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      Autumn Solace

      

      “Grow old along with me”—

      Words of a sage!

      There was a time I hated signs of age.

      I thought that beauty was of frame and face,

      I did not know the charm of inward grace.

      

      Far richer than the pale lush green of spring,

      The colors autumn paints on life’s wide screen,

      As sunsets reap the promise of the morn,

      So from full living is soul beauty born.

      – Aunt Carmie Wolfe
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      Tomato juice splattered everywhere as the bottle hit the gray tile floor. Maia gasped at the shattered glass, unable to tear her eyes away; the thick red liquid pooled at her feet like a stagnant river of blood.

      “I’m sorry, Manny, the jar just slipped out of my hand,” she said, sensing the old man’s presence at her side and half-wondering how he’d gotten across the aisle so quickly.

      “Don’t you worry, sweetheart.”

      “I’m so clumsy lately. I can’t seem to hold on to anything these days.”

      “Are you hurt? Did any glass cut you?” He took her by the elbow, leading her away from the debris.

      “No, I’m fine. Let me help you clean up.” She glanced back at the slimy red liquid mixed with pieces of sharp, ragged-edged glass, making the aisle resemble a murder scene from some B-rated detective show on TV.

      “No, no. I’ll get Jeff to clean up. He’ll be here in about five minutes. Now be careful where you step.” He placed a large orange cone near the edge of the area to ward off any unsuspecting customers from the slippery mess.

      “Thanks, Manny. I am so sorry—I’ll pay for the juice.”

      “Not to worry. A bottle of juice gets broken in here at least once a week.” He winked and managed to bring a smile to her fretful face.

      Good old genial Manny, the master of calm, owner of the small seaside grocery store—the only food store in Whisper Cape—and everybody’s grandfather. He had a particular soft spot for pretty women. Except right now, Maia didn’t feel pretty. She felt fat and clumsy. Determined to stay out of maternity clothes for at least another month, she tugged at the waist of her once loose old gray sweat pants and rubbed at the indentation the elastic etched on her tummy. Even the normally beautiful, long, golden-brown curls she’d tucked up in her green wool hat refused to cooperate this morning as they constantly slipped out and fell in her eyes. She walked with Manny toward the other end of the store, and as he veered off to the checkout area, Maia continued on to the deli section.

      The small store was quiet except for a group of teenage girls giggling over the cover of a DVD. A group of young men hung around outside, looking in at the girls. School would start soon and they’d all be on their way. Maia MacKenna glanced at them and smiled, remembering what it was like to be that age—innocent, not a care in the world. She placed her hand over the small bulge in her abdomen. Life would never be the same for her.

      At this time of the morning, Manny’s Beachside Market—aptly named as one could hear the pounding of the surf whenever the front door opened—was often the main attraction of the kids from the nearby middle school and high school. The small-town grocer managed to carry all the essentials, from sunscreen to meats and produce, even a small variety of wines and beer. The refrigerated glass case Maia perused housed a few selections of prime cut steaks and marinated pot roasts and the deli department consisted of popular cold cuts and cheeses; nothing fancy, just the basics. The produce counter offered a variety of heads of lettuce, tomatoes, cucumbers, some apples, oranges—enough to get by for residents and families visiting the area for a few days. Almost too small for the word “market,” Manny’s place  happened to be the closest grocery store within five miles of the cozy cottage where Maia lived with Gerry Briden, the love of her life and the father of her unborn child.

      Hoping to finish the shopping before her doctor’s appointment later that morning, she stood facing a cleverly stacked display of tomatoes contemplating how many she’d need as something in the corner of the adjacent deli case caught her eye. A billow of steam escaped from a small crack at the bottom, and she found herself mesmerized as the dewy cloud rose and dissipated, rose and dissipated.

      A voice, a soft whisper, came from somewhere behind her. “A precious cargo.”

      She turned at the sound and looked into the face of a sweet old woman examining a head of lettuce. She didn’t recall ever seeing the patron before, and yet … there was something familiar about her. Her long black skirt, with a delicate pattern of purple swirls, hung several inches below her dark gray coat. The old woman’s hair, like strands of silver silk twisted into a braid, hung down the center of her back. Her eyes, though old, were brilliant, a rich shade of brown with little specks of gold.

      The woman must be mumbling to herself. Maia shrugged and turned her attention back to the tomatoes. Her niece, Addie MacKenna, was coming over for dinner tonight with her boyfriend, the two having just returned from a well-deserved month-long holiday. Maia smiled, thinking how happy they were, but her lips tightened a bit as she remembered how they’d been in such danger going up against that sick psychopath who’d murdered Maia’s older brother a little over a year ago. Maia sighed, still in awe of Addie’s power, how she and Cael destroyed Eidolon, torching him down to nothing more than a pile of ashes.

