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SUN-WARMED SAND SPAT from beneath his feet, sinking his heels ever deeper with each step until the effort needed to move forward captured his breath. His arms swinging, he plunged ahead, reaching the steps of the beach house at last and there, paused, one hand over the worn rail.

“I see you found it,” Cristobel Wolfe called, his head cocked back. A shaft of sunlight from a cobalt blue sky blinded him temporarily.

Leaning overhead, his sister, Ainsley, smiled, her face framed by her hair. It was the happiest he’d seen her in a good while.

“This is far beneath us,” she said. “Where’s the grandeur, the marble walls and acre of stone?”

He laughed, cheerfully “I told you I wanted to live like ordinary people. You and Paxton can keep the castle.”

Taking the treads two at a time, he rose to her level and embraced her. Some un-defined scent clung to her skin. Even the smell of Wolfe Estates stuck to you when you left, that of the centuries-old books and furnishings closed up within its hallowed walls.

“You came alone?” he asked.

She nodded. “Paxton and Isobel finally took their honeymoon.”

Paxton and Isobel Wolfe. They’d had a difficult beginning to their marriage, one fraught with troubles, but were finally on the mend, and deliriously happy with a baby on the way.

The three of them hadn’t grown up together, hadn’t even met until a year ago, their being children of different mothers. Surprisingly, neither side held their disparate pasts with any hatred, but had chosen to put it behind them.

“Where to?” he asked, passing by her. He slid the glass door open and stepped inside, his feet leaving a pattern of sand across the painted-wood floors.

“Well, Isobel hates to fly, so they’ve taken a train north. They’ll arrive in New York, eventually, making stops along the way. Paxton said they’d be gone two weeks, at least, perhaps more, which means house is empty ... and quiet again.”

“And Grandmere?” he asked.

“Psh ...” Ainsley blew out a breath. “When is she ever empty and quiet? She’s taken up belly dancing.”

“At her age?” He laughed when he said it. He could picture Celina Wolfe doing most anything a woman in her eighties shouldn’t do.

Ainsley nodded. “She’s calling it a ‘toss back to her youth’ and going around telling some story about being twenty-two in the Far East and wooing our Grandfather with it.”

He didn’t doubt that was true either. Cristobel opened the refrigerator and pulled out a canned soda. He waved it at her. “You want one?”

She shook her head. 

No, she wouldn’t. They’d not had canned anything ... ever really ... but been spoon fed on milk and the finest pablum. He popped the tab and breathed in the frothy bubbles.

“Terrible stuff for you,” he said, “but satisfying on the palate.” He took a sip. “I’m sorry, but I haven’t any champagne or we’d christen the place. I have decided on a name, however.”

“Oh?”

Cristobel looked past her at the quaint seaside interior. Wood-slatted walls painted a pale teal green, the trim pristine white, formed a peaceful background to photos of seagulls and water-filmed sand. A starfish pattern decorated cushions on a two-person wicker couch, the chair opposite it covered in a shade of sunset pink. The house was cozy and free of any form of electronics, no phone or TV or computer. He did have a cell phone, but kept it turned off most of the time.

“Yes, I’m calling it The Captain’s Chair, me being the captain of this particular ship.”

“Appropriate,” Ainsley replied. “As the captain, have you met any of your neighbors?”

“Not a one. There’s a house a quarter mile south, but I haven’t any idea who lives there, past seeing beach towels over the rail. I like my solitude,” he said.

“Then perhaps I should go home.”

She was teasing, and he wouldn’t allow it. He’d planned this weekend for them both.

“You’ll do no such thing. We’re going to have a grand time, eat until we can’t walk, and sleep until noon.”

“Sounds miserable.” Her smile belied her words. 

Cristobel took another sip and set his can on the countertop. “Perfectly, and tonight we begin with a porterhouse steak. I bought a barbeque grill.”

Ainsley laughed beneath her breath.

“Why is that funny? I have much more experience than either you or Paxton at using it, and I assure you nothing will get burnt.” 

An hour later, however, staring at the rain pelting the sliding glass door, he was nonplussed by what to serve. The grill was now officially a boat, any evidence of the ocean a few hundred yards off wiped clean by a slate gray sky.

“On bad weather days, Father would say we should eat cereal and play board games.” He spoke, wistful, his mind going back home to his youth.

“And did you?” Ainsley asked.

His hands clasped at his waist, he trembled beneath the weight of the memory. “Sometimes. Tell me ...” He turned the subject in an alternate direction. “Why didn’t you hold resentment at being abandoned?” Perhaps he shouldn’t ask, except he wanted to know. Their father had left them in the care of a nanny after his divorce.

