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CHAPTER ONE
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AS SOON AS CLAUDIA Drake had the vision, she sped to her grandparents’ home on the outskirts of Caledonia, South Carolina. She called the police on the way, but all of them arrived too late.

Her grandparents and great uncle were nowhere to be found.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, the sheriff’s detective was telling her there was nothing they could do. They found no evidence of a kidnapping. Or any other type of foul play. Claudia didn’t know what to make of that. She had seen the kidnapping in a vision. Her first vision, but she knew what she was seeing was real..

The police, of course, asked why she thought her relatives had been taken. How could she possibly explain? Even if there might be Hunters (people descended from Sidhe-human relationships) among the responding officers, Claudia’s vision was the first one she’d ever had. Besides her recently acquired ability to telepathically communicate with others of Sidhe bloodlines, the vision was only the second of her talents to manifest. That being the case, Claudia doubted these officers would believe her.

Claudia considered lying. Telling them she had been on the phone with them when the three men forced their way into the house, but if they checked phone records, they would know.

Vacillating between fear and anger, she said, “They did not leave of their own accord. They were expecting me,” she added in response to the sympathetic look of the detective in charge.

It was only a partial lie. But Claudia didn’t know what else to tell them to make them believe her. Years of having it drummed into her to be careful not to reveal too much added to her reasons for not telling them the truth. That she’d seen three men in the house. After tying her grandparents’ and great-uncle’s hands behind their backs, they had taken them.

There had been no further visions. Claudia prayed for the best but tried to prepare for the worst. 

“I’m inclined to believe you,” Detective Ben Mikelson, the officer in charge, told her.

“Inclined?” Claudia wanted to scream at him. After she hit him with something heavy and painful.

“I’ll put out a BOLO on their car, but without evidence of a kidnapping, that’s all I can do at the moment.” Regret filled his voice, but sentiment wouldn’t help her.

“Cormic, please, I need your help,” Claudia sent out an urgent telepathic message to her several-generations-removed Sidhe uncle. She quickly explained the situation.

“I’ll come as soon as I can, little one. In the meantime, I’m sending help. Do not be alone. Bernice should be there shortly.” Cormic referred to one of her grandmother’s best friends. Bernice McRauri, who Claudia called Aunt Bernie. “In the meantime, ask one of the deputies to remain with you until she arrives,” Cormic continued.

“It may not be safe for you to remain here alone, Ms. Drake. Do you have a friend you can stay with?” Detective Mikelson asked, almost as if prodded by Cormic.

At that moment, the front door burst open, and Bernice rushed in. 

Claudia got to her feet.

“Gun!” one of the deputies shouted. Suddenly, every police officer in the house had their own weapon out and pointed at Bernie. 

“No!” Claudia shouted.

From her uncle’s study, Claudia heard her dog, Tater, barking furiously. 

Unfazed, Bernie held both hands in the air—including the one holding the .45 revolver. “Of course, I have a gun. I just heard my best friend and her husband were kidnapped. May I put my arms down now? It’s tiring at my age to be holding them in this position without a good reason.”

Everyone looked at Mikelson.

“Ben, hells bells, you know me,” Bernie said testily.

“That’s why I’m hesitating.” He nodded with a grin. “It’s okay. Ms. McRauri is retired military. She knows how to handle firearms and probably shoots better than most of you.”

The others put their weapons away, a couple reluctantly.

“Bernice, please, put your gun away,” Ben requested. “Are you here to take Ms. Drake to your place?”

“I’m not going anywhere. Unless my grandparents and uncle are found or escape and return, I’m not moving.” Claudia crossed her arms and glared at him.

After tucking the gun into her ample cleavage (causing Ben to wince), Bernie walked over and stood beside Claudia. She put her arm around Claudia’s waist and added her own glare.

“You heard Claudia. We’ll be staying here,” Bernie said.

Ben threw his hands in the air. “Fine. Make sure Deputy Mills has all your contact info. The Sheriff will want us all to stay in touch.” Removing a card from his pocket, he held it out to Claudia. “If you hear from your family, or from anyone concerning their whereabouts, or if anything else happens, give me a call.”

