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If you want the moon,

don’t hide from the night ...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




ELIZABETH

––––––––
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THE SITUATION WAS SLIPPING OUT of control. 

“Mrs. Fontaine, please don’t make this more difficult than it has to be,” Sam Wakefield, Rosenthal’s sheriff, said. “I don’t want to handcuff you, but I will if I have to.”

Charlotte Fontaine squared her delicate shoulders and braced her hands on her hips. “Cuff me? How dare you, Samuel Wakefield? I’ve known you ever since you were knee-high to a duck.”

A twinkle of humor in his eyes, the formidable sheriff pulled on his best law-enforcement expression. “I’m really sorry, ma’am, but you have to come with us. You’re under arrest.” 

That day’s public protest to save a historic city block from destruction, including the popular Cosmopolitan Hotel, seemed to me like a carefully staged event. Nonetheless, I had my own professional and personal reasons for supporting the demonstrations. 

It was time to intervene.

“Oh, for chrissake, Sheriff,” I said, “you can’t throw one of Rosenthal’s most popular citizens in jail. This will backfire, you know.”

Sheriff Sam Wakefield (under normal circumstances, my friend), turned to me with a sly grin. “You, on the other hand, are certainly not a prominent Rosenthal citizen. Now please turn around.”

Before I could blink, cold metal closed around my wrists with a click.

The sheriff turned to his deputy. “Officer, escort Mrs. Fontaine to the car. And you, Elizabeth Chatwin,” here he gave me a little push, “you are under arrest for trespassing, creating a public disturbance, disorderly conduct, and reckless endangerment. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you ...”

“Great job, Sheriff, arresting two women!” Dr. Ned Prentice shouted as he maneuvered a big sign that read Save the Cosmo! “The city government, including the police, should’ve been on this side of the barricades, helping us save the Cosmo from those urban wreckers!”

Dr. Prentice was Rosenthal’s beloved physician as well as the vice president of the Save the Cosmo! Committee, the group of heritage passionate Rosenthalers, who’d organized the protest. The president of the committee was my fellow arrestee, Charlotte Fontaine. 

The sheriff rubbed his neck. “Give me a break, Doc! The owner wants to sell it; you know that.”

“Then the City could’ve bought it out!” someone else yelled. 

“Yeah. It’s common practice for a city government to be in the hotel business. Move over, folks, let me pass.”

A young cameraman from the local TV station was recording the entire interaction, including our arrests. I jerked and kicked a little bit for the sake of some additional publicity for our noble cause. 

“We want to save a building that is one of Rosenthal’s landmarks and should be protected as a historic site!” I said, looking straight into the camera. “And now they’re arresting a sixty-two-year-old woman with fragile health! Help us save the—”

Before I could say another word, the sheriff had me in the back of his car.

“I’m sixty, dear,” I heard Mrs. Fontaine say before the young deputy opened the back door of his cruiser and, holding her hand, helped her in.

The flashing lights on, both cars pulled away and toward the police station, a few blocks south.

Looking at me in his rearview mirror, Sam said, “That was low. Fragile health, my ass. Look at her; she doesn’t look a day over fifty and she’s as healthy as a horse.”

“Ned Prentice’s brother is the judge. Mrs. Fontaine will be at home for her afternoon tea.”

“Yes, she will; you’re right. But you will not, hon.”

“I don’t care. I bet there’s a nice little room in your station where I can camp overnight.” I pressed my forehead against the bars between the front and rear seats. “Sam, you’re not going to charge me with all those offenses, are you?”

“Now, sweetheart, I’m afraid you don’t understand,” Sam said with a suppressed laugh. “You and your mob blocked the busiest street in town during rush hour—”

“Rush hour in Rosenthal? You must be kidding!”

“And placed the city in a virtual state of lockdown.”

“For about twelve minutes, until you and your forces crushed—”

“Forces? It was only me and my deputy.”

“Until you and your deputy crushed our peaceful protest,” I said. “There.”

“For which you never got permission from the city.”

“And why didn’t we?” 

Sam signaled and turned left. “Because Lottie was advised not to apply for permission. Elizabeth, nobody in Rosenthal wants to see the Cosmo knocked down, but you can’t expect the city officials or the police to join the demonstrators. Lottie needed some media attention, and she got it. Her arrest was the cherry on top.”

“I was arrested, too,” I reminded him. 

Sam winked. “You’re collateral damage.”

Just great. 

He pulled into the police parking lot, cut the engine and turned to me. “The City would buy out the hotel if there was money for that. It’s a historic building. Alas, our budget is smaller every year. Lottie and her committee know that, so they’re determined to find an investor who will restore the Cosmo before it’s too late.”

“It’s not only the Cosmo,” I said. “The entire Baker Block is in danger.” The heritage block, which included the Cosmopolitan Hotel, was the heart of the city. 

“Of course not. All the buildings in the Baker Block are from the same period, all of them in good condition. Lottie’s clever. If she saves the hotel, the whole block may be saved. I wouldn’t be surprised if she already has an investor in mind.”

“And the entire Rosenthal is helping her, in one way or another.”

“Including you and me. See, I risked the reputation of the police department by ‘crushing’ her protest, and you will get a criminal record.”

Oh my god! Criminal record! “Sam, you’re joking, aren’t you?”

“I have to charge you, for the sake of authenticity. But don’t worry; I bet Lottie’s lawyer’s already in the station waiting for us. He’ll bail you both out. Now let me uncuff you, honey. You must be uncomfortable. By the way, are you free on Thursday night? I need someone to stay with Jacob.”

Sam was the single father a of four-year-old boy. I loved Jacob and always looked forward to spending time with him. “I’ll make sure I am,” I said with a wide smile.

––––––––
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MOST OF THE CHARGES AGAINST us were dropped, except for causing a public disturbance. Which would’ve also been dismissed if Mrs. Fontaine, against her lawyer’s advice, hadn’t insisted we’d intended to cause it. 

I’d had no such intentions, of course, but since I was the Save the Cosmo!’s professional consultant and Charlotte Fontaine’s friend, it was a matter of loyalty to support her statement.

The lawyer assured us we’d end up with some light community service.  

“I’ll give you a ride, and then I’m going home,” I said to Mrs. Fontaine as we left the police station and walked toward my car. “All I need now is a cup of tea and a hot bath.”

“What you need is a glass of wine,” she said and slid her arm through mine. “I’m throwing a party tonight, to celebrate our release, and you’re coming with me.”

This could be a perfect chance to learn more about Mrs. Fontaine’s grand plan. I was part of it, after all. 

“Sure,” I said. “But can we stop by my house, just for fifteen minutes? I need to change into something more party-appropriate.”

“No, you don’t,” Mrs. Fontaine said and took a step back, her eyes scanning over my attire: a light beige coat, a knee-length turquoise dress and three-inch-heel pumps in the same color. “You’re already dressed for a party, darling. You were overdressed for the protest.”
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Chapter Two 
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ELIZABETH

––––––––
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“YES! WE DID IT!”

Charlotte Fontaine thrust her small, manicured hand into the air as we watched the TV in her living room. “We made the evening news! This is better than I expected.”

I laughed. “Yes, we did it indeed, and you made the evening news. They cut me out. On the bright side, my heritage efforts will be saved for posterity in my police record. And I owe you bail money.”

She dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. “Don’t worry about it. Listen, there’s a bottle of your favorite unoaked Chardonnay in the fridge. Why don’t we have a glass while we’re waiting for the others?”

“Thank you, Mrs. Fontaine,” I said, touched by her consideration. I’d mentioned once that only certain unoaked white wines didn’t give me migraines, and she’d remembered.

I went to the kitchen, opened a bottle of wine and filled two glasses. Back in the living room, I passed one to Mrs. Fontaine and sat across from her in an armchair. Sipping my Chardonnay, I watched as she phoned the committee members one by one, inviting them to join us later to celebrate our victory.

Charlotte Fontaine, a petite, feisty woman with vivid blue eyes, was the widow of the former Rosenthal mayor. Our acquaintance had started last November, when Mrs. Fontaine had contacted CBB Restauration, the small Montreal-based company owned by me and my partners Rick Barclay and Alain Besson. CBB stood for the initials of our last names. We specialized in architectural conservation and restoration and she’d offered us a job: to evaluate a little nineteenth-century hotel and estimate the cost of restoration, with a possibility of carrying out the work on it.

I hadn’t been in the office when she’d phoned, but my partners had accepted the offer without a blink. It was a harsh time in the heritage building restoration business and the big jobs were few and far between. 

Excited about the contract, Rick had offered a competitive price, but admitted to Mrs. Fontaine that our specialty was churches and that we had only done a few public buildings. “I’m not concerned about that, Mr. Barclay,” she’d said. “I’ve checked your credentials; you always do exceptional work. You’ll find the structure of the Cosmopolitan not very different from a church from that time period, including the stained-glass windows and doors. We have permission from the owner to do an estimate, so I’d like one of you to come here and take a look.” Rick had suggested me, and Mrs. Fontaine agreed, adding that, if the cost of the renovation was reasonable, I might lead the project.

I was grateful to her. Both Rick and Alain were more experienced and had been in the business longer than me. I worked on small parts of the projects. I guess our employer figured I’d have more time for her venture than my partners.

The following week I arrived in Rosenthal, and Rick and Alain had gotten several significant conservation projects on the West Coast, thanks to Mrs. Fontaine and her connections.

I settled in a lovely little house left vacant after the previous owner, a friend of Mrs. Fontaine, had moved out of town.

––––––––
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EVERYTHING HAD BEEN just perfect, only I didn’t think I’d enjoy my new life for long. 

The small hotel’s future wasn’t looking bright. It was set to be sold, along with the entire block, to the land developer with the highest offer. So far, only one company—Urban Imprint—had shown interest in buying it. Unfortunately, they were more focused on building new structures than in restoring and developing existing ones, regardless of their potential historical significance.

The grim perspective didn’t discourage the heritage passionate Rosenthalers and the mastermind behind the plan for saving the hotel—Charlotte Fontaine.   

The moment I saw the Cosmopolitan, I fell in love with it and I wanted more than anything to restore it to its former glory. 

Neglected due to lack of money and proper care, the Cosmopolitan was still a beautiful structure. Built between 1870 and 1872 as a much smaller replica of the famous neo-classical Hotel Royale in Vienna, it had forty-two guest rooms, the original furnishings, stained-glass windows and doors, rosewood paneled elevators and marble bathrooms with heated floors. 

For almost a century and a half, the small hotel had been the center of the town’s social life. Rosenthalers, well-to-do, cosmopolitan, sociable, albeit a little bit snobbish and eccentric, were proud of their town and its history and loved their little hotel dearly. There they held their wedding receptions, celebrated birthdays and other important days, welcomed their amateur golf guests from all around the world and promoted the work of local writers and painters. 

