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      He stood at the edge of the road in a worn green coat and blue jeans that were too short.

      Just keep going.

      But everything inside of Thea Marlie wanted to stop. Spirit whispered to her, urging her to follow the instinct, but the cold, unwavering logic within her—the one thing she counted on to keep her from drowning—told her to drive on.

      Because didn’t she have enough on her plate?

      A brother she was trying to put through college. An upcoming season on the road for which she wasn’t prepared. A leaky roof; a broken dryer.

      More than enough to occupy her.

      And yet⁠—

      She pulled over and parked.

      The wind lifted as she sat in her truck and stared out the windshield at the boy’s slight form. He was too thin; a stiff breeze might blow him away. A faded Broncos ball cap hugged his head, and a cheap red backpack sat on his shoulder as he gazed with rapt attention at what appeared to be an empty pasture.

      But it wasn’t empty. Not really.

      Go, Spirit murmured. He needs you.

      Today was not the first time she’d seen him. Every day for the last week he’d lingered in that spot, always in the late afternoon, and always alone. Each time, the urge to approach him grew.

      And each time, she resisted.

      Until today.

      She climbed from her truck and walked toward him.

      Around her, spring was flirting with southern Idaho, and the breeze was unusually warm, scented by sage and sunshine. Overhead, clouds floated lazily through a sky of azure blue, and in the distance, the Grand Teton Mountain Range shimmered like a hazy mirage.

      Sagging, ancient, barbed wire and crooked fence posts lined the pasture. Pockets of snow lingered here and there; magpies chortled and cawed obnoxiously as they flitted along the ground, seeking anything that might provide sustenance.

      The boy didn’t turn as she approached, even though he had to be aware of her presence. Thea halted beside him and looked out at the pasture.

      A minute passed. The magpies chattered. High overhead, a golden eagle surveyed the land.

      “Can you see them?” he asked finally.

      “I can,” she replied.

      “What are they?”

      His tone was only mildly curious. A strong boy. Many adults wouldn’t be able to handle what was playing out on that field.

      “Energy,” she told him.

      He looked at her with dark, bittersweet chocolate eyes. His face was thin, his features so angelic in the bright sunlight that she blinked at him. “What does that mean? Are they ghosts?”

      “No.” She focused on the battle taking place. Men in dark uniforms fought Native American warriors. Screams and smoke filled the air; blood stained the ground, and spooked horses reared and ran for the hills. Rage, pain, and terror pulsed through the atmosphere, dense with impending death. “It’s called place memory. Sometimes something happens that creates such powerful energy that it imprints on the land, and the energy remains and repeats itself in an endless loop.”

      “Place memory,” the boy repeated.

      “Some people call it a residual haunting, but it’s essentially the same thing.”

      His gaze returned to the field. “How come everyone doesn’t see it?”

      “Because energy vibrates, and some people are more sensitive to that vibration than others.”

      “So it’s not…bad?”

      “No.” She paused. “But some energy can be...”

      “Evil.”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. On the battlefield, one of the painted warriors gave a cry that made goosebumps wash across her skin. “I’m Drew.”

      “Hi, Drew. I’m Thea.”

      They stared at the field. A car roared past, and the wind buffeted them.

      “They talk to me,” he said after a long moment. “Do they talk to you?”

      A brave question. Most would never give it voice.

      Her estimation of him grew.

      She’d known he was like her the second day she’d seen him. Once could have been anything: the wildlife, the scenery, a fanciful daydream.

      But five days in a row meant he could see what was taking place in that field—and that his curiosity was stronger than his fear.

      His aura was shockingly bright, so white and warm she almost had to shield her eyes. That he was too thin, bordering on malnourished and clearly not well cared for, made her wonder how brilliant his energy would grow if he was healthy.

      They talk to me. Do they talk to you?

      He didn’t know what he was.

      But that wasn’t a surprise. The world struggled to accept what wasn’t easily defined; what they could see in that field lived far outside the boundaries of what was commonly accepted as “possible.”

      “They do,” she said.

      He squinted at her in the sunlight. “Do you talk back?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “You’re not scared?”

      “Sometimes.” She shrugged. “There are ways to protect yourself.”

      He looked at the field, then back at her. Hesitated. “Could you teach me?”

      She shouldn’t. He was just a boy—maybe all of eleven or twelve—and no doubt his parents would not appreciate a strange woman’s interference in his life. It really wasn’t her place to⁠—

      “Please,” he whispered, his gaze piercingly direct.

      No, said the cold, hard part of her.

      Yes, urged Spirit.

      She sighed.

      “You have to ask your parents,” she told him sternly. “If they say no, I can’t help you.”

      “I don’t have parents.”

      A pang echoed through her. “Did they pass?”

      He shrugged. “I’m in foster care.”

      This was so not a good idea.

      She was already disturbed by how old and ill-fitting his clothing was; how gaunt and hungry he looked. How neglected he appeared.

      She was already tempted to do something. Something it was not her place to do.

      This is how you end up in a pickle!

      “Okay,” she told him. “But you can’t go around telling people. They won’t understand, and I don’t want any trouble.”

      “I don’t have anyone to tell.”

      Another pang.

      Foolish woman, what are you thinking?

      “Where do you live?” she asked.

      He pointed toward the east side of town.

      “I live further up the road,” she said. “In the cabin next to the river. Do you want to meet here or there?”

      He thought about that. “Not here.”

      “You want to come to my house?”

      At least then she could feed him.

      He looked at her, still thinking.

      “It’s okay if you don’t,” she said. “I’m a stranger. We could meet…at the library?”

      “I’m not scared of you.” He shook his head. “You’re bright, like me.”

      She waited.

      “They don’t care about me,” he said finally, “but they won’t like you. It will have to be a secret.”

      A secret. The story of her life. “I can do that, but I don’t want you to get into trouble.”

      “I won’t.”

      There was a faint bruise on his chin, and scabs on his knuckles that made her stomach twist. “Are you sure? I want you to be safe.”

      Another shrug. “I can handle it.”

      She didn’t know what that meant, but it didn’t sound good.

      “I have to go,” he said.

      He took a step, and she reached out and gently caught his arm.

      “Tomorrow?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “After school?”

      “Okay.”

      He walked away, and she let him go. A few steps later, he turned and looked back at her.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Thea,” he said.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too, Drew. See you tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            one

          

        

      

    

    
      FBI Special Agent Max Prescott closed the file he held and stood for a long moment staring out the window at the dark expanse of Lake Michigan. Steel gray clouds churned above the choppy surface of the water, splintered by jagged forks of lightning, and rain fell in heavy, damp sheets, chilling and cold.

      Cold. Like him.

      But the ice in his veins had everything to do with the case file he held—Voleur.

      A serial killer of children.

      The case that was now handed off to the Justice Department, his job finished. Not that he’d done much. Voleur had been captured by the woman who’d spent seven years hunting him.

      Him—her.

      Them.

      That the killer had started as one and ended as another was just one more disturbing facet to an already grim case. But it was done now.

      Except for the thousands of bones still being identified, and that was a job for the forensics team, not him.

      No, he was free.

      So why the hell didn’t he feel free?

      Because the ice wasn’t only about Voleur.

      It was about him, too.

      About resigning himself to the atrocities of which men were capable; about the endless blood that stained his hands. His battle for justice felt more and more hollow, as if the ship was going down regardless of how hard or how fast he bailed.

      He’d spent most of his life chasing recompense. On the battlefield; in the backwater. Blood for blood seemed to be the sole reparation—the only thing that would save another—and yet he knew there had to be a better way.

      But damned if he could find it.

      Standing over a hole filled with the bones of children hadn’t helped. Because while capital punishment was alive and well in Louisiana, and Voleur would likely be executed, that redress remained profoundly unsatisfying. The true price for the slaughter of nearly sixty innocent souls did not exist. There was no sentence long enough, no punishment a fair exchange for the lives lost.

      The idea was laughable.

      And that was the problem. Ever since he was a kid, Max had aimed to be on the right side. To be good, the antithesis of the bad that spawned him. He’d gone to war to fight those who would destroy the world under the guise of saving it, and he’d applied at Quantico to expand that mission, to help save those who couldn’t save themselves. And he’d always gotten the job done. Always moving forward onto the next case, the next problem to be solved. His record reflected that. He was an exemplary agent, one who got shit done and the bad guys put away.

      Or dead.

      And it had been enough for a while. Until he’d realized there was no end in sight.

      That there never would be.

      Now it just felt…futile. As if the goal he’d dedicated himself to was no more than a dream from which he’d abruptly awoken. And now⁠—

      Everything was in the goddamn toilet!

      A problem he didn’t know how to fix. One of many, as it turned out. And now⁠—

      His phone suddenly vibrated to life, but he ignored it.

      Officially, he was on vacation, and he didn’t particularly give a shit what was happening outside of that fact. He needed a break from the pace at which he’d been pushing himself; a breather from the darkness and death that was his existence.

      Whoever it was could just leave a damn message⁠—

      An unexpected, intense warmth flooded across his nape and slid down his spine. It tingled against his skin like tiny, effervescent bubbles, and he went utterly still. Because that felt like⁠—

      Her.

      He turned and looked at his phone where it sat on the cheap, dented coffee table.

      Thea.

      He’d programmed her in, even though she’d never once called him.

      Thea!

      He grabbed the phone and punched the touchscreen with his thumb. “What’s wrong?”

      Because something was wrong; she would never call him otherwise.

      Never.

      Silence greeted him.

      “Thea,” he rasped, his pulse a hammer in the back of his throat.

      “Hi.” The word was awkward. “I need your help.”

      Joy bloomed within him with such unexpected ferocity that it felt like a drug flooding his veins. A hit of hope. “Tell me.”

      Another moment of charged silence.

      “There’s a boy,” she said finally. “I was helping him. But now…he’s gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “His foster father claims someone from Child Protective Services picked him up, but CPS says it wasn’t them, and our useless asshat of a sheriff won’t do his frigging job!”

      Hard, angry words, so unlike the soft, sweet girl he’d once loved, it seemed impossible to contemplate the difference.

      What had she been through in the years that separated them?

      A question he’d not yet been brave enough to ask.

      Because he was a fucking coward, and he knew its answer might be even more twisted and painful than what they’d already endured.

      All of which was his fault, and none of which she was likely to forgive.

      “I need a name,” he said.

      “Drew. Andrew, maybe, I don’t know. He just said Drew. Drew Hollister.”

      Max grabbed a pen and wrote on the file folder he held. “Age?”

      “Eleven.”

      “Any chance he told you his birthday?”

      “April 3rd.”

      “When was he taken?”

      “Yesterday. I went looking for him when he didn’t show up for his lesson.” Fury vibrated through her voice. “No one would have even known he was missing if I hadn’t tried to find him. Not one person.”

      She loved this boy. “Do you think his foster father is lying?”

      “I don’t know; I couldn’t tell. He had half a case of beer in him. But I suspect. Drew…wasn’t well cared for.”

      “Do you think he hurt Drew?”

      The words dropped like stones between them, but Max had to ask.

      “Maybe. Again: I don’t know! My Spirit guides aren’t helping, and I can’t see him. I think I’m too close.”

      Her voice was tight, but Max heard the terror beneath. “We’ll find him.”

      A promise he shouldn’t make. When a child went missing, the last thing you did was make promises.

      He didn’t give a shit.

      “I have this odd, nagging feeling,” she muttered. “It’s strong…and weird.”

      He stilled. “Weird how?”

      Silence returned, and his heart pounded with almost sickening force. That she’d reached out–despite everything–created a chaotic mixture of hunger and need and hope–underscored by the terrifying awareness that this was his chance.

      His last chance; his only chance. He couldn’t fuck it up!

      Adrenaline washed through him like a wave crashing to shore, and the pen in his hand shook faintly. “Thea.”

      “You believe me?”

      The question felt like a blow. “Of course, I believe you.”

      “Well, that’s something, I guess. Will you help me?”

      “I would do anything for you.”