Reflexively, Claudia took the card. She hoped her mouth wasn’t hanging open. So far, neither he nor the others had been any help whatsoever. She didn’t anticipate that changing. Claudia feared that whoever had taken her grandparents and great-uncle was beyond the scope of the local authorities.

Detective Mikelson hesitated a moment, awaiting a response. Once he recognized none would be forthcoming, he nodded and left. The crime scene team and one of the remaining deputies hurried to follow. The last deputy got their cell numbers before leaving as well.

Bernie followed them to the front door, locking it when the last one was gone. “Don’t worry, hon. The law constrains those guys. I’ve put in a call to the big guns. Men and women who have a lot fewer limitations on their actions. They’re almost all Hunters.”

“I saw it happen in a vision, but I was afraid to admit that to the sheriff’s people,” Claudia admitted.

“Best you didn’t. Ben is one of us, and good at his job, but I’m not sure about the rest. I won’t ask you to tell me the details now. We’ll wait for the others. There’s no need for you to go over it multiple times.” Sitting beside Claudia, Bernie put her arm around her and hugged her. “Try not to worry. They’re all tough. And The Pendragon Alliance will help us find Evie, Geir, and Marcel.”

Claudia hugged her back. Usually an optimist, she desperately wanted to believe her.

The front doorbell rang, causing a renewed burst of barking from the study.

“That should be them. I’ll let them in.” Bernie stood and headed for the door.

Claudia stood. It made her feel more in control.

Bernie opened the door and ushered three men inside. “Garth, it’s good to see you. Hello, boys. I’m glad you could respond so quickly. Come in and meet my godchild, Claudia Drake. She had a vision of her grandparents and great-uncle being kidnapped and arrived to find them gone. She’ll explain the details.”

Claudie studied each one as they entered the family room. The one Bernie called Garth reminded her of Gibbs from NCIS. He even has similar short, white hair.

The second one with his shoulder-length, wavy dark hair, olive complexion, dark brown eyes, and a cream linen jacket over a turquoise t-shirt and jeans could have stepped off a modern set of Miami Vice.

Then there was the third man. Claudia hadn’t seen a man so large off a football field. With his long mane of caramel-colored hair, he reminded her of a golden-brown bear. He wore a dark gray t-shirt with black jeans. No civilizing blazer for this man.

“Considering what happened, we should probably move Ms. Drake to a safe house,” the bear said. 

Wait. Say what?

“Claudia would prefer to remain here in case her family returns,” Bernie told them.

“She can’t do that. Because we still don’t know why someone took them. It’s dangerous,” the bear said.

The older man stepped forward as Claudia’s eyes met the bear’s and locked. 

Gray. The bear’s eyes were the clear gray of a rocky stream. It felt like someone punched her in the solar plexus. It was difficult to remember to breathe while he stared at her.

At least until the older man said, “We’re from The Pendragon Alliance, Ms. Drake. I’m Garth Wickham. These are my partners, Tony DiFiore and Finn Pendragon. Bernie called us. Cormic Dyngannon also contacted us.”

Claudia studied the three men once more. Cormic knew them, too?

She didn’t fail to notice that the bear’s last name was identical to the agency name. She fleetingly wondered if he’d gotten his position because of nepotism, but Claudia was certain neither Bernie nor Cormic called incompetent people.

Though they were strangers, Claudia didn’t feel uneasy around them. Perhaps it was because she was too emotionally drained to care. Which brought her back to the bear. Claudia had the oddest feeling that she could walk right up to him, and he would enfold her in those powerful arms, hug her against that rock-hard chest, and all without either of them saying a word. 

The strength of her desire to test that theory frightened her.

Trying to get back on track, Claudia crossed her arms and stared at the three men. “You know Cormic? Describe him?”

The blond giant laughed. “About my height, give or take an inch or two. Shaggy blond hair. Green eyes.” He extended a large paw... uh, hand. “I’m Finn.”

Suddenly, Claudia didn’t want to touch him. A sixth sense told her she would never be the same. She did it anyway.

It was all she could do not to jerk her hand free the moment he closed his fingers around it. She’d had the feeling Finn Pendragon would change her life, but never in a million years did she expect to feel a familiar energy tingle up her arm. What did it mean?

