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    For my parents. You always encouraged me on the road to my dreams.
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Chapter One
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Alden Glen, Georgia

Scents swirled around Violet. Flowery, spicy, exotic. They wafted from the various booths selling candles, oils, sachets, bathbombs, and assorted dried flowers.

The hum of voices floated through the cavernous room housing the craft fair. She strolled through the rows of booths toward Ty Barnard’s stall. How did the jewelry and crafts sell today? Selling in Alden Glen was new. She hadn’t been back that long.

Home wasn’t home anymore. Everything and everyone seemed strange. Ten years out of town would do that, though. Hopefully, time had healed the wounds. Whether it had or not, it wouldn’t make any difference. She was done hiding in Aster or any other Aelfir city. She would rebuild her life.

The real work remained undone. She hadn’t talked to her family in years. Somehow, she had to reestablish the connection if she could. Did they still believe the lies? She wouldn’t force herself on them, but they were her family. Family was important. After years alone, that lack of connection still burned.

The click of hard-soled boots hitting tile overrode the quiet conversation. She turned. A group of men strode toward the back of the room. Her eyes locked on one man. His black hair gleamed in the overhead lights. Blue eyes blazed from his angular face. Something, maybe pain darkened those eyes, as if the weight of the world pressed down on him.

A gorgeous man, but Alden Glen held so many other men with the almost mystical good looks of the Aelfir. She couldn’t pinpoint what drew her to him. Maybe, it was that look. She had a past that held pain, too. Talking to him wouldn’t hurt.

She followed. The group stopped in front of Ciara Kelly’s purple-covered booth. The woman had a magnificent ability to create things with metal. Violet smiled. It would be wonderful to make a business with her talent, but the passion and drive to create weren’t that strong.

When she caught up to them, they stood to the side out of the way near the stall. Were they waiting for something? Violet hesitated. A gnawing ache tumbled in her gut. She straightened her shoulders. Time to stop pussyfooting around and begin building a life here. She’d chosen to come back. Not everyone would welcome her warmly after so many years away. She wasn’t helping by simply going to work and then home. A little meeting people and being part of the community wouldn’t hurt.

She stepped over to the big man. “Hi, I’m Violet. I wondered if you’d like to go to lunch with me.”

Lunch seemed a friendly option rather than the automatic date implication of dinner. They hadn’t even formally met. No need to put that kind of pressure on him.

“No, I don’t have time.” The man looked at her and then turned away.

Violet blinked. “All right.”

Kind of blunt and unmistakably a rejection. A small pang shot through her, but she shook it off and left. He was one person. Hell, he might not even be staying in town. He had a dangerous, too experienced air about him. Probably here as a Hunter. Those guys sometimes stayed in an area for a little while, but then moved on to the next place they were needed.

She’d find someone else who was interested in a lunch sometime, but not today. At least not a male someone. If she could manage to reach her friend, Mia, she might go out with her. One direct, personal rejection a day from a guy was all she’d take at this point. She was not a glutton for punishment.

****
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THERON MCDONAL STARED after the black haired woman as she strolled away from him. Tight blue jeans accentuated her curves. A bright green shirt clung to the thrust of her breasts. Her invitation to lunch tempted him, especially if they extended it into dinner. Maybe breakfast the next morning, if he could manage it. But he couldn’t get involved with her. Not when this sickness lurked within. She’d end up getting hurt when the inevitable happened.

“You are so going to regret that.” Ciara stepped out from behind the table.

Before she came back here and began acting as the city’s Forge, Ciara had hunted with them. She was a fierce fighter and it was great to see her again. Hopefully, he could help this town. The end would come for him, probably sooner rather than later. He wouldn’t be able to fight it.

“I can’t get involved with her. Better to make sure she has no misconception that it’s possible.” Theron took a deep breath. A date or a night or two would be too easy and so sweet.

“She didn’t plan to take advantage of your innocent body. She wanted to talk, maybe make you feel welcome. Violet recently came back to town. She knows how it feels to be treated like an outsider here.” Ciara shook her head. “Follow me. We’re going to my workshop. I have someone who’ll watch my stall. We’ll get what you need.”