      “Don’t say that.” Sharp words. “I don’t want that.”

      No, she wanted nothing from him, something she’d made abundantly clear in the last nine months.

      Except that now she did.

      A narrow opening, but one he would exploit. Because nothing was beyond him when it came to this woman.

      “Different how?” he repeated.

      For a long moment, she said nothing, and Max could almost taste her hesitation, the bitterness of her rebellion. She didn’t want to trust him, had no desire to give anything of herself, not even words. Which was something he understood, something he deserved. And yet…

      It fucking hurt.

      And then she spoke. “It feels like a calling. I’m not sure. I need to think about it.”

      Which was not a surprise. Her world was not easily translated or interpreted, and making assumptions was always a mistake. “What about the boy’s parents?”

      “He told me he didn’t have any, but I don’t know what that meant. If they’re dead, they’re not with him. Could be, they’re earthbound.”

      A chill arrowed down Max’s spine. Earthbound.

      Ghosts.

      He stared at what he’d written. “I don’t suppose you have his fingerprints handy?”

      “Yeah, I’ll send them right over.”

      Her sarcasm slapped him in the face, and he smiled a little.

      There she is.

      “It was worth a try,” he murmured.

      “Drew was afraid the last time we met, and he wouldn’t tell me why. I thought it was something at school, but maybe not.” Her tone was brooding. “When he missed our session, I knew immediately something was wrong. Off. I have one of his textbooks, but it isn’t giving me anything. I can’t see. It’s just…dark.”

      Her voice wavered, and Max’s hand tightened around the pen until it groaned in protest.

      She was scared and alone.

      Alone. Wasn’t she?

      He stiffened when he realized he didn’t know the answer to that question. “I need a physical description.”

      “Maybe four feet tall, and thin, with dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. Native American, I think. He’s beautiful, like an angel.” She paused. “And powerful. His aura is so bright, he glows.”

      Which was something most people would never see. “Do you think that’s why he was taken?”

      Because that would mean a whole different set of parameters.

      “Maybe. Who knows?” Her voice tightened again. “I can’t see, Max. Not anything! What good is my gift if it doesn’t work when I need it to?”

      His heart squeezed hard again without warning. It was not the first time she’d asked him that question.

      But it had been over a decade since he’d heard it.

      “You know better than to push,” he reminded her. “Just hold tight and let me see what I can find out.”

      “Can you call the Boise field office and have them send someone?”

      “I am someone.”

      “You’re fifteen hundred miles away.”

      Not for long. If she thought he was going to hand her off to someone else like a goddamn hot potato— “I’ll be on the first flight out.”

      “No. I want someone else.”

      “Not a chance in hell, sweetheart.”

      “I didn’t call because I want to see you!” Harsh but heated words; it was the heat that cradled his hope and coerced it into surviving another day. “I called because you’re the only law enforcement I trust.”

      Again, joy whispered through him. Because while that wasn’t a ringing endorsement, her use of the word “trust”—even if only in relation to his status as a federal agent—made the ache inside of him swell painfully.

      This was exactly what he’d been waiting for: an opportunity. And while he hated that it had come at the expense of a young boy, he wasn’t about to pass it up.

      The Universe was speaking, and damned if he wasn’t going to listen.

      “I’ll see you soon, baby,” he said and hung up.
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      “Ms. Marlie, the most likely scenario is that Andrew has run away. He’s a foster kid; they take off all the time. Health and Welfare is sending someone to file a report, and I’ve got my people keeping an eye out, but other than that, there isn’t much I can do.”

      Thea stared at Caleb Holt until fiery color flushed his cheeks. He was young for a sheriff, only about thirty, and once he’d learned who she was—what she was—any credibility she might have had flown out the proverbial window.

      Which was a load of malarkey, but there you go.

      Not my first rodeo.

      And unlikely to be her last.  As a psychic medium, her identity was a constant battle for legitimacy.

      But Drew mattered, and she wasn’t giving up on him without a knockdown, drag-out fight—whatever that meant.

      Because he was in trouble. Her Spirit guides might have gone radio-silent, but she knew. Drew was her friend. He wouldn’t just disappear, not without telling her. Although they’d known each other only a few months, there was trust between them, and Thea refused to abandon him.

      No frigging way!

      Which was why she was at the Sheriff’s office for the second time in two days–and why she’d called and asked for the help of a man she never wanted to see or speak to again.

      Put it away. Put it all away. This is about Drew.

      Even though that wouldn’t make it any easier. Seeing Max would be devastating.

      It was always devastating.

      “Todd Drummond claims a woman from Health and Welfare took Drew away,” she replied, striving hard for patience, “but we both know that isn’t true. So either Drew’s foster father is lying, or someone else took him.”

      Holt only blinked at her.

      “You could at least pretend to care,” she told him. “If he was yours, you’d have half the county out looking for him.”

      He looked away. They both knew it was true.

      “Why don’t you just consult your crystal ball?” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against one of the desks that dotted the room. “Since you’re the psychic and all.”

      Rage hissed and steamed in her blood.

      “Does a child’s life really mean so little to you?” she snarled softly.

      Stupid, useless, asshat, son of a⁠—

      A low roar filled her ears. Voices whispered, followed by a flurry of images that unfurled in her mind’s eye like the fluttering frames of a film reel. Thea let go of the fury pulsing through her and listened intently. Then she looked up at Holt. “You’re going to let it happen again?”

      “Again?” he mocked.

      But she had his number now. “Like it did with Roscoe.”

      The faint smirk he wore faded.

      “They wouldn’t look for him, even though you begged. You knew something bad had happened. You dreamt it. But no one would listen.” Her brows rose. “Are you seriously going to let that happen all over again?”

      Holt stared, openly arrested by her words. He was a good-looking man with broad, flat features and dark auburn hair. The black uniform he wore was clean and pressed. “How the hell do you know about Roscoe?”

      She waved at him. “Hello, oracle?”

      Which wasn’t entirely accurate, but she had neither the time nor the inclination to explain it to him.

      “If they’d listened, they might have found him before it was too late,” she continued, ignoring the guilt that pierced her when grief flared in Holt’s dark gaze. “But no one did. And he died a horrible death.” She leaned toward him. “Please don’t let it happen again.”

      “It’s not the fucking same,” he rasped.

      But he shoved away from the desk and paced across the room, his uncertainty an agitated, living thing. As he halted and swung around, he glowered at her with a mixture of unhidden suspicion, horrified fascination, and painful, hesitant hope.

      Terrified to believe; terrified not to.

      It was not an uncommon reaction to her.

      “It’s exactly the fucking same,” she said.

      He shook his head. Paced toward her. His voice rose. “I’ll ask you again: how the hell do you know about Roscoe?”

      Because you just walked right through him. “You need to stop blaming yourself,” she told him, not unkindly. “You were just a kid. He said you did everything you could.”

      Holt jerked to a halt and stared at her, his face hard and pale, a muscle ticking wildly in his jaw. Silence had fallen in the small room. Holt’s deputy, Morgan Klein, was looking at her like she’d sprouted horns and a tail, and Maud, the older woman who worked dispatch, watched avidly from her desk. The clock on the wall tick-tick-ticked ominously, and outside, traffic slid past.

      Inside, the air was heavy and thick and still.

      “Jesus Christ!” Holt ran a hand through his hair, leaving it rumpled. He reached up to rub his jaw, his churning gaze glued to Thea. “How the hell could you possibly know that? I was only seven when it happened. And I never told anyone—not one goddamn person—about that dream. It’s not possible. It’s just not fucking possible!”

      “You couldn’t save Roscoe,” she said, unrelenting. “But you might be able to save Drew. Don’t you want to even try?”

      He didn’t move, his eyes burning into hers.

      “Whatever she’s saying, it’s a trick,” Klein warned. “Her kind are all liars and cheats.”

      Her kind.

      Most days, people’s fear and willful ignorance didn’t bother her. Today was not such a day.

      “Help him,” she ordered. Then, more diplomatically, “Please.”

      For a long moment, the Sheriff didn’t move.

      “Jesus, you can’t be buying into this.” Klein strode toward her. “It’s time for you to go back to the circus, Madame Crystal Ball.”

      “Touch her, and I’ll break you in half.”

      That flat, brutal threat made everything inside of Thea careen to a halt.

      Klein drew himself up and glared over her shoulder. “Who the hell do you think you are, son?”

      “FBI Special Agent Max Prescott. Son.”

      A rush of cool air brushed her nape, but Thea didn’t turn. The scent of wintergreen bathed her senses, and heat pressed against her, a human wildfire at her back. Still, she didn’t look.

      She could feel him. That was enough.

      Last summer, when Fiona had announced the shocking return of her estranged step-brother to the carnival she and Thea had called home since they were children, Thea hoped the intense, unwavering connection that had always existed between her and Max would be nothing more than a painful memory. But his arrival on the show had only proven that whatever bound them, it hadn’t weakened.

      That it felt stronger than ever.

      Which, considering the circumstances under which he’d abandoned them, was confusing. Inexplicable. Incredibly inconvenient.

      And totally frigging infuriating.

      Because the days when Thea wanted any part of Max Prescott were long gone. She’d buried that part of her life and had zero intention of resurrecting it. She’d reached out now only because Max was her last, best hope to find Drew. No other reason.

      He’d almost broken her.

      That would never happen again.

      “Special agent?” Holt echoed. “Who called the FBI?”

      “I did,” she said.

      Klein glowered at her. “We don’t need any help from the fucking feds.”

      “The fucking feds disagree,” Max replied coldly.

      Awareness prickled down her spine, and despite the chaos fighting to take root within her, she turned to look at him. When that midnight blue gaze crashed into hers, pain stabbed through her like a hot blade. He wore a sleek, navy suit that fit him like a glove, and his aura was even darker than the last time she’d seen him, heavy with the blood and violence that marked his life. Thinner, harder.

      Even more dangerous.

      “Hi,” he said softly, staring at her.

      And she cursed the heat that bloomed in her veins and colored her cheeks. Her physical and emotional response to him, instant and visceral; every part of her reaching for every part of him.

      As it had always been.

      No.

      “You should have sent someone else,” she told him.

      He only smiled, and a chill kissed her skin. “Not in a million fucking years, sweetheart.”

      She turned away, her heart beating with unwelcome intensity.

      “We’ve got the situation under control,” Holt put in shortly. “I’m sure the FBI has better things to do than chase down a runaway kid.”

      “Drew Hollister didn’t run away,” Max retorted as he moved to stand beside her. “According to his foster father, someone took him.”

      “Todd Drummond is a drunk,” Klein snapped.

      “He’s also the prime suspect in the kid’s disappearance. That’s law enforcement 101.”

      Holt flinched, and satisfaction arrowed through Thea.

      The girl who lived within her—the one she rarely revisited—ached to reach out and touch the man who stood so fiercely in her corner, but she didn’t move. That girl was no longer in charge.

      Not going to run. Not to, nor from.

      Drew. This was about Drew.

      “Foster kids disappear,” Klein said dismissively. “That’s just how it is.”

      “Not Drew,” Thea argued. “He wouldn’t have left without telling me.”

      “Why not?” The deputy fingered his gun belt, his eyes narrowing on her. He was older than Holt, but only by a few years, short and stout in stature. “Just what kind of relationship do you have with this kid?”

      “I’ll pretend for your sake you didn’t say that.” She looked at Holt. “Drew wouldn’t run away. Something has happened to him.”

      “Sounds like you happened,” Klein muttered, and something inside of her snapped.

      She took a furious step, only to have Max reach out and snag the waistband of her jeans, yanking her to a halt. His knuckles pressed against the vulnerable hollow of her spine, and the contact sent a violent jolt through her. Her throat swelled without warning, and she wanted to turn and punch him in the mouth.

      “Don’t,” he murmured. “He’s not worth it.”

      She knew that; she didn’t care. The panic that had ignited when Drew failed to appear had turned to wildfire, and her fear that something terrible had happened to the boy with whom she’d spent the last few months, a boy she’d begun to care for deeply, was hardening into certainty.