She pulled her hand free. “Claudia Drake.”

“Claudia,” he repeated in a slow drawl that made her toes curl. His eyes narrowed as if he felt something as well.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Garth asked, breaking the spell once more. “When Cormic and Bernie sent us, neither said more than you required immediate help.”

She turned and pointed into the dining room. “See those three chairs at the end of the table? The ones pulled out. Three men had my grandparents and Uncle Marcel tied to them.”

“But you weren’t here. How do you know that?” Finn asked, all humor wiped from his face.

Claudia reminded herself that Cormic and Bernie sent these men to help her. If she couldn’t be truthful with them, who could she tell? Still, she looked at Bernie. When her ‘aunt’ nodded, Claudia admitted, “Because I saw them.”

“You’re clairvoyant. I’m Tony, by the way,” the dark-haired one said.  

Claudia nodded. “Recently.”

Garth eyed her with understanding. “A new talent. Do you know what your others are?”

Claudia shrugged. “So far, only that and telepathy.”

“You’ll have more,” Bernie stated with confidence.

Claudia wasn’t sure she wanted more. The two she had were causing enough problems.

“What happened next?” Garth asked.

“I hurried here as fast as I could, but I knew it would be too late. The last image I had was of them being dragged toward the garage door. I called the police as one is supposed to do. They were utterly useless. Because they found no evidence of any crime, they said there was little they could do. The only helpful thing they did was issue a BOLO for my grandparents’ car. Claudia looked them each over. “I hope the three of you are going to be more help.”

“We will endeavor to be,” Garth stated.

There was no sarcasm in his gaze, so Claudia took him at his word. She knew nothing about them. But because both Bernie and Cormic had called them, she had to trust them. At least as much as she could trust anyone at the moment.

Claudia watched Tony as he scrutinized the three chairs. Hope blossomed. Hunters possessed many supernatural talents. She hoped Tony had one that could be used to locate her grandparents. Moving closer, she watched every move he made. Clasping her hands together, she asked, “Can you tell where they were taken? Or at least who took them?”

Tony, who had been squatting, stood to his full height. The look of regret in his eyes nearly took her to her knees.

“I’m sorry, Claudia. I can see the men, but I don’t recognize them.” Tony put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. “That doesn’t mean we won’t be able to learn who they are and trace them. I’ll get with an artist, have composites done, and put our people on tracking them down. I’m also going to send them some photos of the pictures of your grandparents and great uncle. It shouldn’t take our people long to learn something. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get to work on it right now.”

Claudia nodded. She turned to the other two men. “What do we do now?”

“Are you getting any more visions?” Garth asked.

Claudia hoped they weren’t relying on her. She shook her head as she fought tears. This was no time to give into emotions.

“We’ll try a different approach,” Garth said.

“After we get you to a safe house,” Finn stated.

Was he crazy? “I am not going anywhere. This is my home and I’m staying.” She walked into the family room and sat on the couch. If they wanted her to leave, they would have to drag her out. And she would be fighting and screaming every inch of the way.

Finn followed her. “Do you have any idea why someone would kidnap them? Because if you don’t, how do we know the kidnappers won’t come back for you? I don’t believe it’s safe for you here.”

Bernie frowned. “That’s a conundrum. This house should be safe. It’s heavily warded. For those men to be able to get in, they—or at least one—would have to be Pures.” 

Finn looked at Tony, who was just coming back.

“Makes sense. If they didn’t have any Halfling or Sidhe powers, the warding wouldn’t stop them,” Tony agreed. “It may also make it easier to track them.”

Finn sat on the edge of a nearby chair. “It might also mean a member of your family invited them in.”

Garth and Bernie walked in and took seats, Bernie beside her.

Tater barked. In the sudden quiet, they could all hear him snuffling at the nearby door. Three pairs of male eyes focused on her. 

“You don’t have to worry about your dog,” Finn stated. “You can let it out. We’re all animal lovers.”

“Tater can be a bit rambunctious.” An understatement. “I didn’t want him getting underfoot of the police.” Or trying to play with them. The four-year-old terrier mix was a gift from her deceased brother. Mostly, the dog loved everyone and believed everyone loved him, too. 

