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      The roses arrive at 10 a.m. sharp, addressed to me, Agnes Malloy. This is a problem, for two reasons. One, because I don’t actually live here, I just spend six hours every Wednesday cleaning the place, and two…I’m only supposed to get mail if it’s an emergency.

      I’ve cleaned for the Beswicks for five years. They needed somebody to help make things a little easier on their housekeeper, and I needed some extra cash. So far it’s worked out pretty well for all of us.

      It’s an oddly intimate thing, cleaning somebody else’s house. Handling their toothbrushes, emptying their wastebaskets, cleaning their toilets. I’m good at it, but I don’t think it’s something I want to do part-time forever.

      Like I said though, I needed the money, and housecleaning nets a much better hourly rate than most things. Plus, the Beswicks are really nice and they both work. Mrs. Cranston and I are usually the only living beings here during the day

      This suits me just fine. I plug earbuds into my phone and listen to music or an audiobook while I clean. I’ve been listening to Charles Dickens that way the past few weeks. I’ve always had trouble reading his work—one look at his massive paragraphs and my eyes start bleeding. I love his stories, but would it have killed him to have written smaller paragraphs?

      Anyway, the roses arrive via courier and Mrs. Cranston carries them into the giant living room where I’m currently dusting a massive walnut entertainment center. It has two sets of shelves on either side full of various knickknacks I hate dusting every other week.

      The first thing that hits me is the smell. It’s a heady floral scent that literally invades the entire room and mixes with the fresh lemony smell of the furniture polish I’m using. I think those two scents should clash and give me a headache, but somehow they don’t. It’s more like they’re dancing a waltz on the mansion’s air currents.

      That was my first clue that something wasn’t normal about these roses.

      “Agnes? These just came for you.”

      Mrs. Cranston is a kind, grandmotherly type with a voice that reminds me of oatmeal cookies with raisins. At the moment though, she sounds pretty confused.

      I turn around and my jaw drops.

      She cradles a glittering cut-glass vase that holds a dozen red roses in full bloom, with petals that look like they’ve been dipped in gold dust.

      “Why is someone sending you flowers here?”

      A chill dances down my spine. They probably have been dipped in gold dust. My ignoramus godfather is dramatic.

      I stop dusting and sit back on my heels, frantically sorting through plausible explanations. The truth is out—she’d never believe me. Also, I’m pretty sure I’d lose my job. The Beswicks won’t like me using their house as my…emergency…mailing address.

      Heads will roll for this, I think grimly. I can’t afford to lose this job. Not if I ever want to save up enough to take that vacation to Hawaii before I’m thirty.

      In the stillness of the room, my heartbeat sounds louder than the tick-tocking of the grandfather clock in the corner. (Ivory hands, very old and very fragile. I almost broke one a couple of weeks ago because my mind was on other things. I did break a cold sweat when I realized what I’d almost done.)

      Widening my eyes, I swallow and try to look horrified. “Mrs. Cranston, I—I think I have a stalker.”

      “A stalker?” Mrs. Cranston echoes, her pale blue eyes widening in alarm. One hand flies to her ample bosom, which is covered by a no-nonsense black dress with a wide, sensible collar. The dress is long-sleeved and the skirt is long enough that the polished black toes of her equally sensible black pumps just barely peek out from beneath the hem. A pristine white apron is tied around her waist, and a lacy ruffled cap perches atop her gray curls. She has a wide face and stands a little taller than me at 5’8”, but thought she looks a little plump, she’s not fat by any use of the word.

      Honestly, with that outfit, I’ve always thought she looks like she could have been a housekeeper from a century ago who just stepped out of a time machine.

      In contrast, I always show up for work in either a blue or green t-shirt and beat-up (read: comfortable to work in) jeans, and a pair of good sneakers. Mrs. Cranston and I look like we’re from two completely different time periods in human history.

      I think Mrs. Beswick would like it if I wore a matching maid’s outfit or something, but considering I’m only here six hours a week, she’s never outright said anything.

      My life is about to go up in flames, however, though I won’t know the full extent of it until later. I can feel hints of it in the panic coursing through me.

      A stalker? I chide myself. Seriously, that was the best you could come up with?

      Wetting my lips, I tuck my dust rag into my front pocket and slowly approach Mrs. Cranston. “I only noticed in the past week or so. I’ve felt like someone was watching me, but I never saw anybody.”

      “Someone with a lot of money,” Mrs. Cranston murmurs, eying the roses again.

      “Or a lot of debt.” Stretching out my hands, I carefully take the vase from her. It looks like it could have been made from diamond. “You can buy these things with a credit card, you know.”

      “Oh, I’m aware.” Mrs. Cranston purses her lips. “They just seem a little too…elegant…for your run-of-the-mill penniless stalker. Although,” she adds before I can comment, “they could just as easily be from a spendthrift ne’er-do-well.”

      Sometimes I think Mrs. Cranston also watches too many period dramas. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy them on occasion myself, but sometimes it seems like Mrs. Cranston has decided to…embody them.

      Maybe it makes her feel like being a housekeeper is a little more glamorous. I don’t know.

      “Should we call the police?” Mrs. Cranston hovers in front of me while I stare at the roses. “Do you have any idea who could have sent them?”

      Yes.

      “No. Besides, what can the police do at this point but tell me to be careful?” I shake my head regretfully and then jerk my head toward the rear of the house. “I’m going to go get rid of these.”

      I’ve already emptied the rest of the trash in the house; these will have to go straight into the outside trash can. I leave Mrs. Cranston in the living room muttering something about talking to the police anyway.

      The Beswicks live in Raleigh’s historical district. Mrs. Beswick is from old North Carolina money and the house belongs to her dad. It was built in the old Colonial style, with a number of modern touches. It’s massive, standing three stories tall with large columns in front to hold up the broad porch roof.

      The house looks right at home in the historical district, but it’s actually only a couple of decades old. Mrs. Beswick’s grandfather built it a few years before his death and left to his only son, who has, I understand, several houses and was happy to let his daughter and son-in-law live in this one. The Beswicks aren’t messy people by any stretch of the imagination, but it’s a multi-person job keeping up with the regular cleaning.

      Rich people. I’ve tried to imagine what it would be like to own more than one house. The closest I’ve gotten so far is thinking about having my apartment and a beach house somewhere on the Gulf. But if I had a beach house, the only time I could see myself not living there would be in the midst of a terrible hurricane, so it kind of defeats the purpose of having the apartment too, doesn’t it?

      I look down at the roses, which I’m holding out in front of me as though they’re some sort of icky poison, and shake my head at myself. Right. This isn’t the time for dreaming about beach houses. Not when I’ve got these ridiculous roses to dispose of.

      Turning down a hall that juts to the left of the living room, I cut through the enormous kitchen, with its granite countertops, glass fixtures, and the huge granite-topped island in the center of the floor, and enter the laundry room, which is roughly the size of my bedroom in my apartment. There’s a back door in here that leads out onto a little deck that artfully conceals the large trash dumpster beside the house.

      On the verge of opening the door and stepping outside, I pause. The roses really are lovely. That rich, beautiful shade of red, the way the edges of their petals shimmer gold. I’ve certainly never received anything like them before.

      For a few seconds, I let myself imagine what they’d look like on my kitchen counter, imagine my apartment full of that rich scent. (Surely my godfather didn’t dust them with actual gold.) Then my lips tighten as I take myself sternly in hand.

      Even if I want to keep these, I can’t. I told Mrs. Cranston they were from a stalker.

      I open the door.

      As I step out onto the deck into morning sunshine, a wave of balmy—if a little humid—air hits me. I take a deep breath, my eyes fluttering shut for just a second. It’s early March in Raleigh, and spring finally seems to beating winter back. The weather has been rainy for the past week, but this morning the clouds finally broke and let the sun have a chance to shine.

      I’m so happy to see the sun that for a second I almost forget about the roses. Almost.

      This portion of the deck attaches to the larger deck that wraps around the back of the Beswicks’ house. Ornamental trees in pots form a dividing wall between the laundry room door and the outside table with an umbrella and collection of comfortable deck chairs on the other end of the deck. Five steps lead down to a beautiful garden that spreads out to cover the back end of the Beswicks’ property. I walked it once; it’s gorgeous. I’m not sure I’d want to be responsible for weeding everything, but it’s definitely pretty.