      Maia placed two plump red tomatoes—well, as plump and as red as you could get this time of year in Whisper Cape—in a plastic bag and placed the bag in her cart. She stepped to the cucumbers and heard the voice again.

      “A very precious cargo.”

      She yanked off her wool hat to expose her ears, thinking that would help her hear. Her thick mess of curls fell over her shoulders.

      “Excuse me, did you say something?” Maia asked the old woman.

      Maia’s fingers reflexively came to her lips and she gasped as the old women’s face contorted into a bizarre pattern of creases almost as if she were going in and out of focus. Speaking as though her throat were constricted, the old woman rasped in a low tone, “You’d better watch out.”

      “Watch out for what?” Maia asked, wondering if the old woman was having a stroke, fearful that an unfortunate medical emergency might be happening right in front of her.

      The old woman cleared her throat and smiled before speaking again. “You carry a valuable cargo,” she said a bit softer, pointing to Maia’s stomach. “Take guard.”

      At approximately twelve weeks along, Maia hardly looked pregnant, especially in the heavy coat she wore that easily concealed her abdomen. She wondered how the old woman could tell, and why on earth she had felt compelled to warn Maia.

      “How did you know I was pregnant?”

      The older woman ignored Maia’s question and simply added, “You must protect them.”

      Them?

      Before Maia had the chance to say anything, the woman turned her attention toward the deli case, her previous words forgotten. “Look at those cucumbers now, will you? We’ll have to take one. We love a nice cucumber salad, don’t we, dear?” she said, looking directly into Maia’s eyes. She turned away from Maia as the group of girls swooshed by and out the door to join the boys. When the aisle had cleared, the old woman was gone. Maia looked around the store, but couldn’t spot her anywhere.

      What did she mean? Crazy old woman must be suffering from dementia and confusing me with someone from her past. Maia shrugged and selected a cucumber for the salad she had planned for tonight’s dinner and went to the checkout.

      “You look radiant this morning, Maia.” Manny smiled and began ringing up her groceries.

      “Thanks, Manny.” She nervously fluffed up her mass of unruly curls. Surely, the man needed glasses. “You look rather dapper yourself today.” Manny was … God … wasn’t he eighty-four at his last birthday bash? But he was as sharp as any twenty-year-old.

      “Don’t forget to put the bottle of juice on my bill, Manny, or I’ll worry about it all day.”

      “Guess you’ll have to worry then. Anyway, it wasn’t your fault. Jeff said the bottles were still slippery from one that toppled over yesterday because he stacked them too close together.”

      Maia figured he was lying, but smiled and let it go. It wasn’t the first time Manny had given her something free.

      “Who was that old woman who was in here a while ago?” Maia asked.

      “What old woman?” Manny’s eyes brightened. It was comical the way he always perked up at the prospect of meeting an available female ready for a bit of schmoozing and romancing. Not that there were many his age around these days, but then, age never mattered much to Manny. He prided himself on still being a lady’s man, always teasing Maia, never missing a chance to remind her that he was available if she ever decided to dump Gerry.

      “Don’t kid, Manny, you know what woman.”

      “No, sweetheart, the only woman’s been in here all morning is you—well, aside from those teeny-boppers who aren’t old enough to be called women—and you’re hardly old.”

      “Well, that’s odd. Are you sure? I could have sworn …” She shook her head.

      “Maybe that bundle of joy you’re carrying is making you see things.”

      “And hear things, too,” she mumbled. “Maybe you’re right. I have been a little stressed lately.”

      Still thinking about the woman, Maia walked to the old blue Jeep and grabbed onto the top roll bar, pulling herself up into the seat. She grunted at the effort. One of these days, she and Gerry would need to get another car instead of this beat up soft-top jungle cruiser. Soon, she thought, as she rubbed her hand over the “precious cargo” inside her womb. Her brow furrowed as she envisioned a huge freighter ship loaded with crates and cartons of God knows what. She glanced at the clock. Good, she still had plenty of time to get the groceries put away before she had to leave for her doctor’s appointment.

      Putting the jeep in gear, Maia carefully merged onto the highway. Disquieted by the strange encounter with the woman, an uneasiness tickled the tiny hairs at the nape of her neck. What did that old woman mean by, "You must protect them?"
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      Picking up a handful of nuts from the bowl on the counter and popping them into his mouth, Gerry walked out of the kitchen and paused at the doorway. Maia stood facing the sofa, holding a basket of clothes. Placing the bulky container on the cushion, she pulled out a small white garment, holding it at arm’s length in front of her. She tilted her head. He could almost feel her smile as she stared at the tiny cotton outfit. Christ, she was beautiful, even wearing his old tattered sweatpants and stretched-out bulky sweater. And … she was his.