Though there were odd times he went into over-protective mode. He’d never bitten anyone, but Claudia didn’t quite trust he wouldn’t if he felt the threat was strong. Though so far Tater, short for Tater Tot, had only growled at people he didn’t like.

Garth smiled. “If you’re comfortable releasing him, I believe we can handle a playful pup. He’s probably worried about you and picking up on your upset.”

Claudia knew the older man was right. Tater was sensitive to her feelings. She’d shut him in her grandfather’s study when the deputies arrived. Thankfully, Tater was familiar with the house and didn’t mind (too much) being relegated to the front room.

“If you’re sure.” Claudia would feel better with him nearby.

“We’re positive. Who wouldn’t want to meet a dog named Tater?” Finn grinned.

That was all the encouragement Claudia needed. Going to the study, she opened the door. After giving her a quick once-over, Tater raced into the dining room. He sniffed the floor and the three chairs. Movement from the family room caught his attention, and he raced in there. Claudia followed. She watched him go to each man in turn and get petted. It eased her mind that Tater didn’t hesitate with any of them.

“He’s adorable.” Finn scratched the black and silver dog behind his ears.

Claudia agreed, but she had more important things on her mind than someone admiring her pet. Resuming her seat, she looked at Garth. “You mentioned another approach. What do you mean?”

“First, let me tell you what we’ve done so far,” Finn said. “Tony has now supplied our people with descriptions of the three men. He also sent them copies of the latest photographs he could find of each of your grandparents and Marcel. Those are being disseminated among our operatives as we speak. By the end of the day, if not sooner, we should identify the three men and be that much closer to locating them. But as Garth said, there are other avenues we can explore. For instance, there must be a reason someone would take them.”

Claudia frowned. She looked from Finn to Garth and back. “You’re in charge?” She knew her disbelief was evident in her voice, but she couldn’t believe it. Maybe she didn’t want to because he was the largest of them, but more importantly to her, he was also the youngest.

“Finn has more experience than his chronological age suggests,” Garth said.

Tony nodded. “He’s worked for the family firm since he was fifteen.”

Neither comment alleviated Claudia’s fears. Especially since, as Tony said, it was a family firm. She was familiar with too many family-owned and operated companies where parents hired their children just to give them paying jobs—whether or not the children were qualified. Claudia didn’t know anything about The Pendragon Alliance. How did she know whether the family member in charge was more judicious?

“How old are you?” Claudia asked as Tater, who had finished enthusiastically greeting Bernie, hopped in her lap. She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him.

“Twenty-six,” Finn answered without hesitation, watching her calmly.

She sat up straighter. Taking a deep breath, Claudia exhaled slowly. “I don’t mean to insult anyone, but I would prefer someone older and more experienced to be in charge. This is my family that’s been taken. The only family I have left. I need the best, most experienced person your company has to offer.”

Finn nodded. “No offense taken. I understand. I honestly do. However, presently, we are the most experienced team available. While it may appear I’m inexperienced, from an age standpoint only, Garth has over thirty-five years’ experience. Tony has nearly ten. But if it makes you feel better, I will gladly let Garth take the lead.”

“Cormic, help. I don’t know what to do. The leader of the group they sent is only twenty-six.”

“Claudia, sweet, you’ll be twenty-six soon, and look how capable you are. Finn is young, but he’s experienced, intelligent, and fearless. All qualities that you want in a helper.”

“Of course, he’s fearless. He’s the size of a bear.”

She felt more than heard when Cormic chuckled. “You can trust Finn and his companions to do everything within their power to get Geir, Evie, and Marcel returned safely. I would not have sent them if I did not have full confidence in them.”

“Okay.” Claudia didn’t know these people well enough to believe in them, but she had no choice. She had to remember that these three men offered the best chance of finding her grandparents and Uncle Marcel.

Claudia looked directly at Finn to let him know she would work with him. “Okay, what do you want to know?”

“They weren’t taken out of the blue,” Finn said. “It’s obvious they planned it, given how well executed it was,” Finn said. “Can you think of any reason they would have been targeted?”