      There was no time for this!

      “If we hear anything,” Holt caught her angry gaze and nodded, “I give you my word, you’ll know.”

      Klein snorted in disapproval, but before he could protest, a small army of suited men and women with serious expressions and FBI lanyards poured through the door. They flooded the small room, armed with laptops, briefcases, and file boxes. A tall, slender African American woman halted beside Thea and looked at Max.

      “We issued an Amber Alert,” she said. “We’re also coordinating with local search and rescue, and as soon as we have a grid set, we’ll start looking.” Her dark gaze found Thea. “We’ll do everything we can to find him.”

      “Thank you,” Thea replied automatically, blinking at the number of agents suddenly swarming the Sheriff’s small office.

      Holt looked resigned; Klein looked furious. And Maud looked like she’d hit the jackpot.

      Max had done this, Thea thought, shocked into silence. Assembled and mobilized this task force; taken charge of and responsibility for finding a boy he didn’t even know.

      For her. He’d done this for her.

      Handing her every weapon in his arsenal without hesitation.

      And part of her wanted to hate him for it.

      This was the Max he’d become in the years that separated them; the one who risked his life to save others.

      A man she wasn’t sure it was safe to know.

      “We’re going to talk to Drummond,” he told Holt shortly. “I suggest you make sure the recovery team has everything they need from you.”

      Then he tucked his palm into the small of Thea’s back and turned her toward the door. Even through her fleece, the touch burned, and she jerked away.

      When that dark blue gaze again seared into hers, she snarled, “No!” and strode away. Through the thick throng of agents, past Maud’s desk, out the front door to where her truck was parked.

      “I can drive,” he said from behind her.

      “You can follow,” she replied shortly and climbed into her pickup.

      But of course, he climbed without invitation into the passenger side.

      Of course, he did.

      “I’m here to help,” he said quietly. “But you have to let me.”

      No, I don’t, you⁠—

      But she did. She did.

      Crap!

      Her heart was beating like a hollow drum, so hard it hurt. Or maybe that was the emotion slicing through her chest like a dull blade, or the unbearable ache suddenly swelling her throat. The furious, futile tears that burned her eyes.

      I hate you, she thought, wishing with all her heart it was true.

      But it wasn’t. She loved him fiercely, without reservation or hesitation. She always had, even when he’d proven so unworthy of it.

      And she still did. She understood now she always would.

      A sad fact he would never know.

      “You don’t keep secrets,” she said flatly. “You don’t lie to me. You don’t call me baby, or honey, or sweetheart. And you don’t touch me. Ever.”

      He blinked; the line of his jaw turned to stone. “I’m not your enemy.”

      “You’re not my anything.” She looked away because the turmoil roiling in his gaze hurt, too. “I appreciate you helping Drew, but it changes nothing.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. Of course, he took her repudiation as a challenge.

      Max Prescott was a force of nature, law unto himself. Relentless, merciless, unburdened by silly things like self-awareness or self-doubt.

      Beautiful, treacherous bastard!

      But until they found Drew, a beautiful, treacherous bastard with which she would have to deal.

      Gaa!

      “I’m part of this,” she told him, so there was no confusion. “All in.”

      He nodded. “Every step of the way.”

      The intense, unwavering focus in him made heat suddenly flare in her belly and burn outward until it seared every vein. That look was as powerful as ever, and she understood then that calling him changed everything, no matter what she told herself.

      But the dominos were falling, and there was nothing to be done.

      Except start her truck and drive them away.
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      Thea!

      Her name was a raw, primal scream in Drew’s head.

      Panic filled his chest and wrapped around his throat so tight he could barely breathe. His heartbeat was jagged; blood roared in his ears. The urge to run made his legs jerk in readiness, but escape was impossible, and the sickening reality in which he found himself sat like a cold, heavy stone in his belly.

      There was no getting away.

      So instead of succumbing to the chaos building within him, he closed his eyes and reached for calm. Willed himself to stillness when every part of him screamed to run. Dragged air into his tight lungs and forced it back out again, a relentlessly steady rhythm that drowned out the dark, terrible world around him.

      In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

      He focused solely on his breath, inspecting the sensation of his belly expanding and contracting; he welcomed the absolute darkness that surrounded him, letting the strange, frightening sounds, the drip of water, the eerie moan of wind, simply be.

      He did everything Thea taught him.

      Meditation takes you into center, where there is only you. And within you lies everything.

      He desperately wanted to believe those words. There had been brief, tantalizing moments when he’d experienced a hint of that truth, but they’d always faded, returning him to the gray mist of his existence where it was dark and without hope.

      But Thea pushed him to try again. And again, and again.

      You have only yourself to blame if you quit.

      Her appearance in his life had brought with it more than one mind-blowing revelation. These were the things he clung to when chaos began to take hold.

      That what he saw was real. That he wasn’t crazy.

      And that he wasn’t alone.

      He’d never met anyone who could see what he could see, who could do what he could do. But meeting Thea had changed everything. Everything he thought he knew; everything he believed. And he’d begun to realize he might be part of something. Something bigger than anything he’d ever known.

      It didn’t matter anymore what others believed. It only mattered what he believed. Thea had taught him that.

      “We have existed since the beginning of recorded time, Grasshopper. Shamans, wise women, witches, seers, and oracles. Why do you think there are so many names for us? Because there are numerous bloodlines scattered throughout the world. Some of us can see and know; others can sense through what they hear, or what they smell. Some of us can speak to those who’ve crossed over, and some can tell the future. Some can even manipulate the energy that vibrates through all things. There is nothing unnatural or ungodly in our gift, it comes from the Source, from which all things spring. We have always been…and we will always be.”

      Her acceptance of—and peace with—what they could do was something Drew both admired and envied.

      Because it scared the bejesus out of him.

      Even though Thea had shown him how to silence the echoes that constantly haunted him—how to draw a line they couldn’t cross—they still freaked him the hell out. And the news that he could actually talk to them if he wanted (which he didn’t, because he’d had enough pain and disappointment and heartache from living people, and the last thing he needed was the same—or worse—from the dead)—had left him sleepless for almost a week.

      Because no matter how chill Thea was, Drew remained deeply uneasy with his abilities.

      But he was learning, and every time she taught him something new, he felt more in control. Less in the dark; more in the light.

      She told him what he could do was a gift. But he was pretty sure she was the gift.

      Please hear me, Thea!!

      At least she would know he was gone. She might even look for him.

      His only chance at rescue.

      She said they were friends, and Drew liked to believe that was true, but he didn’t have any friends, so had no measure for comparison.

      Still, she’d never lied to him, and she’d never hurt him. And he really liked being with her.

      Was that friendship?

      He hoped so.

      And he really hoped she could somehow hear him calling her name in his head. Considering what they could do, it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

      A thought that had helped keep him calm when the angry woman drove away with him.

      The angry woman.

      Drew had seen her parked in front of his school in her tiny white car every day for the last four days, her aura so murky and her stare so unnerving he’d almost said something to Thea—why hadn’t he said something?—but no, like a dummy he’d ignored the knowing inside him, and then she’d shown up and told his foster dad she was with Child Services, and even though it was a silly, obvious lie, Todd let her drive away with him anyway.

      The inside of her car smelled like cigarettes and musky perfume, and ten minutes later, they’d stopped and picked up an old man with gray hair and a rough white beard who looked at Drew with pale blue eyes and told him he looked like the “bear” he was. Then they drove for hours, up into the mountains.

      The cold, snow-capped peaks where only the hardiest and most prepared survived.

      They stopped and changed vehicles, climbing into an old blue pickup, and then they drove some more until they reached a rutted dirt road that drove straight into the foothills, winding up and around steep drop-offs and sheer canyon walls; a road so old, it was barely a road at all. Overgrown and sloping toward the churning river below, where the water carved through the cliffs like a glistening blue-green snake. Finally, they turned into a deep canyon and parked beside a massive tree.

      Lost Creek Mine. Est. 1832.

      The old wooden sign was nailed to the tree. Beside the sign, a tall, dark hole wreathed in old gray timbers led into the mountainside.

      What was this place? Why had they come here?

      What did they want from him?

      Hysteria had bubbled in his chest as he contemplated those questions, and he’d regretted not jumping from the car when he had the chance, not fighting to save himself.

      Because Thea would never find him here!

      But fighting was something he avoided like the plague. Even though his mother liked to remind him he carried the blood of Nez Perce warriors in his veins, Drew had never felt the need to bloody his fists if walking away was an option. Not unless he was forced to defend himself—because sometimes there was no walking away—but confrontation was something he shunned.

      When he could.

      Sometimes, though… I should have fought!

      But part of him had stupidly—desperately— thought maybe his mom was behind this bizarre kidnapping, so he’d gone along quietly. Because maybe it would be okay.

      Because dummy!

      His mom was gone. Gone.

      And now he was…what?

      A hostage? A prisoner?

      Whatever they wanted…it wouldn’t be good.

      So when they parked and climbed from the truck, Drew decided to throw caution to the wind and run. He’d hightailed it right back down the road they’d just driven up, but he’d only taken a few steps when the old man—Burt, the woman called him—tackled him to the ground and slapped him with hard, rough hands.

      “Knock it off!” The old guy had hauled Drew to his feet with surprising strength. “We ain’t got time for this shit, boy. You do what we want, and you’ll be alright.”

      Drew didn’t know what that meant, he just knew it was a lie. But since the old man was faster and stronger than he’d expected, he realized he was going to need a much better plan if he was going to escape. Especially considering they were deep in the backcountry, where it was still below freezing at night and large pockets of snow swallowed the landscape.

      They went inside the mine, where it was cold and damp and so dark it was hard to breathe. The silence was thick and suffocating, and the deeper they went, the more Drew’s skin had crawled with the need to flee. And when they came upon a small, makeshift camp set up in a wide chamber where several tunnels converged, he’d wanted to weep.

      Because he understood then that any thought of escape was fantasy.

      They were going to keep him.

      Burt had built a small fire, and they ate cold beans. Then the woman—whose name was Carol—tossed Drew a sleeping bag and told him to sleep.

      Which proved impossible.

      So now he lay lost in that absolute darkness with terror bleeding through him, chanting Thea’s name and trying hard not to let the chaos take him. Focusing on his breathing had helped, and reaching for center—for Thea—had helped, too. But he was still trapped.

      Still screwed.

      He tried to remember every step they’d taken, every turn, which tunnels he needed to take to get back to the surface, and he realized—again, too late—that he should have left himself some kind of trail to follow.

      He should have done something…and now it was too late.

      Dummy!

      Sleep finally overtook him, but it was fitful and dark, with tense dreams of smoke and fire and the screams of men.

      He wasn’t sure what time it was when he awoke to find Burt standing over him. An odd fever lit the old man’s eyes, and there was no arguing when he pulled Drew to his feet.

      “This is why you’re here, boy.” The old man held something up, tilting it into the narrow ray of light projected by his headlamp. It took Drew a moment to realize it was a coin. “This is what you’re here to find.”

      Then he slapped the thin piece of metal into Drew’s palm and shoved him down one of the shafts that veered off the chamber they’d slept in.

      The coin was bigger than a quarter, and at first, Drew thought maybe it was a silver dollar. But the faint light cast by the lantern Burt carried revealed lettering that said Hispania.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Don’t you worry about what it is.” Burt pushed him forward again. “You just worry about findin’ it.”

      The grim menace in those words made Drew’s blood grow cold. His mom had a penchant for men who spoke in that same dark voice, men who never hesitated to use their fists to solve an argument or end a sentence.

      Which meant he had to tread carefully. Be smart.

      “How am I supposed to find it?” he wanted to know.

      Did they expect him to dig?

      And why him?

      Nothing about this made sense!

      But Burt only continued further into the tunnel. “It’s in your blood, boy. You can do it.” His lantern illuminated the carved walls of the tunnel; pyrite and glints of quartz shimmered beneath the moisture that glazed the rock. “You just gotta dial it in.”