      Transferring the vase to one arm, I lean over the still-wet railing to lift the dumpster’s lid. It’s almost full. On the verge of tipping the vase over the railing, I pause.

      The dumpster really is full. The roses will just sit there, on top of all of those bulging white trash bags, and while I doubt Mrs. Cranston or the Beswicks will care enough to go poking through the trash, part of me is reluctant to leave the flowers there. They’re too…gaudy…for the dumpster.

      Of course, I don’t want to take them home either…and I don’t want them in my car at all. I frown and huff out an irritated breath. That doesn’t leave me very many options.

      I huff again. Blast my godfather. I don’t have time for this. I have my Wednesday cleaning sessions down to an art and I’ve still got another three hours to go before I’m finished.

      The sun feels warm against my skin, contrasting the cold glass of the vase. I bite my lip and then narrow my eyes in determination. Letting the lid of the dumpster slam shut, I set the vase down on the wet brown deck and then lean over the railing again to grab the lid again. I hold it open with one hand while I move a few trash bags around with my other hand until I have a space cleared for the roses. I’d prefer to wear disposable gloves for this, but I didn’t think I’d need to move trash around when I walked out of the house.

      Satisfied, I pick the vase up again—which is super awkward because I’m still holding onto the dumpster lid—and prepare to drop the entire thing straight into the hole I’ve made.

      A loud, strident ringtone suddenly breaks the morning stillness.
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      I won’t lie, that ringtone scares the crap out of me. I jump, startled, and lose my grip on both the vase and the dumpster lid. The vase thumps into the trash bags at the bottom of the dumpster and the lid slams shut.

      The ringing continues, but its strident tones are muffled.

      I stare at the dumpster, eyes wide and one hand pressed to my chest as though that will somehow help my heart resume its usual pace. I can still hear that muffled ringing. The truth hits me the same time the ringing stops.

      My godfather put a cell phone in that bouquet.

      Irritation floods me. A cell phone. Who does that? He was supposed to send me a note if he ever needed to contact me in an emergency. And the only reason I even agreed to that was because I couldn’t think of any emergency in which he’d ever actually need to contact me.

      The ringing starts up again.

      I stand frozen beside the deck railing, staring down at the dumpster. I want to walk back into the house and forget the roses, but I have a terrible suspicion that my godfather will keep calling that phone until I answer. He’s stubborn enough for it.

      I don’t really have a choice, do I? At least, not any good ones. Gritting my teeth, I reach for the dumpster lid.

      The vase is a pain to retrieve. I almost fall in the dumpster trying to reach it, but I manage to keep my balance and pull the vase back up. A few of the roses’ stems are bent, but they still smell amazing. Much better than the rest of the dumpster’s contents.

      Narrowing my eyes at the flowers, I squat on the deck—I don’t want to get my knees wet—and set the still-ringing vase down again. I start yanking roses out to find the cell phone, but to my surprise, the entire bouquet comes out in one piece. The roses have been tied together with floral wire, their stems forming a little cradle for a small black device wrapped in dark green plastic—the cell phone. Grimacing, I detach the noisy culprit.

      For a few seconds, I stare at the plastic-covered phone ringing in my hand—a strange blend of astonishment and bemusement coursing through me. What on earth could my godfather possibly need to talk to me about this badly?

      The phone continues to ring, with no indication that it will ever stop until I answer it.

      Really doesn’t leave me much of a choice, does it? I can’t explain to the Beswicks or Mrs. Cranston why there’s a crazy cell phone in their dumpster.

      I scowl at the phone while I unwrap it. That’s probably exactly why my godfather picked a delivery method like this.

      He knows I don’t want to talk to him. Although I’m not sure why he’d just automatically assume I won’t read any letters he sends me. I’m still angry, yes, but…curiosity is one of my worst faults. I might throw his letters away, but an hour later, or however long it takes me to calm down, I’ll go back and fish them out of the trash to see what they say. I can’t stand not knowing.

      My dad used to tease me about that. He always said I’d get myself into trouble. Can’t say it’s happened yet, but I suppose it’s possible.

      I dump the phone into my hand—it’s surprisingly light for such a nuisance—and make an irritated sound in the back of my throat before I hit ‘answer’ and raise it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Agnes” The voice is baritone, gruff, and so familiar it makes my breath catch in my throat.

      The sound of my godfather’s voice—a sound I haven’t heard in five years—brings a sunset of memories. Good, sad, and just plain ugly. I grit my teeth, steeling myself against the old emotions it awakens in me. Grief and that old, familiar anger.

      I inhale once and let it out before answering. “Nathaniel.”

      It feels strange to call my godfather that; growing up I always called my dad’s best friend ‘Uncle Nathaniel’.

      A pause, and then Nathaniel Thorpe asks, “How are you?”

      How am I? Seriously? I pull the phone away from my ear to make a face at it. After everything, we’re going to start with banal trivialities?

      I put the phone back to my ear. “I’m at work, Nathaniel. What do you want? And why are you sending me expensive roses with a cell phone hidden inside? Why can’t you—”

      “Agnes.” He cuts me off with a smooth, authoritative tone I don’t ever remember hearing when I was growing up. “I apologize for the unconventional method, but it was important that I get a hold of you. Discreetly.”

      My eyebrows shoot up at that. “What, and plain, old-fashioned snail mail wouldn’t have—”

      “Would you have read it immediately?”

      I bite my lip. No, I wouldn’t have. “I would have read it eventually,” I say.

      Truthfully, I might add.

      “Well, ‘eventually’ was not going to be soon enough.” His voice abruptly softens. “I’m glad you answered the phone, Aggie.”

      I swallow the hard lump that suddenly forms in my throat. Nobody’s called me that since Momma died. I run a hand through my brown ponytail. “Didn’t exactly have a choice.”

      Nathanial had made me swear on my mother’s grave that I would let him contact me in case of an emergency. Even in the midst of my grief, it had seemed strange. What possible emergencies could ever arise such that he needed to talk to me?

      Still…I’d promised. With contingents and qualifiers. I was still angry with him.

      So, even though the thought of simply smashing the phone to pieces had crossed my mind, I couldn’t actually follow through.

      Not to mention there’s that whole curiosity factor of mine.

      “Yes, well, regardless, I’m glad you answered.”

      A dozen different questions spring to mind, creating a traffic jam in my head. My fingers tighten on the cell phone’s slick surface. One question makes it through a green light. “What do you—”

      Nathaniel interrupts me. “Agnes, I need you to listen to me very carefully. What I am about to tell you will sound crazy, but I assure you it’s anything but.” He pauses. “Your life is in danger.”

      I’m so startled I burst out laughing. I can’t help myself. “You’ve got to be kidding.” Another laugh escapes me. “Uncle Nathaniel, I’m probably one of the last—”

      “Agnes.” Nathaniel cuts across me. “This is serious.” He pauses, and when he speaks again, his voice is a little ragged, “I promised you I’d only contact you in emergencies, didn’t I?”

      “By snail mail,” I can’t help pointing out.

      “No time for that.” He makes an impatient sound in the back of his throat. “I’ve kept that promise, haven’t I?”

      I am reluctantly forced to admit he has—up until today, at least.

      “I’m sending a team to collect you. They’ll be there shortly.”

      I’m so startled I nearly drop the phone. “What?” My voice hits a note so high I can almost hear the glass in the laundry room door and window crack. “A team? Here? Now?”

      “Now, Aggie.”

      I look around the corner of the deck, staring helplessly at the plants separating the laundry room door from the rest of the deck and then down at the path leading into the garden. “Uncle Nathaniel, I’m working. I won’t be done for a couple of hours.”

      “Tell Mrs. Cranston you don’t feel well.”

      My mind is reeling, but I try to get a hold of myself. This is insane. “Nathaniel,” I say firmly, deliberately leaving off his honorific again, “I am working. The Beswicks are paying me to do my job and I can’t just leave in the middle of it because you call me up after five years and tell me I’m in danger.”

      “You are. Mortal danger.”