Theron winced. Maybe he should have talked a little more than that single word. He strolled along behind Ciara. She led them out of the civic center and hopped into a small pickup. They went to their van. His stomach churned. Time to get a new weapon. He clenched his hands. How long could he avoid touching the blade before someone noticed?

Her workshop turned out to be a warehouse. She pulled into a parking slot to the side of the building and walked to a door. He followed along with the other men. Ciara led the way inside. A forge sat in the middle of the large area with a hood above it with a pipe chimney that took smoke outside the building. Not that she’d need it with her talents.

This was a nice set up. If it was possible, he’d have loved something similar. Shelves lined one wall, filled with metal crafts. Not the blades they were here for, although a few decorative knives rested up there. The decorative knives were simply normal, not imbued with power.

“All right, let’s get to this. Theron come on over. I’ll need you to hold the blade while I touch you so I can fine tune it for you.” Ciara walked over to a trunk and pulled out a roll of cloth. She put it on a metal table near the forge. With a flip of her hand, she unrolled the package. At least, ten blades tucked into the cloth.

Theron stood still. No other forge had ever offered to fine tune any damn blades without a request. They gave them the blades and then sent them on their way. Nothing more to it.

“That’s not necessary. I’ll just take a standard imbued blade.” Theron shook his head. No way was he touching the blade, especially with her near him. He could hurt her. Before he did that, he’d have someone take him out.

Ciara tilted her head. “Do you seriously think that I can’t see the fear in your eyes or notice that there’s something strange about the way you’re acting? Do you think you’re the first I’ve seen in this state?”

Somehow, she knew. Fuck. “I...”

“Theron, I can help you. Just come over here.” She pointed to a spot right in front of her.

“I can’t. I don’t want to chance hurting you.” Theron clenched his fists. So far, he had control, but with the burn of the tuned metal, that might not last.

“You won’t hurt me. Since you’re so reticent, do you trust the men you’re with?” She glanced behind him.

Theron turned. Ban, Cord, Dash, Gable, Scott, and Jesse were all good men. They’d had his back on multiple missions.

“Yes.”

“Then let them hold you. If you’re afraid you’re going to hurt me, let them grab your arms and keep you in place.” Ciara lifted her chin. “You need a weapon that’s tuned to your body. Trust me to not lead you wrong.”

There was that brash woman who’d fought with them. Theron simply nodded. No use arguing. She wouldn’t give up and if she started to back off, Ban would insist. An ache seared through his gut. Did she plan to kill him to remove the danger or was she actually telling the truth? He took a deep breath and locked his legs.

Ban gripped his arm and then hooked his leg around Theron’s, holding him firmly. The man was strong, more obviously muscled than most Aelfir. It damn well showed in the strength. Cord moved up on his right. He wrapped his fingers around Theron’s arm and tangled his leg as well.

Ciara walked up to him with one of the blades in her hand. “I’m not going to lie to you. This is going to hurt like a bitch. If you’d gone to someone earlier, it wouldn’t be so bad, but it’s been festering in you for a while.”

Gone to someone? Theron frowned. Festering? Was she saying this was some kind of sickness? Maybe caused by the tainted blood of one of the Aelfir that he’d taken down. The imbued steal burned his palms when he held them, but he’d hunted for years. No one could do that without something changing or twisting.

“It wouldn’t have taken you over. That’s what you were thinking wasn’t it?” Ciara spun the blade through her fingers. That woman undoubtedly still practiced every day. “You’d have become very sick and we’d be right here anyway. The taint has to be burned out. It’s foreign, not a part of you. You can only become twisted by your own deeds and plans.”

He rolled his shoulders. Should he believe her? If it was true, he’d spent over a month thinking he was going to die soon for nothing. He should have talked to someone.

“Let’s do this.” Theron exhaled slowly. Better relax. If he was tense, it would hurt worse.

“Grab the blade.” Ciara flipped the blade in her hand.

His fingers flexed and he shifted on his feet. No use delaying. He reached out and grabbed it. Pain flared up his arm, a white hot jolt that seared. Agonizing flames ran upward. His hand flexed, trying to release the stinging metal. She clasped his hand between hers, maintaining the contact with the metal. A branding warmth flowed from her. She pressed one palm to his chest. The pain doubled.