When my cost estimation assignment was done, I didn’t return to Montreal. Mrs. Fontaine didn’t have any trouble convincing me to stay in Rosenthal for a few more months and join the Save the Cosmo! Committee as a professional consultant.

––––––––
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“ELIZABETH, DARLING, please check if I uploaded the evening news to YouTube properly, will you? I want to send the link to a friend of mine,” Mrs. Fontaine said and passed me her iPhone. 

I smiled as I watched the short video. I didn’t need to check anything. When it came to modern technology, Mrs. Fontaine was the savviest senior I knew. 

“All’s good,” I said and passed her the iPhone. 

She took it and speed-dialed a number. 

“Rowena? Hi, Lottie here ... I’m fine, thank you. How’s Ahmed? And the little fella? ... I promise I’ll visit you as soon as my little business here is done ... Yes, the hotel and a few other buildings. We had a public protest today, and guess what? They arrested my architect and me, can you imagine? My lawyer bailed us out ... No, no, we’re okay, don’t worry. We were on the news. I’ll send you a link. Did you check our website? save-cosmo-exclamation-mark-dot-com, all one word ... You did? Great! Did you have a chance to talk to Jack and Astrid? Maybe Millennium Properties would be interested in buying it or investing in the renovation.”

Ah, there we were. Sam was right. The entire purpose of today’s commotion was to try to find an investor who’d save the Cosmo and the Baker Block from demolition. And yes, Charlotte already had someone in mind.

Mrs. Fontaine was giving Rowena—whoever she was—a frank account of the events related to the future of the hotel and the block. “Even if my friends and I had enough money to buy it out, what would we do with it?” she said. “We’re not business people. Trust me, Rowena, it’s a good investment. Once renovated, the hotel can be profitable again. The other four buildings of the block are also versatile. They can be turned into anything. They’re beautiful structures. We can’t let them destroy them ... Yes, you’re right ... It’d be great for our economy, but we need a big investor. That’s why I thought maybe if Millennium Properties ...” 

As Mrs. Fontaine listened to her friend, the smile on her face widened. “A land developer? Why, that would be great! ... Ahmed’s cousin? Right, I remember you mentioning him. And you think he’d consider? ... Thanks a lot, Rowena ... I know ... What is his name again? ... Uh-huh ... I’ll text you my architect’s cell phone number. He can call her anytime. Her name is Elizabeth Chatwin ... Yes, she’s young but very capable ...  All right then, talk to you soon. Say hello to everybody. Kiss Aydan for me, will you? Bye now.”

Mrs. Fontaine placed the phone on the table, beaming. “Well, I just might’ve found us an investor.”

I chuckled. “The one that can call me anytime? And who are all those people—Rowena, Jack, Ahmed, his cousin? How well do you know them?” 

“Rowena Vandermeer and Dr. Ahmed Demir are my friends,” she said, taking a seat across from me. “Dr. Demir used to live and work in Rosenthal for years. He’s originally from Turkey; his family is very old and noble. Astrid, Rowena’s daughter, also lived in Rosenthal and worked in the hospital. She’s an orthopedic surgeon. And then she married Jack Canagan and moved to Colorado. They’re my close friends, too. I visited them last year.”

Too many names; I wasn’t sure I’d gotten who was who. “And who’s Aydan? Rowena’s grandson?”

“No. Astrid and Jack have a daughter. Aydan is Rowena’s son with Dr. Demir.”

Aware of my arched eyebrow, she explained, “Rowena was a teenager when she had Astrid. Anyhow, Astrid and Ahmed had been friends and colleagues. And then Ahmed met her mother, fell in love with her and also moved to Colorado. So romantic, isn’t it? The house you live in is Astrid’s house, you know. And the car you drive, it was hers as well.” 

Interesting. “The house has a nightingale floor in the bedroom,” I said. “Did she have it built, or did it come with the house? It’s so beautiful. I’d never dreamt I’d live in a house with a nightingale floor.”

Now it was Mrs. Fontaine’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “Nightingale floor? What’s that?”

“A sort of safety device. It’s called uguisubari. It’s a wooden floor designed to make a chirping sound when you walk on it. They were common during the Edo Period in Japan. Why did she need a nightingale floor? Was she in danger?”

Mrs. Fontaine shrugged. “Nah. It must be because she liked all things Japanese, you know, ink paintings, sliding doors, minimalist design, things like that. Back to our business, the Canagans own a real estate company, Millennium Properties. Have you heard of it?” 

I hadn’t, so Mrs. Fontaine explained that Millennium Properties was a profitable medium-sized real estate enterprise. Best of all, the recent recession didn’t seem to have affected it at all. 

“You think Millennium Properties would be interested in buying the hotel and the rest of the Baker Block?” I said. 

“I thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask. Rowena promised to talk to Astrid and Jack, but before that, she says she wants to have a word with Ahmed’s cousin. He lives in Copper Ridge.”

“Where’s Copper Ridge?”

“Why, near Red Cliffs, in the Colorado mountains, of course.”

I’d never heard of those places before, although Mrs. Fontaine’s voice clearly suggested I should have. 

“Anyway, Ahmed’s cousin is a developer,” Mrs. Fontaine carried on, “very rich, an architect, and an architect at that.”

“This is great! This is the best news we’ve heard in the last two months.”

Mrs. Fontaine blinked once, twice. “He’s a bit of an eccentric. But it’s not our concern.”

“What do you mean by eccentric?”

“Maybe eccentric isn’t the best word. Perhaps not very social. He lives on his estate with two caregivers and his secretary. He was in some kind of accident, so he’s in a wheelchair. He can walk, but with difficulty and he’s in and out of the hospital. He underwent numerous surgeries and he’s doing better, but could be quite moody, according to Rowena.”

No wonder he wasn’t in good spirits. “Maybe he’s depressed. Maybe he’s in chronic pain, who knows? Why does she think he’d want to get involved in this? Is she trying to pull him out of his despondency?”

“Rowena says he’s passionate about heritage buildings, or at least he used to be before the accident.”

“What is his name again? Maybe I know him.”

“Khalid Nouri.” 

I smiled. “Eternal Light.”

Mrs. Fontaine’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

“That’s what his name means in Arabic. It doesn’t sound familiar, though. Maybe Rick or Alain have heard of him. I’ll ask them.”

“They might not have heard of him. Rowena mentioned he lived in England before he came here,” Mrs. Fontaine said and then changed the subject. “You speak Arabic?”

“Yes. I lived in Egypt for several years when I was a child. My father was a professor of Oriental Studies at the Al-Azhar University.”

“What about your mother? She was also a university professor, wasn’t she?”

“A medievalist. She was an expert on the Early Middle Ages.” I reached for Mrs. Fontaine’s MacBook Pro that sat open on the coffee table. “Now, let’s google our Mr. Nouri.”

“Oh, don’t bother now. Medievalist, you say. I wondered how you got your middle name. Bertrada. Very old, but beautiful.”

“Thank you. I was named after one of my mother’s favorite research subjects, Queen Bertrada of Laon.”

“Charlemagne’s mother ... It suits you, you know.” Mrs. Fontaine refilled my still half-full glass.

I took a sip of wine. “How old is he?” I said, eager to know more about our potential investor.

Mrs. Fontaine stood up, closed the Mac and unplugged it. “Our guests are about to start showing up. We won’t need this tonight. How old is who?” 

I sighed. “Mr. Nouri.”

All I got from Mrs. Fontaine was a strange faraway look and an unexpected answer. “That’s the million-dollar question, my dear.” 

I looked at her, puzzled. Sometimes, Mrs. Fontaine had bizarre answers to simple questions. 

Before I could ask what the heck she had meant this time, the doorbell announced the first group of our party guests.
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Chapter Three 
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BRIAN

––––––––

[image: ]


“WE’RE COMING OVER, Brian. I’ve just heard something very interesting. We need to talk.”

I rubbed my neck. God, she wouldn’t give me a break. 

And she knew I didn’t want anybody to call me Brian, not until I was ready to reclaim my past. She thought I was ready, and I didn’t have a say in it. That was my friend Rowena; stubborn and pushy. 

“No, we don’t need to talk, Rowena. Not tonight. I’m tired,” I said, knowing I hadn’t discouraged her in the least.

“Are you in pain? Are you about to shift?”

“Not yet.” It always happened around midnight; it hadn’t changed. “Although, if I could, I’d turn now.”

“It’s that bad, huh?” she asked, her voice soft and filled with concern.

It was. I was in constant pain in my human form. It was a part of me, and I’d gotten so used to it that now I was able to stay in my painful form almost all day. 

It was close to nine o’clock in the evening. Three long hours before I could transform into a blaidd—a wolf-man—and have a long run through the woods. My blaidd didn’t feel pain, only my dyn, my human entity, did. I still limped, true; my wolf leg was as damaged as its human counterpart was. My sense of smell was somewhat weakened, but my wolf vision had almost fully recovered, and my mind was less unhappy in my wolf body than it was in my human form.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “So where’s the fire this time?”

“Listen, Ahmed and I will be there in twenty minutes. Hal’s coming with us.”

Hal Mohegan was our mutual friend. Like me, he was presumed dead. “This sounds like a damn TV intervention,” I said. “I don’t like it.”

“It’s time to sort out this mess, Brian. I want to marry the father of my child, but I can’t because I’m still married to Hal. And you’re —”

“I know.” I didn’t need her to remind me that I was still married to Eve, who had married James Mohegan (Hal’s brother and my best friend), believing I was dead. After she recovered from the shock of my resurrection, I could only picture how thrilled she’d be to discover she was living in a polygamous marriage.

I heard Rowena exhale. “Okay, forget about that now. It’s about a business proposal. Is Azem there? We’ll need his legal expertise.”

I sighed. “Where else could he be?” Azem Nimmani was my lawyer, my personal assistant, and my friend. And one of the three people whose company I could tolerate for more than one hour. The other two were Harriet and Jason Killian, my temporary caretakers. All three of them were from Winston, a clan up in the Canadian North, where I had spent a quarter of a century trapped in my wolf form. And dead to the rest of the world. They had come with me to Copper Ridge to help me with the transition, as Harriet liked to say. From the wolf-man to the man. From dead to alive.

“I don’t know,” Rowena says. “He’s always running errands for you because you don’t want to move your lazy ass from the house. You know, for a person who calls his home the tinselhouse and always complains about how over-furnished and over-decorated it is, you spend an awful lot of time in it.”

“I neither furnished nor decorated it, so I have the right not to like it. As you remember, I didn’t buy it because of its looks, but because it’s isolated and big. And I’m going to get rid of its Rococo charm soon. I plan to renovate it, top to bottom.”

“You could’ve done it already.” 

“I’ve started. I finished my study.”

“You removed the knick-knacks and extra furniture and stored them in the attic. Is that your idea of renovating?”

“And my bedroom. It’s new.”

“Only you don’t use it.”

I sighed, frustrated. “Doesn’t your baby need to sleep, Rowena? Isn’t it a bit late for a visit?”