Claudia could think of several. “My grandfather has been on the Dubh Sidhe’s most wanted list for years. Uncle Marcel, too. They worked for the Mother Guardians until about ten years ago.” She referred to twelve extremely powerful Sidhe sorceresses who had created innumerable objects over the years to aid in the war between the Daoine Sidhe, the good Fae, and the Dubh Sidhe, the dark Fae. “Granddad is a powerful luctmeirle, so he could break into anyplace they needed him to go to recover stolen objects. Uncle Marcel has his own specialties. Though I don’t know the details.”

“Wait a minute. I’ve heard stories,” Tony spoke up. “I thought the man in the photos looked familiar. Your grandfather is Geir Cochran?”

Claudia nodded. “Didn’t Cormic tell you?”

“No,” Finn frowned. “He told us three elderly people had been kidnapped, and you needed help.”

Bernie spoke up, “And Evie is a best-selling mystery and thriller author. She writes under the name E. B. Simpson.”

Finn’s eyes widened, and Tony sat up straight.

“I love her books,” they said in unison.

“Her Alain Greer character is fantastic!” Tony said as Finn nodded in agreement.

“I don’t believe anyone would kidnap her over that, though,” Claudia said.

Garth shook his head. “Probably not. Unless they’re after money.”

Claudia turned to her Aunt Bernie, who nodded. Claudia faced Finn once more. “But a lot of people would love to get their hands on a Blood Heir.”

All three men looked poleaxed at that statement. 

“You know what a Blood Heir is?” Claudia thought she would have to explain the special attributes of being a descendant of Diancécht, healer of the Tuatha Dé.

Finn nodded. “We are aware.” He did not look happy.

That surprised Claudia. The way he said it implied personal knowledge.

“I have to ask. Are you one as well?” Finn watched her closely.

Claudia nodded, but she didn’t say it out loud.

“Well, sh... he... crap,” Tony finally said.

“You really understand what being a Blood Heir is?” Claudia asked.

All three men nodded.

“We know a couple. If you want, I’ll see if I can introduce you,” Finn said. “In the meantime, we now have two powerful reasons for someone to want either one or both of your grandparents and your uncle. It’s more likely your grandfather, and or uncle, was the target. In our experience, people don’t advertise their connection to Diancécht. It would be unlikely anyone knew about your grandmother. We won’t discount it, but I believe we should focus on your grandfather, your uncle, and their missions. Either someone is looking for payback,” Finn hesitated as a thought occurred to him, “or someone wants something and wants a legend to get it for them.”

Claudia hadn’t considered that, but it made a lot of sense.

“I know your grandfather is retired, but how capable is he of pulling off a job like his previous ones?” Garth asked.

“He may be a little slower and a tad weaker physically, but there’s nothing wrong with his mental acuity. He would certainly be capable,” Claudia told them.

Finn looked at Tony. “Add the info about Mr. and Mrs. Cochran and Marcel Cochran to the firm BOLO. Ask the Eurus Department to get busy trying to see if there’s any chatter about a Dubh Sidhe wanting something badly.” Finn referred to the name of the Pendragon Alliance’s elite IT department. It was actually located in Caledonia in a three-story brick building. “If we can figure out what someone wants, we should be able to find the person. Have them narrow it to the more powerful objects.”

Tony nodded. He didn’t pull out his cell phone, though. Instead, he closed his eyes. Claudia knew he was telepathically contacting people.

“I don’t mean to be insensitive, but I’m hoping you can’t think of any more reasons anyone would want your familys.” Finn waited for her to answer.

Claudia didn’t blame him. She’s already supplied them with two very dangerous reasons a lot of people would want any of her relatives. He was in luck, however, because she couldn’t think of another.

She looked at Bernie.

“I can’t think of anything more,” Bernie said with a shrug.

“Aunt Bernie and Grandmother have been friends since school. She knows her as well as my granddaddy.” Claudia smiled at the older woman. “Or almost.”

Bernie laughed. “Elementary, middle, and high school. And college, where Evie met Geir, and then through one daughter and two grandchildren.”

Finn eyed Claudia. “Does your sibling know what’s happened?”

Claudia felt a chill. “It depends if you believe in the afterlife and how aware one there would be of something happening here. My brother, as well as my parents, is dead. Not at the same time.”