His legs gave out as excruciating sensation ripped through his body. He clenched his jaw. A scream lodged in his throat, but his chest tightened. He couldn’t breathe. The blood in his veins heated, burning as it pulsed through his body. Fuck, is this going to kill me?

“A little more. You’re doing good. Most people are screaming by now.” Ciara nodded.

The scream hovered so close, caught in his constricted throat. His muscles flexed. He wrenched. Every instinct warred against standing here. His muscles bunched and his heart raced. It hurt. Only Ban and Cord’s grip kept him still. If his arms were free, he would have grabbed Ciara’s hand and yanked it away.

The raging intensity lessened. Slowly, so slowly. It decreased until a low ache throbbed in his arms, legs, and chest. He drew in slow breaths. She lifted her hand and stepped back.

He straightened. Ban and Cord released him. Fuck. That was more than hurt. Torture came closer. Ciara smiled and patted his arm.

“Do you feel okay now? No strange sensations when you’re holding a forged blade?” Ciara raised her brow.

“No, nothing, which is a fucking relief. I had no idea that the taint could fester like an illness. I thought maybe I’d hunted so much that I’d become too messed up inside and was getting twisted.” Theron breathed. His muscles still twitched. It felt good to hold a blade in his hand and not with a glove.

“Yeah, it’s not that common, but I’ve seen it before. Hunters always tend to keep that shit to themselves though. That’s why it’s usually so painful when it’s remedied.” Ciara grinned. “It’s not something the old hunters usually tell the younger ones and if they do, the younger ones don’t believe it.”

“Yeah, I would have readily believed it if I’d heard about it. I would have taken any hope rather than what I thought was happening.” He ran a hand through his hair.

“Now, how do you feel about the way you cut off Violet earlier? Still feel that it was the right thing to do?” Ciara tilted her head, but an unholy grin curved her lips.

“Fuck.” Theron hung his head. Not one of his better moments. She’d only asked him to lunch. Regardless of his reasons, the rejection had to sting.

“If you aren’t inclined to ask her out, I certainly will.” Dash squeezed his shoulder. “If she’ll even give you the time of day after you cut her off.”

“I’ll apologize to her. She didn’t ask you out.” Theron knocked Dash’s hand off. The blond man was too brash.

“I like a woman with the confidence to make the first move.” Dash walked over to Ciara and took his dagger.

“Yes, it takes some balls to make the first move when you don’t even know someone’s name. She took that chance. Now, it’s your turn, but I don’t know if I’d give anyone who shut me down another chance to do that to me.” Ciara looked straight at Theron. “You’ll have to give her something more than ‘I’m sorry.’”

“Yeah, I realized that.” Theron waved his hand. She deserved an explanation. The woman might have been drawn to him, but after that, it would take some convincing.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Do you think she’s going to get any happier the closer it gets to lunch time?” Ban asked.

Theron chuckled. “No, but I thought I’d drive back to the hotel with you so I could get my car and go to the craft fair. If I can get her to go to lunch with me, I’m not buying her something available from one of the stalls.”

“All right, you have a point. After we all get our blade, we’ll go back to the hotel and let you get your vehicle.” Ban nodded.
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Chapter Two
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Theron walked back into the craft fair. The air hung heavy with the scents of flowers and spices. Murmurs and the occasional yell filled the large room. Too many people filled this area. He shook his head. Maybe it felt like too many because it had been so long since he’d been in a city as more than a hunter.

Luckily, the others had gone to eat. He didn’t need an audience for this. The only one necessary was her. Hopefully, she hadn’t left. If he had to, he’d look around town over the next few days. Somehow, he’d find her and, at least, apologize.

Maybe nothing would come of the lunch. If he could talk her into it. It was a start though, a way to begin building the future. Now, he would chase that. A home, family, and a life in a community. That could be his. Maybe he’d even begin making his own metal craft again.

Working as a police officer in Alden Glen had been a way to do some good before he died or had his life ended. Now all that changed. He could dream again.

Theron strode through the aisles. Had she already left? He turned down a row. There she was. Her long black hair hung down her back as she stood in front of a table selling metal and gem jewelry.

“So the mask sold first?” She asked.

