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      This book is dedicated to my family.

      They are the ones keeping the voice in my head around.

      I would be unable to use my imagination to bring the stories;

      In my head, to life without the voice.
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      Danger. Hide. Mariam Janice Semp was on the run. Someone wanted her dead. The voice of her guardian angel in her head kept her alive, warning her of dangers. Others weren’t so fortunate.

      First came the fire that burned down her home, destroyed all she owned, and claimed the lives of her mother, father, and younger brother. Darrin, her older brother, was off serving in the army. She tried to reach him, but he was off base, so all she could do was leave a message. Then came the second attack.

      “Danger!” the voice of her guardian angel said, just before a car tried to run her down in the street. She dove and fell out of the way. Any notion it was an accident was dispelled as the driver turned the car to try and hit her a second time, but her roll had landed her safely hidden between two parked cars. Another vehicle drove by, and her attacker sped away.

      The next time she heard the voice of her guardian angel, Mariam had seen lights headed toward her and looked back to see the same car. “Hide,” the voice instructed. She slid down into a ditch and hid under some branches. The car slowed as it drove past her position. The next time she saw the mysterious car, bidden by the voice, she hid in a tree until it drove away. That time she caught a glimpse of light shining off the metal of a gun barrel. The driver had a gun.

      Mariam was afraid to go to the police. She had started to, but the voice of her guardian angel had objected loudly. She didn’t know why, but she had learned to listen.

      Mariam lived in the town of Madison, Oklahoma, where she was a kindergarten teacher. She decided to try to get as far away from her hometown as she could. She had limited funds. Unless she was able to somehow go by an ATM without being seen, all she had was about three hundred dollars hidden in a false pocket in her jacket. The voice of her guardian angel had advised her to hide the money about a month ago and, even though Mariam had not understood why at the time, she had obeyed.

      Mariam went into a grocery store on the other side of town from where she had lived. She saw a sign advertising an ATM. She looked around. When she did not see anyone suspicious, she put her card in the machine and asked for $950.00. The limit for one transaction was $1000.00. She did not want to draw attention to herself by getting the limit. When the money was approved, she turned so people could not see how much money she was getting, Mariam put the money in an inside pocket in her coat. On her way out of the store, she moved forward with a group of shoppers, so she would not stand out. When they were outside, she slipped away from the group and made her way through the shadows to the outskirts of town.

      There was a truck stop there, and Mariam hid and watched the trucks come and go. She watched an older man get out of his truck and go inside. He did not lock his door. She eased over to his truck. Her guardian angel was silent. Miriam eased open the door. She looked around, but she didn’t see anyone. The truck was parked where people inside could not see the door.

      Mariam crawled inside and eased the door shut. She crawled on into the back and, getting down behind the seat, she pulled a blanket up from the floor and covered herself with it. She had taken the money out of her pocket and stuffed most of it down in her boots. She only kept a couple of twenties in her pocket.

      Mariam made herself into as small a ball as she could and lay very still as she heard the driver return. He climbed into his truck. Since he had left it running, all he had to do was start driving. They were on their way. Her guardian angel was being very quiet. Mariam took it to mean there was no danger. Her guardian angel was always loud when she was in danger. Mariam lay under the blanket and fell asleep. They were a long way down the road before she awoke. The man in the truck had stopped and was putting gas in the truck.

      Mariam saw him when she eased up and peeped out the window. The man had finished pumping gas and was on his way inside the store. Mariam had no idea where she was. She looked at the clock in the dashboard. It said 11:30.

      She had been asleep for 7 hours. She looked at the sign on the store. It said, “Mercy Truck Stop.” Mariam climbed up and eased out of the truck. She saw the truck driver come out of the store and ran around the back of the truck to hide behind the building. She heard the driver get in his truck and drive away.

      Mariam looked around the side of the building. She had never heard of the town of Mercy. She had left the truck here because the voice of her guardian angel had been so silent. She had been so vocal for so long; the silence was a relief. With a name like Mercy, maybe she would be safe. She needed to find a place to stay until morning. She could look around then and see what she could do. She looked around and spotted a storage shed just inside the trees. She didn’t see anyone around, so she hurried over to the building. It wasn’t locked. Mariam opened the door and looked inside. It had furniture stored in it. It was very dark inside, so Mariam left the door open a little so she could look around. There was a chair and a couple of sofas. She could curl up on one of the sofas to wait for morning. Only, Mariam wasn’t sleepy; she was hungry and needed a bathroom.

      “Maybe if I act natural, I can go in the store and buy something to eat and get the key to the bathroom. If I go in from this side, the clerk will think I am parked around this side of the building,” said Mariam.

      She straightened her clothes and smoothed her hair and headed for the store. When she went in, the clerk barely glanced at her. She picked out some snacks and paid for them.

      “Could I get the key to the restroom?” asked Mariam.

      The clerk reached up and snagged the key off a hook and handed it to her.

      “The restroom is around back,” said the clerk.

      “Thanks,” said Mariam.

      She went around back and used the restroom. When she had finished and washed her hands, she left the door unlocked and took the key back to the clerk. He took it silently and hung it back up. Hopefully, no one else would come along and re-lock it, thought Mariam.

      She went back to the storage shed, went inside and, made herself comfortable on one of the sofas. She opened one of her snacks and enjoyed the first food she had eaten all day. It tasted very good.

      When Mariam awoke the next morning, she looked out a crack in the door to be sure no one was around. When she didn’t see anyone, she hurried over to the restroom.

      After using the restroom and washing her hands, she used a small comb from her pocket to smooth down her hair. Having short hair helped a lot. Mariam came out of the restroom and headed for the town. She could see the buildings a couple of blocks away.

      When she entered the town, she found it was built in a circle around a small park. The park had small tables with a bench attached on each side like picnic tables. It looked like what would be put out for older men to sit at and play checkers.

      Mariam looked across the park and saw a café. Her stomach picked that moment to growl very loudly. It was ready to eat.

      Mariam headed for the café across the way. Mariam looked around curiously. She spotted an empty table and headed for it. As soon as she sat down, a waitress appeared with a glass of water and a menu.

      “Hi, I’m Sue. What can I get for you?”