      He speaks quietly, but with an assurance that sends cold chills down my spine and raises goose bumps along my skin despite the sunlight pouring down on me. The birds chirping cheerfully in the trees along the edge of the garden and the sounds of lawnmowers in the distance take on an ominous cast. All of a sudden, it feels like there are eyes watching me. The hair on the back of my neck prickles.

      I suck in a deep breath and try one more time. “I haven’t done anything, I swear. I’m nobody. I work part-time in a bakery and I clean houses once a week. Why in the world would anybody—”

      My godfather cuts across me again. “I promised your parents I would keep you safe, Aggie. I promised your father.”

      That old anger bubbles to life again, erupting like a sudden pocket of lava spewing out of a fissure in the ground. “Don’t you dare talk about my father.” My voice is low and cold, a sharp contrast to the heat of my emotion.

      Nathaniel sidesteps the subject. “Leave your check then, if you feel you haven’t earned it.”

      Before I can open my mouth to tell him stubbornly that’s exactly what I’ll do if he insists on this danger business—even though part of me cringes because I’ve earned at least half that check so far today—he adds, “I’ll write you another one to make up for it.”

      “I don’t want—”

      “My team will be there in five minutes.” Nathaniel rolls on. “You are going to walk out of the house, get into the car, and drive back to your apartment. You’ll proceed from there.”

      Later, it’ll hit me that he said ‘apartment’ instead of ‘house’, and also that he knew Mrs. Cranston’s name, but for now I’m too gobsmacked at his sheer arrogance to catch it. “Your team?”

      What in the name of all that is holy is going on?

      I look down at the mangled bouquet of red roses on the deck, their gold-tinged petals glistening in the sun, and a bright thought flits through my head. I seize it like a lifeline thrown to a drowning sailor.

      “I told Mrs. Cranston the roses were from a stalker. I can’t leave now. She’ll worry.”

      “A stalker?” A faint note of exasperation tinges my godfather’s baritone voice.

      Even though he can’t see me, a hot flush rises from my neck to my cheeks. “Well, what did you expect me to do? Those roses—” I shake my head, unable to put them into words exactly. “I had to tell her something.”

      “You couldn’t have mentioned they were from an admirer and left it at that?”

      I hastily bite my lip to keep a loud, unladylike snort from escaping. “Uh…that would be a no.”

      A brief pause, and then Nathanial says briskly, “We’ll just have to work around it. How much longer will you be there?”

      “At least three hours.” I pull the phone away from my ear long enough to see how long we’ve been talking. Ten minutes of wasted time. “And I need to get back to work before Mrs. Cranston comes to check on me.”

      She wouldn’t check on me ordinarily, but since I just told her I have a stalker…

      “Three hours.” My godfather does not sound happy to hear that. Another pause, and then he says, “I’m afraid we’ll have to proceed as planned. I respect your conscientious work ethic, Aggie, but my team—”

      “No.” It’s my turn to cut him off. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me why I’m in danger.”

      Instead of getting angry, like I expected, Nathaniel’s voice goes calm and patient. He reminds me suddenly of an oncoming train, its wheels fixed on the tracks, heading inexorably to its destination. “Aggie, I sent you the roses to catch your attention. I promise you I will explain everything in due time. For now, I need you to trust—”

      “Trust you?” I burst out. “Trust you like my father trusted you? You got him killed!” My eyes burn with sudden tears. I thought I’d buried all of that…but I guess I haven’t.

      “That is a conversation for another time,” Nathaniel says firmly. “If you can’t bring yourself to trust me anymore, Aggie, at least trust the faith your mother placed in me on her deathbed.”

      My grip tightens on the phone again. “I don’t know why you care.”

      “You’re all the family I have left.”

      The quiet simplicity of those words tugs at my heartstrings, but I don’t let it get to me. I refuse to let it get to me.

      I’m all you have left because you get people killed, I want to say, but now he’s gone and reminded me of my mother. I can picture exactly the sort of look she’d be giving me if she were standing here.

      Heaving in a deep breath, I force myself to calm down as I slowly exhale. “Okay. Fine. But you’re going to explain.”

      “I will.”

      “Everything, Uncle Nathaniel.”

      “Understood. Now, listen to me carefully.”

      My godfather runs through my instructions again, that strange intensity lacing his baritone rumbles, and then he says something unexpected. “Agnes, take the roses with you.”

      What? The nascent headache beginning to throb behind my eyes grows stronger. “But—”

      “I know. Your stalker story.” His distaste for that is clear. “It’s not safe to leave them there.”

      Well. If there actually is something to all this, I guess I’d hate to put the Beswicks and Mrs. Cranston in danger. I blow out an irritated breath. “Fine.”

      “Thank you.”

      He ends the call and I slide the cell phone into the front right pocket of my jeans. I still feel like I’ve stepped into a surreal alternate reality, or that I’m somehow dreaming this whole thing up, but I shake it off.

      You’re in danger, he’d said. Mortal danger.

      The thought still makes me want to laugh. I’m nobody. How could I possibly be in mortal danger?
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      Despite the fact that I told my godfather I’d cooperate, part of me wants to ignore him. The thought of leaving without having finished my work makes me slightly sick to my stomach. I don’t do that. In five years, I don’t think I’ve ever left the Beswicks’ before I was done.

      The bakery is another matter; you can’t work around food when you’ve got a twenty-four hour stomach bug.

      I jolt. The bakery! What am I going to—almost instantly, I relax. Don’t be silly, I tell myself. I’m not supposed to be there until tomorrow anyway; plenty of time to get whatever this is sorted out.

      If my life was a movie, this would be the part where the foolish heroine refuses to listen to her godfather’s mysterious warning and goes about her life as though nothing’s changed. As though she’s not in danger.

      It usually screws up everything.

      I won’t say I’ve never been foolish, but I think I’m smart enough not to live out that particular trope. At least for the next few hours.

      Looking down at the vase and the mangled bouquet, I blow out another irritated breath and drop to my knees on the deck. As I gather everything up, I can’t help noticing my hands are trembling. I bite my bottom lip. I suppose a little nervousness is to be expected, given everything that’s happened in the last twenty minutes.

      A thorn jabs into my thumb and I hiss at the unexpected pain. Only twenty minutes? It feels like so much longer.

      Shoving the flowers back into the vase, I carry them into the house and set them next to my purse—a butter-soft brown leather shoulder bag—on the counter next to the washer and dryer in the laundry room. I take a second to study the roses. Their gold-tipped petals are as lovely as ever, but the roses themselves do look rather…battered…from my rough treatment.

      I try to tell myself I don’t care. They’re from my godfather, after all.

      The vase, though, really is beautiful. It will look lovely on the end table in my apartment.

      Maybe it’s the artist in me, but I can’t leave the room with the roses looking that forlorn and lopsided. I rearrange them in the vase as best I can, and then retrieve my check from my purse before trekking through the house in search of Mrs. Cranston.

      Along the way, I catch sight of myself in a gilt mirror hanging on a wall in one of the halls. I’m pale and my dark eyes look huge in my narrow face.

      It shouldn’t be a problem convincing Mrs. Cranston there’s something wrong with me.
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        * * *

      

      I find the housekeeper in the kitchen, sitting at the gleaming granite counter and going through a guest list Mrs. Beswick gave her in search of any food allergies for a dinner party they’re throwing this weekend. She scribbles a few things down on a notepad, humming softly under her breath. The smell of snickerdoodle cookies wafts through the air.

      “Mrs. Cranston?”

      She looks up and starts to smile at me, but her smile fades as she takes in my wan face. “Agnes?”

      I press a hand to my stomach. “I don’t feel well at all. I think I’m coming down with something.”

      Her lips flatten into a thin line. “It’s that stalker, isn’t it? I told you I think we ought to call the police, Agnes.”

      I suppress a sigh. Maybe Nathaniel was right—I should have come up with a less suspicious story.

      “No, that’s not it.” I shake my head, keeping my hand flat against my stomach. “I didn’t feel all that well when I woke up this morning, but I thought it’d get better.”

      I make a mournful face. “It hasn’t.”

      “You’d better sit down,” Mrs. Cranston says briskly, pushing aside her list and notepad and patting the counter next to her. “I’ll get you a glass of ginger ale.”

      Under ordinary circumstances, I’d be happy to comply. But at the moment… I shake my head again. “Thanks, Mrs. Cranston, but I think I need to go home and lie down.”