“Ha-ha. Nice try. Aydan’s still awake, but a short ride to your house will help him fall asleep. See you in twenty.”

––––––––
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AZEM JOINED ME IN THE library and I told him about Rowena’s phone call. 

I had to admit I was curious about what kind of business proposal Rowena had in mind. It had to be something much bigger than her regular weekly attempts to fix my life or she wouldn’t have dragged Ahmed, the baby and Hal with her. 

“How’s your leg tonight?” Azem asked as he poured us both a glass of scotch. 

I took a good swig and closed my eyes in almost-pleasure. “No worse than usual. Let’s see what Rowena wants.”

“She always wants the same thing; she just changes her tactic each time. Once she runs out of ideas, she’ll simply order you to stop hiding. She’s the Copper Ridge einhamiress, therefore your alpha, so you have to obey her. But she wants you to quit all this self-pitying on your own and start living your life.”

I first thought I’d misheard him, but when I realized I hadn’t, rage swept over me.

“Damn it, Azem, I’m not ready to become Brian Canagan again. Look at me, I’m a cripple. I’m half the man I once was!”

“I didn’t know you before they brought you to Winston half-dead twenty-five years ago. But from all I’ve heard, you were nothing like this. What are you so afraid of? Don’t you want to be with your family and friends?”

“If I were Brian Canagan from twenty-five years ago, you’d never talk to me like this.”

Azem stood up and, bracing his arms on the desk, looked straight into my eyes. “If you were that Brian Canagan from twenty-five years ago, you wouldn’t feel sorry for yourself twenty-four hours a day.”

“What the hell do you want from me?” I jerked up from my seat, but a sharp pain slashed through my leg up to my spinal cord and nailed me back. I breathed in and out several times, fighting nausea.

Azem was right; that’s why I was so mad at him. “I feel miserable most of the time. I don’t need others to point out the obvious to me.” I exhaled, feeling old and tired. “A part of me died that day. I don’t know who I am anymore, Azem.”

“It’s time to figure it out,” Rowena said in her resonant voice as she entered the library, followed by Hal and Ahmed, who carried the sleeping Aydan in his car seat.

––––––––
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“SO, AN URBAN DEVELOPER wants to buy an old city block in some small Pacific Northwest town, knock it down and build an apartment complex or something. What’s wrong with that?” Azem said.

“The developer is Urban Imprint, and they are infamous for their dubious business ethics and their cheap and ugly strip malls they like to build,” Rowena said. “They hope to get it for peanuts because the market is lower than ever. The block is old and beautiful. And there’s this little hotel. She turned her laptop to me. “Here. The Cosmopolitan. Built in the 1870s. Look how cute it is. Astrid says it’s the heart of the city. Urban Imprint would bulldoze it as well.”

“How do you know about all this?” I asked.

“From Lottie Fontaine, a friend of mine. Ahmed and Astrid know her well. Lottie’s the president of a group that is trying to gain public support to save the buildings from demolition and find investors who’ll restore them. They organized a protest today in front of City Hall.”

“Who’s the owner of the block?”

“The City. Except for the hotel, which is private property.”

I shifted in my seat and stretched my bad leg. Damn, it hurt. “That’s a big job far away from here, Rowena. I can’t travel; you know that.”

“With today’s technology, you can do most of the work from here. And that young architect that Lottie has hired can travel here if necessary.”

“What young architect?” I asked.

The baby started crying. Rowena lifted him from the car seat. “Lottie hired a restoration architect to do the cost estimate for the renovation ... I have to feed Aydan. We’re going to use your study, Brian, if that’s okay.”

I smiled. “Go ahead. Do you need anything else?”

“We’ll be fine. By the way, where are the Killians?”

“Visiting some friends.”

“Do you need me, Rowena?” Ahmed asked.

“No, love. Will you and Hal explain to Brian the logistics and financials?”

When she left, I turned to Ahmed. “How do you think I can buy a city block when I don’t have access to my money? Officially, I’m still dead. You had to lend me money to buy this house, remember?”

“I will lend you the money again,” Ahmed said. “It’s a loan, Brian, only interest-free.”

“We’re talking about big money here.”

“Do I need to remind you that you’re rich?”

“Hypothetically speaking.” My wife and my son had inherited my wealth. Later, Eve had given everything to Jack. She was a wealthy woman in her own right. 

“I’m sure Jack will transfer all your assets back to you once he learns you’re alive.”

“It’ll take time.”

Ahmed shrugged. “I’m not in a hurry.”

He had solutions for everything. “You rebuilt half of Copper Ridge,” I said. “I’m surprised you have any money left.”

“I have much more money than I need. Once this block in Rosenthal is yours, you and I will invest in rebuilding it. I’m sure Millennium Properties would also like a part in it. I’ll talk to Astrid, Jack and James.”

“You’ll also need to talk to Hal and me,” I said. “We’re also partners. Or we will be again.”

Hal laughed. “The dead-silent partners for now. We have to change that.”

I took a deep breath. “So we will, Hal ... Ahmed, why don’t you do it yourself? You don’t need me. I can announce my return in a less dramatic way.”

“I’m a doctor, not a land developer. On the other hand, I’d like to do something for Rosenthal. I lived there for twelve years; I have a soft spot for it. Rosenthal’s always been a wealthy little town, but now they’re really struggling. This will be a nice boost to the local economy. This is Rowena and Hal’s idea, I’m financing it, Azem’s taking care of the legal aspect. And you, my friend, you’re going to roll up your sleeves and do the actual work.”

“It’s not an intervention. It’s a conspiracy,” I said, suppressing an involuntary smile.

“I think it’s a great plan. It’s time you and Hal resume your lives,” Azem said. “Your families and friends need you back.”

“Not to mention everyone loves somebody else’s wife,” Hal said with a chuckle.

“Except you,” Ahmed said, slapping Hal’s shoulder. “At least, Violet isn’t married.”

And me, Ahmed. I still love my own wife.

Hal turned to me. “We’re no more than ghosts now. Neither dead nor alive. I’m tired of it. I want to carry on with my life. Damn it, I have to hide every time I come here, and Violet must sneak out of Copper Ridge to spend a few days with me in Winston. Peyton’s already suspicious.”

Violet Kincaid was the love of Hal’s life, as well as Rowena’s best friend. Peyton was Violet Kincaid’s daughter and, as I’d heard, Astrid’s best friend. Peyton and her wizard husband had had a baby daughter. Violet, naturally, wanted to be close to them, and not to travel back and forth between Copper Ridge and Winston.

“There is an easy way to fix it,” Azem said. “Everything can be done in one day, but first I need you two legally alive.”

“It’s not that simple,” I said. “Not at all.”

Hal looked at me. “It doesn’t need to be complicated, either, Brian. Everything’s gonna be fine in the end; remember what Ellida Morgaine told us years ago? And this is the end, isn’t it?”
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Chapter Four
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BRIAN

––––––––
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AS IF I COULD EVER forget. Morgaine said that every time she’d visit us in Winston. Only no end had been in sight for a very long time.

Before I died for the rest of the world, on an autumn day twenty-five years ago, I’d been the Red Cliffs einhamir, as we call a clan’s chieftain or alpha, for more than a century. I had a wife that I adored, a grownup son, family, friends. Under my rule, Red Cliffs had flourished into a prosperous town. There had been problems here and there, some small, some not so small, but all of them solvable.

The previous year I’d spent weeks smoothing ruffled feathers. My clansman, and my friend at that, had briefly dated Rowena Vandermeer, the nineteen-year-old asanni—a wizardess. They’d broken up, but neither of them seemed devastated. Soon Hal met Violet Kincaid and fell in love with her. 

Only to learn that he was about to become a father. Rowena had gotten pregnant. To make things more complicated, she was the daughter of the great friends of our clan, Gottfried and Ella Vandermeer. Hal had married her and broken Violet Kincaid’s heart.

And likely his own.

He and Rowena had very little in common, except their daughter. They both loved her fiercely.

I thought they should’ve settled in Seattle instead of Red Cliffs. Rowena had spent her entire life in the city. Her parents were there. Hal had been working in Seattle for the last ten years. 

Hal wouldn’t hear of it. Their daughter had to be born and raised in Red Cliffs.

If I had had Rowena’s support, I would’ve made Hal change his mind. But the young asanni seemed eager to leave Seattle behind. She needed some breathing room. Her pregnancy had been a small-scale scandal, and she wanted to leave all that mess behind.

––––––––
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THE DUST HADN’T SETTLED yet when Rowena met Seth Withali, the Copper Ridge einhamir, and fell in love with him. 

He promised her everything a nineteen-year-old girl dreamed of: his love, devotion, a wonderful future. He was a good-looking man, polished and silver-tongued.

I didn’t like him, didn’t trust him. He was too autocratic to my liking; he ruled over Copper Ridge as if we were still in the eighteenth century. 

Our two clans had been the closest of neighbors since we’d settled here—only twenty miles was between Red Cliffs and Copper Ridge. In fact, we were the only two clans for hundreds of miles around, but our leadership styles had always been different. Red Cliffs was open, more modern, more progressive than Copper Ridge. Our relationship had hit its lowest level during the reign of Seth’s father, Leidolf, who’d lost his mind and had to be killed. When Seth took over, things had normalized—more or less—only to take a sharp turn in the opposite direction some time later.

Some, unhappy with Seth’s hard rule, had left the town. Many lost their jobs, many farms had closed. Seth had undertaken some huge building projects—a grandiose but bizarre castle-like residence for himself, luxury houses for his closest circle.

Rowena couldn’t have known much of this, being new to Red Cliffs and our ways of life. How many times had they met? Where? No one knew. One day Rowena took Astrid and went to Copper Ridge, supposedly to see her friend. The same afternoon she called Hal to tell him she wasn’t coming back until he agreed to divorce. She wanted to marry Seth.

No one could reason with her: not Hal, not her parents, not I. 

Hal said she could get a divorce only if she gave him full custody of Astrid. Rowena refused.

Hal would often go to Copper Ridge to see his daughter and over the next few months, he and Rowena came to a basic agreement about the divorce and custody. 

And then one night, less than a year after Rowena had moved to Copper Ridge, someone knocked on Rowena’s parents’ door in the middle of the night, pushed a sleeping Astrid into her grandfather’s arms and vanished. We never learned who that person was. A folded piece of paper was tucked in the small pocket of Astrid’s jacket with a message written in Rowena’s hand.

Mom, Dad, I made a terrible mistake. I’m so sorry. Take my baby to Hal.

Tell him I’m not asking for his forgiveness; I know he’ll never forgive me. I ruined my life, and his, and I would’ve done anything to change it, but it’s too late. I only ask him to keep Astrid safe and away from Copper Ridge.

Please, please don’t come to Copper Ridge. None of you. I’ll get out of here as soon as I can. 

R.

Gottfried and Ella Vandermeer, Rowena’s parents, had called me and Hal right away.  