      “You can’t have too many Onesies,” Maia called over her shoulder, tossing the rest of the pile of tiny clothes onto the sofa.

      “What the fuck’s a Onesie, Maia?” Gerry scooted around the rectangular glass table trimmed in mahogany positioned between the two loveseats and walked over to where Maia stood. He grinned at the loveseat now completely covered with tiny clothes mixed in with all the multicolored pillows of red, sage, tan, blue and even a little purple that adorned each one. The gray and tan stone fireplace glowed with hot embers from the fire he’d made earlier that evening, warming the cozy two-bedroom cottage with a wonderfully romantic and homey atmosphere.

      It never ceased to amaze him how Maia could make his breath stick in his throat, how perfect her body was, with her long shapely legs and firm, sculpted bottom. Her pregnancy only accentuated the radiance of her smooth skin and the sparkle in her bright golden brown eyes. Gerry smiled as his own eyes fell to the small bump below her waist. How the hell had he gotten so lucky? He decided he shouldn’t question fate but simply revel in his good fortune.

      Maia sighed, picking up a tiny T-shirt with snaps at the bottom, and turned toward him grinning. “This is a Onesie.”

      “Ahhh …this thing’s about as big as my hand. Are babies this small?”

      “They can be at first. I’d say these will be out grown within four to six weeks.”

      “So … is my daughter going to need a charge card at the tender age of one month?”

      “Well … your son might, too.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Gerry, this wouldn’t be such a big surprise if you’d been with me for the sonogram this morning.”

      “Sorry, darlin’, I thought you understood I couldn’t get away from the bar. I was a wee bit busy, with Nick being sick and Addie away to—wherever the fuck she’s gone—ahhh … right, to Bora Bora with Cael. I’ve had to train Darcy to bartend and I couldn’t leave her alone, yet. You know I wanted to be there.” The rhythm of his Scottish accent thickened, begging forgiveness.

      “I know, but it would have only taken you an hour at the most. You make it sound as if you begrudge Addie being gone. You can’t deny that Cael and Addie deserved this time away.”

      Gerry walked to her, reminding himself Maia had barely turned eleven when Addie had been born. They’d grown up together, more like sisters than aunt and niece. And age hadn’t really taken hold of Maia, yet. She still looked almost as young as Addie. Good genes, he mused.

      He touched her cheek. “I know it, and I know Addie is the only child of your late brother and you would do anything for her, including putting on some fancy dinner for her and Cael, when I know you’re exhausted.”

      “Come on, you’re excited to see them too. I understand it’s been difficult for you to relinquish your protective inclination toward Addie. Ristéard would be proud of the way you’ve kept your promise to him. But I swear, between you and Cael, poor Addie can’t make a move without some sort of dissension from the two of you.”

      “Well, I guess it’s been hard for me to let go. I must admit, at first I was a bit skeptical of Cael’s intensions.”

      “Yes, and he’s proved himself way beyond any of our expectations. You know he would never let anything happen to Addie.”

      In truth, Gerry didn’t think a more suitable man for Addie existed. He loved Addie as if she was his own blood. “She may be your niece, but to me Addie is like a little sister. I can’t help but want to protect her, and yeah, I miss her, damn it. With my star bartender away, I’ve needed to be at the Cliff Hanger more than I’d like.”

      “After tonight, you’ll have your star bartender back and you can spend more time here at home.”

      Gerry may not have had a fondness for Cael at first, but he had to admit that Addie, a very capable and talented woman, and Cael, trained by Addie’s father to protect and guide her, together had powers unparalleled to any Gerry had ever witnessed. As much as it hurt, he was resigned to letting go. Besides, he had a new little one coming to worry about. He took Maia in his arms, held her close, and brushed a wild golden-brown curl behind her ear with his finger.

      “So … it’s a boy then,” Gerry said, unsure if he was relieved or disappointed.

      A boy would mean the baby would not inherit Gerry’s gift of compulsion, mind altering or his telekinetic abilities, considering supernatural gifts were only passed down to a child of the opposite sex; Maia, of course, had no powers to pass on. Her brother, Ristéard received the powers in that family and he had passed his abilities down to Addie.

      Lowering his hand, Gerry splayed his fingers protectively over her swelling abdomen.

      “Are you disappointed?” Maia asked.