      I set my check down on the granite countertop and push it toward her. “I’m really sorry I can’t finish. Tell Mrs. Beswick I’ll come back Friday morning and clean the rest of the downstairs.”

      “Oh, my dear.” Mrs. Cranston looks from me to the check and back. She’s clearly torn—on the one hand, we have a pretty concrete schedule when it comes to things like cleaning, but other hand…I never take sick days. “Yes, of course. Go home and rest.”

      She pushes the check back to me. “Go ahead and take it—you know how Mrs. Beswick hates voiding things in the checkbook.”

      My employer is a little odd that way. I understand, but I shake my head. “I’ll pick it up when I finish on Friday. I don’t feel right taking it now—I haven’t earned it.” I make another face, as though my stomach is giving me fits.

      Mrs. Cranston’s wrinkled face softens with compassion. “You poor thing.” She bustles over to the refrigerator and pulls out an ice-cold can of ginger ale, which she insists I take with me. “Ginger is the best thing for an upset stomach, you know,” she says firmly. “Do you have saltine crackers at home?”

      I assure her that I do, and escape the kitchen before she can also insist on taking my temperature.

      The can of soft drink is cold enough that I pass it from hand to hand as I head back to the laundry room to collect my things. Guilt twists inside my stomach now, joining the anxiety I’ve got from talking to my godfather, and the anxiety about not getting my check.

      You’ll be back Friday, I tell myself. Whatever Nathaniel’s worried about is probably a mistake anyway, and it’ll probably be cleared up in no time.

      Slinging my purse over my shoulder, I pop the top of the ginger ale and take a swig before setting it on the counter so I can pick up the crystal vase and position it in the crook of my left elbow. I then grab the ginger ale and head out of the laundry room. Odds are good Mrs. Cranston will see me off at the door, and I learned a long time ago it’s best to let her think I’m taking her well-intentioned advice.

      I’m right.

      She’s waiting for me at the door. As I approach, I take a sip of the ginger ale, and she gives me a sympathetic, approving smile.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Cranston,” I say again.

      Her eyes drop to the vase of roses in my arms. “I thought you were going to throw them away?”

      “I changed my mind.” I offer her a weak smile. “I decided I’d better hold on to them in case I do decide to talk to the police.”

      “Ah.” Mrs. Cranston nods approvingly. “Good thought.” She pats me on the shoulder. “I do hope you feel better.”

      “Me too.” I manage another weak smile. “I’ll see you Friday, Mrs. Cranston.”

      She just gives me a nod and opens the front door for me, allowing me to step out onto the wide porch and fresh air. Seconds later, I pass into golden sunshine as I stride down four steps to the paved walkway that will take me around to the part of the driveway where I’ve parked my car.

      I love my car. A dark blue 2000 Honda Accord, she’s not the newest vehicle on the block, but she was affordable and she’s fairly dependable. My favorite feature is the sunroof.

      After depositing my purse in the front passenger seat, my ginger ale in the cup holder, and carefully setting the vase on the passenger side floorboard, I shut the door and circle around to climb into the driver’s seat. I know I’m supposed to act like I’m sick and nothing else is out of the ordinary, but I can’t help a quick look around in search of my godfather’s ‘team’.

      Either they’re pretty good, or I’m pretty oblivious, because I don’t see anything. I don’t doubt they’re there, however. I have the distinct impression that’s not something Nathaniel would have any reason to lie to me about.

      I start the car and rest my hands on the steering wheel. They’re still trembling. I tighten my grip, my knuckles going white with the pressure.

      Stop it, I tell myself. Pull yourself together.

      This is definitely not the time to fall apart.

      Taking another healthy swig of the ginger ale—after all, there’s no point in wasting it—I set the can down and pull open the sunroof above my head. Fresh air swirls in around me; I breathe deeply.

      Act normal, I tell myself, as I pull out of the driveway.

      My surreal feeling grows as I leave the Beswicks’ behind and head through the city to my apartment. I haven’t been out at this time of day on a Wednesday in five years; traffic patterns are a little different. I keep a close eye on my rear view mirror, but I can’t tell if anybody’s following me or not. Even at 11 am on a Wednesday morning, there’s still too much traffic.

      I don’t remember most of the drive home.

      My body is on autopilot, my brain on overload. Later, this scares me, because I’ve always been a fairly cautious driver. My mom used to tease me about that—she thought it was funny that I can be such a risk taker when it came to my art, but that I drive like an old granny.

      As it turns out, my godfather’s team follows me the whole way there.
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      Two blocks from my apartment, my new cell phone chimes with an incoming text: Nathanial wants me to pull over in front of a row of townhouses and let one of his operatives join me.

      I inhale sharply, prepared to balk, but he’s already anticipated this reaction. He sends me another text.

      This is for your own good. Trying to keep you safe.

      I huff out a breath and pull over.

      A nondescript maroon Cadillac pulls up behind me and the passenger door opens. A woman in chic street clothes gets out and heads for my car, her bleach-blonde ponytail bouncing with every step she takes. She opens the passenger door of my car and slides into the seat, carefully avoiding the vase of roses, before giving me a once-over and a friendly smile that doesn’t quite meet her blue eyes.

      My mom had a thing for eyes. She always said my dad had the prettiest hazel eyes she’d ever seen in a man, and she always talked about how important it was for people to smile and mean it. Your eyes always give you away if you don’t really mean it.

      And this woman didn’t mean it.

      “Hi,” Bleach-blonde chirps, an energy to her voice that makes me think whatever her caffeine limit is, she’s had one too many.

      “Hi.” My hands tighten a little on the steering wheel, my fingertips sliding against the familiar warm surface. I really don’t like this.

      Bleach-blonde nods to the street. “Just head home like usual. Pretend I’m a friend.”

      Once again, that surreal feeling hits me. I blink twice, feeling as though I’ve somehow stepped through the proverbial looking glass without realizing it. “Ah, sure.”

      A few minutes later, we reach the apartment I inherited from my mother. (She paid it off with the proceeds of Dad’s life insurance.) It’s located in a lower-middle-class section of Raleigh. The faded brick buildings here are decades old and jammed together like the builders were afraid they would run out of space. Most of the interiors have been renovated, however, and I’m grateful for that.

      When we pull into my parking space at the apartment, my new companion shifts to look at me. “Pack light,” she advises.

      Pack light? I stare at her. It’s then that I realize—again—how little information my godfather gave me to go on. “Exactly how long am I going to be gone?”

      Bleach-blonde shrugs her shoulders, accentuating the muscles in her tanned arms. Obvious, she works out. “A week, maybe? Mr. Thorpe didn’t specify.”

      “Of course he didn’t,” I mutter, climbing out of the car and hooking my purse over my shoulder. After snagging the vase of roses from the floorboard, I shut the car door a little harder than necessary—Sorry, Tina—and hike up the short flight of concrete steps to my apartment building’s entryway.

      Bleach-blonde follows in silence.

      I let both of us into the cramped foyer, which still smells faintly of cigarette smoke even though smoking was banned in the building before my parents moved in. I sniff the roses to compensate, because I can. The old elevator stands to our left; I jab the button to summon it. Bleach-blonde stands just behind me, which makes the hair on the back of my neck prickle.

      The elevator dings, the doors creak open, and we step inside. My apartment is on the third floor. Bleach-blonde doesn’t speak as we ascend. In fact, she doesn’t say anything as we step out of the elevator on the third floor and walk down the hall to my door, marked with crooked letters that spell out ‘312-A’. They’re crooked no matter how many times I’ve attempted to fix them.

      This hall always smells faintly of garlic. One of my neighbors really likes to cook, and, well…it shows. Or smells, I mean.

      Juggling the vase of roses, I unlock my front door, but before I can open it, an arm blocks my way. Bleach-blonde shakes her head at me and jerks her chin for me to step aside. It’s only then that I realize she’s produced a wicked-looking black pistol from the depths of her purse.

      Gawking at her, I move out of the way.

      She opens the door and glides into my apartment, ponytail swaying and pistol at the ready.

      I stand nervously out in the hall, fervently hoping that either none of my neighbors are home, or none of them happen to come home just now. I don’t know how I’ll explain a strange woman with a gun.
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      A moment later, Bleach-blonde’s voice emerges from the depths of my apartment. “All clear. Come in and shut the door.”