I knew I had to bring her home, no matter what she said. I had the formal authority to do so—she was still married to Hal, and she’d left the clan without my permission.

Then Ellida Morgaine arrived in Red Cliffs.

Ellidas were complicated beings. They were the rare female offspring of a wizard/werewolf union, quite sporadic itself. Not every such baby girl became an ellida. She had to be a firstborn female child; she had to have the ability to shapeshift, a skill that was developed around puberty. Yet, once such a child reached her full maturity, she became an ellida—the ultimate authority of her clan and its highest ranking member.

Pretty big stuff.

A werewolf clan included gwerin and gwerin y blaidd. In our old language, those meant “people” and “wolf people”, or werewolves. Gwerin was the common name for those humans who knew about us and usually lived on our territory as equal to us. They were our neighbours, friends and relatives. Marriages among us were common. In fact, they were crucial to our existence. The werewolf population was small; breeding with humans kept our blood strong and healthy. The ordinary humans, who lived outside our realm and didn’t know about us, we called just that—humans. 

Not every clan had an ellida, but for those who had one, it was the greatest honor. And with good reason. Ellidas were the living embodiments of a higher principle; the symbols of the ancient alliance between wizards and wolf people. It was believed that their two bloods, so different yet so complementary, were in perfect balance. Ellidas brought prosperity and harmony to their clans and never abused the immense powers granted to them. They were above the clan’s hierarchy. Even the einhamir, otherwise the indisputable leader, would submit to the authority of his ellida.

In spite of their supreme sovereignty, ellidas seldom interfered with an einhamir’s job. Except when something big happened. 

Morgaine was the ellida of Gelltydd Coch, our original clan in Wales. My father was still their einhamir. When the clan became too big, in the early eighteenth century, some families had immigrated to the States and founded Red Cliffs. Although Morgaine wasn’t our ellida and therefore not my superior, she “looked over” my clan, so to speak, until we had our own ellida.

Which was about to happen. Everyone in Red Cliffs was convinced that Astrid Mohegan, Hal and Rowena’s daughter, would one day become the Ellida of Red Cliffs.

One thing was sure: Morgaine resided in Gelltydd Coch, on a different continent and, although she visited us from time to time, her unexpected advent couldn’t mean anything good.

––––––––
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THE THREE OF US MET in Hal’s house.

“You must not go to Copper Ridge,” she said to me and Hal, without any preamble. 

“I have to,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on with Rowena, but whatever it is, it’s not good. We must take her out of there. I’ll go and talk to Seth, one einhamir to another. If that doesn’t help, then we’ll take Rowena by force.” 

“No, Brian. Seth is too strong. His private guard—”

“His private guard is a bunch of mannequins in fancy uniforms,” Hal said. “Seth’s always been a show-off.”

“That’s what Seth wants everyone to believe. His guard is well-trained and cruel. Mercenaries, the worst scum.” She moved her gaze between Hal and me. “Seth’s losing his mind. It’s still not obvious; people don’t know, but soon they will. He’ll end up like Leidolf.”

Hal’s face was white like paper. I cursed under my breath.

Once a great leader, Seth’s father had turned into a dangerous megalomaniac, who almost ruined Copper Ridge. “Seth had to eliminate Leidolf,” I said. “I’ll eliminate Seth if it has to be.”

Morgaine stood and walked to the window. For a moment she just stared through it, motionless and distant. 

“I can gather my own small army on short notice,” I continued. “Our wizard and Tel-Urugh friends won’t refuse our call.”

Morgaine turned to face us. “We can’t bring others into this. Leave it to me. This is much more than a quarrel between two clans. If you try to bring Rowena back by force, you’ll start something you won’t be able to finish. Trust me. Red Cliffs cannot afford to lose its people.”

I shook my head. “I will not leave Rowena there.”

“What does Seth want?” Hal asked. “Why does he want Rowena? Did he really fall for her?”

“Rowena’s an asanni, he’s a blaidd,” Morgaine said softly.

Hal closed his eyes. “He wants a daughter. An ellida. Rowena ... Rowena figured that out. My god, he’ll force her to get pregnant.”

I felt as if someone had knocked the air out of my lungs. Hal moaned, holding his head between his hands.

“Ellidas are powerful forces of good, protectors of life,” I said once I was able to breathe again. “Even if he had a female child ... with Rowena, it wouldn’t work. Ellidas can’t be an instrument of evil. But she would be an instrument in his downfall. He must know that.”

“He’s not rational anymore, Brian.”

“Would that child be an ellida at all?” I asked. “She would be his firstborn daughter, but not Rowena’s.”

“Seth believes she could. We don’t know; it hasn’t happened yet.” Ellida rubbed her forehead. “No ellida will be born in Copper Ridge as long as Seth’s in power. And he won’t have a child of his own. He’s sterile, although he doesn’t know that.”

“Sterile? Seth has a five-year-old son.”

“Darius’s mother was pregnant by someone else when she married Seth. He either knew she was with child and offered to marry her so that the baby wouldn’t be born out of wedlock, or she convinced him the baby was his, only born a bit premature. I believe Seth knows the truth, but he could be the only one. Everybody else believes Darius is his blood son.”

Seth’s late wife had been an asanni, too. She’d died in some freak accident when Darius was only two.

“What happened to Darius’s father?” Hal asked. “Do you think Seth had him killed?”

Morgaine shrugged. “It’s possible. Or he just took off when he learned about the baby. Or before he learned.”

“What was he? A blaidd?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t bother to ask how she knew all this. Ellidas possessed knowledge ordinary people didn’t. I didn’t know about other ellidas—there were only a handful of them in our world—but Morgaine shared only what was necessary.

I took the piece of paper with Rowena’s message out of my pocket, unfolded it and showed it to Morgaine.

Ellida read it and passed it back to me. “I’ll bring her back. Just give me some time.”

That was a problem. I didn’t think we had time. A woman from my clan had been held in Copper Ridge against her will. She was alone and scared, without her daughter, her family, her friends.

“If we don’t do something, the wizards will,” I said. “And then things could get out of control. Once wizards get involved, some clans will take Seth’s side, even if they don’t want to, because of old alliances. Some will support wizards and only god knows what the Tel-Urughs would do. We could have a civil war again.”

The memories of the last big conflict involving all three races—wolf-people, wizards and Tel-Urughs (the powerful immortals that could be described as warm-blooded vampires), were still fresh. It happened more than seventy years ago, but time had a different meaning for us. What happened seven decades ago was considered a recent event.

“Don’t you see?” Morgaine said. “This is a no-win situation. Let me handle it. I need to talk to someone first. Give me a week or two. That’s all I’m asking for.”

Reluctantly, I agreed.

––––––––
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MORGAINE HAD LEFT. 

Several long and tense weeks passed, but there was no word from her. Rowena, however, sent another message. In two days, someone would bring little Darius to Red Cliffs. Once the boy was safe, she’d find a way to leave Copper Ridge.

The meeting place supposed to be at the Watchman’s, a hotel on our side of the Great Orme, the hill that lay between the two territories. I didn’t want to take a chance. My men were everywhere—in the hotel, around it, in the woods above it.  

No one showed up. Something had gone wrong.

Then another message came, although not from Rowena. Seth wanted to meet Hal and me. He would let Rowena go under certain circumstances. We were supposed to come to Copper Ridge to discuss it.

I couldn’t wait for Morgaine anymore. I knew it was a trap, so I decided to gather a small but efficient group of my best fighters, wizards and Tel-Urughs, storm Copper Ridge and bring Rowena back home. 

We never made it there. Before I had a chance to assemble my impromptu army, a group of ten of Seth’s mercenaries ambushed Hal and me on our way back from checking the remote ranches, deep in Red Cliffs territory. 

We fought them. Took two of them down. Then another one. Then another one.

Then I’d seen Hal fall. I continued to fight. Two more down. Three.

And then there was only darkness.

––––––––
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WHEN I REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS, I was in my wolf form, in an unknown place, among unknown people.

The faint scent of Hal, also in his wolf shape, told me he was alive, too. 

In their animal form, wolf-people talk telepathically. I couldn’t do that anymore. Others couldn’t hear my thoughts. 

Fortunately, I could still hear them talking. That’s how I learned Ellida Morgaine and Violet Kincaid had found us, nearly dead, and brought us to Winston, a gwerin y blaidd settlement up in the Canadian North. Morgaine was friends with Winston’s einhamir, Bessim Nimmani, who offered us refuge in a heartbeat.

I was a bloody mass of shattered bones, torn skin, and bleeding flesh. I was blind in one eye and could only see murky shadows from the other. 

Hal was in slightly better shape, but he didn’t have any recollections of the attack or anything that had immediately preceded it. 

I remembered everything, but I couldn’t tell anyone. 

Hal could communicate, but he had no memories.

Home! Take us home! I screamed in my head. Why did you bring us here? I want to die at home!

These were my only thoughts during the short minutes of consciousness. I was convinced I wouldn’t live much longer.

And then blessed darkness would consume me again.

I lingered between life and death for months. My injuries were so severe I shouldn’t have been alive, but somehow, I lived. Nobody understood how and why. 

I certainly didn’t want to live. But death wouldn’t come.

Not until Ellida Morgaine arrived to Winston that could I put all the pieces together. By that time, I’d regained some of my ability to communicate telepathically. It was a random, on and off thing, but it was better than nothing.

Morgaine had been with a babe. That was why she asked me for more time. A pregnant ellida couldn’t use her powers because it could harm the baby. She had to come up with a plan for how to take Rowena out of Copper Ridge without bloodshed by using her limited powers. No shapeshifting, no translocating, no serious magic.

In the meantime, terrified and alone, Rowena had tried to escape with little Darius, Seth’s son. Seth caught them. He sent the boy out of town and promised Rowena he’d kill him if she ever left Copper Ridge. 

Then he sent his killers after us. 

He believed they’d succeeded—with Violet’s help, Morgaine had made the remains of two of his dead guards look like Hal and me.

You risked hurting your unborn child! I screamed at her. Was the babe okay?

She smiled and placed a hand over her flat abdomen. Her daughter had been born a few months before and she was perfectly fine; nothing had happened. The powers Morgaine had used to change our appearances hadn’t hurt her baby. Violet, a capable and strong blaidd benywaidd—a female werewolf—had helped her with the toughest part, the scents and birthmarks. 

The two of them had done the switch so well no one doubted it was us. 

Seth spread a rumor that it’d been Rowena’s doing—she’d plotted to get rid of the husband who refused to give her a divorce. Many believed him, in Copper Ridge and Red Cliffs alike.

Why did you want us dead? I asked Morgaine.

Only my parents knew the truth, she told me, even though it hadn’t been my question. She couldn’t tell my mother I’d died. 

Why only them? Why not my wife and my son? Why am I here and not in Red Cliffs? Why do I need to stay dead?

No answer.

Take me home! Take me home, damn it! You are not the ellida of Red Cliffs! You can’t keep me here against my will!