“Yes, it was gone within the first hour. The stylized earrings that curl up over the shell of the ear went next.” The man behind the table said. “I’d welcome any more you can give me next time.”

“Thank you.” Violet turned. She stopped and stared at him, her mouth hanging open.

Brilliant blue eyes gazed at him. Something, maybe pain, clouded those gorgeous eyes. Her pale skin glowed with a hint of gold.

“I want to say I’m sorry and offer you an explanation. My reaction had nothing to do with you or your invitation. Honestly, I didn’t think I had anything to offer anyone, not even a lunch.” Theron grimaced. With the threat of his life ending in meer days or weeks, there hadn’t been much hope. “I’m Theron McDonal. I’m new in town and I’d like to take you to lunch.”

She frowned and tilted her head to the side. “You didn’t think you had anything to offer. That means something’s changed. Don’t think I missed that you said you wanted to say you’re sorry, but didn’t actually say it.”

A bright green shirt molded to the gentle curves of her breasts. Light blue jeans encased long legs. Would they be toned and sleek like her arms were?

“Something’s changed. I am sorry. I shouldn’t have been that blunt, but hell, I hadn’t even talked about what was going on with me with the men I work with, although I think some of them noticed.” He took a step forward. Specifics could wait. If something came of this lunch, then he’d try to make her understand.

She stared at him. “You were hiding it from them. Since it’s something you hiding from your friends, it’s probably personal. I don’t expect you to give me details. Tell me what’s changed so much that you want to have lunch with me. Why should I believe that you won’t go all blunt and rude while we’re eating?”

“Everything’s changed. Now, I know there’s hope and I can build a future. Second, I can’t offer you anything you’d probably believe after the way I acted, but you could consider letting me take you out as a way for me to make it up to you. You pick the place and I’ll buy the meal.” He smiled. At least, she hadn’t blown him off.

She was a gorgeous woman. It was the vibrancy in her that drew him though. Was she always that way? Her eyes sparkled and she almost hummed with energy, as if willing to take on anything.

She grinned. “You do know how to make a woman curious. I can’t ask any questions about it because that would be prying. You can take me to lunch. There’s a nice restaurant in town. It’s one frequented by the locals when they want to get out.”

“Great. Did you want to meet me there or can I give you a ride?” He asked.

“I’ll meet you there. Let me give you the address. It shouldn’t take me more than ten minutes to get there. There’s one stop I have to make. I said I’d do it now, but it’s just a drop off. I won’t keep you waiting.” She gave a nod. She pulled a notepad from her purse and scribbled an address on a piece of paper.

He took it and watched as she left. Her hips swayed back and forth in a seductive rhythm. What would that round ass feel like pressed up against him?

“McDonal.” The male voice came from his right.

Theron looked over. Gallagher Stark stood there, feet braced apart and a hand on his hip. The chief of police and Theron’s new boss.

“I don’t know what all went on with Violet before, because I didn’t hear much. Don’t play with her. She’s been through enough and doesn’t need someone to cause her more pain.” Gallagher scowled.

“I’m taking her to lunch, not to bed with false promises of forever.” Theron scowled. Why the hell was the man so damn protective of her? “I have no intention of playing with her feelings or some silly game. If there’s attraction, well, we’ll see where it goes.”

“See that you don’t.” Gallagher turned and walked away.

Theron strode out of the Civic Center. His mind spun. If Gallagher Stark thought he had a claim on Violet, he would have said something much more clear than don’t hurt her. So what was behind the obscure warning and mention of her past?

He drove to the restaurant and waited outside for a few minutes to give Violet time to do her errand. Until he adjusted to society again, he’d rather limit exposure to close quarters with big groups of people. It had been years since he’d had this much contact with his own kind.

A sporty little blue car pulled up. A woman climbed out. Glossy black hair shone in the light. Violet. She was here and before ten minutes had passed.

He slid out of his car, shut, and locked the door. His stomach tightened as anticipation flared. He strolled forward. She smiled.

“Hi, I’m glad I didn’t keep you waiting too long.” She combed her fingers through her hair.

“You were quick. I actually expected it to take more time. I can remember any time my mother said she’d be somewhere within a time limit, it usually took her a little longer than that.” He grinned and opened the door to the restaurant.