Ainsley didn’t seem the least bit offended. “He wrote plenty and he called a lot. Grandmere kept his memory alive for us. As we got older, I understood it. Returning to that house was impossible for him.”

“He says he’ll come at Christmas.” Though really, it was as if his arm had been twisted. Cris suspected Celina had something to do with that.

Ainsley smiled. “That will be nice.” She waved one hand outward. “This is nice. It’s so decidedly ... normal.”

“‘Normal’ is what you choose it to be,” Cristobel replied. “I haven’t time for the pomp and circumstance of the Wolfe family name. I appreciate all it’s done for me, but at heart, I’m ... nothing like it.”

“You’re better than the rest of us,” she said.

He didn’t respond, troubled once more. If only she knew the truth.

His world had been far different from hers. He’d grown up surrounded by rustic stone walls built centuries before and endless green fields burgeoning with flowers. He’d had a loving mother who doted on him.

“A compliment for which I thank you,” Cristobel finally replied, burying his misty thoughts. “Now ... we must eat, and I guess the porterhouse will need to wait until tomorrow. I think I have canned soup somewhere.”

“Canned soup?”

His joy broadened. “You’re not used to eating from a can, but tonight, you shall. It’s, as you said, so decidedly normal. Wait until we tell Paxton.”

Ainsley snorted once. “He won’t believe it. He’s too good for soup in a can.”

[image: image]

THE RAIN SERVED TO heighten the tension indoors, making her already irritable spouse even more agitated. The snap of his breath, the clench of his fingers, the hard light in his eyes, snipped at her spine.

“Must you stand there like that? You’d think the world was ending and not just a rain shower falling.”

She trembled in place and sought to placate him. “The world is not ending,” she said simply. “I was lost in thought, planning for tomorrow.”

The springs in his chair compressed, giving the slightest squeak, his bare feet rasping on the tile. She tensed, prepared for his grasp, quivering when it came.

“Stop planning,” he said. 

His fingertips made divots in her flesh, the pressure of each nail like thorns, pricking through her blouse.

“You don’t have a meeting tonight?” she ventured.

With that, he pinched harder and forced her around, and in his clouded gaze, she read her future, the years ahead dedicated to his every need, to him having complete control. She was inanimate, with no mind anymore and no ability to choose. He told her what to wear, how to speak, what food to prepare. He was the puppeteer and her, held on a string, lifeless without his insistent tug.

“You want rid of me?” he asked. His voice scratched at her mind.

“N-no.”

She faltered. She wished she hadn’t faltered, because he’d heard it and now his fingers drove deep through her flesh into her soul. There, they tore it into bits, one tiny piece at a time.

“You do,” he snapped. “You wish the night all to yourself. To do what? Lose yourself in your silly books? What do the men in there say? Do they whisper in your ear?” He bent over, his mouth hot on her lobe. “What nasty little things do they say that I cannot? You aren’t satisfied with my care?”

“Y-yes, of course.”

Again, her voice broke, fueling his anger.

“No, you aren’t.” He dragged her backward, stumbling. “And you need reminding ... especially since you’ve nothing to do but ‘plan for tomorrow’....”

“Please ...” Desperation tripped from her tongue. “Y-you’re good to me. I’m ... happy.”

But it was too late. His arms stiff, his footsteps assured, he hauled her across the living room, past the pristine space, every pillow perfectly fluffed, every couch cushion smooth and unused, the shade on the lamps parallel and level. Her heels flopped this way and that. She tried to keep up with his frenetic pace, all the while fear pounding her gut like a stone. 

Tossing her carelessly on their bed, he removed his belt, bending it into a loop, and kicked at her shins. “Roll over.”

Horrified, she froze. He’d never taken it this far. She’d suffered his abuse before, done unspeakable things to please him, but now he’d do what? Punish her?

“I said, ‘Roll over.’” 

He gave her no choice. Taking her arm, he wrenched it backwards, sending sharp pains across her shoulders. Crippled by the agony of it, she rolled onto her stomach, her face pressed into the spread. He snapped the belt, the crack of the leather a dagger in her mind, in his next breath, bringing his weight down on her. The edges of the belt cut into her side, and she cried out, one hand reaching forward in automatic response.

“How good am I now?” he asked, raising his arm again.

“G-good,” she whimpered. “Y-you’re the best.”

“You don’t sound convinced.” He lashed her again, the sting of it warm on her back, then did so a third time, a forth.

Tears blinded her, smearing the makeup he insisted she wore, black lines of mascara forming on the immaculate bedspread. He’d see that, too.

“How good am I?” he roared.