Finn jerked upright. “I’m sorry. I should have realized when you said your grandparents and uncle were your only family.”

“It’s okay. You didn’t know.” Claudia mentally blocked memories of identifying her older brother’s body.

“If we discover who the kidnappers are, we should be that much closer to figuring out who the target is,” Tony said. 

Claudia smiled, silently thanking him for hurrying them past the awkward moment. “I know you probably don’t know, but do you have any idea how long it will take to figure it out?” She looked at Finn. “You mentioned tonight. Do you still believe that’s feasible?”

“Yes, it is. Not only do we have a lot of employees, but we have the best in every field. They are both thorough and expeditious. We’ll have answers sooner rather than later.” Finn exuded confidence.

That made Claudia feel better, but she was still ready to jump out of her skin because she personally needed to do something. Anything except sit on the couch and wait. Claudia wasn’t good at waiting.

“We’re going to need to do something,” Bernie said.

“What would you like to do?” Garth asked seriously.

“If I can’t do anything else, I like to cook and bake,” Claudia told them.

Finn studied her for a moment before he said, “Do whatever you want to help you pass the time.”

“Bernie?” Garth asked.

The older woman smiled. “Usually, I clean, but Evie keeps a clean home. Except for her study. And I wouldn’t dare touch that. I also read. It would probably be better for all concerned if I find a comfy chair for myself and Tater and read a good book. I’ll be here for Claudia.”

Claudia reached over and patted Bernie’s arm. Her Aunt Bernie and Bernie’s wife, Irma, had been staunch supporters her entire life. She was grateful Bernie was here with her now. Claudia didn’t know what she would have done if Bernie hadn’t shown up. She was terrified, but she fought acknowledging that depth of fear.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“THIS IS A DAMNED FUBAR,” Finn spoke telepathically with his partners as Claudia prepared for baking something and Bernie moved to a large leather recliner, pulled a tablet from her backpack, and settled into read an eBook. He watched the dog take a few seconds, deciding who to follow before the pup joined Bernie in the recliner. Finn felt a touch of humor seeing Tater settle where the fur ball could keep an eye on his mistress.

“No kidding,” Tony agreed. “There are reasons any and all Dubh Sidhe would want any of the three. Tracking down the kidnappers is going to be key.”

“I’m betting at least one of them is a Pure. That should make it easier,” Garth added. “In the meantime, we need to get some reinforcements to come and set up a perimeter watch. Until we know exactly why they were taken, we can’t assume anything. Even when we know the reasons. There is probably more that Claudia doesn’t know. Right now, I want to do a walk outside and check out all the entrances. I don’t like surprises.”

Finn nodded. “I’d like to familiarize myself with the interior layout.”

“I’m going to set my computer up at the kitchen table so I can coordinate any info found while still being able to monitor Claudia,” Tony said.

“Good.” Finn stood, followed by Garth and Tony. “Do you mind if we look around? Inside and out?”

Claudia looked up from setting ingredients on the kitchen bar. “No. Do anything you need to do.”

“I’m going to get my computer and set up here, if that’s okay?” Tony waited.

Claudia nodded. Besides her paleness, there was a stricken look that made Finn want to hug her and promise her everything would be fine. Neither of which he could do. Professionalism had been impressed upon him from the time he apprenticed at his family’s firm. Usually, it wasn’t a problem. 

Something about Claudia made it difficult. Finn couldn’t deny she was gorgeous. But he’d worked with beautiful women before. He knew she was terrified, but she did her best not to show it. He could see it in her eyes. Especially now that she’d pulled her long mahogany hair into a ponytail.

Ultimately, the best way Finn could help Claudia was to find her family members.

As his partners headed outside, Finn began his own investigation of the house’s interior. Going down a hallway, he passed stairs going both down and up as he continued to the rectangular mudroom at the end. Three doors opened off it. To his right, one opened to a small porch leading to the front parking area beside the garage. Turning to his left, a door on the right led into the garage, and straight ahead, the third door led to the screened porch at the back side of the house. The number of doors displeased him. With these three, that made five entrances on the first floor.