There was a reason for everything that happened, she said.

Take us home!

We had to stay there for a while, she said. If Hal and I went back, there would be a war. And we couldn’t fight. Not in this shape. Seth didn’t want it right now, but he’d fight back if provoked. Who would lead Red Cliffs men into the battle?

James. One of the captains. We’re stronger, we know how to fight.

Perhaps, but what would be the price? Many would die. She was an ellida, she said, a protector of life, she couldn’t let that happen.

You can’t win a war without casualties!

Yes, we could. But not right now.

––––––––

[image: ]


OVER TIME AND BIT BY bit, we learned what Seth had planned. Realizing he might not have a child of his own, he’d wait until Astrid grew up. He’d bring her then to Copper Ridge and marry her to Darius, his son, whose mother had been a wizardess and father a blaidd. Astrid and Darius’s children would be some kind of higher beings, capable of great things, according to Seth. They’d conquer Red Cliffs first then take control over other North American clans. The children of their children should marry and produce even more superb progeny ... With them, he’d rule over our world.

A twisted genetic selection, megalomaniac’s dreams. He has to be killed. Right away! I tried to tell Morgaine on every one of her visits.

Seth was mad, but also strong, Morgaine would say, over and over again. His power had to be reduced gradually, one step at a time, until he was weak enough to be destroyed.

Take me home. Please ... Please. Red Cliffs is without a leader.

Well ...

I must go home. Red Cliffs is on the brink of war. They need me. Astrid is in hiding. Rowena is still Seth’s hostage.

Yes. She was also the only one who could, to a certain level, control his madness. To protect herself from Seth, she’d become a blaidd benywaidd. Violet had turned her. Rowena now possessed the powers of two bloods—she was an asanni and a blaidd benywaidd. She was very strong, she’d be fine. Astrid was with her grandparents, safe and protected. She’d be fine, too.

Then she said something that made my breath catch.

One day, Astrid would take Seth down. She would win a war. And Hal and I would help her.

––––––––
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FOUR YEARS LATER, I could drag myself around the house and could see from one eye. Hal’s memory was back, his body had healed better than mine, but neither of us could change into a human. 

I dreamed of escape; every night I was back in Red Cliffs. But I knew my broken body couldn’t make it farther than the nearby forest. The Winston einhamir could’ve sent me home; he knew it was what I wanted but he wouldn’t go against Morgaine’s decision. Besides, Hal didn’t want to go. He believed in Morgaine’s higher purpose theory.

I didn’t.

He told Violet to forget him and live her life. As if she could’ve ordered her heart to stop beating.

We didn’t see Morgaine for years. Our contact with the outside world was Violet, whose role had been crucial from the very beginning. She had smuggled Astrid from Copper Ridge. She had helped Morgaine find us and bring us to Winston. Through her small travel agency, Red Cliffs and Winston had sent money to support the Copper Ridge resistance. She’d been Rowena’s closest friend, her messenger and her only contact with the outside world. At the same time, she had to pretend to hate Rowena and publicly question Astrid’s future role as an ellida.

Hal, my once merry friend, had wrestled with guilt, self doubt, depression. My inner strength to keep on was feeding off of rage and revenge.

In a simple ceremony, we became meibion-y-clann, the “sons of the clan”—official Winstonians. We got new identities. Einhamir Bessim had named us after his two friends who’d died in WWII. I became Khalid Nouri, and Hal, Malik Arslan. 

After centuries, Brian Canagan of Red Cliffs had ceased to exist. Temporarily, Morgaine tried to reassure us. I didn’t believe her.

The war between Red Cliffs and Copper Ridge had been avoided, thanks to the new Red Cliffs einhamir, James Mohegan, Hal’s brother, and my friend. 

He married Eve, my wife. Soon they had a daughter, then a son.

Our son, Jack, had left Red Cliffs for good.

Astrid, then almost seven, lived in the human world as a human child with her wizard grandparents, oblivious of her future role.

I became depressed and withdrawn. Hal carried on by dreaming of revenge.

Rowena convinced Seth to bring Darius back to Copper Ridge and lived with the boy in her own quarters of the castle Seth had built, a perfect small-scale replica of the twelfth century Krak des Chevalier and a testimony to his mental state. He had long ago lost his interest in Rowena as a woman. She was a burden now, but he neither dared to kill her nor could he let her go.

Rowena wouldn’t leave even if she could, realizing she could protect Astrid better by staying close to Seth. Darius’s life also depended on her. Copper Ridge needed her. She and her circle of women had organized a steady supply of food, clothes, vaccines and prescription drugs for the impoverished children of Copper Ridge, whose number rose every day. 

––––––––
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SIX YEARS INTO OUR involuntary exile, I became aware that it was indeed better to stay dead to the rest of the world. I never completely recovered, but I could talk to people. I could do things. 

I liked the people of Winston. Hal and I became friends with Bessim Nimmani and many others. Violet would come every now and then, my parents would visit us once a year.

Ten years passed. Then fifteen.

Astrid was approaching adulthood, but she still hadn’t gone through the initial shapeshift, which would allow her to change her form from human to blaidd benywaidd by will—the irrefutable proof she was an ellida. She studied medicine and continued living as a human girl.

Meanwhile, in Winston, a girl of twelve became the youngest ellida of our realm. Her presence brought me unexpected inner peace. 

Twenty years. Twenty-two ...

Rowena and Darius were now leading the underground resistance that plotted to overthrow Seth. Red Cliffs and Winston kept sending them money to provide the necessities for the Copper Ridge population. Seth had brought the town to the verge of economic collapse.

Astrid had her first transformation, turning Seth’s attention to her. He tried to kidnap her, but she escaped. She changed her name and hid in a small town in Oregon. Two of our Tel-Urugh friends went with her to protect her.

Hal and I, still trapped in our wolf bodies, trained a group of sixty of Winston’s strongest men for the inevitable conflict with Copper Ridge. 

Twenty-five years after ...

Copper Ridge had lost the fear of its crazy tyrant.

A quarter of a century after Hal and I had “died”, Astrid returned home and became the ellida of Red Cliffs. She and my son were bond mates. 

Seth was still determined to bring her to Copper Ridge and marry her to his son.

Seth managed to kidnap the five-month-pregnant Astrid and bring her to Copper Ridge. My son, who had become Red Cliffs’ einhamir, attacked the town. The inside revolt against Seth, led by Darius, had broken out. 

The warriors Hal and I had trained went to help. Hal and I, too, although no one recognized us. I saved Rowena from certain death; Hal protected his daughter from the same knife that almost killed her mother and Violet.

Within hours, Seth’s reign of terror was over. 

“Didn’t I tell you everything would be fine in the end?” Morgaine said to us after the battle. 

“Not everything is fine,” I said to her. “And if it’s not fine, it’s not the end.”

––––––––
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“FINE” WOULD MEAN WAKING up beside Eve, making love to her, having more children, listening to her laugh, kissing and holding her. It would mean being with my son and Astrid, being a grandfather to their daughter, Rosie, going fishing with Hal and James. None of this was happening. Not yet.

There were still too many unanswered questions, too much pain, too much loss to cope with.

Why hadn’t Morgaine told Eve I’d survived? Had she known, Eve wouldn’t have married my friend and developed the damned bond with him. They hadn’t been bonded for twenty-odd years and then suddenly they were. Their bond had been of that rare, developing kind, I’d been told. 

Eve and I didn’t need a bond to love each other. It was not possible to love more than I’d loved her. I believed with all my heart she felt the same. How could she forget that love and develop a bond with James?

“Fucking thing happens, it doesn’t develop!”

Hal, Ahmed and Azem looked up at me, startled by my angry voice.

Rowena returned to the library with her baby in her arms. Ahmed reached out to take him from her. “Brian, what do you think about our plan? Simple yet perfect, isn’t it?” 

God, what had happened to the serious, quiet woman I’d met again a year ago, after almost a quarter of a century? When had she turned into this darned multitasker, who was now trying to fix my life? Would she ever go home tonight and leave me alone?

Well, life had happened, and perhaps now everything was indeed going back to normal. Maybe faster for her than for Hal and me, but still. In any case, this noisy, nosy, energetic Rowena looked very much like the teenage girl I’d known once, before her life, along with Hal’s and mine, had changed so utterly.

“Simple yet insane,” I said with a sigh. No point arguing with Rowena. She’d decided to drag me out and nothing would stop her. 

I owed her that. She was the bravest woman I’d ever known, and I loved her as my own blood.

She opened her mouth to retort only to get interrupted by the ring of her cell phone. “Charlotte Fontaine,” she said to me with a smile, as if I were bosom bows with the woman. “Hi, Lottie. What happened?” She listened for a while and then her eyes widened. “Oops! Can you keep your architect away from the computer until tomorrow morning?” She glanced at her wristwatch. “Let’s say ten o’clock, your time? By then, we’ll take care of our little problem... Yes, there will be enough there to satisfy her curiosity ... Thirty-eight, forty, I’d say ... No, he's divorced.”

She looked at me and flashed another smile.

“We’ll be in touch, Lottie ... Oh, yes. He is very interested, I assure you ... Bye now.” She disconnected. “Don’t look at me like that, Brian. What should I have told her? He’s married to a woman who’s married to somebody else? Yeah, right. But guess what happened? The architect Lottie hired wanted to google you, Mr. Nouri. Can you imagine? Smart girl.”

“Smart girl?” I said, shaking my head. “Don’t get any ideas, Rowena.”

“I’m not getting any ideas, Brian,” she said with an innocent shrug. “I don’t know her.”

Not personally, but knowing Rowena, she already knew enough about the young architect to start planning to introduce me to her. “What did you mean by ‘we’ll take care of our little problem’?”

“We have to put something up about Khalid Nouri on the internet. Create our virtual persona, to make you look authentic.” She looked at me from under her lashes. “In case you decided to take on this project.”

“Do I have a choice?”

She didn’t answer. It was a rhetorical question anyway. “Lottie made the girl stay overnight,” Rowena carried on with her own agenda, “so that she can’t use her computer at home. Lily Falconer—you don’t know her—”

“Janet and Sean’s daughter?” Janet Falconer was the head of one of the twelve Red Cliffs Houses—a cluster of families loosely connected either through blood or marriage. I used to know her and Sean, her husband, well.

“Yes. They have twins, Lily and Alec. Born after you died. The only set of twins in twenty-five years. Anyhow, Lily’s a computer whiz. She’ll create your virtual persona.”

“I thought Lily was away.”

It was Azem. We all looked at him. He blinked. “Er, I met her last year, after the battle with Seth.”

Rowena threw him a suspicious look. “Well, soon after that, and out of the blue, she decided to go to Europe. She’s back now.” She turned to me. “We’ll need to tell her who you are. No way around it.”

“Whatever.”

“We told Lottie you were Ahmed’s cousin.”

“Good. We’re both men and we have dark hair,” I said.

Ahmed winked. “Our family relation gives you credibility, cousin.”