      Bemused, I obey. The familiar scent of my favorite caramel apple wax fills the air. I’d turned the candle warmer off before I left, but the fragrance lingers. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my thundering heart.

      Bleach-blonde stands in the center of my small living room, hands on her hip as though she’s a general surveying newly conquered territory. Either that or she’s scrutinizing the décor and has decided it’s not to her taste. It’s hard to tell from her expression.

      I can’t help but bristle. I redecorated, about a year after my mom died. She favored pastels; I went with jewel tones. Part of it was the grieving process. Another part was the challenge of tackling a major project like that. Part of me wanted to stretch my artistic wings a little.

      I painted the living room a pale green that went with the standard tan carpet and painted dark, trailing, leafy vines around the room, dripping with exotic flowers in jewel-tone purples, reds, blues, yellows, and oranges. They curl around the walls and up over the doorways. The poky little hall leading to the bathroom, my old room, and my parents’ room—now mine, although that still feels odd some days—I painted white. I’d then swirled gold and jewel-tone ribbons across the walls.

      My old room, which I mostly use for storage these days, I left alone. The small bathroom I painted white, to make it airier, and then accented with green, blue and gold. The master bedroom, however… I struggled over how to repaint that.

      At any rate, I kept the cozy feeling of the living room. A worn—but still comfortable—paisley couch sits up against the bank of windows, while an equally faded maroon recliner occupies the corner. Between them sits an end table with a lamp. That corner of the couch is where I usually curl up in the evenings.

      A small flat-screen TV sits on a pale oak bookshelf across the room, and other bookcases line the remaining walls. Some of them hold books; other shelves still host my mom’s ceramic unicorn collection. I hate dusting them, but they remind me so strongly of Momma that in five years I haven’t been able to bring myself to get rid of them.

      My dad found a lot of those for her over the course of their marriage. Where he managed to find them I’ve never known—and if Momma knew, she never said. She’d only get this sad, wistful, faraway look on her face as she picked them up one by one and rearranged them.

      A bar separates the living room from the kitchen. Several days’ worth of mail—envelopes, junk mail, and magazines—sits on the counter. The kitchen is small enough that Momma and I used to bump into each other while we were trying to fix supper. I miss that.

      “First things first,” Bleach-blonde says briskly, fishing a small envelope in a Ziploc bag out of her purse while she shifts to face me. She dangles it in front of my face. “Sign this.”

      I eye it nervously, setting the vase of roses on the bar next to the pile of mail. “What is it?”

      “Letter to your neighbor, Mrs. Dudley, asking her to keep an eye on your apartment while you’re gone. You’re traveling,” Bleach-blonde adds for clarification.

      I raise both eyebrows at the bag. Seriously? “Paranoid much?” I ask as I take it between two fingers. “What, you want my fingerprints to be the only ones on here?”

      I’m partly kidding, but Bleach-blonde just nods, her expression sober. “Standard procedure on an op like this. Mr. Thorpe doesn’t want anybody tracking you down easily.”

      That, I think grimly, is both a good thing and a bad thing. And who uses the word ‘op’ outside of the military? Not for the first time, I wonder what my godfather does for a living.

      Opening the envelope, I scan its contents. Grudgingly, I’m forced to admit that Mrs. Dudley probably won’t bat an eye at it—though she will give me grief later for not asking her in person. She’s a little old-fashioned that way.

      The note is short and to the point—and breezy enough that it sounds like it could be from me if I was trying to be casual and not have to explain where I’m going or who I’m visiting. (All things Mrs. Dudley will want to know, just to make sure I’ll be safe. And because she’s nosy.)

      Grabbing one of my favorite pens from the drawer underneath the TV, I scrawl my signature in bright turquoise ink. I then replace the letter in the envelope, seal it, and write Mrs. Dudley’s name on the front.

      “What do you want—” I start to ask, but Bleach-blonde is way ahead of me.

      She holds out the Ziploc bag for the letter. “We’ll drop it off on our way out.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” I let the letter fall into the bag and jerk a thumb over my shoulder. “I need to—”

      Bleach-blonde inserts the bag into her purse and produces another envelope. Her movements are so smooth it’s almost like magic—one second she’s holding the plastic bag, the next second she’s got a long-white envelope. She extends it to me. “Mr. Thorpe asks that you read this.”

      She pauses, her eyes darting around my living room. “Preferably quickly.”

      “Or what?” I want to ask, but I don’t. Instead, I warily take the envelope, keeping half an eye on Bleach-blonde. The way today’s going, I wouldn’t put it past Nathaniel to order his minions to knock me out and stuff me into a suitcase to bring me in if I show the slightest signs of balking.

      Minions.

      I sway a little on my feet as it hits me. My godfather has minions. Okay, I know, technically he called them his ‘team’, but let’s be honest—they’re minions.

      I take a deep, steadying breath, blinking rapidly to make sure I’m awake and not in some weird dream. Then I open the envelope.

      To my surprise, the plain white piece of stationary inside is as ordinary as the envelope. I blink again, feeling a twinge of something that’s almost disappointment, and pull it out. After the whole cell phone thing, I’m not quite sure what I expected.

      The note is brief, written in my godfather’s spidery script. The sight of his terrible handwriting brings back another wave of memories, but I’m better prepared to deal with all things Nathaniel Thorpe now and I push them aside. Deciphering his missive, however, is another matter entirely.

      After a squinting for a few seconds, during which Bleach-blonde shifts impatiently from foot to foot, I finally manage to make out words and string them into sentences that make sense.

      

      Dear Aggie,

      Time is of the essence. I cannot emphasize it strongly enough: your life is in danger and we haven’t a moment to spare.

      Pack only the things you can’t live without. I will make sure you have everything else you need.

      Trust me, please.

      Your godfather.

      

      It occurs to me that he deliberately left his name off—more of his paranoia, perhaps, in case I showed the note to someone else?

      Or, a thoughtful voice whispers inside my head, in case someone else got a hold of his note?

      I roll my eyes at myself. Now is not the time to start buying into Nathaniel’s paranoia.

      “Miss Malloy?” Beneath her cool façade, Bleach-blonde is starting to get agitated.

      I flash her a wan smile. “Give me a minute.” Folding the paper up and sliding it back into its envelope, I jerk my chin toward the hall. “I’m going to go change clothes and pack.”

      “Make it quick,” she says crisply. “We’re on a tight schedule.”

      I nod—that much is obvious—and start to turn away. Her voice stops me.

      “Ms. Malloy.”

      What now? I glance at her over my shoulder, raising both eyebrows in a silent—and not very patient—question.

      Bleach-blonde extends a tan hand. “I’m going to need your phone.” Her voice is as firm as her expression.

      I recoil. I can’t help it. I’m a single woman and my phone is my lifeline to the world.

      “No.” My hand reaches into my pocket to clutch my phone. “Why?”

      The other woman’s expression turns just a shade sympathetic. She shifts her weight on her feet, her hand still extended. “Look, I get it. I do. I don’t like to be without my phone either. But it’s a safety hazard, Ms. Malloy. Until we get you to safety, we can’t risk you contacting somebody and information about your whereabouts falling into the wrong hands.”

      My mind latches onto the middle part of her statement like it’s a life preserver. Until we get you to safety. “So I’ll get it back later? After we reach my godfather?”

      Bleach-blonde doesn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      I stare at her, not sure I believe her. For all I know, she’s got an excellent poker face and she’s lying through her teeth. I hate the idea of giving up my phone. I really, really do.

      But…

      We’re back to the whole ‘no good choice’ thing again.

      Still, I hesitate. “You’re not going to take my e-reader too, are you?”

      “Only if you’ve got a data plan for it.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then you can keep it.”

      Slowly, reluctantly, I drag my phone out of my pocket. “Hang on.” I change a few settings, making sure it’s locked, and then power it off.

      Bleach-blonde taps her foot. “We haven’t got all day.”

      I shoot her a cool glare as I drop my phone into her still-waiting hand. “I’m handing over my phone. I’m sure you know exactly how big a deal that is.”

      Her fingers close around the device, and then she makes it disappear into her purse. “Believe me, I know.” She eyes me for a second. “I also need the phone Mr. Thorpe sent you.”