      “No,” his voice softened. “No. I think I’m more relieved than anything.” The thought of having a daughter with his kind of abilities had seemed exciting but made him a bit nervous when he thought about helping her control them and hide them from unsuspecting “normal” humans. He remembered his own childhood and how it had been for him and his father, a single dad without any abilities of his own. He’d never told Gerry about any of the powers. His pop hadn’t even seemed to know anything about them. Without his mother around, Gerry had discovered his abilities on his own when he was a teenager. What a shock that had been! He smiled, remembering his friend Aiden, and how they acquired their powers at almost the same time. A surprise to each of them, considering they’d both been kept in the dark when it came to something as bizarre as supernatural abilities. Aiden had been adopted and had no idea. A coincidence that they were friends? Maybe. But thanks to Maia, Gerry believed that fate always played its part.

      “Well, don’t get too comfortable with that relief, because I told the doctor I didn’t want to know the sex of the babies.”

      “Oh, okay. I can wait to find out.” He tilted her chin up and brushed his lips over hers, then pulled back slowly and stared at her.

      “Babies?”

      “Babies.” Maia’s eyes gleamed with brilliant sparkles.

      “Maia, don’t kid around.”

      “I’m not kidding, Gerry, we’re having twins.”

      Gerry took a step back and blinked. “Fucking A?”

      Maia laughed. “You’re going to have to stop swearing around our children, you know.”

      “Sorry, baby. You’re sure? No mistake?”

      Maia reached in her pocket and held up a picture of something resembling a blurry tornado around two little blobs. “See? Two babies.”

      Gerry squinted, rubbed his fingers over the bristly stubbles on his chin, trying to make out the smudgy image. “Hmmm … there are two … somethings.”

      He dragged his hand through his short crop of dark curls, wishing he’d gone with her to the appointment. Shaking his head to clear the guilt, he wrapped his arms around her waist, realizing it wasn’t quite as slender as it was yesterday, or was that just his imagination? Sliding his hands up to her face, he caressed her cheeks and sighed. “You know, Maia, I never thought anything would make me happier than the day you accepted me, in spite of the secrets, but when you told me I was going to be a father, well, that took the cake.”

      “And now, as cliché as it sounds, you get the icing too.”

      “Aye, now that’s the truth. Well, I guess we’ll have to add on another bedroom to the cottage.”

      “So you’re okay with it? I mean the one had been a shocker, but now…”

      “I’m more than okay. I’m the proudest man alive.” He lowered his head and his lips met hers. The kiss deepened and she leaned into him, her arms wrapped around his neck. He groaned as his arousal stiffened against her leg.

      Maia placed her hand on Gerry’s chest, stopping his pursuit of some well-deserved sexual activity.

      “Hold on, ace. We have company coming in a bit.”

      “Kill-joy,” he whispered between kisses below her ear.

      “Maybe you should take a shower.”

      “Anything for you.” He’d enjoy a warm shower with her right now, rubbing soap all over her body.

      She laughed. “Make it a cold one.”

      He smiled and brushed his lips lightly over hers again. “Yes, without question … a cold one.”

      As he turned toward the stairs, Maia caught his arm.

      “Gerry, there’s something else.”

      He stared at her, sudden alarm sweeping through him as he saw dread in those brown eyes, the golden speckles so full of doom. “What? Is something wrong? Are they okay? Oh Christ, are you okay?” He came back to her, placed his hands on her shoulders and searched her eyes for some hint, some measure of reassurance, willing those flecks of gold to sparkle again.

      “Yes, I’m fine and the babies are fine.”

      “What, then?” he asked, his voice growing impatient.

      “The babies. They’re fine, now, but … they share the same placenta and amniotic membrane.”

      He stepped back, his eyes narrowed. “So? Is that a problem?”

      “It means they’re identical,” she said as a slight look of concern furrowed her brow.

      He blinked. “Identical?” Gerry grabbed her and swung her around, unsure as to why that would upset her.

      “Put me down before I vomit and then we’ll both need a shower,” she said, holding her hand over her mouth.

      “Sorry.” He set her on her feet. “Identical twins. How about that? This is a bloody miracle.”

      “I know … and it sounds exciting, but it could be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous? How?” He tried to stay calm, but to his embarrassment, his voice cracked. What was he, fourteen?

      “There could be complications with the cords. I don’t know if I can explain it the way the doctor did, but something about being in the same sac, there’s a possibility of them entangling themselves in one another’s cords. It could cut off their oxygen and food supply. The survival rate for … what’s the term …? She looked up at the ceiling as if to find the answer etched across it. “Oh yeah, monoamniotic. The survival rate for monoamniotic twins is only forty to fifty percent.”

      Forty percent didn’t seem good at all. “But you are healthy and the babies … they’re healthy, right? I mean identical twins are born all the time.”

      “Not monoamniotic twins, but the doctor seems very positive about the whole thing and said we could monitor them frequently. She also said I shouldn’t have any problem carrying them close to full term.