      Whatever that meant.

      Drew didn’t know what the old man was talking about. He knew his mother’s family was part of the Nez Perce tribe, but she’d fled the Reservation long ago, and it was not something of which she spoke. He knew nothing of her history, or if he had any other family on the Res, and she was not a woman who encouraged questions. His father was even more of a mystery, a man Drew had hardly known, and there’d been no discussion of his extended family.

      Not even when they buried him.

      “Am I supposed to dig?” he asked, confused.

      “With them puny arms?” Burt snorted. “Nah, boy, you're here to find the source.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means you’re Yellow Bear. You come from a long line of folks whose blood is tied to this land. Your granddad could find anything buried in these hills: gold, silver, copper. Any stone, any mineral, hell, he could even find oil pockets. All he had to do was hold it in his hand.”

      Drew blinked. “I have a granddad?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Those flat words felt like a blow. “But…you knew him?”

      “I did. And you’re just like him. I can see it in your eyes. All you gotta do is hold that coin, do your Bear magic, and you’ll lead us right to el Tesoro del Corazon. I know it.”

      Drew wondered if he was still sleeping. El what? Bear magic?

      What was the old man talking about?

      Was he crazy?

      Panic flared again in his chest. The surrounding darkness seemed to swell, and his breath grew tight.

      “Move it!” Burt pushed him again. “We ain’t got all day.”

      Drew stumbled forward; the coin burned his palm. His heart knocked hard against his ribs, making his mouth water, and he didn’t want to look around, because there were too many echoes in this place, and the more upset he was, the harder it became to shut them out.

      Men died in this place.

      Many, many men. And some were still here.

      A rush of icy wind swirled around him, and he halted.

      “Keep goin’!” Burt ordered. “We’re not even at the main shaft yet.”

      But the dread Drew couldn’t contain bled through him like a stain. He didn’t want to go any further. He couldn’t do what Burt wanted. He had no magic. He didn’t know how to find things.

      Most of his time was spent trying to flee things.

      Thea might be copacetic with the gift, but Drew wasn’t. Some things didn’t bother him—like the battle he could see in the field where they’d met—but the echoes were another matter. Regardless of what she’d taught him, he would never get used to—or comfortable with—seeing them. And he was never going to want to have a conversation. So the idea of “using” his “magic” in any way was a big, fat fail.

      A recipe for disaster.

      And yet, that’s what Burt expected, wasn’t it? That had to be what the old man meant by “magic”...

      “I can’t.” Anxiety stabbed through him. “I can’t do it.”

      “Yes, you can. I told you: it’s in your blood, boy. Even your ma had it.”

      “My mom?” He halted again. “Is she here?”

      “No.” Burt shoved him forward. “Now, move!”

      Drew made himself continue into the black, yawning unknown of the tunnel. He hadn’t seen his mom since she’d left their trailer with her newest boyfriend almost four months ago. She’d disappeared before, but never for this long. He wouldn’t have worried if he could still feel her, but he couldn’t. He’d woken up one morning, and the place within him where she lived was simply…empty.

      Which had completely terrified him. So much so, that he hadn’t told anyone.

      Not even Thea.

      No one would give Desdemona Hollister a mother of the year award…but she was all Drew had. And even if she drank too much and occasionally disappeared and left him without power or food, she still came back.

      Until she didn’t.

      She hadn’t taken his father’s death well, and in the years that followed, she’d deteriorated. Drew didn’t have many memories of his dad, who he’d only seen intermittently during his brief stays stateside. Crawford Hollister had been an Army Ranger. Drew remembered only that he’d been tall and broad with dark skin and green eyes. He hadn’t smiled much, but he’d always taken Drew fishing when he was home on leave.

      They’d been a unit. And then he died, and who they were had died with him.

      After that, vodka had become his mom’s best friend, making her even more unstable and inciting bouts of rage. Drew had been careful to give her a wide berth, and even if he hated to admit it, he’d felt relief when she would disappear for a few days.

      But she always came back again.

      Until she didn’t.

      Grief suddenly flooded his chest and burned his eyes. The words he hadn’t wanted to accept whispered in his ears, solemn and certain and inescapable.

      She’s gone.

      He knew it unequivocally, with the same knowing Thea spoke of. The awareness he always tried to ignore, because it rarely told him anything good.

      Desdemona Hollister was gone, and she wasn’t coming back.

      Which meant he was on his own.

      Except for Thea!

      Who wasn’t there; who couldn’t save him.

      Who wouldn’t even know where to look.

      “You just gotta close your eyes and listen, boy. Like your granddad did.” Burt pushed him again. “I seen him do it; I know you can do it, too. You have to. Because you ain’t leavin’ this place until I’m holdin’ that treasure in my hands!”

      The coin pulsed in Drew’s palm, the metal burning into his skin, and without warning, the eerie, unnerving awareness that always preceded the echoes overtook him in a sickening wave. Light flickered in his periphery; bright, blindingly white.

      Because finding Burt’s treasure wasn’t enough. No, there had to be echoes here, men who’d died in this place and didn’t even know they were dead!

      The awareness swelled like a balloon until it pressed against Drew’s skin and made his bones ache. The coin was molten steel in his palm. Somewhere far off, he thought he heard a drumbeat.

      Please Thea, please come for me!

      But there was no response. So he made himself breathe.

      And then he walked deeper into the mine.
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      You’re not my anything.

      Max had been shot twice during his tour in Afghanistan, and three times in Iraq. He’d caught shrapnel from an IED and suffered burns during a firefight near a chemical plant in Baghdad. He’d been sliced open by a cheap butterfly knife during a case in Atlanta and broken more ribs than he cared to count tackling a kidnapper in Denver.

      But that was nothing compared to the pain that pierced him with Thea’s words.

      Letting her believe them took all of his discipline. He knew she wasn’t ready to listen. Not yet.

      Maybe not ever.

      Which left him feeling…powerless.

      An unfamiliar and unwelcome sensation.

      Even last summer, when he’d found himself a fugitive on the run, dodging an FBI mole and with the life of a fourteen-year-old girl in his hands, he’d not felt so impotent. At least then he’d known his path: find the mole and protect the girl. At all costs.

      Simple.

      Even though nothing about it had been simple.

      Not returning to the life he abandoned when he was seventeen; not facing the people he betrayed when he walked away.

      His stepsister, Fiona, had laughed in his face when he’d called and asked for help—something he’d absolutely deserved. But in the end, she’d agreed to hide the girl he was trying to protect, and she’d taken Selena under her wing and hidden her within the fold of the same traveling carnival he’d fled a decade earlier. The show in which they’d both grown up, an existence he loved and despised in fierce, equal measure.

      That show—and its people—whom he’d actively forsaken.

      Thea most of all.

      He’d managed to uncover the mole, save Selena, and slay the bad guy; he’d even begun to repair his relationship with Fiona, but Thea…

      Thea had treated him like a stranger. Thea had looked right through him.

      As if they'd never been.

      Which was more painful than anything he’d ever endured, and not something Max had anticipated. He’d expected her fury—her wrath, even. She was entitled.

      But the icy, impenetrable shield of disinterest she wore shook him to the core.

      Like he didn’t even exist.

      It was fucking devastating. And he’d realized then that hiding a witness was just his excuse to return. That some part of him understood it was time to face the repercussions of the choices he’d made.

      And to accept the consequences, even if that meant losing the girl he still—and always would—consider his.

      Athena the All-Knowing.

      He’d loved her since the first time he laid eyes on her. Barely fifteen, furious at being forced into the life of a carny by his deadbeat father, who’d saddled him with a stepmother he despised and a stepsister he didn’t want.

      Surrounded by people he considered nothing more than liars, cheats, and thieves.

      So goddamn wrong. About so many things.

      On his second day with the show, he’d seen Thea standing in the shadow of the ferris wheel, and it was as if lightning bolted down from the sky and stabbed through him. Nerves sizzled, cells popped; his blood went thick and hot and electric. He couldn’t tear his gaze away, and he’d known.

      Soulmate.

      Then, now, forever.

      Even if he’d fucked it up.

      Badly.

      Maybe unforgivably. He didn’t know if they could be salvaged.

      Had he come to understand his responsibilities sooner, he might have been more confident. But he’d wasted too much time trying to be the antithesis of his old man, and in doing so, turned out to be an even dumber bastard than his pop ever thought of being. He’d deserted everything he was and everyone he loved, because all he could think about was being more.

      Better.

      The irony of which was not lost on him.

      In one fell swoop, he’d managed to burn his whole life to the ground. Freedom had been his sole goal…and then war and blood and death had taught him that the lonely life he’d built in the ashes of that abandonment was meaningless.

      That everything he had of value, he’d destroyed.

      He’d made too many mistakes, and he’d done too many things he couldn’t take back.

      But he’d learned from all of it, and damned if he was going to quit moving forward now.

      So even if this was the closest he ever came to Thea again…if he could find this boy and return him…well.

      It would be enough.

      It would have to be enough.

      “I’m sorry,” he said as they drove through the small town where she lived, and the sun sank into the horizon, casting long golden rays across the road.

      She didn’t respond.

      “I came here for you,” he continued bluntly. “I can’t undo the past. But I can try to make up for it.”

      “Don’t.” A harsh warning. “Just don’t.”

      But this time, she couldn’t walk away. This time, she would have to listen.

      Even if she didn’t like it.

      “I have to,” he said simply, because if he didn’t, he would never forgive himself.

      She made a sound that might have been a snort, but before he could respond, she turned into an overgrown driveway and parked.

      The house was ranch-style, probably built in the mid-fifties and covered in pale yellow brick with crumbling mortar and windows that were dark holes. Faded red asphalt shingles had turned an unflattering shade of salmon, and the yard was little more than stumps of yellowed grass and tall, brilliant fuchsia thistles.

      An ancient Toyota sat parked in the garage, the door of which was up. Piles of newspapers and magazines filled the space, interspersed with garbage bags filled with what appeared to be crushed aluminum cans.

      Beer cans, Max thought.

      Because as he climbed out of Thea’s truck, he could smell them.

      “I have the badge, so let me do the talking,” he told her. “It might make Drummond more forthcoming.”

      Again, she didn’t bother to respond, which Max found extremely annoying. So when she moved to walk beside him, his hand curled possessively around her elbow. She turned to glower at him.

      “No touching,” she hissed and tugged at his hold. “Remember?”

      “I didn’t agree to that.” He smiled at her, all teeth. “Baby.”

      “Don’t make me hurt you.”

      He laughed, but it felt hollow and cold. She didn’t realize his need for her was an ache so deep he felt it in his bones. He already hurt. The thought that she may never welcome him again was almost unbearable.

      But he was a hunter by nature and by trade, and he knew how to wait. How to sit in stillness until the time to pounce was at hand.

      Patience was the key. Patience and perseverance.

      She had to know he would never again do what he’d done. That she could trust him.

      Believe in him.

      In them.

      “No,” she snarled as if she heard his thoughts.

      But he was heartened by the fury in her. “We’ll see.”

      Before she could respond, he lifted a hand and knocked on the door.

      No one answered immediately, and he wondered if they were going to have to do things the hard way. He didn’t have a warrant; that was still in the pipeline. So no kicking down doors.

      But there were other ways to gain entry. Before he could consider another route, Thea lifted a fist and pounded on the door a second time.

      He could feel the terror she carried, and even though he wanted to tell her it would be okay, he didn’t. He might have promised to find Drew—and he would—but promising the boy would be alive was a line he dared not cross.

      Thea would know it for the lie it was, and she would not thank him for it.

      The door suddenly swung open, and a man appeared.

      Todd Drummond.

      Who was…average. Average height, average looks, average nondescript features and unremarkable brown eyes. He was balding. The only interesting thing about him was a skin condition that washed his complexion in small, red bumps. He wore a faded flannel shirt and torn jeans; in his hand was a can of cheap beer.

      He took one look at Thea and shook his head. “Christ, lady, not you again. I told you: the kid’s gone.”