Going back down the hall, he first took the stairs going down. He walked into a sitting area with bookcases against a U-shaped wall to his left and a fireplace straight ahead. Walking left through the area, he passed a wet bar to his left and a billiards table to the right. Ahead was a large, square seating area with a giant TV on the far wall. There was a door to a cement patio off the seating area. Not to mention windows people could get through. That meant six entrances—not counting the windows.

Turning behind him, he found a guest bedroom with an ensuite bath. On his way back to the stairs, he opened two doors near them to find utility and storage rooms.

Climbing the stairs to the first floor, Finn turned in the hall and took the stairs going up. At the top, he found himself in a hallway going left and right. The right direction turned slightly and continued. Finn followed it. The first opening on the right was a laundry room. He rounded the bend. The next door on the right was a full bath. At the very end was a large room that obviously served as Evie’s office. A desk with a computer and printer sat near the front window. Photos of some of her book covers hung on the wall. Interspersed among the books on the shelves were awards. Finn would love to look around, but this wasn’t the time.

He looked to his left and saw a staircase going down. From his current location, Finn knew it would come out in the garage.

Backtracking, he passed two guest rooms on his right. Passing the stairs, Finn continued on. The next door was open to a master suite. Beyond that room was a railing. He looked down into the great room below. Finn turned away from the banister. Two doors were on the wall across the hall. Checking the first, he discovered Claudia’s bedroom. Closing her door, he entered the next room. This was a man’s room. Walking in further, he looked at a couple of photographs showing a young man about his age with brown hair and hazel eyes. Claudia’s dead brother. 

Finn didn’t move. He’d lost brothers. His three oldest ones had been killed before his family left the old world. Finn didn’t remember them. He had been too young at the time, only around four years old when the last two died, along with their father, at Camlann. That left only six brothers. He’d come close to losing three of them. Four if one counted his brother Roane’s (thankfully short) bout of self-destructive behavior. Finn didn’t know what he would do if one of them died. 

Finn turned and slowly exited the room, pulling the door closed behind him.

Mouthwatering aromas wafted up the stairs as he walked down.

* * *
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The grandfather clock in the foyer chimed half-past six as Claudia pulled the large skillet of picadillo from the burner and looked for a place to set it. The only empty spot was to leave it on the range top and move it to a cool burner. Two varieties of cookies, a pan of fudge brownies, and a cooling hash brown casserole covered the bar and the counters. When it did, she would put it in the fridge where two lemon pies were already chilling.

Claudia looked around the open room. Tony sat at the table, watching his computer screen. Bernie read a book on her tablet. Garth, after returning from outside, chose a book from one bookshelf and was also reading.

After returning from checking out the basement and second floor, Finn grabbed a book, too. He pretended to read for a while before finally giving up. Now he wandered—both inside and out. 

Claudia didn’t want to make Tony move. She hoped he would soon receive good news. Instead, she took the plates and silverware for six people into the formal dining room and set it up.

It wouldn’t be dark for a while, but Claudia closed the drapes over the windows. She felt raw enough without feeling exposed by the open curtains. Stopping at the head of the table, she gripped the back of the chair and dropped her chin to her chest. Why hadn’t they heard anything?

“Claudia, is something wrong?”

At the sound of Finn’s voice, she jerked her head up and looked to the foyer. “Nothing new,” she replied tiredly.

Finn took a step toward her, freezing when the front door opened behind him. He spun toward it as she heard Garth and Tony swiftly reacting. Tater got in on the action, running to the newcomer and barking excitedly.

Claudia expected guns. Garth had one. Tony held a knife instead, however. But Finn had nothing. 

She grabbed one of the dinner knives.  Then she recognized the person. “Stop! It’s Aunt Irma. Bernie’s wife.”

The gun and sharp knife disappeared. Claudia surreptitiously put her knife back on the table. She then stepped forward into Irma’s open arms.

“Oh, my darling girl. I’m so sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.” Irma hugged her tightly.

Claudia hugged the taller woman. “Thank you, Aunt Irma. This is a shock. No one could have anticipated it.” Pulling back, she faced her with a smile. “You’re just in time to join us for supper. I was just about to make the salad. We’re having picadillo.”
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