      I jolt. I’d all but forgotten about that. I pull it from my pocket and toss it to her.

      Bleach-blonde makes that phone disappear as well and then flicks the fingers of her other hand at me. “Go. Change. Pack.”

      Scowling, I obey.
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      Still scowling, I stomp into my bedroom and shut the door behind me, creating a barrier between me and my uninvited guest. Setting foot in here usually makes me feel better, but right now I’m too agitated to appreciate all the work I put into making this room comfortable.

      I don’t have much furniture. The queen-sized bed, a nightstand on either side, and a long dresser with an attached mirror. All pale oak—Momma liked that best and Dad humored her.

      The crowning feature of this room is the giant sunset I painted on the wall opposite my bed.

      It took me forever to settle on an idea—and another small eternity to actually touch the walls with a paint brush—but I finally figured it out. I painted the late stages of a sunset, when the brilliant golds, oranges, and reds have faded to dusky oranges, pinks and purples, and evening is setting in along the rest of the horizon.

      I painted the walls around it to look like the sky at twilight. Blue fades to lavender and periwinkle before bleeding into navy blue around the edges. Here and there, a few bright stars dot the evening sky.

      Four years later, I’m still proud of my artwork. Sure, there’s room for improvement, but I did the best I could at the time. And usually, looking at it cheers me up.

      Not today.

      Still scowling, I strip off my cleaning clothes and toss them into the half-full laundry hamper in the corner. I’d prefer to take a quick shower, but something tells me we don’t have time for that. Instead, I change into comfortable boot-cut jeans, a turquoise-and-silver plaid shirt, and grab my favorite dark gray hoodie before sliding into a pair of black boots.

      I’m in the middle of brushing my hair so I can put it back up in a ponytail when the weight of this moment, this choice I’m being asked to make, slams into me like a cement truck with a distracted driver. This apartment is my home. Everything here is mine, no matter how old or beat-up.

      I can’t just leave it all behind. What would Momma say?

      That strange, sudden swell of materialistic pearl-clutching fades as abruptly as it hit me. If Momma was here, she’d remind me that stuff is just stuff, no matter how much it cost or how many memories are attached to it. Stuff—most of it, anyway, can be replaced.

      If Nathaniel is to be believed, my life is in danger.

      I shake my head in slow disbelief as that thought rings through my brain.

      My life is in danger.

      The words are still laughable, but my godfather surmounted a wall of silence five years thick to contact me. The relatively sane part of me knows I should probably listen to him.

      No matter how crazy I think this is.
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      Strangely, it doesn’t take that long to pack. I tell myself I’m just going away for a weekend, and that simplifies things considerably. Basic hygiene items. Couple of changes of clothing. My laptop, external hard drive, flash drives, and sketching tablet. My current sketchpad and pencil and marker set. My e-reader, with my digital library of books.

      I fit everything into my navy blue laptop bag and aquamarine duffel bag. Uncle Nathanial did say the things I can’t live without, right?

      There are a few other things in the apartment I’d like to take, but when I make it back to the living room, I see Bleach-blonde’s eye is twitching. I’m out of time.

      I make a beeline for Momma’s unicorns. I can’t take them all with me, but I do grab my favorites—the little family. Daddy unicorn, Mommy unicorn, and a cute little baby unicorn.

      As I slide the figurines into my purse, I look around once more, searching almost frantically for anything important I’m missing. My gaze lands on a picture frame sitting on top of the bookcase by the recliner. My parents and my fourteen year-old self.

      It’s a good picture of us from a happy day, and it was one of my mom’s favorites. I bite my lip; I can’t leave it behind.

      I reach for the picture, but Bleach-blonde’s arm shoots out to intercept my wrist. “No pictures,” she says firmly. “Not physical ones, anyway. Orders.”

      No pictures? I goggle at her, completely taken aback, but I don’t have time to argue the point.

      With astonishing speed, Bleach-blonde picks up my duffel bag and slings it over one shoulder before waving for me to grab my laptop bag. I obey, and she herds me to the front door. At the last second, I grab my coat from the tiny closet to one side of the door and fold it over my arm.

      “Where are we—” I start to ask, but she cuts me off.

      “It’s safer if you don’t know.”

      Clenching my jaw, I narrow my eyes at her. Fine. Keep me in the dark about this too. It’s not like I have any idea what’s going on anyway.

      I force myself to take a deep breath and relax. It’s not her fault—she’s an employee. I’m not thrilled about any of this, but I can wait until I’m face-to-face with my godfather.

      He’s definitely going to have some explaining to do.

      Bleach-blonde glances up and down the hall before she lets me exit. “Lock the door,” she commands, before holding out a hand for my keys.

      I balk. Opening my mouth, I start to protest that this is too much, but she snatches my key ring from me before I can get more than three words out.

      My keys disappear into her purse along with everything else she’s taken from me, and she taps her left ear with a finger. “We’re on our way down.”

      The rest of my indignant protest abruptly fizzles and dies as I gape at Bleach-blonde again. She’s got an earwig— a good one. You can’t even tell she’s wearing it.

      I shake my head slightly; Nathaniel’s minions sure do have good tech.

      “Come on.” Bleach-blond pulls out the bag containing Mrs. Dudley’s note and hands it to me. “Slide that under your neighbor’s door.”

      I do, although it’s not as easy as it sounds, and then Bleach-blonde motions for me to head to the elevator at the end of the hall. I expected that.

      What I don’t expect is for her to lead me straight to the apartment building’s back door when we reach ground level.

      It occurs to me that either she’s been here before, or else another member of her ‘team’ cased out the joint on an earlier occasion and has given her the details. Either way, it’s another brick in the solid wall of evidence she’s helping my godfather build.

      On the verge of asking (sarcastically, I’ll admit) why we bothered coming out the back when we have to go around front to get my car anyway, a classy dark gray Lincoln with tinted windows pulls up at the end of the alley. Bleach-blonde ushers me forward, her eyes scanning our surroundings as though she expects snipers to pop up over the roof.

      I’m almost too unnerved to feel relieved I didn’t say anything as we stride toward the car.

      Bleach-blonde doesn’t bother taking the time to stow my luggage in the trunk. Opening the right rear passenger door, she shoves me, my coat, and my laptop bag into the back seat. She then tosses my duffel in after me and slams the door.

      Seconds later, she’s sliding into the front passenger seat. The driver doesn’t wait for her door to shut before he takes off. It is a ‘he’—the back of his shoulders and neck are unmistakably male—but he doesn’t speak. He has ebony skin and a buzz cut.

      Bleach-blonde leans toward him, muttering something too quietly for me to hear, and the driver nods. I hear the car locks click.

      I suspect he engaged the child locks to keep me from opening my door and ducking out, but I don’t test the theory.

      He merges into traffic and I hastily put on my seat belt before clutching my coat and purse, that surreal feeling threatening to swallow me again. The Lincoln has that new car smell, and the interior looks brand-new. Some talk radio show is droning on in the background.

      Bleach-blond leans forward and changes the station with a flick of a finger. 80’s disco music greets our ears. My eyes flick to Bleach-blonde’s bouncy ponytail. 80’s disco? Seriously?

      Apparently the driver shares my dismay, because he groans and starts shaking his head.

      Bleach-blonde just holds up a hand. “My turn.” She settles back in her seat to enjoy the music while we drive through Raleigh.

      I’m not sure where we’re headed; after ten minutes it’s clear we’re not going to the airport. I frown. This should be interesting. I have absolutely no idea where my godfather lives these days.

      The funny thing is that up until a little while ago, I didn’t care.

      Eventually, I relax enough to let go of my laptop bag and slide it over to the floor of the seat beside me. My fingers are stiff and cramped from maintaining a death grip on the handle this whole time. Wincing, I flex them as I pile my coat on the seat next to me. Then I resettle my purse on my lap, lean my head back against my seat, and try to relax.

      It’s not easy. I’m in the back seat of a car with two strangers, headed off God knows where on a road trip, with no idea of how long it will take to get there.

      My dad would have called this an adventure. My heart wrenches a little at the thought.

      I wait until we’re leaving Raleigh city limits to ask, “Mind telling me where we’re going now?”