      Christ. “Full term?” And if she didn’t?

      “It’s not unusual for twins to be born early …”

      “But?”

      “But she’ll need to perform a cesarean a few weeks before the actual due date.” She shook her head and shrugged. It dawned on him now. She would be worried. Her brother’s wife died giving birth to Addie’s stillborn twin brother, but that was twenty-six years ago and technology has come a long way. Also, with the possible help of Addie’s healing powers, he didn’t think Maia needed to worry. At least, he hoped she didn’t need to worry.

      “I’m sure your doctor will be monitoring them, right? And we’ll have Addie do some of her magic. It’ll be fine.” He pulled her closer and kissed her forehead.

      “But what if Addie can’t be there when they’re born, what if they get tangled up in the womb, how would we know? And how will Addison be able to perform any healing, in the delivery room? Everyone would witness her gift.”

      “It doesn’t help the babies or you to get all worked up over something that very likely won’t happen. Please try not to worry. Remember, I can alter their memories if need be and we’ll find a way to keep a close eye on them. Hell, I’ll buy one of those sonogram machines and we’ll look at them every day. Okay?”

      She smiled then. “Only you would think of that practical, but expensive solution. Do you know how much one of those machines cost?”

      “No. But I don’t give a shit.”

      She rolled her eyes at him.

      “Look, if it eases your mind, I’ll willingly pay whatever it costs. I love you.” He splayed his hand across her stomach. “And I love our babies.”

      When she opened her mouth to speak, he brought his finger to her lips and repeated slowly, “I love you.”
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      Gerry popped the cork in the bottle of champagne while Cael and Addie glanced at each other with puzzled looks.

      “Champagne? What’s the occasion?” Addie asked. She didn’t think the champagne was because she and Cael were finally home from Tahiti. They had been gone an entire month, but still; it wasn’t like Gerry to celebrate anything that involved Cael. Their trip had gone over the original two weeks they had planned because they’d visited a couple of other islands in the French Polynesia as well, spending a week at the different resorts and then taking a cruise over to Australia and New Zealand. It was like heaven. Addie smiled at the memory, still in awe of the spectacular time she had with Cael. He really knew how to make her feel as if no one else in the world meant more to him. She actually shivered at the thought, then remembered Cael, who sat in the chair beside her, heard her every thought. She grinned at him and he smiled back, a warm and knowing smile that said, “Me, too.”

      “Ahhh … Maia has some news to share.” Gerry poured the bubbly liquid into three flutes and filled a fourth with sparkling cider. He handed the cider to Maia then Cael and Addie took up their glasses as Gerry raised his. “To the future,” he said and sipped as everyone else followed suit.

      Still a little perplexed, Addie shrugged and smiled at Cael.

      Gerry put his arm around Maia. “Go on, darlin’, tell them.”

      Maia sipped the golden liquid then swallowed as though the cider contained hard bubbles that stuck in her throat.

      “I found out this morning that we’re having twins,” she blurted out with a wide grin.

      Addie just about choked on her drink. “What? Are you okay? Oh God … Maia—”

      Addie trailed off as her hand went to her mouth, covering the second Oh God, no, statement going through her mind.

      Cael instinctively realized Addie’s fear. Don’t, Addison. Don’t ruin her excitement. Don’t bring up your mother and brother. Things have changed. She’ll be okay. You can be there.

      Like my father? Like he was supposed to be there for my mother? God, Cael, this is so frightening. Addie tugged at her long brown curls, pulling them up behind her head and letting them fall down her back, a habit she displayed whenever she felt stressed. But you’re right. I won’t say anything. Sometimes this ability we share, grates on my nerves, but right now, I kind of appreciate it. Thanks. Addie straightened in her seat and tried to compose herself.

      “I’m fine, Addie. Please don’t worry,” Maia said, but Addie detected a hint of concern from her aunt. After all, they grew up together. Addie knew Maia almost better than she knew herself.

      “It’s just a shock,” Addie said in a more calmed voice.

      “I found out this morning when I had the sonogram. Doctor Morris said she had a hunch, but didn’t want to say anything until the sonogram confirmed it.” Maia held out the little picture for Cael and Addie to see. Just as Gerry had, they squinted at the picture, trying to decipher it. “This is one head and body, and …” moving her finger over to another blurry blob, “this is the other.”

      “There’s more,” Gerry said, grinning at Maia.

      She nodded at him encouragingly.

      Gerry looked back at Cael and Addie and grinned. “They’re identical.”

      Addie opened her mouth to speak and shut it again.

      “That’s fantastic,” Cael said quickly, hoping to mask Addie’s dismay. “Isn’t that fantastic, Addison?”