      Thea just stared at him, wielding that frosty, winter’s blue gaze like a weapon, and Drummond seemed to wilt a little.

      Max could relate. He lifted his badge. “Todd Drummond? Max Prescott, FBI. I’d like to talk with you about Drew.”

      Drummond blinked. “FBI?”

      “Drew went missing while in the care of a state representative. That warrants federal investigation. May we come in?”

      Another blink. “I already told the Sheriff what I know.”

      “Yes, I’ve read your statement.”

      A flicker of something that might have been nerves moved across Drummond’s face. “Do I need a lawyer?”

      “No one is charging you with a crime.” Max smiled. “I just have some questions about the woman who took Drew.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “It won’t take long.”

      Drummond stared at him for a moment, as if weighing that.

      “The sooner we talk, the sooner it’s over,” Max pointed out.

      Drummond hesitated. He shot an annoyed look at Thea.

      “I guess.” He stepped back into the house. “But make it quick. The game starts in ten.”
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      Max’s hand returned to the small of Thea’s back as he nudged her into Todd Drummond’s ugly house.

      She sent him another glare over her shoulder, but he just stared back at her with that simmering, unwavering intensity that pierced right through her.

      Gaa!

      He had far too much power; she desperately needed to gird herself and remove his ability to rattle her cage.

      Yeah, good luck with that one, Oracle.

      “Sorry ‘bout the mess,” Drummond muttered as they stepped into a small living room. “Wife hasn’t been around to clean it up.”

      The scent of stale smoke and spilled beer permeated the room, which was carpeted in rust-colored shag carpeting and dominated by an ancient armchair and a sagging couch covered in a faded woodland print. An overflowing ashtray sat on the narrow, scarred coffee table, along with a packet of rolling papers and a bag of loose tobacco. A massive flat-screen TV hung on the far wall, where a crowd appeared to be gathering in a large arena. Walls pitted with nail holes and yellowed by smoke completed the space.

      Max sat down in the armchair as if he owned the place. Drummond sank heavily onto the couch.

      Thea stood in the entryway, crossed her arms, and waited.

      “I’d like you to tell me about the day Drew was taken,” Max said.

      Drummond scowled. “You said you had questions about the chick who took him.”

      “I do. But first, I’d like a running narrative from you about everything that happened that day, so I can clear you.”

      “Clear me?”

      “It’s just procedure, nothing to worry about.”

      A mixture of suspicion and alarm crossed Drummond’s face. “I don’t see the point.”

      “You should begin so you don’t miss your game.”

      Couched in mild tones, that observation was accompanied by a harmless smile that made Thea want to snort.

      Max had never been harmless. Not even at fifteen. And witnessing his skillful manipulation was sobering.

      This is who he is now.

      Maybe who he’d always been.

      “I still don’t see the point,” Drummond argued again.

      “If you’d rather, we can go down to the Sheriff’s Office to talk.”

      That elicited a nervous shake of his head. “Nah, we can do it here.”

      “Excellent.” Max pulled a small, leather-bound notebook from the interior of his suit coat. “Please begin.”

      Drummond blinked. “Well, you know, it was Saturday afternoon, so I was watching the game–”

      “What game?”

      “Baseball. The Brewers were kicking the Cubs’ asses.”

      “What was Drew doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What was he doing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Shocking, Thea thought.

      “You don’t strike me as a typical foster parent,” Max said.

      “I’m not. It’s my wife’s thing. But she’s a traveling nurse, so most of the time I get stuck with them.” A fact about which he didn’t seem happy. “As long as they stay out of my way, we get along fine.”

      The anger simmering within her flared at that, but Thea said nothing. Still, Max slid her a look, which irritated her.

      Jerk.

      “Continue,” he said.

      “Like I told Holt, some chick claiming to be from Child Services showed up at my door. Said Drew’s ma showed up and wanted him back.” Another shrug. “So she took him.”

      “And you let her?” Thea demanded. “Just like that? Did you even bother to ask for ID?”

      “Why would I? There wasn’t any reason to think she was lying.”

      “What did she look like?” Max cut in.

      “Older, like fifty maybe. Brown hair, red glasses.”

      “Short?”

      “Shorter than me.”

      “Heavy or thin?”

      “A little round, I guess.”

      “How was she dressed?”

      “I don’t know. Jeans and a Christmas sweater?”

      “A Christmas sweater.” Thea snorted. “Because Health and Welfare is going to show up in a Rudolph pullover.”

      “She seemed legit.”

      “You’re full of crap!”

      Max said nothing, busy scribbling into his little book.

      Drummond crossed his arms over his chest. “I think you two need to leave now.”

      “I can make him talk,” Thea said, staring at him.

      “Easy, tiger.” Max looked up at Drummond. “What about her vehicle? What was she driving?”

      “Like I told the Sheriff, I don’t know. I didn’t pay any attention to her car.”

      “What color was it?”

      “I don’t know—white?”

      “Sedan or hatchback?”

      Drummond blinked. “Hatchback.”

      “Old or new?”

      “Old, I guess.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t fancy. Might have been a Subaru. I don’t know. Like I said, I didn’t notice.”

      “What did Drew say when you told him his mother had reappeared?”

      Drummond stared at Max.

      “You did tell him that was why the social worker was there for him, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I don’t remember.”

      “Full of crap!” Thea muttered.

      Drummond ignored her. “I told him it was time to go. He got his stuff, and they left. That’s it—end of story.”

      “Health and Welfare denies sending her,” Max said. “Doesn’t that worry you?”

      “Why should it?”

      The rage within Thea ignited, so hot and unchecked, it felt like wildfire. “You stupid asshole.”

      He turned and glared at her.

      “If anything happens to him,” she said, “I’m coming for you.”

      Drummond stared at her. Then he looked at Max as if seeking backup.

      But Max said, “You’d better hope nothing happens to him.” He put his notebook away and stood. “That’s all the questions I have for the moment.”

      Thea looked at him in disbelief. “You aren’t serious?”

      “I have what I need.”

      “Well, I don’t!”

      “We’re going,” he said sternly, and memory whispered through her, followed by a wash of unexpected and completely inappropriate heat.

      She knew that tone. There’d been a time when that tone turned her into goo.

      But not anymore.

      Damn it.

      “We’re not done here,” she argued.

      “For now, we are.” He stepped toward her, and she tensed. His gaze held hers. “Trust me, tiger.”

      Fat chance of that, bucko!

      She glowered at him, but his eyes gleamed and a faintly anticipatory smile touched his mouth—he enjoyed every confrontation, damn him—and her cooler self abruptly prevailed.

      Max might be many things, but a fool was not among them. He was seasoned law enforcement; he would not walk away without a reason.

      He had to have a plan. Max had always had a plan.

      Trust me, tiger.

      She shot Drummond one last, cutting look and strode out the front door. Max followed, but not before shaking Drummond’s hand and thanking him for his time.

      His time!

      Ire burned through her. She stomped to her truck, threw open the door, and got in. Started it, revved the engine. Considered leaving Max behind.

      Or running him over.

      When he climbed in, she hit the gas, and the truck lurched backward.

      “Settle down, sweetness,” he said mildly, which only infuriated her more.

      “He’s so full of shit, it’s leaking out his ears, and you just sat there. I thought you came to help Drew. I thought you would fight for him! I’m a fool.”

      He began scrolling through his phone. “You need to start trusting me.”

      “That ship sailed a decade ago!” she bit out. “I never should have called you. I should have known you wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Shhh.” He held his phone out, and an odd sound emanated from it, almost like⁠—

      The creak of couch springs.

      “C’mon,” muttered a voice. “Pick up, damn you.”

      Drummond.

      Thea went still.

      “It’s me. The fucking FBI was just here looking for that goddamn kid. We need to talk.”

      A small crash, as if someone had dropped something.

      Like a phone on a coffee table.

      Thea blinked in disbelief. “You bugged him?”

      “I told you I had what I needed.” Max smiled at her, and if his tone earlier had sent an unwanted flash of heat and awareness through her, the sight of that dark smile made her blood turn to treacle.

      Double dog damn him.

      She had to force the words out. “Now what?”

      “Now we wait.”
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      Max sank back into the comfort of Thea’s heavily pillowed couch and watched as she built a fire in her small wood stove.

      Outside, it was gray and cold, and rain pattered against the windows. Her cabin was small but cozy, with comfortable furniture, fresh flowers, and an array of artwork. Various crystals and stones sat on every surface, and the scent of sage was strong in the air.

      He would have offered to build the fire, but she was so angry, he thought she might try to set him on fire.

      She’d always exercised deliberate control—even when they were kids—and that created an impenetrable facade of distance most never burrowed beneath. The shield was necessary, a by-product of her gift. When you absorbed the surrounding energy, protecting yourself from those forces was not a choice, it was a necessity.

      Max had always been good at sliding beneath that icy armor, but in the last decade, the walls Thea lived within had hardened to stone. The only softness he could detect was her fear, and he couldn’t bring himself to exploit that.

      No matter how badly he wanted to.

      She was uneasy and unhappy that he was in her home, but she had only herself to blame. Her insistence that she be part of the investigation meant they had to wait for a return call to Todd Drummond’s cell phone together. They still didn’t know who he’d called—or why—and while Max was working to get Drummond’s cell and landline records, if he’d used a burner phone, all bets were off. Which meant waiting for a return call was their only lead.

      He’d also subpoenaed Drummond’s bank records and credit card statements, but that would take time.

      Time Drew likely didn’t have.

      So, while they were waiting, it was time to address the giant, inescapable, ugly elephant in the room.

      Whether either of them liked it or not.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      “No, we don’t,” she replied and closed the stove door.

      “Thea.”

      She pushed to her feet and turned to look at him. Even clad in worn jeans and a fitted green fleece, with her feet bare and her ruby-red hair in a messy bun, she stole his breath. His heart beat harder; his blood thickened. Every part of him went hard and tight and hungry.

      Always had, always would.

      Soulmates. No matter the wreckage between them.

      “If we can’t get past our history,” he continued evenly, “Drew will pay the price.”

      She stared at him, her gaze like blue frost.

      “You know I’m right,” he told her shortly.

      Her brows rose. “Plenty of people hate each other’s guts and still work effectively together.”

      “I don’t fucking hate you.” The words were like razors in his throat. “Do you hate me?”

      She only shrugged, which wasn’t an answer, but he wasn’t certain he deserved an answer.

      Or if he really wanted one.

      “If I could take it back, I would.” Guilt bubbled and roiled within him like water set to boil. “But I own it, and nothing I do or say can change that.”

      “I don’t need to hear this.”

      “Well, I need to say it. When I think about what I did, I feel sick to my soul. It shames me. And I don’t expect you to forgive me for it—ever.”

      For a long moment, she didn’t respond. Then, “We were kids. It meant nothing.”

      Incensed by that, he stared at her. “It meant everything.”

      She shook her head. “It’s over, Max.”

      But it wasn’t. It sat between them, a living, breathing thing that fouled the air and hurt them both deeply. An infection in need of a lance. Her unwillingness to meet him halfway—even if that meant raging at him—would simply allow it to fester.

      And poison any possibility of hope.

      “Nothing about this is over,” he warned softly. “But for now, I’ll let it go. Until we find him.”

      “We find him, we go our separate ways,” she said harshly.

      But in the fury she couldn’t hide, he found hope. The tremor in her voice; the furious pulse in the hollow of her throat; the color filling her cheeks. Her pale blue gaze glittered like snow in the moonlight. She could say it meant nothing all day long, but the evidence in front of him said otherwise.

      “Tell me about Drew,” he said.

      She glared at him. And then the fire gave a loud pop, and thunder rolled through the valley, and she closed her eyes and took a deep, steadying breath.

      Reassembling her armor.

      But that was okay because now he knew it wasn’t impenetrable.

      Not for him. That hadn’t changed.

      Which was enough.

      “Drew is like me,” she said and turned to stride into her small kitchen.

      The cabin was a studio in design, with a combined living room and kitchen and two smaller rooms—which Max assumed were the bath and her bedroom—sitting off the living room.