“We had to offer her a plausible explanation for your name, Mr. Nouri,” Rowena said.

“Nouri is an Arabic surname, not Turkish,” I said, still challenging her crazy concept.

“Well, too bad.” She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on! What are the chances that Lottie’s architect speaks Arabic or Turkish? Besides, the Ottoman Empire was a conglomerate of many nations, wasn’t it? We can say your father was a Turk of Arabic heritage. There. I’ll let you know when Lily’s done so that you can google yourself and let me know what you think, okay?”

“Okay.” At least I knew what Google was. “Listen, can you bring Rosie over one of these days? I haven’t seen her for two weeks.”

My granddaughter was the only family member Hal and I had met so far. Hal’s incognito visits to Copper Ridge were because of her. Being less than one year old, Rosie, of course, didn’t have a clue who we were. She loved us, and we were both crazy about her.

“Jack and Astrid are bringing her to us the day after tomorrow. They're going to Seattle for a couple of days.”

“So, Monday morning, then?”

“Monday morning,” Rowena said and kissed my cheek. 

––––––––
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ONCE ALONE, I LET OUT a deep sigh and went to my bedroom. I felt the familiar tingling in my bones associated with transformation. I took off my clothes, let my human body reshape into a blaidd and ran outside. 

I had several hours to decide if I was ready to come back from the dead.

––––––––
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I CALLED ROWENA IN the morning, as soon as I shifted back into my human form. “Tell your friend in Rosenthal she has an investor,” I said.

I heard her exhale. “Oh! Oh, great! Thank you, Brian. Thank you so much.”

Lily had my biography ready, she added. Ahmed would transfer the money right away and I would become the owner of ArtePolis, an architectural restoration company. The Baker Block restorations would be a good way to put my life back on track. It’d give me a different perspective. I could do a lot from home, she’d said, using computer programs. Lily would teach me how.

She spoke fast, her voice high-pitched in excitement. 

“Hold on,” I said, laughing. “I made my decision. I won’t change my mind if you let me speak.”

I heard her exhale. “Okay. Sorry. Tell me.”

“I can’t go to Rosenthal to oversee the project. We have to find a way around it,” I said, more at ease than I’d been in a long time. Rowena’s enthusiasm was contagious.

“You don’t need to go to Rosenthal; we have Elizabeth Chatwin there. Let her do her job, and you play a big boss and provide the money. We’ll take it easy. Step by step.”

The step-by-step approach never worked for me. When I faced a challenge, I looked for the fastest and most efficient solution. The number of people who knew my true identity was growing. I didn’t want my son and Astrid—or the woman I was still married to and the man who was her current husband, for that matter—to be the last ones to learn I’d never died.

The time for hiding was over. 

“I want to meet my family, Rowena. Jack and Astrid will soon have another baby. This time I want to be there when my grandchild is born.”

“It’s about time, Brian,” she said. Then she sobbed and finally broke into tears.
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Chapter Five
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ELIZABETH

––––––––
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HANDS BRACED ON THE edge of the sink, I lifted my achy head and peeked at my reflection in the mirror. An ashen face and two burning eyes looked back at me.

The left side of my head throbbed, and I had a metallic taste in my mouth. Light hurt, sounds hurt, smells made me feel like puking.

Migraines sometimes affected only my stomach and some other times my head as well, like today. It’d been the reason why I had avoided alcohol all my adult life. I was never sure what amount was safe for me. 

This time it couldn’t be the wine. It had never given me a headache before. It had to be hormonal. I did a quick mental calculation. Yep, it was the right time. My period, which occurred in regular but prolonged, six-week intervals, was heavy, painful and always announced days in advance by sometimes mild, often severe PMS. Headaches included. Bah!

I had my migraine prescription drugs in my medicine cabinet, but unfortunately, I wasn’t in my house. Mrs. Fontaine had made me stay at her place overnight. By the time we’d finished tidying up the living room after the last guests had left, it was way past midnight. “Tomorrow morning you and I can do a little research on our Mr. Nouri and his company,” she said when I was ready to leave. “Besides, the police can stop you for a routine checkstop, and then what? You already have a police record; you don’t need a DUI charge on top of it.”

I wasn’t sure if my two small glasses of wine in the previous six hours would put me above the alcohol limit, but I accepted her offer. Two brushes with the Rosenthal police force in one day would be too much indeed.  

I heard Mrs. Fontaine in the kitchen and could soon smell fried eggs and sausages. My stomach made a violent protest. I sank to my knees and emptied what little content was there into the toilet bowl.

Even though the pain in my head exploded, I knew I’d feel better once my stomach settled. 

I heard a loud knock. “Elizabeth, are you okay, darling?”

“I have a migraine, Mrs. Fontaine,” I said, still kneeling before the toilet. “I’ll be okay.”

“Unlock the door, dear. Let me in. I’ll help you to the living room.”

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” I stood. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll join you in the kitchen.”

“I have a whole bunch of unopened toothbrushes in the cabinet on the right. Help yourself. And the fresh towels are in the drawer under the sink,” I heard my host say from the other side of the door.

“Thank you, Mrs. Fontaine.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t be interested in breakfast, then. How about tea?”

“Tea would be lovely.”

I brushed my teeth and took a long shower. The pain in my head somewhat lessened. I just had to be careful not to eat anything until it was completely gone. 

I glanced in the mirror again. My face was pale, with no traces of its natural rosy glow, but at least the ghastly, migrainous shade was gone. My eyes looked tired, yet much more alive than half an hour ago.  

“Not exactly your Beauty, Dad, but I’m getting there,” I said to my reflection, smiling at an old childhood memory of my father, one winter night and my beloved fairy tale. 

––––––––
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I WAS ABOUT FIVE. MY MOTHER had gone to Italy for a week, as a guest speaker at a Medievalists congress in Milan, and my father and I were home alone. “You know, Betty,” he’d said as I closed the thick fairy tale book I was reading, “before you were born, your mother and I tried to imagine how you would look. ‘She’ll have ebony hair, ruby red lips and blue eyes,’ your mother said.”

“Like Snow White? Her parents waited for a long time for her.”

My father stroked my hair. “Yes. So, we waited for you—”

“How long?”

My father smiled. “Nine months. And a few years before that. You can’t rush such special orders.”

They’d waited twenty-six years, I’d calculated not long after that night.

“What happened when Mom gave birth to me? Were you happy?” I asked.

“Like never before. Our wish came true, except for a few details. Whoever read our order for a daughter got it mixed up a bit. Instead of blue, you got grey eyes, with golden sprinkles, like tiny stars, and your curly hair. But you know what? Your eyes were so beautiful we would’ve asked for them in the first place if only we’d remembered it in time.”

“You ordered Snow White, but you got Belle from Beauty and the Beast,” I said. “I’m sure she had grey eyes and curls. And I’m glad because I like her more than Snow White or Cinderella, or even Sleeping Beauty.”

“Is that so? How come?”

“Because she saved the Beast and turned him into a prince,” I said. Snow White and the others didn’t do anything. They let their princes save them. Beauty is a better ... um ... role model because she is an active participant and not a passive ... obser... observe...”

“Observer. These are pretty clever and mature observations, which means deep thoughts. I am impressed. You must have talked to Abbie.”

“Yes, that’s what she says.” Abigail Grayson was an anthropology professor and my adored godmother. “I heard her talking to Mom about her new book on fairy tales’... er ... principal female characters, that’s what she calls them because not all of them are princesses. And she asked me which fairy tale I liked the most. I said Beauty and the Beast and she said it was a good choice, and she explained why.”

“Why?”

“Because sometimes women can protect and save men.”

“Sometimes? They do that all the time,” my father said, smiling.

“One day I might save my prince.”

“You may as well.” He bent and kissed my forehead, taking the book from my hands and tucking the blanket around me. “No more reading or talking, Beauty. One more sleep and Mummy will be home.”

––––––––
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I LOVED THIS STORY. As a child, I’d been happy with my physical appearance because I truly believed I resembled my favorite fairy tale principal character. But at one point in my life, I’d started disliking my thick, spiral curls. My mother’s hair had been raven black, like mine, my father’s light brown, but neither of them had curly hair. It was a throwback, I’d learned later, from my eighteenth-century ancestor of legendary beauty, an Austrian countess, whose portrait was still hanging in our living room in Boston. Only her hair had been ash blonde, not dark.

“Your tea’s ready!”

A knock on the door and Mrs. Fontaine’s voice brought me back. I brushed away a tear. It hurt when I thought about Mom and Dad. I’d lost them both two years ago, within six months of each other. First my father, then my mother. I missed them every minute of every single day.

Another soft knock. “Are you all right, Elizabeth?”

I took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m coming, Mrs. Fontaine.”

––––––––
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AFTER AN HOUR, WHEN the pain in my head was tolerable, Mrs. Fontaine and I sat in front of the computer to find out more about Mr. Nouri, our potential investor. 

As I was reading through his biography and dozens of business articles about him and his company, I wondered why in the world Mrs. Fontaine had stopped me from doing that the previous day. Her concerns about drinking and driving notwithstanding, I’d had a feeling she didn’t want me to go home, dismissing my suggestions to walk the few blocks to my house or to take a cab. 

Khalid Nouri was born in London, to a Welsh mother and a Turkish father. Thirty-eight, younger than I expected. He had two PhDs: in architecture and art history, both from the University of Cambridge. Divorced, one son. Nothing about the wife. Wealthy. Philanthropic. Currently living in Colorado, but we knew that already. 

“His London-based company, ArtePolis,” I read, “is known for its sensible integration of both original-style and revival buildings into heritage urban cores, creating a harmonious architectural coexistence of old and new. It’s categorized as a medium-sized urban development firm ...  Solvent ... Profitable ...” 

I opened a reliable public site on private businesses. “Let’s see.” After a quick search, I got what I was looking for. 

“This is the company’s annual income.” I touched the screen with the back of a pen. “Looks good.” I clicked on the main page. “It says here that Mr. Nouri plans to open an American branch.”

“Yes, Rowena mentioned it.”

“Oh, my! He’s just perfect. You know, if he is only an inch taller than I and decent-looking, I may fall in love with him. Not because he’s rich,” I added quickly. “Rather, professionally.”

Mrs. Fontaine patted my hand. “Oh, I know what you mean. He’d be a great mentor for someone like you. As for his height, it’s not a big challenge to be taller than you and me.”

Indeed. We were both about five-foot-three. “No pictures of him to verify it, though.”

“He’s a very private person. We know that. Go back to the first article, will you?”

“I’d never guess he’s of Turkish background. Nouri isn’t exactly a Turkish surname.” 

Mrs. Fontaine gave me a side glance. “Fontaine isn’t an American surname; it’s French by origin. But it doesn’t make me French, does it?”

“I see your point.” I returned to the main article, and she started reading from the screen, nodding.