      “It’s a bloody miracle,” Gerry beamed as though he’d never heard of identical twins before.

      Cael saw tears well in Addie’s beautiful brown eyes. Those better be tears of joy, Addison.

      Yes, they are. I’m good with this.

      Addie hugged Maia. “Congratulations. So … are they boys or girls?”

      Gerry shrugged. “She doesn’t want to know.”

      “Oh. Why not? Do you know how hard it is to buy two of everything when you don’t even know what sex you’re buying for?”

      “Well, maybe we’ll find out later. I just didn’t want to know yet. I like the suspense. Besides, if they are girls, Gerry won’t be able to sleep at night worrying about their gifts and if he can’t sleep, then I won’t either.”

      “Good point,” Addie agreed, sat back and eased her shoulders a bit as she glanced around at the beautiful place settings and delicious meal Maia had prepared. Each plate, artfully arranged with succulent herbed chicken breasts over an array of asparagus and garlic-mashed potatoes, looked like something out of a magazine. The salad, topped with thin slices of cucumbers with a sprinkling of feta cheese was equally impressive. Addie didn’t know how Maia managed it, being pregnant with twins, no less, and still having the energy to put all this together. She looked at Maia with admiration.

      You can do this too, you know. Cael reached for Addie’s hand and tangled his fingers with hers.

      Ha. You have more faith in me than I deserve. But I’ll still leave most of the cooking to you.

      “So, did anything exciting happen at the bar while we were gone?” Addie asked.

      Gerry passed the salad bowl to Cael. “Well actually, I had a call from an old army buddy today. You remember me telling you about Murphy Dunn and Finn Graham, my pals in the Scots Guards, don’t you Maia?”

      She nodded. “I think so. Weren’t they with you during the rescue of the children from the orphanage in the Gulf War?”

      “I didn’t know you were involved in the Gulf War,” Cael interrupted, unable to hide his excitement about a possible war story.

      “Yeah.”

      “Man, I’d love to hear about that sometime.”

      Oh … so now you have a renewed admiration for Gerry?

      Addison, I’ve always respected the man.

      No, you’ve always despised the man.

      Not true, now please be quiet.

      “Well, Finn called me this morning—hadn’t heard from him in a couple of years. Anyway, we started talking and, well, he’s always been a musician. He plays the keyboard and sings and has a band now with Murphy and Aiden.” He glanced at Maia. “You remember me mentioning Aiden McKnight—we grew up together in Glasgow. He was with us in the Gulf too. Aiden plays lead guitar and Murphy plays the drums. They’re coming to town to visit and wanted to know if I was interested in having them play in the bar. If they like it here, maybe they’ll stay.”

      “That would be awesome. Think of it, live music. Are they any good?” Addie asked.

      “Well now, if memory serves, they were pretty talented back in their twenties. I imagine they still are. What do you think, Maia?”

      “It sounds great, but where would they perform? The bar doesn’t have a stage.”

      “We might have to give up a few tables, expand a bit, but I think it will work. I’ve wanted to do something to liven up the place and when Finn mentioned this, I thought it just might be the thing to do. Of course, it would only be Friday and Saturday nights; any more than that would be too much.”

      “You might not need to lose any tables,” Cael said.

      “How’s that?” Gerry asked.

      “Well, you can build up a platform, say about a couple of feet or so, and the band can perform on it. I assume you’re not going to have them playing during lunch and dinner, right?”

      “Right, only after,” Gerry nodded, “… so I can put tables on the platform when the band is not playing. Good thinking, Cael. Maybe you’ll come in handier than I thought.”

      Cael narrowed his eyes. “I can help build the platform. I’m sort of handy with a hammer too.”

      “This is terrific.” Addie beamed, unable to contain her excitement. “With live music, we can pull in a younger crowd. I was beginning to feel like we lived in a land of sexagenarians with our current clientele.”

      Gerry coughed, choking on his champagne. “Sexagenarians? Where’d you come up with that one?”

      She waved her hand in the air. “I don’t know, I read it somewhere. But I know our bar has its fair share of them.”

      “Speaking of older people,”  Maia began, “the strangest thing happened this morning when I was at the market. I encountered a little old woman. She seemed off … strange. Well, at first I thought she was having a stroke the way her face looked and her voice, it was so hoarse when she first began speaking, but then turned soft and sweet. She pointed at my stomach and said I had a precious cargo and that I needed to guard them. She used the word ‘them.’ Then, all of a sudden, it was as if she just realized where she was and acted like she barely noticed me and commented about the cucumbers.”

      “She was probably confusing you with someone else when you told her you were pregnant,” Addie said.