      Mariam looked at the menu. “I’ll have the breakfast platter with orange juice and coffee,” said Mariam.

      The waitress took the menu and went to turn in the order. There were only a few people there. They were all watching her. They were curious about the stranger in their small town.

      The waitress was soon back with her food and orange juice.

      “I’ll be right back with your coffee,” said Sue.

      Mariam just nodded and started eating. She had to force herself to eat slowly. She was so hungry; she was afraid she would eat too fast and embarrass herself. The food was delicious. Mariam didn’t know if it was just because she was so hungry, but she couldn’t remember food ever tasting so good.

      When Mariam’s hunger was under control, she looked around. There were two ladies sitting at a table across from her. They were eating and talking and sneaking glances at her. Mariam smiled at them, and they smiled back and turned their attention back to their meal.

      There was a man at another table, sitting by himself. He grinned and looked down when he saw the ladies look away, embarrassed at being caught staring. The man finished his meal and left some money on the table as he went up front to pay his bill. He glanced at Mariam and grinned as he left.

      Mariam watched him leave, but she didn’t smile back. She was still being cautious. She did not know who was trying to kill her. She should be safe here, but she was not taking anything for granted.

      When Mariam finished and paid her bill, she went out and looked up and down the street. She decided to go to her right and make a circle around the town. As she went down the street, she passed a drug store and a furniture store. Next was the jail. Mariam saw the man from the café going in the door. After the jail was a hardware store.

      Mariam paused and glanced through the window. It looked like a nice place and seemed to be doing a good business. Looking in the hardware store window made Mariam think about her family. Her dad had worked in the hardware store in Madison. She sighed, feeling depressed, then continued on her way.

      Mariam came to the circle at the end of the street. The courthouse was sitting back away from the street. It had a large parking area around it. It had large columns out front. On down from the courthouse was a fire station. The doors were closed, and there did not seem to be anyone around.

      Mariam continued her journey of discovery. After the fire station, Mariam gazed in delight at a bookstore. It had a help wanted sign in the window. The store wasn’t open yet, so Mariam went on to see the rest of the stores. There was another café next, and a grocery store. They were followed by an antique store. The antique store had some of its merchandise displayed on the sidewalk in front of the store. There was a resale clothing store next. Mariam took notice of it because all her clothes had been lost in the fire. All she had to wear was what she had on. She did not want to spend a lot of money on clothes. The resale store might be an answer for her.

      Mariam turned and headed back to the bookstore to inquire about the job. The store was open when she arrived at the door. When she went in, an elderly lady was sitting behind the cash register working on a ledger.

      The woman smiled at Mariam and looked at her closely. “Come on in,” she said cheerfully.

      “Hi,” said Mariam. “I saw your sign in the window. I was wondering about the job.”

      “Have you had any experience working in a bookstore?” asked the lady.

      “Not in sales,” said Mariam. “but I have helped out in the school library.”

      “Were you a teacher?” asked the lady.

      Mariam nodded. “I taught kindergarten.”

      “Why did you stop teaching?” she asked.

      “My family was killed in a house fire. I lost everything, and I needed to get away,” remarked Mariam.

      “I’m sorry,” said the woman studying her. “My name is Darci Holt. What’s your name, dear?”

      “I’m Mariam Janice,” said Mariam. She left her last name off. Maybe it would throw off anyone looking for her.

      Darci nodded and looked around thoughtfully. “Where are you staying, Mariam?”

      “I haven’t found a place yet. I thought I would try to find work first and then look for a place to stay,” said Mariam.

      “I have a room in the back of the store. It is just one large room and a bath. It has a microwave and a small refrigerator. You can stay there while you look around,” said Darci.

      “You mean I have the job?” asked Mariam smiling.

      “Yes,” said Darci. “I should tell you before you take the job, some people around here seem to think I am a witch.”

      “Why would they think that?” asked Mariam startled.

      “They found out about my hearing the voice of my guardian angel. If it wasn’t for my grandson, they would probably have run me out of town. He is a deputy sheriff. They don’t want to get on his bad side. You don’t seem surprised about me hearing my guardian angel,” observed Darci.

      Mariam shook her head. “I hear the voice of my guardian angel, too,” she said.

      Darci nodded. “I know you do. My guardian angel told me to help you. She said you are in danger because of your guardian angel’s voice,” she said.

      “I didn’t know it was because of the voice,” said Mariam. “My family was killed because of me,” said Mariam, looking away to hide her tears.

      Darci came around the counter and put her arm around Mariam’s shoulder. “It was not because of you. It was the witch hunters. They think they have the right to take life when they want to. They need to be stopped. My grandson is working on it. It takes time to build a case against them. If it is not done legally, it makes us as bad as them. Now, do you want the job?”

      “Yes, I do,” said Mariam.

      “Come on back, and I will show you your room. You can go down to the resale store and pick up a couple of outfits. You can start to work after lunch. I’ll help you get acquainted with how I do things around here,” said Darci as she guided Mariam to the back of the store and showed her the room. She gave her the key to her room and went back to the front because the bell rang when a customer entered the store.

      Mariam looked around the room. It had everything she needed. She was inside, warm, had a cozy place to sleep and a place to eat and shower.

      Mariam took some of the money from her boots and added it to the money in her hidden pocket. She put some in her pocket and some in her wallet. Mariam decided to go and find some clothes before she showered. She could also pick up a few groceries. The refrigerator was running but empty. Mariam went out and locked her door. She smiled at Darci as she went through the bookstore on her way to the stores. Darci smiled at her and nodded.

      The customer turned and looked at Mariam. “Who is she?” the customer leaned in to ask.

      “Her name is Mariam, and she is my new helper,” Darci answered casually. The woman nodded, accepting the information, and Mariam breathed a sigh of relief. The door closed behind her, blocking out the rest of their exchange.

      Mariam continued to the resale store. After finding a couple of pairs of jeans and three shirts, she found some underwear and socks. The underwear was still in its original unopened packages. Mariam paid for her clothes and headed for the grocery store. She put her clothes in the buggy and started around the store. She couldn’t buy much. She was walking and didn’t want to be overloaded.