“Well, I tend to be on time, but I will admit there have been occasions when I’m late or when I was delayed by something or someone.” She shrugged. “Don’t think you’re going to get out of this lunch with just that light admission about your mother. I first asked you out because I wanted to know more.”

“I’ll answer the questions if you answer some.” He gave a nod. Attraction simmered between them. Was it lust or something more? The strength of it teased and lured him to explore.

“I don’t mind at all.” She walked easily beside him up to the light golden wood hostess stand.

They didn’t have to wait to be seated. The hostess led them to a table near the rear of the large room. The savory scent of chicken and beef swirled in the air. His stomach growled and his mouth watered.

He held her chair for her. First impressions had already been bad. Better make the second as good as possible. She slid into the seat. He strode around the table and sat across from her. A better view of her, but if this wasn’t their first date, he’d sit right next to her. He took the menu and looked at it, but they both gave the waitress their drink order.

He glanced across the table. She stared at him. Her blue eyes glittered, so deep and almost as dark as a sapphire. What was it about her that made him so curious?

“Have you decided what you want?” Theron tilted his head. Did she feel the same pull as he did?

“Yes, I’ve only been here a few times, but I have a favorite.” She nodded

The waitress brought their drinks and took their order. A steak should be safe. Most restaurants did steak reasonably well. She ordered chicken in mushroom sauce. As soon as the waitress left, the questions would probably begin. His stomach clenched. What would she ask?

“So, you’re one of our new police officers, aren’t you?” She tilted her head.

“Yes, I am and so are the others you saw with me today. We were given the job.” A steady job in one place was something new for him.

Hunters moved from town to town. Most often, they didn’t stay in an Aelfir city, both for their own safety and because sometimes the population was a little wary of those who spent time hunting monsters. Though the target wasn’t always an actual monster. A good number of the beings he’d faced were tainted Aelfir, whose deeds and darkness had twisted them until they turned on their own.

“Are you ready to stay in one town?” She twisted her fork in her fingers.

“Yes, I want somewhere to settle down.” Well, at least ready to be somewhere familiar where he’d be at home when the end came, but that subject would wait. Now, though, he was ready to look to the future. “My turn, how well do you know Gallagher Stark?”

She frowned. “The chief of police? Not very well. He sort of inherited me when he took the job a few years back. I guess you could say that it was him who convinced me to come back to town, but that’s only because he told me about how much everything had changed in the last few years. The first time I actually saw him, he wrote me a ticket for speeding.”

“Where did you live before you came back here?” He leaned forward. What sent her away from a nice town like Alden Glen? Probably better wait ask that. It would be prying at this stage.

“Aster, Florida. It’s a nice place. Quiet, but big enough that I did well there. I had some good friends and it wasn’t easy to decide what to do.” She shrugged. “Do you think you’ll enjoy a job as a police officer? I met a few ex-Hunters in Aster. They fell into two groups. Those that wanted to completely walk away from everything to do with hunting or those that couldn’t even think about doing that.”

“I think that it will be something I like. I still want to help others. While for the most part, a job as a police officer won’t be as filled with action or danger as the life of a Hunter, it will allow me to help and be a lot safer too.” He lifted a shoulder. Maybe she was fishing around for things that wouldn’t pry too deeply just as he was.

“Do you have any friends here besides the men you were with?” She tilted her head. A moment later, the waitress returned with their food.

“Actually, yes, I know a couple of people who now live here. One’s the woman we went to talk to today. The other is an ex-Hunter who came here a few years ago” He picked up his knife and fork to cut into the meat. “Did you grow up here? Gallagher said that you just returned here.”

“Yes, I grew up in Alden Glen. I was here until I was nineteen. What did Gallagher tell you about me?” She frowned.

“He just told me not to play with your feelings, that you’d already been through some tough times. He didn’t specify what. I get the feeling that he wanted to make sure you were happy here.” He pushed his lips into a smile. That didn’t explain everything though. Why had Gallagher taken a personal interest in her if they had only met once? That question would wait until later. It might be a nonissue. Gallagher was protective of the town. Violet and the other citizens would fall under that.

“Well, I guess that’s okay, but I didn’t really see him as the big brother type.” She lifted a shoulder. “Are they putting you up at the bed and breakfast? That’s got to be crowded with all of you there.”