      Bleach-blonde shakes her head, making her ponytail bounce. “Sorry. No can-do.”

      I press my lips together for a few seconds, trying to subdue my frustration. “Why not? You’ve got my phone. Both my phones. It’s not like I can—”

      “Orders, Ms. Malloy.” Bleach-blonde holds up a hand. “Again, sorry. I know this must be frustrating.”

      “And a little scary,” I mutter, but neither of them hears me over the music.

      For the next two hours, the only sound in the car is the radio. Bleach-blonde and her companion don’t talk, and I figure there’s no point in trying to ask questions. It’s pretty clear I won’t be getting any answers.

      I’ve almost resigned myself to my fate stuck in the car with these two when we hit the Virginia state line and everything changes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been nodding in and out for a while, lulled into sleep by the drone of the radio and the steady sound of tires on asphalt, but I open my eyes as the car slows. Blinking sleepily, I straighten and peer out my window to discover we’re getting off at a nondescript exit, heading for a gas station. Oh, goodie.

      The driver pulls into the gas station, stops at a pump, and shuts off the engine.

      Bleach-blonde unsnaps her seatbelt and cranes her neck to look over her shoulder at me. “Do you need anything?”

      I nod eagerly, and her companion pops the child lock, allowing me to open my door. I climb out, feeling stiff, and straighten up, relieved by the chance to stretch my legs.

      Cool, damp wind blows around me. The sky overhead is overcast now, though I don’t know if we’re driving into rain or not. It’s March—even if spring seems to be winning, anything is possible.

      It’s not quite cold enough for me to grab my coat. Instead, Bleach-blonde directs me to pull the hood of my gray hoodie up and keep my head down while she escorts me inside the gas station. On the way out, she buys me a sandwich, a bottle of water, a bottle of Dr. Pepper, chips, and a few other snacks.

      My stomach rumbles; other than Mrs. Cranston’s ginger ale, I haven’t had anything since breakfast. It’s nice to know that they’re not going to let me starve.

      When we step outside, Bleach-blonde’s confident stride slows just a fraction. The Lincoln isn’t sitting at the pump anymore. Instead, her companion has pulled the car off to the side, next to a silver Tahoe with tinted windows and an Illinois license plate.

      My eyes flick to Bleach-blonde, but her expression doesn’t give anything away. She regains her confident stride and we stroll briskly in the Lincoln’s direction. I’ve stuffed my snacks and the bottle of water into my purse and I’m holding the bag with my sandwich and the Dr. Pepper.

      Four yards from the two vehicles, Bleach-blonde says quietly, “This is as far as we go.” She turns her head to meet my gaze. “You’re going the rest of the way with them.”

      I gape at her, but my surprise is short-lived. Today’s been crazy enough that I guess I’m finally starting to roll with the punches. Instead, all I say is, “You really are paranoid, aren’t you?”

      She smiles tightly, and this time, the expression meets her blue eyes. “We’re cautious, Ms. Malloy. It was nice meeting you. Be careful.”

      I’m not exactly sure I can return the sentiment. Instead, I say, “It was…interesting…meeting you as well.”

      We’re less than two yards from the cars now.

      Bleach-blonde tips her head toward the Tahoe. “Just climb into the backseat.”

      I glance at the Lincoln. “What about—”

      “Your things?” Bleach-blonde raises an eyebrow. “They’ve been moved already.”

      I nod. I guess I should have expected that, but it’d be stupid not to ask, right?

      From here, I can see there are two people in the Tahoe. The person in the driver’s seat is a woman with wide features, warm brown skin, and dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. All I can make out of the person occupying the passenger seat is that it’s a man with a black goatee that looks even darker against his golden tan skin. The two appear to be absorbed in a conversation and paying us not the slightest bit of attention, but I know better.

      I stroll up to the Tahoe with as much confidence as I can muster. Regardless of Bleach-blonde’s assurances, I still dart a quick glance into the Lincoln’s back seat as I open the Tahoe’s rear driver’s side door. Sure enough, the Lincoln is empty; my things are gone. In fact, as I climb into the Tahoe, I find my coat folded up on the center seat.

      Shutting the door, I set my purse and the bag with my drink and sandwich on top of my coat and buckle in. Soft jazz plays over the stereo. I notice that this vehicle has that new car smell as well, and it occurs to me that it’s probably a rental, unless Nathaniel buys new cars for his minions.

      The thought makes me snort; I quickly disguise it with a cough.

      Goatee looks over his shoulder at me. Now that I’m up close, I can see he has sharp cheekbones and a pointy chin.

      He shoots me a quick, professional smile. “Hi, Ms. Malloy. I’m Tony.” His voice is light and mellow, belying the strength visible in his broad shoulders beneath his casual white button-down shirt.

      “This is Monique.” Tony tips his head toward his companion, who briefly meets my eyes in the rear-view mirror and gives me a nod. I can’t see much of her now that I’m in the vehicle; all I know is that she’s wearing a magenta sweater.

      “We’ll be driving you the rest of the way to Mr. Thorpe,” Tony continues.

      A spark of hope ignites in my chest. I lean forward eagerly. “Where exactly is my godfather?”

      He gives me that professional smile again and my heart sinks. “I’m afraid we’re not at liberty to disclose that yet, Ms. Malloy. Sit tight; we’ll get you there safely.”

      I can’t help scowling. Leaning back, I fold my arms across my chest. “You have no idea how frustrating it is to have no idea what’s going on.”

      Or how long it will take.

      “Mr. Thorpe will fill you in on everything when we get there.” Tony faces front again and nods to Monique. “We’re good to go.”

      Still scowling, I bite the inside of my lip and turn my head to look out the window at the Lincoln. Bleach-blonde and her companion are just now pulling out. Despite my irritation, I can’t help but wonder where they’re headed.

      I huff softly to myself. I suppose if I really want to know, all I have to do is ask Nathaniel when we get to wherever it is we’re going.

      My stomach rumbles again. Sighing, I reach for my sandwich.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long we drive. The trip seems to take hours and hours. Tony and Monique make sure I’m comfortable, stopping when necessary, but they won’t talk to me. They talk to each other a little over the course of the afternoon, but it’s mostly shop talk—or what I’m guessing is shop talk. None of it makes any sense to me.

      I fall asleep again, and when I wake up, it’s dark. I still have no idea where we are. A moment later, I see a road sign.

      Louisville, 90 miles.

      Frowning, I blink blearily at the sign until it zips past my window and is swallowed by the darkness.

      Louisville. That sounds familiar. I’m sure I’ve heard the name before. Isn’t Louisville in…Kentucky? My frown deepens. We’re in Kentucky now?

      At this point, I know better than to ask my escorts anything. Instead, I shift in my seat, trying to stretch my aching legs, and close my eyes again. I’m so tired of being stuck in this vehicle. I want out.

      I drift off again.

      When I wake some time later, we’re speeding toward the downtown area of a large city. A cluster of tall buildings covered in lights glitter against the night sky. The interstate curves and I realize we’re not going through the downtown area but around it, headed for a bridge.

      The city’s downtown area—I’m guessing we’ve reached Louisville— butts up against a wide river. From here, I can see there are actually four bridges spanning the water. Off to our left, one bridge leads directly into the heart of the downtown, while to our far left stands what looks like an old railroad bridge. It’s lit up with colorful lights, and I wonder what it’s used for now.

      We’re speeding toward the two bridges in the middle. One leads south, the other north. The north-bound bridge looks newer, and is lit with blue lights. As we take it over the river—though I can’t see much of the water over the concrete sides of the bridge—I finally break the silence in the car.

      Clearing my throat, I ask, “What river is this?”

      I don’t miss the way Tony—who is driving now—and Monique exchange quick glances. Maybe they thought I was still asleep?

      I’m on the verge of resigning myself to ignorance when Monique says, “It’s the Ohio River.”

      I roll the words around in my head. The Ohio River. Interesting. I make a mental note to look at a map as soon as I regain access to the internet.

      Which had better be soon, or it’ll be yet another thing my godfather gets to hear about.

      In less than a minute, we’ve crossed to the other side of the river and I catch a glimpse of a sign welcoming us to Indiana. “The Crossroads State.”