      Mariam picked up a box of cereal and a half-gallon of milk. She could go to the café after work, but she needed something for breakfast before work. Mariam picked up a couple of bags of microwave popcorn. It would make a tasty snack.

      Mariam paid for her purchases and left the grocery store. She carried her purchases in her arms and headed for the bookstore. Darci was busy when Mariam entered the bookstore. She smiled as she took in Mariam’s load. Mariam smiled and headed for her room. She wanted to take a shower and change clothes before she started working.

      

      Word had reached Charles Holt about Darci having a new helper. He decided to drop by and check on his grandmother. He wanted to be sure no one was taking advantage of her. Although she was a very smart lady and her guardian angel warned her about danger, he still felt he should take care of her.

      Charles entered the bookstore and saw his grandmother finishing with a customer. She handed the lady her package and receipt. The customer took her package, smiled, and nodded at Charles as she left.

      Darci smiled and came over and let Charles kiss her cheek. “Hello, Charles, I see the grapevine is working well.”.

      Charles laughed. “I hear you have a new helper,” he said.

      “Yes, her name is Mariam Janice. She is starting this afternoon, and I am letting her use the room in the back of the store,” said Darci.

      Charles looked at her sharply. “Why did you let her stay in the store?” he asked.

      “She was new in town and needed a place to stay.” She looked at him sternly. “My guardian angel told me to help her,” said Darci.

      Charles shook his head. There was no arguing with her guardian angel. If her angel told her it was what she should do, no one was going to change Darci’s mind. He would just have to keep an eye on the situation and make sure she was not taken advantage of.

      “Alright, Grandma, I will see you later. If you need me, call,” said Charles. He gave her a hug as he turned and left the store to return to the station.
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      In the town of Madison, Darrin Semp was trying to find out what had happened to his sister. He had asked for leave from the army and was granted a week. He buried his mother, dad, and little brother, but no one could tell him where his sister, Mariam, was. The police gave him no help. They couldn’t tell him why his home had been burned down with his family in it. They acted unconcerned about the whereabouts of Mariam. It was as if his sister had vanished after leaving him the message about the fire.

      He was very worried. He knew his sister would have been at the funeral if she could have. There had to be something keeping her away. Darrin was stumped. He didn’t know what to do. How was he supposed to go about finding a grown woman when the police refused to even look for her?

      Darrin went to the room he had taken at a local motel. He called his friend at the base.

      “Hi, Mark, I need some advice,” said Darrin when Mark answered his phone.

      “Hi, how did the funeral go?” asked Mark.

      “It went okay. My sister Mariam has still not shown up. The police are not interested in helping me. They are not even trying to find out who burned our house and killed my family,” said Darrin.

      “What can I do to help?” asked Mark.

      “I only have a couple more days of leave. I was wondering if your brother Alex might be able to help me,” said Darrin.

      “I don’t know how busy he is, but I will call him and call you back,” said Mark.

      “Thanks,” said Darrin.

      They hung up. A minute later, the phone rang back with Mark’s brother on the line.

      “Hello, Darrin, Mark told me what was going on. I’m sorry about your folks and brother,” said Alex.

      “Thanks,” said Darrin. “Do you think you can help me? I am worried sick about my sister.”

      “I don’t know if I can find her, but I will try. Mark said you have two more days of leave. Give me the address where you are staying, and I will be there first thing in the morning. We will talk and see what needs to be done,” said Alex.

      “I’m at the Econo motel on the edge of town. Thank you, Alex,” said Darrin.

      They hung up, and Darrin experienced his first breath of hope since he had heard the news of the fire.

      Alex pulled into the Econo motel at seven the next morning. He didn’t have to worry about waking Darrin. He had been sleeping very little since he had received the phone call from his sister. When Alex knocked on the door, Darrin opened at once.

      “Thanks for coming, Alex,” said Darrin. “I have tried talking to everyone Mariam knows. No one will tell me anything.”

      Alex came in and shook Darrin’s hand. “I can’t make you any promises, but I will see if I can help.” He took his laptop over to a table and set it on the table. He sat in the chair and opened it up. “Do you have a current picture of your sister?”

      “Yes,” said Darrin. He took a picture of Mariam out of his wallet and handed it to Alex. Alex studied the picture. “Do you know if she has a bank account?”

      “Yes, she has an account at First State,” said Darrin. “I don’t know her social security number.”

      “Do you have her phone number?” asked Alex.

      “Yes,” said Darrin. “She hasn’t answered it since I have been trying to call her after she left me the message about the fire. Her car was in the garage at home. It burned with the house.” He gave Alex the phone number.

      Alex started working on his computer. In just a few minutes, he pulled up the information about Mariam drawing $950.00 out of the ATM at the grocery store. Alex showed the information to Darrin.

      “This grocery store is on the other side of town. We never shop there,” said Darrin.

      Alex closed his computer. “Let’s go see if we can look at their security footage.” He and Darrin went out to his car, and Darrin gave him directions to the grocery store.

      They went into the store and went upstairs to the security office. Alex showed the man in the security office his credentials and explained about Mariam being missing. “We want to look at the security footage for the time when she visited the ATM. We want to be sure someone else wasn’t using her card or forcing her to get money out for them,” said Alex.

      Alex gave the man the time of the withdrawal, and he looked through the tapes and found the correct one. He put the tape in a player, and Alex and Darrin stood with him as they all studied the tape.

      “There she is,” said Darrin.

      They watched as Mariam looked around before going to the ATM. They watched her as she withdrew the money and as she shielded the cash so no one could see how much she was getting. They saw her put the money in an inside pocket of her coat. They watched her blend in with some other customers and make her way out of the store.

      “Look how she keeps glancing around. She looks scared to death,” said Darrin.

      Alex turned to the security man. “Do you have footage of the outside?”

      The security man went over and selected another tape. He brought it over and prepared to play it. “You guys are lucky. Another day and these tapes would have been erased. We don’t keep them very long,” he said.

      When the tape of the outside started playing, they watched Mariam come out with the group. They saw her look around and then blend into the shadows and fade away.

      Alex shook the security man’s hand. “Thank you for showing the tapes to us. You said they would be erased. Could we buy the tapes from you and then you can start out with new tapes; no one would know the difference, and if anyone comes asking about them you could just tell them they are gone. They will think they have been erased.”