“Isn’t that just what we are looking for?” she asked. “And look at what they did!” She opened, one by one, the images of several small Central and Southern European cities, where ArtePolis had undertaken projects. “In terms of architectural styles and periods, these are very different cities, but look how nicely they incorporated the new buildings into the surrounding ones. Oh, I’m so happy!”  

Her enthusiasm easily rubbed off on me. The more I read about Mr. Nouri and his company the more I wanted him to buy the Baker Block and its most famous building, the Cosmopolitan Hotel, and renovate them.

“When did your friend Rowena say she’d phone us?” I asked.

“In a day or two. I sent Rowena all our documentation, the pictures of the hotel and the block, your report and the cost estimated. Everything we had, so that Mr. Nouri could check it. A man who does this,” and here she pointed at the photos on the screen, “won’t resist grabbing up jewels like the Cosmo and the block.”

“Maybe we should’ve concentrated on the hotel,” I said gently, feeling that we both needed a reality check. “What if a whole block is too much for him? His previous projects weren’t of such magnitude.”

Mrs. Fontaine waved dismissively. “Nah, I’m not concerned about that. First of all, this is a small block. Second, the prices haven’t been lower in the last thirty years. Third, Millennium Properties would back him up, if necessary. Astrid will see to it. And Ahmed as well. Rosenthal was his home for many years.”

Mrs. Fontaine had covered all the bases. I smiled at my accidental friend, employer and fellow supporter, whom I could thank for the wonderful project I was working on, two lovely months in this little town, a criminal record, and lots of fun.

“So now we wait for word from Copper Ridge,” I said. “Or is it Red Cliffs?”

“Copper Ridge. What are you doing?” she said seeing me typing. “We learned all we need to know.”

“I’m googling Copper Ridge,” I said and quickly skimmed through the article. “A small ski and spa resort in the Colorado Mountain region,” I read, “a popular destination for middle-class families, child-friendly. Population 4989. Close to the slightly larger town of Red Cliffs, also a ski resort—I’ve never heard of either of them,” I said.

“Are you a skier?” Mrs. Fontaine asked, a touch of irritation in her voice.

“Not a great one.”

“That’s why you haven’t heard of them.”

I didn’t bother to point out the dozens of ski resorts I had heard of despite my lack of enthusiasm for winter sports. I turned back to the screen instead. “Due to specific micro-climate conditions,” I carried on, “both resorts are known for milder winters than the surrounding area as well as avalanche-free zones.” I clicked on the Red Cliffs link. “Population 5707 ... Ski resort ... One of the best private orthopedic clinics ... Astrid works there, doesn’t she?” I asked.

“Yes. She is an exceptional doctor.”

“I’m still wondering about the nightingale floor in her house,” I said, hoping to catch Mrs. Fontaine off guard this time.

She smirked. “I told you already. She was all into Japanese-style decorating. And I think it was Mrs. Blake who did the interior design of the house.”

“Now who is Mrs. Blake?”

“Dr. Blake’s wife. Livia. Nice people, the Blakes. Dr. Blake was the hospital CEO. They moved soon after Astrid left. How’s your headache, darling?”

Ah, there we were.

From the beginning of our acquaintance, I had a vague feeling Mrs. Fontaine hadn’t been telling me everything she knew. For example, the more she told me about the former Rosenthalers, Astrid and Ahmed, the less I felt I really knew. 

Then, there were her faraway looks and her funny answers to my simple questions. The change in her voice every time she mentioned her friends from Red Cliffs and Copper Ridge. She missed Astrid and Ahmed and talked about them with great affection, but didn’t like when I asked her about them. It was as if she was trying to protect them somehow. A ridiculous thought because all those people seemed to be doing well in their little towns with lovely names. So well that they were contemplating buying a part of Rosenthal’s history. 

As for Khalid Nouri, I would ask Rick and Alain to do a little background check for me. I didn’t doubt his financial solvency or his professional achievements. It was his personality that had me intrigued, although I couldn’t explain why.  

––––––––
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WHEN I MADE IT TO MY place later that afternoon, I took a long shower and blow-dried my long hair to make it sleek and straight. I doubted my “date” tonight, the little Jacob Wakefield, would notice my hairstyle. But the high humidity level in Rosenthal turned my curls into a wild bush every morning, and something had to be done about that.

Still wrapped in my bathrobe, I sat on the couch and turned on my laptop. One more time I went through Khalid Nouri’s biography and the information on his company. I found several newspaper articles mentioning various restoration projects, all in Europe. I emailed Rick to ask our colleagues and contacts in Europe about Khalid Nouri. 

Later I made a pot of chicken noodle soup and transferred half of it into a glass container to take to my little friend, sick with a cold. Chicken soup with a touch of love was still the best-known remedy.

I ate, worked on my proposal for the Cosmo renovation and watched the local news. 

Before I left for the Wakefields’ house, I found a message from Alain. He forwarded me the email he’d gotten from Christian Enescu, our fellow architect and an acquaintance from Zurich. It was first-hand information—Christian had worked as a contractor for ArtePolis on several occasions and had a high opinion of Khalid Nouri and his company.

Our potential investor had passed our security check. The next step would be to learn more about all those people Mrs. Fontaine liked a lot but didn’t want to talk about more than necessary. Astrid, a doctor who’d needed a nightingale floor; Jack Canagan, who’d snatched her away to Red Cliffs; Ahmed, Astrid’s colleague, who had later married her mother.

Tired and off guard after the night shift, and grateful for my babysitting, Sam Wakefield would be the ideal person to fill me in.
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Chapter Six
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BRIAN

––––––––
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IF THERE HAD BEEN A shadow of a doubt that Rowena meant business this time, it disappeared with the morning vapor two days later. From the top of a small hillock above my house I watched as Azem’s truck pulled in and he and a young girl—Lily Falconer, I presumed—climbed out of it. As part of Rowena’s grand plan, Lily would join my household as my IT assistant.

The Killians met them at the entrance. Harriet ushered Lily in while Jason and Azem unloaded the truck. 

Thanks to Ahmed and Azem, the fictitious ArtePolis had become a legal and solvent company the previous day and was ready to undertake its next—or first—project: to reintegrate a small, neglected historic block into its city core.

I felt a rush of excitement. Damn, I’d really like to do it.

Followed by a rush of fear. How was I going to do it? 

I’d studied a different kind of architecture and urban design. It was so long ago I could say I had a degree in history of architecture. I didn’t know much about urban development either. I had financially supported a number of heritage projects, but the last one had been long before my young architect was born. I’d need to rely on her more than I’d like. 

Judging by her excellent assessment of the Cosmopolitan Hotel, I’d say she was up to the task.

I’d need her competence more than she could imagine. It’d been months since I settled in Copper Ridge, yet I still felt disoriented, as if I’d been teleported into the future, where things were both familiar and unknown at the same time. 

Hal and I, and to some extent Rowena, had missed a quarter of a century of the progress of civilization: in science, in electronic and computer technology, in art, music, political science, literature, you name it. I used my recent self-imposed isolation to immerse myself in closing this gap, with various levels of enthusiasm, depending on my physical and mental state.

Then there was the problem with my shifting. Hal had been the first to reclaim human form, keep it indefinitely and, just like before, change to a blaidd by will. Although I doubted he’d do it soon. Twenty-five years in a wolf body was enough. 

I was still like a twisted male parody of Cinderella. The temporary—and painful—privilege of being in my human body would start to wear off around midnight and I’d involuntarily change into a wolf.

That would change once I fully recovered.

Wouldn’t it?

I wanted to believe everything would be fine in the end.

Before I’d gotten injured, shapeshifting was a deliberate process, starting from my feet up. I’d feel the ticklish sensation of bones adjusting, internal organs changing their shapes, the thickening of the skin and quick growth of dark fur. My transformation had been fast: ten, twelve seconds tops. To the best of my knowledge, only my son could shift in less time. 

My daughter-in-law, I’d heard, used to have troubles with her wolf and had suffered through sudden and uncontrollable transformations until her human side had accepted her wolf spirit. My problem seemed the opposite: I had trouble accepting my human side.

My shifting wasn’t painful; it brought a great relief. No pain, no discomfort right up until dawn, when I’d turn back into a human and the whole cycle of misery would start again.

Rowena said I was doing that to myself. I wouldn’t admit it, but I knew she was right. Unable to accept the fact that life had continued while I had been dead to it, I sabotaged my own recovery.

I wanted to change it. I was tired of being sick, lonely, unhappy. I wanted to see my son.

Was I ready to meet my wife and her husband? Hell, no, but did I have a choice?

So be it, I thought, sprinting down toward the house with a distinct feeling that a new chapter of my life was about to begin.

––––––––
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HARRIET STOOD IN THE hallway, arms on her hips.

“Why didn’t you change in the barn? You left your prints all over the floor. I’ve just mopped it.”

I sent her a telepathic apology, accompanied by the humblest wolf smile I was able to manage. “I’m sorry, Harriet. It’s muddy outside.”

She shook her head and sighed. “It’s okay. I showed Lily her room and her office. Azem moved her stuff in and now he’s putting a computer desk together for her. When he’s done, we can have breakfast. Will you join us?” 

My stomach rumbled. “Won’t say no. I smell bacon, eggs and breakfast rolls.”

“Very well then. I’ll make fresh coffee.”

“I’ll be there in ten.”

––––––––

[image: ]


LILY WAS ALONE IN THE living room when I came in.

“Mr. Canagan, I’m glad to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you,” she said and walked toward me with an outstretched hand and wide smile.

Lily was a tall and pretty girl, with dark hair, hazel eyes, and brisk movements.

I shook her hand. “Here’s my biographer. Welcome, Lily. Thank you for coming. Please make yourself at home. How are your parents? I heard you have a brother?”

“Alec, yes. Mom and Dad are fine. They’ll be happy to know you’re alive. They always talk about you.” A pause. “Mr. Canagan, I hope you don’t mind Rowena told me who you are?” 

It wouldn’t make a difference even if I did mind. I smiled. “That’s okay. I know I can trust you to keep my secret for a bit longer.”

“As long as needed. Now, have you read what I wrote about you? Do you like it? I tried to stick to the truth as much as I could.”

“You did an excellent job, Lily.”

“I had very little time, you know. We can’t make any changes now, unfortunately, I bet Mrs. Fontaine’s architect already went through it.”

“No doubt. Mrs. Fontaine had to trick her to stop her poking around before we had anything posted about me. It’s fine as it is, and it’ll serve our purpose. Tell me about your room. Is it okay?” 

Lily smiled. “It’s charming. And very, er, orange.” 

My own room—the master bedroom—had had lavender walls before I’d had it repainted in maple-syrup brown.

There was also a green, a purple and a pink room, among others. We referred to the rooms in the house by their wall colors, which was practical since no two rooms sported the same hue, and there were eight of them. The one called “green” was painted in the emerald shade and was one of the largest and brightest in the house, albeit cramped with furniture. It had its own bathroom and it was connected to my bedroom with a private door. The idea was to knock down the wall between the two rooms and combine them into a single sleeping and sitting area. I liked having lots of space.