      “That’s the thing. I never told her I was pregnant, let alone that I was having twins, which I didn’t even know yet. I’d never seen her before and when I asked Manny who she was, he said there wasn’t anyone in the store except me and a few high school girls.”

      Addie played it as cool as possible, trying not to freak out. Her only living relative was having twins—a dangerous endeavor as far as Addie was concerned—and on top of that, getting warnings from some creepy old lady. Would Maia’s fate be the same as Addie’s mother’s?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Moonlight filtered in through the large picture window of the beach house bedroom, casting enough light to see the bed and giving the room that romantic glow Addison loved. But the conversation they were about to have needed much more light. She flipped the switch on the small crystal lamp sitting on top of the dresser and slowly made her way across the room to the large four-poster bed. Sinking down on the edge, she hid her face in her hands, dreading to hear Cael’s opinion on the subject of babies.

      “Cael, this is so frightening. I know Maia is scared too. She may not appear to be, but I know her and deep down she must be petrified.”

      “This is something you can help with. You’ll be there with her every step of the way. You did an excellent job, by the way, of keeping your emotions to yourself.”

      She glanced at him and frowned as he sat beside her. Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, he pulled her against him and stroked her cheek in the way he did that always soothed her.

      “It wasn’t easy, but the last thing she needs is for me to project my own fears.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t really know. I mean, I would never, never suggest she do anything drastic to change what is already growing inside of her, but she seemed a little too calm about it all.”

      “What would you do in her place?”

      “I think that’s an unfair question, since I’ve never been in her place.” She wanted to add, and never want to be. The horrifying episode two months ago flooded into her mind, the way she’d had to kill Eidolon—causing that maniac to burst into flames with the simple wave of her hand. Ha, simple wave of her hand? No, it was more than that. The crystal and the book played a gigantic part in his execution. How could someone with that much power, power capable of destroying another human being—or whatever he was—even begin to entertain the idea of bringing a baby into this world? But Cael wanted kids. It wasn’t that she didn’t want children; she was just not sure she wanted to pass on the powerful, deadly gene she possessed. How had her parents felt about passing on that ability? True, the healing side of that power yielded some extraordinarily wonderful benefits, but was the good enough to outweigh the bad?

      “You’re right. I’m sorry,” he spoke softly but she wasn’t sure he really understood.

      Frustrated, she stood and headed toward the bathroom, hurrying across the newly installed hardwood floor now accented with throw rugs. Addie had destroyed the plush carpet that had been there during one of the nightmares she’d had about Eidolon. She’d accidentally set the room on fire. And that was exactly one of the reasons why she was afraid of having a baby. Could a baby accidentally set the entire house on fire?

      Cael walked to the dresser and emptied his pockets, placing all his change and wallet on top of the smooth cherry wood surface. He grabbed Addie’s arm before she could escape to the bathroom. She turned toward him and he released her arm, rubbing the back of his neck with his other hand, appearing as frustrated as she felt. “It’s just that last time we had any discussion about kids you escaped to the bathroom right after you indicated that you didn’t want any, just like you’re doing now.”

      Addie thought back to the conversation she and Cael had a few months back about kids, remembering how she’d acted, thinking of the horror that having a baby with him could cause. There was no doubt in her mind of the inevitability of supernatural powers in a child of theirs, and that was so surreal and frightening. How would they deal with it? Which abilities would it have? Or would their baby acquire all the powers they both possessed?

      Adoption was always an option but not yet and thinking of Maia having twins, definitely not more than one at a time. Holy crap.

      “Look, Cael, you grew up differently than I did. My dad …” she paused as an ache pinched her heart at his memory, “… my dad, didn’t allow me to be exposed. Remember? He kept me hidden from everything that had anything to do with you, the Sectory and all the other people with powers. He didn’t even use his abilities around me, so I never had a clue. He hid our entire genetic background from me.”

      He sighed. “The circumstances were different. He didn’t want to expose his daughter’s vulnerability to the likes of maniacs such as Eidolon.”

      —And a promise he made to my mother to keep me safe and a secret from the society.

      Addie had come into her powers much later in life so her father never had to worry about that. What would happen to a baby with parents like her and Cael? They were Guardians of the Sectory, home of the Sectorium, a secret society for people with abilities. True, her father had also been a Guardian, but somehow he managed to hide it from her. Keeping her hidden away from the Sectory and relying heavily on her aunt to help raise her—an aunt who possessed no abilities—may have helped delay Addie’s gifts from developing. Some people needed the exposure, some didn’t. She’d come to learn there were no rules. How should she and Cael deal with it?

      She lowered her eyes and whispered, “I don’t want to have to do what my father did.”