Her answer emerged as a shuddering gasp that blended into the repeated blows that followed, and her mind numbed, her body going slack, the soft fuzz of darkness taking her away.
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THE FIGURE STRIDING toward him took a firmer shape with the rise of the sun, its yellowish glow giving the man approaching an otherworldly glow.

Cristobel paused to give greeting, his hands stuffed deep in the pockets of a pair of khaki pants. He wiggled his toes in the sandy soil. “Good morning to you, sir.”

Waves rushed across rain-scored sand, the ocean now at peace with itself after last night’s storm.

It seemed the man, however, was not. In fact, he appeared icy in demeanor. He was average height, five-foot-six or seven, with gray eyes the color of concrete and angular, uncompassionate features. A faint breeze fluttered a shock of his light brown hair.

The man dipped his chin. “I’ve never seen anyone on this beach.”

Cristobel gestured behind him. “I’m new here. Just bought the place several miles north. The name’s Cristobel Wolfe.” He offered his hand, pleased when the man took hold.

Perhaps he wasn’t as unhappy as he seemed, but just naturally stone-faced. He had a firm grip. Almost too firm in Cris’s thinking. Here was someone used to running things. 

“Brian Aycock. I’d be your nearest neighbor then.”

“Oh?” Cristobel brightened. “I saw the place the other morning and wondered who lived there.”

The man appeared finished with being friendly, what little good humor caused him to shake hands evaporating in an instant. “I must be off,” he said, “else I’ll be late for work.”

Cristobel nodded, unwilling to raise a fuss, and both stepped off together, heading in opposite directions. He turned over the man’s last name in his thoughts. He’d heard it somewhere. The distant memory poked at him, forming at last in the face of one of his older brother’s friends ... a very commanding fellow named Atlas Bellamy.

They’d been on the cruise ship, Atlas, Calix Steele, and Paxton, talking about the intricacies of the business, when another man, Robin Shelding, appeared. Robin Shelding, some computer security entrepreneur involved with the ship, had mentioned the name Aycock. He couldn’t remember the gist of the conversation, however, but ... 

He dismissed it. Chances were it wasn’t the same person.

He continued on, after a few miles revolving in place to retrace his steps. Once back, he climbed onto the deck and met Ainsley in the doorway.

“Have a good walk?” she asked.

He nodded. “My calves will be in excellent condition after days of forging across the sand.” He tapped her inside, following behind, and aimed for the refrigerator. His face inside the unit, his skin chilled taut, he thought of the man’s name again.

“Do you remember ... on the ship ... a conversation about a man named Aycock?” He looked behind.

Ainsley’s brow wrinkled. “Sounds familiar, but not anyone I personally know. Why?”

Cristobel faced forward again, snagging a carton of orange juice from the shelf. “Ran into my neighbor, rather hard-edged man overdressed for a morning jog ... said his name was Brian Aycock. I was thinking I’ve heard it somewhere.”

“You might have, and that could be where I know it from.”

“I don’t suppose it matters,” he said, “except for my curiosity.” Which would be best served by being ignored. The house was several miles down the sand, not likely he’d walk so far very often, and his neighbor, though he might be odd, deserved his privacy. 

Cristobel set the thought aside and turned his mind toward the day. “As our first brother-sister bonding activity,” he began, “I thought we’d visit a gift shop I spotted yesterday.”

“A gift shop? You feel the need for baubles and trinkets?”

He smiled, wide. “I feel the need to own one, and this one’s for sale.”
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HER BACK SCABBED OVER during the night, but the crusted marks crisscrossing her skin burst open with her morning shower. She sobbed, the pain almost unbearable, and crawled out to lie on her stomach until it subsided. Depression settled thick in her mind, the weight of it stealing her appetite, and unwilling to fight against it, she gave in, what little hope she clung to daily beaten from her with Brian’s belt.

She’d awakened the night before to find herself alone, but had heard him in the living room on the telephone. He’d not so much as even peeked in the door to see if she was okay, instead sleeping on the couch and leaving pre-dawn for one of his walks. She’d determined to rise, dress, and pretend she was okay, but now, knew that she wasn’t. Her life and the generous, smiling man she’d dated had both deformed into something warped and tragic. She only wished, back then, she could have seen the man beneath the surface, the demanding one with no love for anything besides himself.

Hearing the sliding glass door open and close, she shot up from the bed, her fear putting strength in her limbs. Tense, she hastily donned a satin robe laid out on the bed. His footsteps crossed the floor, pausing briefly in the kitchen, then continued forward, louder with each one, until the knob turned. He opened the door and stood there triumphant, as if he’d won an award. She did her best to look submissive and not as shattered as she felt.
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