      He took a hundred dollar bill out and held it out to the security man. The man handed them the two tapes and a bag to put them in and took the bill.

      Darrin and Alex went back to Darrin’s motel room and looked over the tapes again. They studied them closely and decided Mariam was scared and trying not to be seen. They decided to follow the road in the direction Mariam had been heading when she left the grocery store. They drove down the road. They passed the truck stop, but decided not to go in and ask questions.

      They decided if Mariam had been in trouble and was trying to get away, they would risk drawing attention to her. They did not want to put her in danger. Darrin tried to call her phone again, but it went straight to voice mail. He left a message for Mariam to call him but did not say anything else.

      When they returned to the motel, Alex called Mark and told him he was going to try and find Darrin’s sister. Mark wished him luck. Darrin spoke to Mark and thanked him for sending Alex to help.

      Alex decided he needed to look over the place where Darrin’s family house had been burned. There was police tape around the burned area. But they ignored it. After looking over the area, Alex stopped and looked thoughtful.

      “It looks like someone poured gasoline around the outside of the house and the garage. I think they broke in and doused the downstairs also, probably after everyone was upstairs asleep. They started the fire downstairs, then went outside and set the fire to burning out there. Since Mariam’s car was in the garage, they may have thought she was upstairs sleeping, too,” said Alex. “Why didn’t she take her car?”

      “I spoke to her friend, Jenny. She said Mariam was having trouble with her brakes. She was supposed to take it to the repair shop the next day. Jenny picked her up, and they went to the mall. Jenny ran into a boyfriend, and Mariam took a cab home. Jenny hasn’t heard from her since,” said Darrin.

      Alex looked at Darrin. “I’ll need Jenny’s name and telephone number and the name of the cab company she used.”

      Darrin nodded. He wrote down the requested information and gave it to Alex. Alex seemed to be just driving around, but he ended back at the truck stop. He pulled in and stopped. He looked at Darrin.

      “We are going to order coffee. Let me do the talking. We are not going to mention Mariam. I don’t want to alert anyone who might be looking for her,” said Alex.

      “Okay,” agreed Darrin as he followed Alex inside the truck stop. They ordered coffee and took it over and sat at a table close to some truckers. The truckers were eating and talking. They acted like they were friends. They were laughing and talking – swapping stories.

      Alex and Darrin listened to them talking for a while before Alex decided to speak. He smiled at one of the truckers, who looked at him. “It must be exciting driving around seeing the country,” he said.

      The trucker smiled back at Alex. “Most of us have regular routes. We drive the same way on each trip. We are used to the scenery on our trips,” he said.

      “Bummer,” said Alex. “It would get old driving the same way all of the time.”

      “It gets old, but it does pay well,” said one of the truckers.

      They all laughingly agreed.

      “What are you guys doing in a truck stop?” asked one of the truckers.

      Alex grinned. “My mom was a trucker. She always said if I wanted good food or company, the best place to go was a truck stop. We were just driving around looking and spotted the truck stop and decided to stop and get a cup of coffee.”

      “Your mom was right,” said the older trucker. “The food is good, and you won’t meet a better group of people anywhere.”

      All the truckers nodded in agreement. “I thought about going to driving school when I finished my enlistment, but I decided it was too much driving,” said Alex.

      “What service were you in?” asked one of the older truckers.

      “I was in the army,” answered Alex.

      “Are you from around here?” asked the first trucker.

      “No, I came to be with my friend here. His family was killed in a house fire, and I didn’t want him to have to go through the funeral alone,” said Alex.

      “I am sorry for your loss,” the trucker said to Darrin.

      “Thank you,” said Darrin with a nod.

      “Hey, I heard about the fire. I was here a few days ago on my way to Kansas, and all they could talk about was the fire,” said an older trucker. He left a tip on the table and prepared to leave.

      “I will see you guys on my next trip to Mercy,” he said to his companions.

      “Mercy,” repeated Alex.

      “Mercy, Kansas. It’s where I make most of my deliveries,” he said.

      Alex smiled and nodded. Alex and Darrin finished their coffee, and telling the truckers to have a nice trip, they went back to the motel.

      When they were back at the motel, Alex called his office. He had asked his assistant to find out all she could about Mariam Janis Semp.

      When he hung up his phone, he turned to Darrin.

      “I have Mariam’s social security number. Her phone has not been used since she called you. There are a lot of messages from you and several hang-ups. There was one message left before the hang-ups. It was from the same number. It said, “We will get you, witch. You can’t escape.”

      Darrin turned pale. He sat down on the side of the bed.

      “It’s why she is so scared. Someone is trying to kill her,” he said.

      “Why do they think she is a witch?” asked Alex.

      Darrin looked at Alex sharply. “My sister is not a witch.”

      “I didn’t say she was. I asked why they think she is,” said Alex.

      “Mariam sometimes hears the voice of her guardian angel in her head. It warns her of danger. We haven’t told anyone about it because we wanted to protect her from the witch hunters. Mom had an aunt who heard voices, and she was stoned to death by the witch hunters. Since then, we have kept quiet about Mariam hearing the voice of her guardian angel,” said Darrin.

      Alex nodded and looked thoughtful.

      “Someone must have found out and alerted the hunters. They burned your family home, trying to get to Mariam. Now, they are trying to find her,” said Alex.

      “How are we going to find her without leading the witch hunters to her?” asked Darrin.

      “You are going back to the base and leaving the hunting to me. I will do a little more looking around here. Then, I will leave. I don’t think she is here anymore,” said Alex. “I am not going to stay long. I want to talk to her friend Jenny. If she doesn’t use her social security number or phone or draw any money from the bank, she should be safe.”

      Darrin looked at Alex and nodded.

      “You do believe my sister is not a witch?” he asked.

      “I believe you,” said Alex. “This isn’t the first time I’ve heard of the witch hunters. I have seen what destruction they can do. I think your sister was smart not going to the police for help. They probably have people on the police force. That is why they would not help you. It also makes it harder to keep them from finding her because they have the police resources to help them.”

      Darrin shook his head and looked defeated.