“Actually, some of the team are staying as guests in someone’s house, but yes, it’s cozy. We’re all looking for homes in the area. I hope I can find something soon. I’d like to get settled and set up a work room.” He took a long drink of the iced tea in his glass.

Her blue eyes widened and her head tilted. Was she going to ask about what he did in his work room? Her mouth opened, but she straightened and smiled. Apparently, she’d decided to wait to ask about that. They made small talk. After he’d paid the bill, he stood and so did she.

“I’d like to see you again, Violet. Tonight or perhaps tomorrow if that’s better.” He smiled. His breath caught in his throat. Her answer mattered, maybe more than it should.

“I’d love to see you again. I’m meeting a friend tonight. Tomorrow night is good. Should I meet you there?” She clasped her hands together.

Tension whitened her knuckles. She was as anxious as he was. Maybe, that was a good sign. If he rushed, he’d never know what might grow between them, but doing more than standing here and waiting would be great.

“I’ll pick you up at your house.” He nodded his head. This date wasn’t some casual meeting. He’d build their relationship right. Small courtesies might help gain her trust. After the way he’d responded to her initial invitation, he had a long way to go.

“That sounds wonderful. Here, let me give you my address and my phone number.” She pulled out her notepad and quickly scrawled her name, address, and phone number across the paper.

He took it and put it in his wallet. Tomorrow night couldn’t come fast enough. First, though, he had to get through the first full day of work. It probably wouldn’t be easy. They brought in seven new officers with Hunter training. Not something a town’s Chief of Police did unless they thought there would be a need for the skills. What in hell was going on in quiet Alden Glen to call for that many Hunters?
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Chapter Three
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Theron strode up the multi-story, brick building which housed the police department. Three of the other new officers joined him as he mounted the stairs to the glass double doors. He tugged at the collar of his uniform. The tight material chafed. It had been too long since he’d worn anything buttoned up so high. Better get used to it. The uniform came with the job.

First days still sucked. He had his orders. Instead of the normal briefing, go to the Chief’s office and meet up with Cord to get their assignment. What did the Chief want? Theron’s body tightened. Not in the familiar sinking of coming danger, but energy and excitement pumped through him.

Cord waited near the Chief’s office. They knocked on the door. Theron took a few deep breaths. It could be tedious work, but it offered a beginning. Gallagher opened the door and stepped back.

Theron followed Cord into the office. A big, dark chair sat behind the solid wooden desk. Three wooden chairs angled toward it.

“Come on in. I have some explaining to do and then you two can carry out your first assignment.” Gallagher closed the door and strode over to his desk. He sat in the plush chair behind it.

Why did Gallagher feel the need to explain instead of just give the order? Perhaps, Gallagher simply had a different way of doing things. On Hunter missions, they were told what to do and sent on their way, no explanation of even why unless it was something strange.

Theron took one of the chairs in front of the desk and leaned forward. The seat of this piece of furniture didn’t have much padding at all. Then again, people generally didn’t come in here to get comfortable.

“There have been a couple recent incidents in town. It’s why we hired so many new officers at once; although, we were planning to increase the size of our department.” Gallagher leaned back in his chair. He stared forward. “Just more slowly.”

“What type of incidents?” Cord clasped his hands together.

“The one that has us worried is a disappearance last week. Isaiah Johnson. There’s no sign of any foul play, but we also can’t find any sign that he left willingly. I’m sending you two over to his house. I want another set of eyes on this. Maybe we missed something because we went in there with the assumption that he left voluntarily at first.” Gallagher laced his fingers together.

“Did he go missing from his home, work, or somewhere else?” Theron tipped his head. Would Gallagher respond? He hadn’t answered Cord’s question directly.

“I’m sending you the address. I want you to look at it as if you just got a wellness check request and were given the key to enter.” Gallagher stood and held out the key. “Find out everything you can from the search. The house has been sealed since we were last in there.”

“May I ask who reported him missing?” Theron looked at his new boss. His lips pressed into a grim line. Gallagher didn’t think this was a mere missing person.

“His girlfriend, Tate.” Gallagher nodded. “Get to work. I want a full report when you finish. Be thorough.”