      “So you’re saying you don’t want kids.”

      “I never said I didn’t want any kids. I just don’t want to have to hide them away. And I think you misunderstood me during our conversation. I said I hadn’t thought about having any.”

      “Oh yeah, with me.” He frowned down at his hands, apparently to avoid her eyes.

      “You know that’s not what I meant!” She waved him away and continued on to the bathroom.

      He grabbed hold of her hand, causing her to swing around to face him. “Do I?”

      Inches from his face, she stared into his blue eyes. Unable to deny those deep pools of sapphire, she sighed. “You are exasperating. I said—if I can remember my exact words or close to them—that I hadn’t given it much thought and that I’d never been involved with anyone before that I’d like to have children with.”

      Letting go of her arm he swiped his hand through the dark waves that hung down over the nape of his neck. “No, Addison. You didn’t say ‘before.’ You just added that.”

      “What difference does it make? You and I had just begun seeing each other. It was less than one week. What was I supposed to say?”

      “You could have simply said, ‘Yes, I want kids someday,’ and left it at that. Not that you hadn’t met anybody worthy enough.”

      “Worthy?” Where the hell had that come from? What happened to the arrogant man she fell in love with? That man would never in a million years consider himself not worthy of anything. “If that’s what you think, let me reassure your stupid, sudden insecurities. When I’m ready to have kids, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Now his eyes narrowed with anger—or was it hurt? “Oh well, gee, Addison. Thank you very fucking much. Isn’t this something we should both decide on, not just wait until you are ready? And I’m not insecure. I just like to know where I stand.”

      Bingo. There he is. “Please, Cael, let’s not fight about this. As far as I can see into the future, which isn’t very far, you stand a good chance of parenting a child with me.” She stepped toward him, played with the button on his shirt and gently touched her finger to his lips. “A very good chance,” she purred. A little more forcefully she said, “I want you—the guy standing in front of me.”

      He closed his eyes, contented, she hoped, for now at least. Giving him a delicate brush of her lips, she became elated when he returned the kiss, softly at first, then deeper. The sensation stirred all the reasons why she loved this man, the sweet taste of his kisses, the slow swirl of his tongue, the touch of his hands on the nape of her neck and through her hair. Hmmm … the already firm muscles in his chest tightened under her fingers. Intoxicating.

      Addie unbuttoned his shirt and he tugged her dress over her head, revealing the lacy undergarments she wore just for him. He pulled her against him and kissed her lips again. When he moved his mouth to her neck, she groaned with excitement.

      She raked her fingers through his hair as his lips skimmed over her breast, scorching her skin. Her breath hitched as his teeth scraped over one of her already firm nipples, accepting the tug on her heart as he began sucking, taking her to that place. The place where only the two of them existed; that place away from the worry of babies with unyielding powers and dangerous pregnancies.
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      The need swamped Cael’s senses deep and hard, rendering him helpless, the way his body responded to Addison. Her sex appeal was undeniable; it didn’t take much.

      He hadn’t wanted to argue about kids, either, wasn’t even sure why he brought it up. He put it far out of reach in the back of his mind as he showered her body with kisses.

      She pushed herself into him, accepting him. The knowledge of her desire only heightened the sensation and his hardened cock pressed against her thigh. She gasped out a warm breath against his ear when his fingers found her already wet core and her first orgasm flowed from her. He picked her up and placed her on the bed, then filled her with another climax. He loved the way she looked. Her beauty overwhelmed him. His pants became extremely tight and his erection ached to be released. Standing only long enough to unbuckle and shimmy out of his jeans, he resumed his position beside her.

      The world could collapse around them and he wouldn’t care as he entered that silky den of ecstasy.

      She wrapped her legs around him, tugging, pushing, pulling him. Their eyes held each other’s, hers clear from worry, his heavy with need. He needed her so damn much. Did she know that? Should he tell her?

      “Addison, I …” His own orgasm burst as the sensation of hers battered within his mind, the words lost in the tsunami overtaking his body.

      Consumed with phenomenal pleasure, he sank his shuddering body on top of hers. Realizing she couldn’t breathe, he shifted his weight so that his upper body lay next to hers while his legs remained draped over her slender, satiny ones.

      Addison sighed and he opened his eyes to see the beautiful smile that graced her face. Troubles had been put aside for now, but nothing solved. Closing his mind to hers so she couldn’t hear his thoughts, he wished for a way to make her see that having a baby would be wonderful for them, not as scary as she believed. He knew having a family together was right as they lay there with nothing but the sound of their breathlessness.

      “Someday, I’ll want to have a baby, but not yet,” Addison whispered, breaking the silence in between the breaths. “I’m still dealing with all these new abilities I have and to be
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