      Alex stood and put a hand on Darrin’s shoulder. “We will find her. Don’t give up. When you are back on base, I will call my reports to you through Mark. They may have your phone bugged. We don’t want to give them any information they don’t already have,” said Alex.

      “Okay,” agreed Darrin. “Thanks for helping and believing me about Mariam.”

      Alex shook Darrin’s hand and walked out of the room with him as he took his duffle bag and put it in the back seat of his rental car and started on his trip back to base. Alex stood looking after Darrin for a minute. He saw a car start up and follow Darrin out of town.

      Alex took out his phone and called his office. “Brenda,” he said when his assistant answered the phone. “Is Stan around? Let me talk to him.”

      “Hello,” said Stan.

      “Stan, my new client, Darrin Semp, just left on his way back to base. He was followed. I want you to see if you can intersect with him and make sure he gets back to base all right. Keep an eye on him for a while and make sure he doesn’t end up like his family,” said Alex.

      “Sure thing, Boss, do you want one of the others to come and help?” asked Stan.

      “Not yet,” said Alex. “I’ll do a bit more looking around, and then I will decide,” said Alex.

      They both hung up, and Stan went to look after Darrin. Alex went to find and talk to Jenny.
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      Things were going well for Mariam in Mercy, Kansas. She loved working in the bookstore, and she loved helping the younger children find books to read. Darci encouraged her to start a reading group with the younger children.

      Darci and the children’s parents stood and listened when Mariam read for the children. As time passed, the people in town came to accept Mariam’s presence after seeing how well she interacted with the children.

      Deputy Charles Holt, Darci’s grandson, had stopped by several times, but he had not talked to Mariam yet. He was just checking on his grandma. He relaxed some after seeing how well Mariam was fitting in. Also, he had put the name Mariam Janice through the system at the police station, and the report come back with no red flags.

      Mariam was still nervous around him and avoided him when she saw him enter the bookstore. Darci would smile when she saw Mariam head the other way whenever Charles was around. She did not say anything. She decided to let time take care of things.

      “Hello,” said Charles.

      Mariam jumped. She had not noticed Charles being in the store.

      “Hello,” replied Mariam turned away slightly to continue sorting books and putting them on the shelf.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” said Charles.

      “I just didn’t know you were there,” replied Mariam.

      “How do you like our small town?” asked Charles.

      “I like it. Everyone has been very nice to me,” said Mariam.

      “My grandma says you are a natural in the bookstore. The last helper she had only lasted one day. Grandma said the girl could hardly read and didn’t like being around books.” Charles chuckled. “Grandma said she couldn’t understand why she had tried to work in a bookstore.”

      Mariam nodded but continued to work.

      “Well,” said Charles. “I guess I should quit bothering you and let you get on with your work.”

      Mariam looked up, startled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. You are not bothering me. I guess I just get nervous around police officers. I don’t know why. I’m sure you are a very nice person. You take great care of Darci. She always speaks highly of you.” Mariam paused and took a deep breath. “Now I can’t stop rambling.”

      Charles smiled. “I don’t mind,” he said. “It’s better than the silent treatment.”

      Mariam flushed slightly. “I had better get back to work.”

      “I’ll see you later,” said Charles.

      Mariam nodded and watched him as he went to talk to Darci. Mariam smiled to herself as she turned away and went back to work.

      “Hello, Charles,” said Darci. “I see you finally managed to corner Mariam.”

      Charles looked up sharply. “I wasn’t trying to corner her. I was just saying hello.”

      Darci laughed. “If you say so,” she replied.

      Charles ignored her remark. “Do you think Mariam will stay here in Mercy?” asked Charles.

      Darci looked up at Charles. She was no longer laughing. “I think she would like to stay here. She fits in well with the people and the town. It all depends on whether she feels safe here,” said Darci.

      “If she starts acting like she doesn’t think she is safe, let me know. If anyone bothers her, I will take care of them,” said Charles.

      Darci patted his hand and smiled. “I’ll keep watch. If I get even a hint of those witch hunters, I will let you know at once,” agreed Darci.

      “Thanks, you stay safe, too. I don’t want anything to happen to either of you,” said Charles, giving Darci a hug and leaving to go back to work.

      Darci watched him go and smiled. She was very proud of that young man. It was a blessing to have him there to watch her back and keep those witch hunters away.

      Mariam watched Charles leave and turned to find Darci watching her. She smiled at Darci and made her way over to where Darci was helping a customer. She waited patiently while the older woman rang up the sale and bid the customer goodbye.

      “Would it be alright if I leave for lunch, now?” asked Mariam.

      “Sure, we are not very busy,” said Darci.

      “I won’t be very long. I just need to stop by the drug store,” said Mariam. “I need to pick up a burner phone so I can call my brother. I haven’t wanted to call on my phone. I was afraid it could be traced.”

      “Do you have someone you could call who could give your brother a message? They may have his phone number tagged, too,” said Darci.

      Mariam thought for a minute. “I could call his friend Mark. They are in the same regiment. Mark could let him know I am alright,” said Mariam.

      “Why don’t you use my phone to call Mark?” said Darci.

      Mariam shook her head. “I don’t want to do anything to bring you to their attention,” said Mariam. “Charles would be very upset if I caused any harm to come to you.”

      “Charles would be upset if any harm came to you,” said Darci.

      Mariam smiled. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Take your time and be sure to eat while you are out,” ordered Darci.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” said Mariam with a smile.

      Darci watched her go with a smile. She was becoming very fond of Mariam. She hoped Charles managed to draw her attention. It would be great to have her as a permanent member of her family.

      Mariam went to the drug store and looked over the pre-paid phones. She picked out one and bought a card with minutes to use with the phone.

      Mariam picked up some food to take back to her room. She looked in her address book and found Mark’s phone number to call and let Darrin know she was okay.

      “Hello,” said Mark Avorn.

      “Hello, Mark, this is Mariam Semp. I’m Darrin’s sister.”

      “Mariam, Darrin has been trying to find you. He has been worried sick about you,” said Mark.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I couldn’t use my phone. I was afraid it could be traced. I have a burner phone. I’m calling you so you can let Darrin know I am alright. I thought the witch hunters may have his phone tagged, too,” said Mariam.

