tub and shower. The second doorway led to the kitchenette. Through the window behind the bed, Jeb could see that the woods came right up to the rear of the cabin. That was good.

      He heard a small cry of dismay as he dropped their bags inside the door. Hannah was in the bathroom. Going over to the door, he could see her staring at her reflection in the mirror over the sink. In the glare of the single bulb overhead, her skin was a rainbow of colors, all in the dark scale. He watched as she tenderly touched the swollen areas around her eyes and chin. Presently she cast a tear-filled glance at him through the mirror. Her lips moved, but no words came out. The air was filled with the heavy, inky scent of desolation. Jeb managed to catch her before she collapsed to the floor.

      At first she struggled against him, trying to slap away his arms and hands. Giving up, she clung to him and buried her face in his chest. Loud sobs shook her as he held her, letting her finally come to terms with what had happened. With their present situation. With the uncertainty of her future. Their future.

      She felt weightless in his arms as he carried her over to the bed and sat her down at the foot of it. Her hands continued to grip his shirt, giving him no choice but to sit beside her. The smell of sadness continued to surround her, but now he could sense another emotion coming from her. It was tangy. Different. Lightly laced with a sweetness he found he liked. It reminded him of lemonade.

      “Oh, God, how can you look at me?” The words were muffled against his chest. Jeb’s first reaction was that he might be saying those very same words in the immediate future.

      “Hannah?”

      The crying lessened. Her breathing grew easier, not as raspy. She allowed him to leave her long enough to get the box of tissues from the bathroom. After she had wiped her cheeks and blown her nose, he gently lifted her chin. “Let me get a good look at what he did to you.”

      Her eyes betrayed no fear as he lightly ran his fingers over the damage. When she didn’t flinch under his scrutiny, he took it for a good sign. So far, there were no broken bones in her face, as far as he could tell.

      “Well?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t pose for any magazine covers for a while,” he said with a smile. Hannah snorted softly and managed to grin back. “What about the rest of your body? You were moving slow there. Did he…kick you? Or hurt any other part of your body?” He wanted to ask her if the man had molested her, but the helplessness in her eyes kept him from doing so.

      He watched as she focused on a spot over his right shoulder. He knew she was fighting with herself over how much she should tell him. After a brief struggle, she turned back to look him in the face.

      “I should tell you all of it,” she admitted. “It would only be right, since you went to all the trouble of sav-saving me.” Her breath hitched in her chest. Tears rose into her eyes again. She sniffed loudly and let them fall.

      “Wait. This doesn’t have to be done right now.” He glanced at his wristwatch. That was another thing he liked about this world. These people regulated themselves with a simple device strapped to their arms. Everything around them revolved around time. Jeb found it very easy to move about on a planet where all he needed was neatly coordinated. “It’s almost four, and neither of us have had anything to eat since early this morning. You go take a shower. I’ll go get something to eat and bring it back
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