      “I didn’t plan on talking to him. I keep to myself.” She poured water into a cheery yellow teapot and put it on the stove to boil. “But when I saw him standing by the field, I knew. And even though I told myself not to, I went to him anyway.”

      “The field?”

      “The war field.” She looked out the small window above her sink, and lightning flared, illuminating her in pale white light. The stark look on her face and the beauty of her profile made Max’s throat tighten unexpectedly. “A pasture about a mile north where a battle took place. There’s residual energy. All of that blood and pain and death playing out over and over again.”

      “Drew could see it?”

      She turned and looked at him, and something Max couldn’t interpret flitted across her face. “Yes.”

      “You said you were helping him?”

      “I was trying.”

      When she said nothing else, he pushed harder. “With what?”

      “Things he needed to know.”

      “Such as?”

      “How to protect himself. How to turn it off.”

      “What else?”

      “I knew it wasn’t a good idea. I did it anyway.”

      Max held up his hands. “No judgment here.”

      “It’s never a good idea.” She shook her head. “That’s why I don’t do it. I give readings, nothing more. It doesn’t agitate my gift, and it pays the bills. I don’t know why I took him on.”

      The honesty in that statement made the tension in Max ease a little. “You said you don’t know if his parents are alive?”

      “They aren’t with him in Spirit, so either they haven’t passed, or they’re…”

      “Earthbound.”

      “Which means they could be anywhere.” She turned and looked at him. “You can get his file. His CPS file.”

      He’d already requested it. “I should have it by morning.”

      She eyed him again, but with less animosity. “Thank you.”

      “Anything you need, sweetheart.”

      She gave him a narrow look and then turned her gaze back out the window. “He’s my friend. I have to help him.”

      Her friend. A title Max had once held. Her best friend.

      And now he was groveling for crumbs. But that was his own damn fault, wasn’t it? “We’ll find him, Thea.”

      “I can’t see anything. Why can’t I see anything?”

      Because she was right: she was too close. Max wasn’t, and it was his job to provide her with the perspective she lacked—even when she wouldn’t thank him for it.

      On the side table next to him, his phone suddenly vibrated. He picked it up and hit the volume. A moment later, the sound of a raucous crowd filled the air; an announcer stated it was the third inning, and the White Sox were down by one.

      A baseball game. Todd Drummond had finally returned to his couch.

      “Did your phone just tell you he was home?” Thea stared at his phone in both amazement and revulsion.

      Max often had the same reaction to new tech. “It alerted me that an ambient sound was picked up.”

      “That’s just wrong.”

      “But very useful.” He turned up the volume. “Hopefully Drummond didn’t get a return call while he was out.”

      “It’s a long shot, isn’t it?”

      “Everything is a long shot until it isn’t.”

      “You’re very good at what you do.”

      Taken aback by that statement, Max blinked at her.

      “You get your man, you save the day.” She turned and leaned back against the sink. “It’s impressive.”

      Keenly aware that she’d seen him at work—hell, last summer she’d seen him end a man, and even if that man had been a dangerous predator who’d been on the verge of killing both her and Selena—it was not something of which he was proud. He thought about that night often, always with regret that they’d both witnessed the violence of which he was capable.

      But it was part of him, and he’d accepted it long ago. If he wanted her to accept him as well—all of him—it wasn’t something he could deny. To either of them.

      “I’m sorry it happened like that,” he said, because he’d never acknowledged it. “If I could have done it differently, I would have.”

      An unexpected smile curved her mouth, and the sight of it made his heart beat too hard. “You would have arrested Leland Dolan and made sure he got a fair trial?”

      “Not a chance in hell,” he admitted. “He was dangerous to Selena, and after that, he would’ve been dangerous to you, too. I couldn’t let that stand.”

      The sound of a bat hitting a ball cracked into the air. The crowd roared again.

      “How is Selena?” she asked after the crowd quieted. “Fi said you became her guardian.”

      The words were neutral, but Max knew she was surprised. Everyone had been surprised when the girl he’d saved became his ward. But Selena’s entire family had been murdered; the kid had no one left. And after what they’d survived, dumping her in foster care was not an option. Besides, Max had known immediately that Lena was his to keep and protect.

      Just like Thea.

      “She needed me,” he said and shrugged. “I couldn’t just walk away. Last month, she talked me into a science-based learning academy in upstate New York. It’s pricey as hell, but she likes it, and they take good care of her. She’s got her eye on MIT.”

      “She’s a pretty incredible human being.”

      “She really is.” He paused. “I feel like everything I fucked up with Fi I’m getting a second chance at with Lena. It’s more than I deserve.”

      “You’re right, it is. You’re lucky Fi has such a big heart.”

      “I’m aware. Now, if I could just get you onboard the forgive Max for his pathological stupidity train, everything would be perfect.”

      The softness in her hardened instantly, and Max could have punched himself in the face. As if what he’d done deserved such glib negation; as if he was waiting for her to get over a missed date or forgotten anniversary, rather than an act that had obliterated everything they were.

      Love.

      A pale word for what had lived between them.

      The teakettle gave a shrill whistle, and Thea turned away to pour herself a cup. “Would you like some?”

      The words were chilly and carefully polite, like he was a stranger.

      Stupid asshole.

      He’d hurt her. Again. “No, thank you. How’s Ares?”

      “Fine.” She blew on her tea. “He’s in his first year at Boise State.”

      Which was why Max hadn’t seen any sign of him. Considering that Thea’s younger brother hated him with a burning, unwavering passion that even Selena—who’d become Ares’ close friend during her time with the carnival—couldn’t dissuade, that was probably a good thing. At least for now.

      Thea wasn’t the only one he’d hurt when he walked away.

      Before he could figure out what else to say, Todd Drummond’s phone rang.

      “It’s about fucking time,” Drummond snarled. “I called you three hours ago.”

      A clatter sounded as if the phone had been dropped onto a table, and Max realized Drummond had put the call on speaker. The sound of paper crinkling filled the air, followed by something falling onto that paper.

      Drummond was rolling himself a cigarette.

      “What’s the problem?” demanded another voice, its tenor was rough and deep—male and definitely older.

      So now there were three. Drummond. The woman who’d taken Drew. And the man on the other end of the call.

      “The FBI is the goddamn problem!” Drummond hissed. “They showed up here looking for that fucking kid!”

      “Calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down! They came here and questioned me! They suspect something—I can tell.”

      “Who called the feds?”

      “How should I know?”

      “Technically, the kid’s a ward of the state,” a woman’s voice interrupted. “We should have thought of that.”

      “Shit!” Drummond said. “Shit!”

      “Just stick to the story,” the man told him in a hard voice, “and everything will be fine.”

      “No. I want you to bring Drew back right fucking now.”

      “They’re already down there, and this is all for nothing if we quit now. Besides, he can ID Burt and Carol.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Don’t you worry about what it means. You just sit tight, and keep your pie hole shut.”

      “This wasn’t part of the deal. You didn’t say anything about the feds or hurting the kid. I’m not down with that. What the fuck am I going to tell my wife?”

      “That’s your problem. Just keep your head down, stick to the story, and you’ll end up a rich man.”

      “This is nuts!”

      “He can find it. It’s in his blood.”

      “He’s not a goddamn metal detector!”

      “You let me worry about that. And don’t call again.”

      The connection ended, and Drummond swore loudly. There was the snap-fizz of a can being opened and Take Me Out to the Ball Game came on, and Max turned down the volume on his phone.

      “Carol.” Thea’s gaze narrowed. “She must have been the one who took Drew. Or maybe that was a lie, and Drummond delivered Drew to them himself.”

      Her tone made an unexpected chill ripple down Max’s spine.

      If anything happens to him, I’m coming for you.

      Drummond had no idea what that meant, but Max did. And if Thea came for him, the man would never be the same.

      She’d once told Max that her gift enabled her to see everyone as the same, all parts of one whole, and she’d viewed her fellow man with a depth of compassion and empathy he’d often thought they didn’t deserve. But last summer, he’d watched her wield her gift so effectively it left a man screaming in terror. The irony was that she had done nothing more than make him confront his own sins.

      Sometimes Max could still hear Leland Dolan’s screams. The man had slaughtered Selena’s entire family and done his damnedest to end her life as well; Max had put him down without so much as a flicker of guilt. Dolan had murdered an untold number of innocent people in his brief life, and he’d deserved both the horror he’d reaped at Thea’s hand and Max’s bullet.

      But that was the day Max realized that the Thea he thought he knew—the one he remembered—had little in common with the woman she’d become. His Thea wouldn’t have faced an armed madman with such calm, cold welcome, and she never would have used her gift in such a fashion. But there was a darkness to her now that hadn’t existed then.

      Darkness for which he knew he was partly responsible.

      “Easy, tiger,” he murmured, watching her. “Your claws are showing.”

      She turned that wintery gaze on him, and the chill spread until his skin bristled.

      She’d become a force to be reckoned with. Like him, she’d faced a crucible. And like him, she’d been remade.

      War had destroyed the lengthy shadow cast by his father; the blood and death and sacrifice of that existence had made Max starkly aware of everything he’d lost in his haste to escape his past. He’d realized that all the rules he’d created for himself—so he’d be nothing like the man who’d spawned him—had created someone he didn’t want to be. That in his single-minded pursuit of self, he’d lost everything that meant anything to him.

      What had shaped Thea? What had turned her from the loving, open, fearless girl he’d known into this cold, contained, dangerous woman?

      He needed to know. Because if he’d loved the girl, the woman made him feel like a fucking live wire.

      When they were kids, he’d been the experienced one. His screwed-up family, his temper, and his penchant for trouble had been the antithesis of her close-knit family, her tendency toward diplomacy, and her sweet and loving nature. But then he’d left, and her family had died, and now…now she was as honed as the finest blade.

      Which just made her even more perfect.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked roughly.

      Because judging by the look on her face, she was thinking something.

      But she said nothing.

      “Thea.”

      She lifted her tea and took a silent sip.

      “Share,” he ordered softly.

      For another long moment, she said nothing. Then, “‘It’s in his blood.’”

      Max started. “They know he’s psychic.”

      “They know his bloodline. We need his file.”

      Which they would have tomorrow. Which wasn’t soon enough.

      “The man said, ‘they’re already down there.’” Max looked at her. “What do you think that means?”

      “I think it means they’re looking for something.”

      “Like what?”

      A cold smile touched her mouth. “Treasure.”

      He blinked. “Treasure?”

      “Gold.”

      He blinked again. “Gold?”

      “Probably. Take Drew to a mine, give him a nugget from the claim, and see if he can find the mother lode.”

      Max stared at her. “That’s crazy.”

      “It’s not, actually.”

      “Gold,” he said again.

      “Considering the reference to a metal detector, that would be my guess. But unless we can figure out where they took him, we won’t know for sure.”

      Max shook his head. Had anyone else suggested a treasure hunt lay behind Drew’s kidnapping, he would have thought they were nuts. But he’d learned long ago not to doubt Thea. She knew things no one else could, and she didn’t make wild, unsubstantiated accusations. If she thought someone had taken Drew as part of a treasure hunt…someone had. “There’s gold all over the west, including Alaska. That’s a hell of a lot of territory to cover.”

      She took another sip of her tea. “Drew is from Idaho. He has the drawl.”

      “The drawl?”

      “The west is like the south.” She shrugged. “Every state has its own kind of accent, all similar but different. Drew speaks like he was born here.”

      “Does Idaho have gold mines?”

      She gave him a look. “It’s the gemstone state.”

      He wondered how she would react if he told her that her mockery only made him want her more.

      Gone was the shiny, naïve girl he’d never felt worthy of, or able to relate to, or, honestly, understood by. In her place was a woman who’d felt life’s teeth and who wasn’t afraid to bite back.

      Like him. More like him than ever before.

      Which was seriously fucking intoxicating.