      “Where are you?” asked Mark.

      “It’s better if you don’t know. Will you please tell Darrin I’m alright and I will try to keep in touch with him through you? The witch hunters tried to kill me three times, four if you count burning our house,” said Mariam.

      “I wish Darrin was here,” said Mark. “He would feel better if he could talk to you.”

      “Where is he?” asked Mariam.

      “He is out on patrol. He stayed a few days after the funeral to talk to my brother Alex about finding you, and the officers have him doing extra patrols since he returned,” said Mark.

      “Your brother is a private detective, isn’t he?” asked Mariam.

      “Yes, he is,” said Mark. “When Darrin could not get any help from the police, he asked Alex to help find out what happened to you.”

      “Please tell Darrin to stop looking for me. He could lead the witch hunters to me,” begged Mariam.

      “I’ll see what I can do. My brother, Alex, is very good at what he does. He would not put you in danger,” said Mark.

      “He might not mean to, but there are a lot of people working with the witch hunters. He can’t trust the police. They are spotters for the witch hunters,” said Mariam. “I have to go. Tell Darrin I love him, and I will be in touch when I can. I am going to have this phone turned off, so he can’t call me on it.”

      “I’ll tell him. If you need help, call Alex. You can trust him to keep you safe,” said Mark. He gave her Alex’s number and, after telling her to stay safe, they hung up.

      Mariam started to eat her food. She didn’t really feel hungry, but she knew Darci would ask her if she had eaten. She was misty-eyed. Talking to Mark had made her think about her parents and little brother. Thanks to the witch hunters, she had missed saying goodbye to them.

      Mariam brushed her tears away and thought about Darrin. The best thing she could do for him was to stay away. If he was around her, the witch hunters may try to kill him, too.

      Mariam finished what food she could eat and put the rest in the refrigerator for later. She cleaned up and went to the bookstore to work.

      Darci saw her come in and smiled as Mariam made her way over to her. “Did you call your brother’s friend?”

      “Yes,” said Mariam, nodding. “Mark is going to tell Darrin I am alright. He said Darrin had asked Mark’s brother, Alex, to help find me. Alex is in private security. I told him to ask Darrin to stop him from looking. I don’t want them to lead anyone to me.”

      “Do you think he will listen?” asked Darci.

      “I don’t know. I am telling you about Alex, in case he does find me, so you will know he is one of the good guys. He can be trusted,” said Mariam.

      “You can trust Charles, too,” said Darci. “He has been looking out for me for years. He would never betray you to the witch hunters.”

      “I know,” said Mariam. “My guardian angel has been so quiet since I came to Mercy; I am beginning to think maybe the whole town is blessed.”

      Darci laughed. “We have bad ones, just like any other town, but they stay away from me and my store. They don’t want to tangle with Charles.”

      Mariam laughed. “I’m glad he is on our side,” she said.

      “So am I. Charles has been a blessing for me for years. Just knowing he was out there has made me feel safer,” said Darci.

      “You said you hear your guardian angel, too. Has she been extra quiet lately?” asked Mariam.

      Darci looked up quickly. She was startled. “I haven’t thought about it, but my guardian angel has been quiet since you arrived and she told me to help you,” said Darci. “I guess she is satisfied with me doing what she wanted.”

      Mariam smiled. “I am glad you listened to her. I have loved being here. I haven’t felt such peace in a long time,” said Mariam. “I hope you don’t mind me staying in the room in back. When you offered it to me, you said it was temporary until I found somewhere else.”

      “You can stay there as long as you want,” assured Darci. “I was afraid it would be too small for you.”

      “It is fine,” said Mariam. “I love the room. It’s perfect for me.” Mariam looked at Darci seriously. “It is such a relief to be able to talk about the voice of my guardian angel. All my life, my mom had told me and my brothers not to let anyone know about hearing them. She had an aunt who could hear the voice of her guardian angel. Her parents thought she was crazy and locked her away when she was younger. Mom was afraid the same thing would happen to us. To actually meet someone who can hear her guardian angel and be able to talk about it is an amazing feeling.”

      Darci nodded. “I know what you mean. Several people in my family could hear the voices of their guardian angels. We were all warned not to let anyone know. At least we could talk to each other. It became harder when the witch hunters showed up. We became afraid to talk about our guardian angels, even among ourselves. Having Charles look out for me has been a blessing.”

      Mariam and Darci looked out the window and saw some little ones headed their way with their mothers.

      “Do you have a reading for the little ones today?” asked Darci.

      “If enough show up, I’ll gather them around and read to them,” agreed Mariam.

      “Do you think we should put out some cookies for them?” asked Darci.

      “I don’t think so, not unless you give them a cookie as they are leaving. We don’t want crumbs all over the books,” said Mariam.

      Darci smiled. I think I will put a cookie in a plastic bag and give it to them as they are leaving.”

      “Okay, do you want me to get them ready so you can hand them out?” asked Mariam.

      “I’ll get them ready if you will watch the front for me,” said Darci.

      “Sure,” said Mariam with a smile. “After all, it is my job.”

      Darci laughed and left to go and get the cookies and some small bags.

      Mariam turned to greet her customers. The little ones started smiling as soon as they spotted Mariam. They ran to her shouting, “Miss Janice, Miss Janice!”

      Mariam hugged them back as they hugged her legs.

      “Hello, how are my little munchkins this morning?” asked Mariam.

      “We are good,” replied Sara, one of the more talkative young ones. “Are you going to read to us today?”

      “I will, but let’s wait a little and see if more children come. Why don’t you let your moms help you find books to take home with you while you are waiting,” suggested Mariam.

      The moms smilingly guided the little ones over to the children’s book section.

      Mariam turned to check out a customer while keeping an eye on the young children. Even with their moms there with them, they could slip away when their moms were distracted.

      While Sara’s mom was talking to another mom, Sara turned and went down another row. Mariam followed and kept an eye on Sara. When Sara reached the end of the row and started down another row, Mariam stepped out in front of her. Mariam pretended to be surprised to see Sara.

      “Hello, Sara, do you need help?” asked Mariam.

      “Hi, Miss Janice, I was just looking around,” said Sara. “I need to go find my mom now.”