“This is a very peculiar house in terms of interior decoration and color schemes,” I said, “but I’m innocent here. I bought it like this.” The previous owners, the commander of Seth’s personal guard and his wife, had a thing for crazy wall colors, grandiose antique furniture and kitschy decorative details.

Lily made a vague motion with her hand. “I can tell there isn’t a shortage of furniture and accessories here. Anyhow, my room’s fine. I happen to like the color orange.”

“Feel free to adjust it to your liking, even have it repainted. You’re probably going to stay here for a while, I want you to feel comfortable.”

“Thank you, Mr. Canagan. The small room to the left of your bedroom will be my office. I hope that’s okay. It was the only one that was empty.”

“Of course.”

“Breakfast’s ready!” Harriet announced from the kitchen. “Brian, shall we eat here, or do you want me to serve it in the dining room?”

“We’re coming to the kitchen, Harriet.” 

I liked my kitchen. When I bought the house, it was the only space that looked normal. Unlike the rest of the house, it had been spared from ridiculous interior design experiments. My predecessors hadn’t found the kitchen significant enough to include in their decorating frenzy.

Jason and Azem soon joined us. 

“Lily, I placed the desk away from the window, as you asked,” Azem said, taking a seat. “I can help you unpack and connect the equipment. Later you and I can go to Copper Ridge to get those gadgets you mentioned you’d need.” He paused. “We can have lunch together.”

Lily blinked several times before she said, “Why?”

Azem cleared his throat. “Why not?” he said and focused on his plate.

Jason rubbed his chin to hide a smile. Harriet and I exchanged a look.
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Chapter Seven
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ELIZABETH

––––––––
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AS SOON AS I HEARD the sound of small feet running toward the door, I forgot about Khalid Nouri, Astrid, Red Cliffs, the Cosmo and the Baker Block altogether.

Sam opened the door and little Jacob flew into my outstretched arms.

“Betty! Can we make cookies?” he asked and closed his little arms around my neck. “I’m feeling much better.”

Only my parents and, in some special moments, my partners, called me Betty. And little Jacob Wakefield. His logic was simple—his great-grandma’s name was Elizabeth, and everyone called her Betty. 

I lifted him up and showered him with kisses. God, he smelled so sweet. I could spend a week cuddling and kissing him, and it still wouldn’t be enough.

“Do we have all we need?” I asked as I walked with Jacob in my arms to the Wakefields’ living room, avoiding trucks, trains and cars scattered all over the floor.

“We have chocolate chips,” Jacob said.

“Good. That is a very important ingredient.” 

“Thank you so much for coming tonight, Elizabeth,” Sam said and kissed my cheek. 

“No problem, Sam. You know I never mind staying with Jacob.”

Jacob tapped my shoulder. “Molly was in the hospital. They cut her stomach open and took out a worm.”

Molly McLaren, a hospital nurse, and Jacob’s on-call babysitter, had had an emergency appendectomy a few days before. She adored the boy and, according to Mrs. Fontaine, had been in love with his father forever. Sam seemed unaware of her feelings. Molly was twenty-three, a decade younger than Sam, and he treated her like a younger sister.

I planted a kiss on Jacob’s cheek. “A worm, you say? Well, it looks like a worm, but it’s a small part of our intestines. It’s called an appendix and our bodies don’t need it.”

“Why do we have it then?”

“Good question, Jacob,” Sam said. “We still have it because it takes nature some time to remove it from all human bodies for good. Mother nature isn’t as quick as doctors. Jacob, tidy up your room, will you? We don’t want Elizabeth tripping over your toys and hurting herself. No TV after nine o’clock. Elizabeth will tell you when it’s nine, okay? Don’t forget to brush your teeth. Come here, buddy, give Daddy a kiss so he can be happy and safe all night long.”

“How’s Molly doing?” I asked Sam.

“I just phoned her. She’s recovering fine.” Sam took Jacob from my arms and hugged him. “Elizabeth,” he said over his son’s shoulder, “if Jacob has a fever, give him Tylenol syrup. Five milliliters; the spoon is in the box. What else? Aha. I made a meat sauce for dinner, it’s in the fridge. Just cook pasta. It’s in the pantry.”

“I brought some chicken soup,” I said. 

“Thanks, Elizabeth. You’re wonderful. So, Jacob, your choice—chicken soup or pasta. Or a little bit of both. All right?”

“All right, Daddy. And then me and Betty can make cookies, can’t we?”

“Betty and I, Jacob,” Sam corrected him.

“Betty and you? Aren’t you going to work?”

Sam ruffled the boy’s hair. “You say Betty and I, not me and Betty. Sure, you two can make cookies if Elizabeth doesn’t mind.” Sam turned to me once more “You have my phone number. I’ll call you around ten anyway. Thanks again. I have to go now.”

––––––––
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AFTER THE SOUP AND pasta supper, Jacob and I baked cookies with chocolate chip eyes and smiles. Molly phoned and talked to him, and then to me about the right temperature for his milk, his bath, his preferred pajamas and books I should read to him. Sam also called to check on us.

Around eight o’clock I checked Jacob’s temperature one more time. It was normal. We curled up on the couch to watch Monsters Inc., his favorite movie.

Or better, Jacob was watching it, laughing, commenting, telling me what would happen next, while I enjoyed watching him and listening to his laugh, holding him in my lap, stroking and kissing his soft, brown hair, breathing in his scent. 

I didn’t have siblings or cousins. When I was born, my parents’ generation already had their grandchildren. I was loved, adored and shielded, but I was a lonely child, surrounded by adults. As I grew up, I’d started dreaming of a big, noisy family of my own. 

My life, however, didn’t seem to be heading in that direction. My past relationships had been nice and easy, but not passionate and fulfilling. 

Some time ago, somewhere after my parents’ deaths, I’d started panicking. I was approaching thirty, and I could hear my biological clock ticking. The age limit for childbearing had been pushed toward a woman’s late thirties, true, but I couldn’t wait much longer. What if I never met Mr. Right? What if I met him when it was too late for me to have children?

My mind and my body screamed for a child, but I was either alone or in a relationship that didn’t make me complete. 

I’d realized I couldn’t leave the fate of my maternity in the hands of a man who might or might not come into my life. Before I came to Rosenthal, I decided to give myself one more year, and then to focus on “achieving pregnancy with no male partner involved,” as the brochure of one of the donor insemination clinics I’d recently contacted had stated. 

In less than two years I could have my own baby. A baby to love, a little boy to hold and to sing to. To feed him with my breasts. Or a baby girl, to read her the same bedtime stories my parents had read to me. To watch her sleep. To tell her how much I loved her over and over again.

When the movie was over and after we sang the closing song together using Jacob’s coloring pencils as microphones, I scooped him up and carried him to the washroom. 

“Come on, let’s brush our teeth and then I’ll read you a story.”

I squirted toothpaste on our toothbrushes and we cleaned our teeth, making funny faces in the mirror.

I took a super-quick shower and put on my nightwear. After that, Jacob and I read a book together about a little monster Leonardo, who couldn’t scare anyone, and then another one about a pigeon who dreamed about driving a bus. Jacob was the Pigeon and I was the Bus Driver, and then we switched roles. And then we read all his favorite books, one by one, eight in total. 

It was already ten o’clock when I tucked the blanket around him and kissed him goodnight.

“Betty,” he said in a sleepy voice, “can you be my mom? I promise I’ll be good.”

My breath hitched. I was glad for the dim light in the room so that Jacob couldn’t see the rush of tears in my eyes. 

I brushed a lock of hair from his forehead. “Jacob, I can’t be your mom, but I can be your friend, or aunt, sort of.”

“Molly said that, too. Why can’t you? I’d like you or Molly to be my mom. My mom will never come back.” 

How on earth could a child of four accept the fact that his mother had left him? I wish I knew how Sam had explained it to Jacob so that I could know now what to say.

I knew just a little bit about Sam’s short marriage. A quiet family life hadn’t been much to his wife’s liking. A B-movie actress from Los Angeles, she was soon bored and unhappy in Rosenthal. Six months after she had given birth to Jacob, she left her son and her husband and returned to L.A. 

They divorced and Sam got full custody of the boy. Mrs. Fontaine, who told me this story the first time I volunteered to babysit Jacob, said Jacob’s mother had never contacted Sam to ask about her son.

“You’re a good boy, Jacob. The best I’ve ever known. And I’m sure your mom loves you. You didn’t do anything wrong. She had to go, and she could not take you with her.”

“My dad would be sad if my mom took me with her.”

“Yes. He loves you very much.”

“Why did my mom have to go?” 

“She didn’t feel well, maybe. It wasn’t easy for her to leave, you know.” Well, at least I hoped. “But she loves you nonetheless.”

“May I sleep in your bed? Molly always lets me.”

I smiled and uncovered him. “Phew, I thought you’d never ask, Jacob Wakefield. I’m kind of afraid of the dark, but if you stay with me, I think I’ll be okay. Let’s go.”

Jacob jumped into my arms and I carried him to the guest room. I put him into bed and lay beside him. I wrapped my arms around his small body and pressed him against my chest. 

In no time we were both fast asleep, all our monsters firmly locked in the closet.

––––––––
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JACOB WAS STILL SLEEPING when Sam returned the following morning. I had made a pot of coffee and started peeling vegetables for the alphabet soup I’d promised Jacob we’d make later.

“How’s Jacob?” was Sam’s first question.

“Fine. He didn’t have a fever, ate well and slept soundly. How was your shift?”

Sam grabbed two cups and poured us coffee. “Quiet, but then it’s seldom wild here in Rosenthal.” 

“Sam, why don’t you sneak in beside Jacob? He’s sleeping in the guest room. I can stay for a few more hours.”

“Can you? Thank you so much. I’m so tired. I think I’m catching a cold.”

I snatched the coffee cup out of his hand. “Then you don’t need this. Have a sandwich and go to bed. Yours, mind you, if you think you’re coming down with a cold.”

Sam rubbed his chin. “Did you talk to Molly last night?”

I confirmed. “She wanted to see how Jacob was doing. Why?”

“I stopped by to see her on my way home. She barely talked to me. I don’t remember doing or saying anything to make her angry.”

“You don’t have a clue, do you?” I said, grabbing butter, ham and cheese from the fridge.

Sam’s face was blank. 

I decided to help him put two and two together. “Perhaps she’s frustrated because you don’t do and you don’t say anything.”

“What do you mean by that?”

I looked straight into his eyes. “I mean a date. A dinner at La Petit Maison, for example.”

Sam looked at me as if I’d suddenly sprouted an extra head. “A date? With Molly McLaren? She’s a kid!”

“No, she isn’t. I suggest you take a closer look at her, Sam. You’ll be surprised.”

Sam was shaking his head, but I knew I’d put a bug in his ear. Now we’d see how things would unfold.
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