“Don’t have to worry there. He’s very thorough on searches.” Cord rose, nodded to Gallagher, and strode to the door.

Maybe Cord expected a rise. Theron rolled his eyes. Not going to happen. Cord liked to joke at times, but he was a great partner. Even if he didn’t appreciate the slow approach. 

“My car or yours?” Cord led the way out of the station.

“Mine. If you’re too much a pain in the ass, I can leave you.” Theron flashed a smile.

“Did you ever speak to the woman you cut off as if she was nothing. I bet she didn’t give you time to do it again.” Cord glared at him.

“You’d bet wrong. I’ve got a date with her. She let me explain and take her to lunch.” Theron shook his head. Luckily, she hadn’t  held a grudge.

“Don’t blow it then. The attraction must be spectacularly hot to get her to agree so quickly. Most women would have made you eat those words at least twice before giving you a chance to take them to lunch.” Cord stopped on the passenger side of his car.

“Ready for a life now, Cord?” Theron unlocked the car and slid into the driver’s seat.

“Too damn right. I want to be able to sleep at night in a place that I won’t leave in a few days.” Cord climbed into the passenger seat. “Now, drive us to 1242 Carter Street.”

Theron backed out and drove through the city. It would take him a while to learn the streets, but he knew the main roads. Carter was off one of those. He’d driven down it the first time he was in town after taking a wrong turn.

He pulled into the driveway of the home. This man had to be some sort of earth talent. A good portion of the home lay beneath the earth. Being so close to the soil would fuel him.

“Hmm, well, let’s find the front door and get inside so that we can dig into this man’s life.” Cord led the way down the walkway to the secluded doorway.

Theron handed him the key rather than jostle in front of him. No competition here. It didn’t matter who went in first. They both had their orders. The door opened, revealing a living room that was almost austere in its bareness. He frowned. The room had a strange, heavy air. His stomach muscles tightened. Something was wrong. 

“I’m going to look around in the kitchen.” Cord advanced a slow step forward.

Theron glanced over. His brows pulled down and a frown. Not the usual smart ass attitude that Cord presented. Maybe he felt the same strangeness. Theron stopped. Better get a feel for the organization of the living room before anything was moved.

A tablet rested on the coffee table. He picked it up and turned it on. There might not be any evidence on it, but there could be. A letter, maybe, something that explained the man’s absence. His email would have been checked, but perhaps someone missed a document. The tablet’s screen lit up and turned a bright gold.

An instruction to swipe lettered the screen. Theron slid his finger over it. A picture of a pair of guitars popped up. He brought up the images. Let’s see what kind of pictures he has on here. Maybe he had one shot in this room or another room in the house. That might show if anything was missing.

First up was an image of a woman outside, maybe a park, because the trees next to her were huge. A couple of images later, a picture of the living room focused mainly on the woman on the couch. Paper or pictures scattered over the coffee table and a blanket hung over the back of the couch. In the background, a jacket appeared to drape over the back of a chair.

He checked the date. Six AM on the twenty first. He took out his phone. Better ask Gallagher for specifics.

Theron: When exactly did the man go missing?

He hit send and slid his phone back in his pocket. Back to work until Gallagher replied. If it was close to the time the man went missing, they might have something.

He put the tablet down and turned. Everything appeared clean and tidy, but maybe a little too tidy. Especially in light of that photo. Some of the decorative objects in the photo had disappeared.

He tapped his foot. If there had been a struggle or mess to clean up, maybe they’d left a few things on the ground. The only way to see anything was to get down to that level.

He peered at the base of the couch. A shard of blue pottery glinted just under the edge of the big piece of furniture. Probably from the blue urn that had been on the side table. As he straightened, a light slash contrasted with the darker wood of the side table. It gouged a diagonal mark in the wood. Something hard or sharp hit that.

His phone buzzed. Hopefully, this was from Gallagher. He flicked his finger across the screen. The message popped up.

Gallagher: He went missing sometime after leaving work at five on the twenty first.

Theron drew in a breath. He had gone missing hours after taking that photo. He snapped an image of the gouge and the piece of pottery. There could be a lot more evidence that had been missed. A missing person sometimes wasn’t
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