      “Come with me, I’ll show you the way,” said Mariam holding out a hand for Sara to take. With Sara’s hand in hers, she headed back to the children’s section.

      Mariam found Charles standing in the front, grinning at her.

      “Hello, Uncle Charles,” said Sara.

      “Hello, Sara. Are you here to listen to a story?” asked Charles.

      Sara nodded. “Just as soon as some more kids show up,” said Sara.

      Charles smiled and nodded toward Sara’s mom. She had just discovered Sara gone and was looking for her. She hurried over to them.

      Charles smiled and kissed her on her cheek.

      “Hello, Lana; missing someone?” laughed Charles.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised,” said Lana. “I can’t take my eye off of her for a minute.”

      She took Sara’s hand and headed back to the group.

      Mariam nodded at Charles. “Darci will be back in a few minutes. She went to get some cookies for the children.”

      Charles laughed. “She is going to have the store flooded with little ones if she keeps spoiling them.”

      Mariam grinned. “It’s good for business. If the children have good experiences in the bookstore while they are young, they will become lifelong customers.”

      “You may be right,” agreed Charles thoughtfully.

      Mariam nodded. “Does it surprise you that I may be right?” asked Mariam.

      Charles raised his hands as if in surrender. “I have no doubt you are right about a lot of things,” he said.

      Mariam grinned. “I was just teasing you,” she said.

      “Will you have dinner with me tonight?” asked Charles.

      Mariam looked at him sharply. “Where did that come from?” she asked.

      “I have wanted to ask you, but I thought you would say it was too soon and turn me down,” said Charles.

      Mariam was nodding her head in agreement. “It is too soon,” she said.

      “It’s just a meal. I promise to take good care of you and get you home safe and sound,” said Charles.

      Mariam stood thinking about it.

      “Say ‘please,’ Uncle Charles,” said Sara, who had silently joined them.

      “Please,” said Charles.

      Mariam smiled at Sara. “Okay,” she said.

      “Please always works,” said Sara with satisfaction.

      Charles smiled at her. Charles left while Mariam prepared to join the group entering with the group already there for a reading.

      Darci hurried in with the bags of cookies, and Mariam gathered the little ones into a group to tell them a story about the little engine that could.
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      Alex was on his way back to his office. Jenny turned out to be a dead end. She had no idea where Mariam was or why she had left. Alex could tell Jenny was unaware of Mariam hearing the voice of her guardian angel. For a friend, she seemed very unconcerned about Mariam’s disappearance.

      Brenda met Alex when he entered his office.

      “I have the report on Mariam Janice Semp,” said Brenda.

      Alex took the report from her and went to sit at his desk.

      “Have you heard anything from Stan?” asked Alex.

      “Yes, he called in. Darrin Semp arrived at base, and the car following him drove away when they saw him entering the base,” said Brenda. “Stan said he was going to hang around for a while to be sure the guys in the car don’t come back.”

      “Guys,” repeated Alex. “There was more than one?”

      “Stan said there were two,” said Brenda.

      “Was there anything interesting in the report?” asked Alex.

      “Well, there was a request for information from a small town in Kansas. A Deputy Sheriff wanted to know if there were any warrants out for a Mariam Janice,” said Brenda. “I thought it was an interesting coincidence.”

      “It may be the name she is using. Where in Kansas?” asked Alex.

      “A small town called Mercy,” replied Brenda.

      Alex sat up straight, looking startled. “One of the truckers said he made regular trips to Mercy, Kansas,” said Alex.

      “Do you think it could be her?” asked Brenda.

      “Yes, I do. I just hope no one else picks up on it. If the hunters find out where she is, she could be in serious trouble,” said Alex. “I am going to the penthouse to switch my clothes. I want you to find out the closest airport to Mercy, Kansas, and book me a flight to it. Call me on my cell phone and let me know when my flight is scheduled. Also, arrange for a car rental. Get in touch with Andrew. Tell him to join me there as soon as he wraps up the case he is on.”

      Alex was giving instructions as he walked out the door and down the hall. Brenda was walking with him, writing down his instructions.

      “Anything else?” she asked as Alex entered the elevator.

      “If I think of anything else, I will call,” said Alex as he grinned at Brenda. “Thanks, Brenda.” The door to the elevator closed between them.

      Brenda smiled and turned back to her office to get busy.
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        * * *

      

      Darrin had no clue about the car or Stan following him back to base. Mark hurried over to him as soon as he spotted him come in from his patrol.

      “Mariam called me,” said Mark quietly. “It was just a couple of hours ago. She said she is fine, but she is hiding from the witch hunters. She was on a burner phone. She was afraid to use hers, and she didn’t want to call yours. She said she will try to call me again so you will know she is alright, but she is going to keep the phone off, so you won’t be able to call her.”

      “She really is okay,” said Darrin with relief. “Did she say where she is?”

      “She said it would be safer if you don’t know. She said the witch hunters had tried to kill her four times, counting the house fire,” said Mark.

      Darrin cursed softly and turned and looked away.

      “You need to call Alex and let him know she called,” said Darrin.

      Darrin looked around. “Let’s go to the locker room where we won’t be overheard,” said Darrin. He and Mark went to Darrin’s locker to pick up a change of clothes and a towel to take with them to the locker room.

      Once inside, they checked the room to be sure no one was there. Darrin went to take a shower, and Mark took out his phone to call Alex.

      Alex was in the penthouse when his phone rang.

      “Hi, Alex, Darrin told me to call you and let you know Mariam called me. She wanted me to let Darrin know she is alright. She is hiding from the witch hunters. They tried to kill her four times in Madison, once when they burned her family home. She wouldn’t tell me where she was, and she called on a burner phone. She said she was going to keep it turned off, so it won’t do any good to call it.”

      “Thanks for letting me know. Tell Darrin I won’t lead the hunters to her, but I have a lead on where she is. I’m going to make sure she stays safe. I will keep in touch through you, and you can call Brenda to forward any information you get to me. Try to keep Darrin from going off the deep end. He needs a good friend right now,” said Alex.

      “I’ll do my best. Thanks for helping, Alex,” said Mark.

      “You’re welcome, take care, little brother,” said Alex.