      We’re in Indiana now? I fold my arms tightly across my chest, trying to tamp down the anxiety that’s been building inside me since I talked to Nathaniel. Where exactly is he?

      I take a deep breath. “How much longer will it be?”

      I think I’m entitled to ask the question now; I’ve been pretty patient.

      “Outside of Indianapolis,” Tony answers, blessedly. “Shouldn’t take more than another two hours.”

      Monique snorts. “Less, the way you drive.”

      Tony just shrugs.

      Two hours, give or take. I exhale slowly and let my head thump back against the headrest. Okay, I tell myself, curling my hands into fists and then flattening them out on my thighs. You’re okay. You can make it another two hours.

      It’s late evening and pitch black outside, so I can’t see much of anything, but something tells me the scenery isn’t exactly scintillating. Dark trees line sections of the interstate. The southern part of Indiana apparently has a few rolling hills, but it doesn’t take long for the ground to just flatten out like a giant pancake.

      I drift in and out, but as we get closer to Indiana’s capital city, a swarm of butterflies magically erupt in my stomach. I’m equal parts anxious and exasperated. Nathaniel better have a heck of an explanation for all this.

      We enter Indianapolis’s outskirts and veer away from the downtown area. I try to keep an eye out for road signs so I have some idea of where we’re going, but it’s late and I’m tired.

      After what feels like a small eternity but was probably really only a half an hour, Tony takes us into a ritzy subdivision. Even in the darkness, there are enough security lights scattered around to tell that the houses—which are all massive—are set far enough apart to give their owners some privacy. Some of them are walled and gated, others are not.

      Four streets later, we pull up to a wrought iron gate spanning a driveway that winds back through a smattering of trees to a mansion lit by periodic security lights. A stone wall stretches off along the street on either side of the gate; a narrow strip of grass is all that separates the wall from the sidewalk. Anticipation starts to build in my stomach.

      We’re here.
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      Tony lowers his window and speaks into an intercom mounted into the stone wall next to the wrought iron gate. Seconds later, the gate swings open and he pulls forward. As we slowly move up the winding driveway, I lean my head against the cold glass of my car window and take in every detail my tired brain will process.

      My godfather’s house—mansion, I should say—is at least three stories tall, but it’s hard to classify the architecture in the dark. I catch glimpses of arches and a couple of bay windows, but that’s it. I’m sure it’ll be an even more impressive sight in the day time.

      I can’t help a slight snort. No wonder Nathaniel was able to help with Momma’s medical bills. He’s loaded.

      A wry voice inside my head that sounds suspiciously like Mrs. Cranston points out that he could also be massively in debt. I ignore that voice. Given the fact that my godfather is able to hire minions like the ones I’ve encountered today, I’d say he’s probably not up to his ears in debt.

      I spare a thought to wonder what kind of cleaning crew it takes to keep up with a house like this, but it passes. House cleaning is probably one of the last things I should be thinking about right now.

      I expect Tony to stop at the fancy-looking front entrance, but he doesn’t. He drives right past it and follows the driveway around the side of the house. We finally stop in front of a side entrance. Tony puts the Tahoe in park, but lets the engine idle.

      Anxious butterflies continue to swoop in my stomach, but a healthy dose of curiosity floods me. Why couldn’t we just go in the front door?

      Monique whips out a cell phone and dials a number. When a man’s voice answers a second later, she says, “We’re here to deliver the package.”

      The package? I catch my breath, unable to help a small, bemused smile. That sounds like something out of a spy movie.

      The man on the other end says something indistinct.

      Cell phone still pressed to her ear, Monique looks over at Tony. “They’re coming.”

      “Good.” Tony shuts off the engine and twists to look at me over his shoulder. “We’re here, kid.”

      I roll my eyes; that much was obvious. I reach for the door handle, but I don’t open it. I know it’s still locked. Instead, I raise an eyebrow at my escort, though he probably can’t see it in the dim light. “Are you going to let me out?”

      “That’s why we’re here.” Tony glances at Monique, who nods, and then looks at me again. “Okay, Ms. Malloy, get ready.”

      He opens his door, allowing a blast of shockingly cold air to swirl into the Tahoe’s interior, and climbs out. Monique does the same, still holding her cell phone.

      Unsnapping my seatbelt, I grab my purse and coat as Tony opens the door for me. It’d be a chivalrous gesture, if it weren’t for everything else that had happened today. As it is, I can’t help but feel like a prisoner who’s being released.

      Within seconds of sliding out of the car, I’m shivering. The air here in Indiana is cold. Spring has definitely not sprung here yet. The wind nips at my cheeks and slices right through my clothes. I try to unfold my coat, intending to shove my arms into the sleeves, but Tony herds me toward the door.

      “You’ll be indoors in just a second,” he says briskly, a guiding hand going to the middle of my back. His gaze scans our surroundings as though he’s not quite sure he should let his guard down yet.

      Monique pops the trunk and retrieves my duffel bag and laptop bag before hitting the ‘close’ button and bringing up the rear.

      We’ve barely taken more than two steps when a security light mounted above the Mansion’s side entrance snaps on, illuminating the short brick walkway leading up to the door in stark yellow light. A second later, the door swings open. I blink in surprise.

      A wave of warm air fragrant with cinnamon air freshener rolls out to greet us, but the room beyond is dark. I blink again. Is whoever’s in there trying to avoid being backlit? The question hangs poised on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t have time to ask it.

      Tony hurries me up to the doorway and practically shoves me through before pushing me to the side. I almost laugh; he’s acting like he’s expecting somebody to shoot me.

      The thought leaves nausea in its wake. Why would anybody want to shoot me?

      As I stand frozen in the dark room, blinking as my eyes adjust to the dim light, Monique slides through the door carrying my belongings. I jump as a large, dark figure shuts the door behind her, and I hear a deadbolt slide into place along with a couple of electronic beeps.

      “This way,” says the dark figure, his voice almost as deep as my godfather’s. He makes his way across the room—I’m still not sure what it is, exactly—and opens a door. A wash of dim light spills through the doorway, though it’s temporarily blocked as the man exits the room.

      I catch my breath again. That man, whoever he is, is huge. Like, broad-shouldered-super-hero-in-an-action-film huge.

      Tony settles a hand on my shoulder, pressing me forward. Obediently, I step through the doorway into a short hall and discover that the source of the dim light is a small nightlight plugged into a wall by a long cherry wood end table topped with decorative flowers. A tall mirror hangs on the wall behind it. Several closed doors lead off to the right and left on either side of the hall, but we don’t stop.

      The tall, broad-shouldered man leads the way down the hall to an ornate wooden staircase with a black and white carpeted runner up the middle. He’s almost a foot taller than I am, and looks like he could bench press two of me without breaking a sweat. I peg him at maybe early thirties. He’s dressed in loose khaki slacks and a black button-up shirt that stretches tight across his shoulders. The sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, showing off the muscles in his forearms.

      His curly black hair is military buzz-cut short, and he’s clean-shaven. The wall sconces give his light brown skin a golden glow that contrasts nicely with the darkness of his shirt. If he didn’t work for my godfather, he could definitely star in action films.

      I take a mental snapshot; I want to play with those colors in a sketch later.

      The tall man starts up the stairs, his tread surprisingly light for someone of his size. I follow him, still clutching my coat and my purse. My fatigue has temporarily vanished, lost in the surge of nervous adrenaline now coursing through me.

      After five years, I’m about to set eyes on my godfather.

      I’m still not sure what to think about that.

      Tony and Monique start up the steps after me, though Monique hands Tony my duffel bag to carry. He hefts it over his shoulder as though it weighs nothing.

      We reach a landing and the staircase curves around to go up another flight. At the top of the second landing, the tall man turns down a hall instead of continuing up the stairs. The floors up here are beautiful maple hardwood, with long runners with muted geometric designs in blue, white, and green. The hall lights are on; soft glowing wall sconces at the beginning, middle, and end of the hall.

      The hall ends in a heavy wooden door. When we reach this, the tall man stops and raises a hand to knock. The sound is surprisingly tame.

      From within, a familiar baritone voice rumbles, “Enter.”

      My heart stutters in my chest. This is it. The moment of truth. It’s now or—

      The tall man swings open the door and steps aside to allow Tony to usher me inside.
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