      “I think we start with those,” he said.
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      Idaho Department of Health and Welfare

      
        
        Internal Memo – Case Notes

        Re:Andrew Hollister

        DOB 12/11/2001

        Case No. 2021-JID3067

      

      

      Andrew “Drew” Hollister was placed into the Department’s care on March 17th when a neighbor reported the boy was living alone in a mobile home trailer located eight miles south of Lewiston. Upon entering the residence, Deputies from the Nez Perce County Sheriff’s Office discovered the boy attempting to escape through a broken back window. He told them his mother left one week prior and had not returned. The Deputies noted there was no electricity and no running water in the home. Drug paraphernalia and several illegal weapons were located and confiscated during the subsequent search of the property.

      Drew was checked into the Department’s interim housing unit in Moscow on the night of the 17th, and he met with Angela Faust, M.A., M.S. as part of his initial evaluation on the morning of the 18th.

      Ms. Faust reported Drew as being both uncooperative and uncommunicative during their session; based on his silence, she speculated he had some form of autism or Asperger’s, although his school records reflect an above-average student with no social or disciplinary issues. Ms. Faust recommended that Drew get further counseling and undergo a complete psychological examination. Faust’s evaluation is included with this report.

      Staff at the housing unit reported no problems with Drew, other than his unwillingness to sleep. When he did finally succumb, his screams would awaken the entire facility. He would not speak of his dreams, and he did not interact with staff members or his peers.

      Attempts to locate his mother, Desdemona “Yellow Bear” Hollister, have been fruitless. Ms. Hollister has a lengthy criminal record that includes both neglect and child endangerment. His father, Crawford Hollister, was killed in Afghanistan two years ago. According to Drew’s birth records, the boy is a member of the Nez Perce tribe, but as best as can be determined, has no remaining living family on the reservation. As such, the decision has been made to place him into temporary foster care with the State.

      A warrant has been issued for Desdemona Hollister in relation to the abandonment of her son, as well as the drug paraphernalia and illegal weapons confiscated from her residence.

      Copies of the reports filed by the Nez Perce County Sheriff’s Office are enclosed.

      

      “Shit,” Thea muttered.

      Because she’d only just begun to read the file Max emailed to her that morning, and already her stomach was churning.

      She’d known life hadn’t been kind to Drew—his demeanor was not that of a naive, happy-go-lucky eleven-year-old—but to discover the loss of his father to war and the abject abandonment of his mother was gut-wrenching.

      The kid was smart, kind, and incredibly gifted. Thea had only known him a few months, and already she loved him. That he could be cast so callously aside⁠—

      Stop. Just stop. You don’t know what happened. You don’t know anything. So just take a breath and move on.

      Gritting her teeth, she scrolled down to the next page, which was the therapist’s evaluation.

      …Drew is withdrawn and unresponsive to even the simplest question. He displays no typical attributes of a boy his age, nor does he portray any type of emotion. Considering his mother’s abandonment, I would expect to see some fear or anger, but if he is angry or afraid, he is an expert at hiding it. He clearly has no desire to speak to me, and despite my repeated efforts, his silence is intractable. It is possible he’s on the Autism spectrum or has a form of undiagnosed Asperger’s. Children born to abusive and neglectful parents can sometimes display sociopathic behavior, which is also a possibility. I am recommending continued therapy and a complete psychological work up. If Drew’s silence continues, an inpatient facility that can more closely evaluate him may be necessary.

      “You’re a moron,” she told the therapist.

      She’d seen no sign of Autism or Asperger’s–or any “sociopathic behavior.”

      But Thea understood his silence. Drew was smart; he’d have known better than to tell a therapist anything. What he could do was not accepted by the medical or scientific community, despite the growing body of evidence to support it, and any mental health professional to whom he professed his reality was likely to medicate him—or worse.

      Something the boy obviously knew.

      Are we freaks, Thea? What’s wrong with us?

      That had been his opening salvo during their first session, when she’d realized how lucky she was to have been born into a family whose legacy of mediumship and second sight was considered a blessing. Her parents had never made her feel like what she could do was deviant, or worse—a lie. They taught her the gift was a grave responsibility, one that dictated purpose, and using it to help people filled her with a vibrant sense of joy few ever experienced.

      The darkness that came with it was simply the price to be paid.

      She’d known nothing but unconditional love and unwavering support from her mother and father, and even after they’d died unexpectedly in a plane crash, that love had continued to hold her together. Through the painful darkness that followed their loss; through the years spent raising Ares, when she had to be both mother and father to him; as she navigated the world and her gift, forging her own path and finding within everything she needed for a good life.

      Drew had experienced the exact opposite. The boy had no foundation to understand his gift, no knowledge of what it was, or where it came from. No support system, no one to listen or offer advice; no one to reassure him that there was nothing to fear. Instead, his gift seemed like a curse: a dark, frightening ability that filled his every waking hour with terror and threatened to consume him.

      So she’d sat him down, stuffed him full of fresh banana bread, and told him, “Normal is an illusion, Grasshopper. What is normal for the spider is chaos for the fly.”

      And then she taught him how to protect himself from unwanted energy, and how to control his gift instead of letting it control him. Not long after, he’d started to smile when she opened the door and to happily accept the cookies and cupcakes and tiny loaves of lemon bread she sent home with him. In the last few weeks, he’d learned faster than she could teach him, and they’d both come to understand that, in the other, they’d found a soulmate.

      Soulmates appeared in all forms and sizes, a connection based wholly on love and a shared history that stretched far beyond their current lifetimes.

      Drew was one of her people. And Thea took care of her people.

      Have to find him!

      But until they knew who’d taken him and why, she just needed to breathe. Keep her wits about her and try to dial into Drew’s energy. She had his history book; if she could just get a hint of him, she might have a chance at narrowing down his location.

      Psychometry had never been part of her gift, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t work at it—she was a firm believer anything was possible since she’d spent most of her life doing the “impossible”—but perfecting the art of psychometry, like any ability, took time and patience.

      Neither of which she had.

      Maybe Max’s people would find something.

      After all, he had a small army at his disposal, and they had the best resources and tech available. Surely that would make a difference?

      “Spirit, please keep him safe,” she whispered, a prayer that had become a litany in the last two days. “I’m coming, Grasshopper. Just hold on!”

      She combed through the rest of his file but found nothing of note. His mother had a criminal record that included drunk driving, misdemeanor assault, and shoplifting. Drunk and disorderly, child endangerment, neglect. She’d not been heard from in almost four months.

      Other than that, there was nothing else useful.

      Thea closed her laptop with a snap and glared out the window. At that moment, a sleek black SUV turned into her driveway and parked, and even though the windows were darkly tinted, she knew who it was.

      Max.

      When I think about what I did, I feel sick to my soul. It shames me. And I don’t expect you to forgive me for it—ever.

      “Whoopity do,” she muttered.

      Because she was tired of thinking about those words. Of the intensity on Max’s face when he said them. The roiling blue of his gaze; the sharp blades of his bones beneath his taut expression.

      That he meant them, she didn’t doubt. Seeing him humble himself before Fiona last summer had made Thea realize he understood exactly what he’d done—and what he’d lost—when he walked away from them.

      But that didn’t mean he got to have it back.

      I didn’t agree to that. Baby.

      Words designed to provoke and engage; the man was nothing if not clever. The wolfish charm he’d had as a young man had morphed into a powerful charisma underscored by an almost brutal self-confidence.

      A man you could count on.

      Maybe. But she’d had enough of Max Prescott to last a lifetime—and then some. She had no intention of taking that road again–or of rehashing a past better left dead and buried.

      This situation was not fate; it was circumstance. Convenience and expedience. Max was simply the best man for the job.

      That he was also one of her people was simply a painful footnote. There were some lifetimes in which those relationships grew. And some in which they ended.

      She had neither the time nor the desire to figure out which was true this time around. Drew was all that mattered, the sole reason Max was walking up the steps to her front porch.

      There was nothing more to it, least of all what he wanted.

      A heartbeat later, he pounded on the door, so she went to let him in.

      “I have a plan,” he said when she swung open the door.

      He looked rumpled. He’d shed the smart suit he arrived in; instead, he wore a pair of worn jeans, a dark blue Henley the same deep twilight as his eyes, and battered leather boots. Only his short, sleek haircut and the gun that sat on his belt spoke to his status as law enforcement. But that haircut looked like he’d been running his hands through it since dawn, and his eyes were bloodshot; dark, golden blond stubble shadowed his jaw, and there was a paper coffee cup in his hand.

      Self-awareness pierced her at the evidence of his investment.

      He was doing this for her.

      Regardless of his own goals. Without his experience and resources, Drew would be lost.

      Probably for good. “You do?”

      He nodded. “My people haven’t found anything.” He handed her the coffee cup and strode into the cabin. “SAR will go out again today, but I think we both agree, they won’t find him. I’ve been looking through his file. I also pulled his mother’s file, and his father’s military record.”

      Thea blinked down at the cup she held.

      Earl Grey. She could smell it.

      Her favorite.

      Gaa!

      She closed the door. “And?”

      He slid onto one of the wooden stools that sat at her small kitchen island. “Drew’s got some interesting history.”

      “He isn’t Autistic, he doesn’t have Asperger’s, and he’s not a sociopath,” she muttered.

      “I read that, too. She was a hack.” Max shook his head. “Drew’s grandfather was a full-blooded member of the Nez Perce tribe named Jakob Yellow Bear. Jake had a business partner named Dale Bentley. They co-owned a claim in the Lost Creek Gold Mine, which borders the Nez Perce reservation about sixty miles southeast of Lewiston.”

      Thea stared at him.

      “There’s no record of a strike, not that I could find. But it’s a place to start. I say we head up there and check it out.”

      He looked at her expectantly, and her heart squeezed with sudden, painful intensity.

      He was giving her hope.

      “That’s your plan?” she asked.

      His brows rose. “Do you have a better one?”

      “Nope.” She scooped up her fleece, her phone, and Drew’s history book. “Let’s go.”
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      “You’d best get it figured out, boy, or I ain’t got no reason to keep you around.”

      Burt stood behind him, the heat from his body pressing against Drew’s back. He smelled sour, like cigarettes and sweat and the alcohol in the flask he carried.

      Vodka.

      His mom’s favorite.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do,” he muttered.

      They’d explored part of the mine yesterday before heading back up to camp and eating a handful of salted beef and a spoon full of cold beans. He’d watched Burt draw a crude map of the tunnels and tried his best to commit them to memory before the old man turned out the light and told him to sleep.

      When he’d awoken this morning, it had been to Burt’s boot in his backside and a brusque warning that he’d better start earning his keep.

      The old man was growing impatient.

      “Can you feel it yet?” he continued to demand.

      But Drew didn’t know what he was supposed to feel.

      Now they were making their way through another part of the mine, which wasn’t giving up any more clues about Burt’s treasure than the section they’d explored yesterday. Every tunnel looked the same, every center shaft seemed identical to the last. There had been antique picks and broken rock hammers, narrow steel tracks and crushed wooden carts with bent metal wheels, but no silver coins.

      And worse, all around him, the echoes fluttered wildly, trying to get his attention. No matter how far down in the mine they went, or how stoically he ignored them, the whispers followed. Desperate and demanding; some angry, others lost.

      The cold permeated his bones, and it hurt to breathe. Drew didn’t know how far down they were, but without light, it was so dark it felt like death. He didn’t know if it was day or night, and he had only a vague guess as to how much time had passed since he’d stepped foot into the mine.

      He’d lost his way; he didn’t know up from down.

      Or how to get out.

      Should have left a trail!

      “We can’t go no further,” Burt said shortly. “So it’s time for you to put up or shut up.”

      The old man didn’t seem to understand that Drew had no clue how to find what he sought. He knew some people could feel certain things from objects—Thea had introduced him to many abilities he’d never even known about—but he wasn’t one of those people.

      Even if his granddad was.

      His granddad.

      What exactly did that mean?

      Was Burt talking about his mom’s dad? Or his dad’s?

      He’d never met either one. But Burt talked like he knew Drew’s granddad, almost as if they’d been…friends.

      “Drew!”

      He started and looked over his shoulder. Burt glared at him.

      “I don’t know what you want,” he said helplessly.

      “I want you to find that silver!”

      And around in circles they went. Burt may as well have demanded he summon a unicorn.

      Drew slid his hand into his pocket and traced the raised lettering on the coin. He was frustrated. And scared. He didn’t like either, but he’d realized yesterday that even though he couldn’t do what Burt wanted, Burt needed him. Which gave him some small measure of safety–for now.

      But that wouldn’t last. He needed a plan.

      This morning, he’d noticed the old man carried a large knife in a sheath on his belt, and that realization had started Drew’s mind turning.

      What if he could get a hold of that knife?

      A tantalizing, but daunting, thought.

      The knife would give him leverage. If he could get his hands on it, he could defend himself. He would have something.

      A chance.

      But a weapon was only half the battle. Because even if he got the knife, he would have to deal with Burt, who despite his age was wiry and strong and dangerous. And even if he dealt with Burt, he had to find his way back out.

      And Carol was waiting.

      There were numerous obstacles to success. But Drew’s entire life had been filled with obstacles. His absent mother; his dead father. The poverty that trapped him as effectively as any locked cage. His “gift”….

      But somehow, none of it had deterred him. He just kept going.

      And that’s what he needed to do now.

      “You just need to do a vision quest,” Burt said impatiently. “And it’ll come to you.”

      Drew wanted to protest again–he didn’t even know what a “vision quest” was–but it wouldn’t do any good. Burt would not accept the reality that Drew wasn’t his granddad, and that he didn’t have the same skill. Drew would have to fail, again and again. And once Burt realized Drew was a dud—really realized it—it would be over.

      Because that was the only reason Drew was here. They’d taken him for one purpose, and he was smart enough to know that even if he somehow fulfilled that purpose, there was no going home again.

      They were going to kill him. And that knowledge sat in his bones, borne not of fear, but of the knowing.

      He figured maybe it was time he started listening.

      Have to stall. Have to plan. Need that knife.

      He took the coin and slid it into his palm.

      A vision quest.

      He didn’t know what that meant. Was it like what Thea taught him? Like meditation?

      He sighed, walked a few steps away from Burt, and sat down in the tunnel. “Okay, I’ll try.”

      Burt leaned back against the wall, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited.

      Drew closed his eyes. Took a deep, even breath. Then another. And another.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      He focused solely on his breathing, shutting out Burt’s ugly scent, the echoes that buzzed around his head. The heavy darkness, and the steady hum of the lantern.

      It surprised him how easily he slid into the silent, still space that waited.

      It takes practice, Thea had said.

      And he was getting plenty of practice.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      The coin warmed and pulsed in his palm.

      An odd sound filled his ears, something he’d only ever heard on television and the Internet: the ocean. A low, steady roar; an ebb, and then a flow. It crashed to shore and washed quietly away.

      Again, and again, and again.

      A heartbeat later, there was the creak of wood. A whistle of wind. And faintly, men’s voices yelled, but in a language he didn’t recognize.

      A ship.

      It filled his mind’s eye: big, wooden, with massive sails and⁠—

      The scene shifted. It grew dark; rain lashed his skin and thunder cracked open the sky. He heard the clash of steel, a giant boom of sound, and more yelling, screams underscored by terror and pain. A black flag; a skull and crossbones. Blood flowing across wooden planks, and suddenly⁠—

      Another shift, like a kaleidoscope turning.

      A beach. White and fine-grained, surrounded by towering green cliffs. Pale blue sky and white wispy clouds. Damp, salty air, and–

      A click, a whirl, and he was in a jungle. Thick, suffocating heat choked him; his skin itched and burned. His feet ached, and the sounds frightened him. Monkeys screeched; baboons screamed. And the insects⁠—

      A dizzying rush; a desert. Barren, dotted by scrub brush and hot rock. Mountains shimmered in the distance like rusty knives stabbing up into a pale gray sky. He could smell…horses. And leather. The sun was hot, baking his skin and burning his lungs, and then–

      Mountains, pine, the chill of frost. A gathering of men cloaked in furs with painted faces, drums beating, and colors whirling before an open fire. And a song⁠—

      Something inside of Drew lifted its head and gave a long, silent cry of recognition.

      Home! He was home!

      Finally.

      But the feeling bled away, replaced by fury and grief so heavy and dense it threatened to drown him. He heard weeping; tears slid down his cheeks. When he looked down, he saw his hands, coated in blood.

      Not enough! It isn’t enough…

      Darkness; caves. Twists and turns, climbing down, swimming beneath, going deep within, to the place where the Ancients slept.

      They would keep it safe.

      Until it was time to return.

      And now⁠—

      His eyes opened; he sucked in a huge, desperate breath. Tears streaked his cheeks, and the beat of his heart was jagged and painful. His knees were like Jell-O. The coin in his palm burned like raw fire.

      The drums faded, but not the grief. Or the fury.

      Or that knowing…home.

      Finally.

      “Well?” Burt demanded.

      Shaken, Drew looked at him.

      “I can tell somethin’ happened, boy. Spit it out.”

      He blinked. In his mind’s eye, he could see the entire mine mapped out in his head. Where it went left; where it went right.

      Where it went down; where it went up.

      How to get out.

      “I know where to look,” he said.
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      “Lost Creek?” The bartender slid the bottle of beer Max had ordered across the bar and shook his head. “Never heard of it, man. Sorry.”

      Considering the kid was–maybe–twenty-two, that was hardly a surprise. Tattooed, pierced, and owner of a ragged man bun, he was likely not a local, either. Clearwater Valley was rich with recreational opportunities. You could spend the day mountain biking or navigating Class IV whitewater, fishing for steelhead or hiking the Clearwater Mountains, and the Red Barn Tavern–which from the outside appeared to be the epitome of a western saloon–was crowded with folks who’d clearly spent the day recreating and soaking up the sporadic spring sun.

      Max had been looking for the old-timers, locals who knew the area–and the mines. But the Red Barn was filled with millennials and second homeowners.

      “Is there anyone here who might know?” he asked as he paid for the beer.

      He had no desire to drink it, but people were friendlier–and less suspicious–when you made the effort to blend.

      The bartender looked around. “I think Jenks is in the back smacking the pinball machine around. You could ask her. She’s been around forever.”

      “I’ll do that.” Max tipped him. “Thanks.”

      “This is a waste of time,” Thea insisted from behind him.

      Most of the drive north had been spent with her brooding in silence. She’d been civil but cool, and every attempt he’d made to get her to talk to him had failed—until he’d asked about Drew. And then he'd begun to understand why one small boy had broken through the fortress of her determination to never speak to him again.

      Drew was hers. And Thea took care of those who were hers.

      And now I fucking envy an eleven-year-old.

      But talking about the boy had softened her, whether she knew it or not, and Max would take everything he could get.

      She hadn’t wanted to stop in town, determined they should head straight up to the mine, but Max overrode her. Dusk was descending; going up into the mountains now would just be foolish. Neither of them knew the roads or the terrain, and they didn’t know what they were walking into.

      Doing recon paid.

      So tonight they would gather information. They would find a room, fill their bellies, and assimilate what they’d learned. They would form a plan. And in the morning, when they were ready, they would head to the mine.

      A plan she was going to hate.

      “We need to know who’s waiting for us,” he said and turned to wander toward the back of the bar.

      “Drew is waiting!”

      “He’s not alone, and we can’t help him if we’re dead.”

      She said nothing.

      “I’m worried about him, too, but we have to be smart.” He halted and looked at her. “This is what I do, sweetheart. At some point, you really do have to trust me.”

      “No.” Her gaze glittered like ice. “I really don’t.”

      “You do if you want to get him back.”

      He turned and kept walking, her lack of trust eating at him like acid. He’d spent the last nine months convincing himself he could turn the mess he’d made of them around, but her cold, jaded derision made him wonder if he was trying to talk himself into something that would never again be.

      He understood he deserved everything she threw at him, but if she couldn’t see past what he’d done, there was no hope. Because for her to forgive him, she had to want to forgive him. And she didn’t. She had no desire for resolution; she wanted only to be done with him–for good. Drew was their sole connection, and the ugly, unhealed wound of their shared history was moot, something she refused to acknowledge.

      Something she would not even speak of. And if she wouldn’t talk about it, Max thought, how could he? And if they couldn’t talk about it–

      We’re fucked.

      “This had better be worth it,” she warned, and her arm brushed his as she moved to walk beside him, and it was all he could do not to reach for her.

      Again.

      It was instinctive. Mine. His to touch; his to protect.

      But not anymore.

      Maybe never again.

      “Jackwagon!” someone yelled, followed by ding, ding, ding! “Winner, winner, chicken dinner!”

      The owner of that voice stood at the pinball machine against the back wall of the bar. She was barely four feet tall, despite the bright red platform wedges she wore, and her hair was a scraggly fall of bottle-black so thin her scalp was visible. Her ragged denim skirt was at least four inches too short, the sequined tank top she wore was neon pink and read Available!

      “You’re mine now, nutcracker.” She slapped her hands against the flipper buttons on both sides of the Pinball machine. The machine dinged and pinged; the giant clown on its back box laughed with big, hungry teeth and a blinking red nose. “You’re goin’ down, Bozo.”

      “Perfect,” Thea muttered.

      “Jenks?” Max asked.

      The woman shot him a brief look. Her face had been painted with the same heavy hand as the clown’s, her cheeks pink with similar round dots of blush. Thick mascara created a clumpy web around her eyes, which were shadowed in bright blue. She had sharply drawn, arching brows the same flat black as her hair, and her mouth was colored in a shade of traffic-stopping red. She was at least seventy.

      “I’m busy, golden boy.” She looked back at her game. “Take a number.”

      “We’re looking for information,” he told her. “The bartender thought you might be able to help.”

      A chortle. “I don’t give nothin’ away for free, sweetie.” She looked at him again, a longer, more lingering perusal from head to toe that almost made him blush. “But I might be willing to give you a deal.”

      Thea laughed, and Max turned to stare at her. It was the first genuine laugh he’d heard from her in over a decade, and the sound of it made his chest tighten until it hurt to breathe. The joy in her had always been effervescent, something freely given, and in his boyhood, the angry heart that beat within him had soaked it up like a sponge. But her laugh had become a precious, rare gift, and the unexpected sound of it made him ache for all that they’d lost.

      “Golden boy,” she said and snickered.

      He couldn’t look away.

      “The pretty ones like getting a discount.” Jenks slammed a hip against the pinball machine and beat the flippers. “Makes ‘em feel special.”

      Jesus. Max rubbed a hand down his face. “I have questions about the Lost Creek Mine. If you have answers, I’m willing to pay for them.”

      Jenks went still. The pinball machine clanged, and the lights along the top of the back box blinked; when the ball slid through the drain space and disappeared, the clown laughed maniacally.

      It was noisy and creepy as hell.

      “Lost Creek.” She turned fully to look at him. “You lookin’ for el Tesoro?”

      He blinked. “I’m sorry?”

      Her gaze grew dark. “People who go lookin’ for the heart end up dead.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      “Sure you don’t.”

      “We aren’t looking for treasure,” Thea put in. “We’re looking for a boy. He might have been taken into the Lost Creek.”

      Jenks’ gaze sharpened, far more shrewd and discerning than her fashion choices indicated.

      “Please,” Thea added.

      “You’re not lookin’ for the heart?” the old woman clarified.

      “I don’t even know what the heart is,” Thea assured her. “But I think whoever took the boy might be looking for it.”

      For a long moment, Jenks didn’t move. The clown laughed again, and the lights blinked, and behind them, a group of people began to sing Happy Birthday.

      “A hundred bucks,” she said.

      “That’s highway robbery,” Max retorted.

      “Stick ‘em up.” She smiled, revealing tobacco-stained teeth, and her gaze stroked over him again. “Unless you’d prefer to trade services instead?”

      Thea, damn her, laughed again.
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