      They hung up the phone, and Alex went to take a shower and get ready for his flight to Mercy. Mark sat back to wait on Darrin.

      When Darrin came out of the shower and prepared to shave, Mark was waiting with a report from Alex.

      “He said to tell you he would not lead the witch hunters to Mariam, but he has a lead on where she is, and he is going to make sure she stays safe,” said Mark.

      Darrin looked at Mark and sighed. “I wish I could see for myself. I would feel a lot better if I could talk to her.”

      “I know,” said Mark. “But you don’t want to put her in danger. Let Alex handle it. He will keep her safe. He knows what to do.”

      “I know,” said Darrin with a sigh.

      Darrin finished shaving and dressing, and the two of them went out into the barracks to head for the mess hall for a meal. Darrin tried to be calm and appear relaxed, but Mariam was always at the front of his mind.

      Darrin wondered how long it would be before they shipped out. He hated the idea of being on the other side of the world when his sister was in danger. There was nothing he could do about it. He had another year to go before he could be discharged. He had been thinking about reenlisting and making the service his life, but with his parent’s death, he could not leave Mariam to deal with the witch hunters alone. He was just hoping she could stay safe for the next year.
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        * * *

      

      Brenda managed to contact Andrew. He was already finished with his case and would meet Alex in Mercy, Kansas. Brenda booked both Alex and Andrew into the only motel in Mercy. She had also booked Alex onto a flight to a town near Mercy. She then called Alex and gave him all the details.

      Alex was ready to leave and left shortly after hearing from Brenda. He drove to the airport and left his car there to be available when he returned. He settled back into his airplane seat and opened the file Brenda had put together on Mariam. Brenda had been very thorough, as always. She even had a picture of Mariam from the school yearbook, where she was a teacher. She looked very different in this picture. The one Darrin had shown him was much more relaxed, but she looked happier in the school picture.

      Alex studied the picture. He didn’t know what it was, but for some reason, he was drawn to the image in the picture. Ever since he had looked at the picture Darrin had shown him, he had known he had to find her and protect her. Alex started reading her file, but every few minutes, he would look back at the picture. He couldn’t help himself.

      Andrew reached Mercy before Alex. He checked in and went to his room. After stowing his clothes, he went out to look around and find a place to eat. As he passed the bookstore, he saw a nice-looking young lady at the door saying goodbye to a group of children. There was an older lady with her, and they were passing out bags of cookies.

      “Goodbye, Miss Janice, thanks for reading for us,” said a small girl.

      “Goodbye, Sara, I am glad you enjoyed the reading. I’ll see you soon,” answered the young lady.

      Andrew looked at her more closely. Mariam looked up and saw him looking at her. He smiled at her and went on to the café next door. Mariam stared after him for a minute before she waved the rest of the children goodbye. She glanced one last time at the café next door, and then she shrugged and went back into the bookstore to straighten up and get ready to go out with Charles.

      “The children loved getting the cookies,” Mariam said to Darci.

      “It was fun to give them a treat,” said Darci.

      “Did you notice the man going into the café when the children were leaving?” asked Mariam.

      “Yes, I saw him,” said Darci.

      “Did you know him?” asked Mariam.

      “No, he was a stranger,” said Darci. “Why, did your guardian angel say anything?”

      “No, she is still being silent. Maybe I am jumping at shadows,” said Mariam. She turned back to cleaning.

      “Charles asked me to go out for a meal,” said Mariam, looking at Darci to see if she objected.

      Darci smiled. “It is about time. I was getting disappointed in my grandson. A pretty young lady moves to town and he doesn’t try to date her,” said Darci with a laugh.

      “He said he didn’t want to rush me,” said Mariam with a smile.

      “If he moved any slower, he would be crawling,” retorted Darci.

      Mariam laughed. “It’s just a meal,” she said.

      “It’s a first step,” declared Darci.

      “I take it you approve,” said Mariam.

      “Charles is a fine young man, and you are the nicest young lady I have met in a long time. I definitely approve. I hope you have a good time,” said Darci.

      “Thanks,” said Mariam. “I had better go and get ready. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Good night,” said Darci as Mariam went to her room. Darci smiled with satisfaction as she locked the store and left for the night. Not long after, a knock came at Mariam’s door.

      Mariam smiled at Charles and said hello. “Where are we going to eat?” she asked.

      “I thought we could go for a drive and eat at a place I know out of town. You eat in the cafés here in town all the time. I thought you might like a different type of food,” said Charles.

      “That sounds like a good idea,” said Mariam. “I would love to see a little more of the places around here.”

      Charles guided her to his car and helped her in. She fastened her seat belt as he went to the driver’s side and took his seat.

      Charles looked at her and smiled as they started out. He was happy he had finally asked her out.

      She smiled back at him. It was nice to get out and not have to stay in her room all the time. Surely, she would be safe with Charles. He was the law and Darci’s grandson. She settled back to enjoy the ride.

      While Mariam and Charles were enjoying getting out of town, Alex was arriving in town. He checked into his motel room and called Andrew. He decided to join Andrew at the café for a meal.

      Andrew smiled as Alex joined him at his table. After Alex had ordered, he passed the folder on Mariam over for Andrew.

      Andrew opened the folder and saw the picture of Mariam on the first page. He looked at it closely.

      “This is the young woman from the bookstore,” he said.

      “You have seen her?” asked Alex.

      “Yes, as I was getting here, I saw her talking to a bunch of children. There was an older woman with her, and they were telling the children goodbye. After the children were gone, the girl and the woman went back inside and locked up. The older woman left, but the girl in the picture stayed. I think she is living in the back of the store,” said Andrew.

      “Is she still there?” asked Alex.

      “No, a man in a uniform came by, and she left with him. It looked like they were going on a date,” said Andrew.

      Alex looked thoughtful. He did not like hearing about Mariam dating someone, but he was glad she was alright. Alex looked up and smiled at Andrew.

      “You have saved us a lot of the time we would have had to spend looking for Mariam. Did you see anyone else interested or watching her?” asked Alex.

      “No, there was no one else around. There have been a lot of people coming and going, but they did not pay any special attention to Mariam,” said Andrew.

      Alex nodded. “Good, we are ahead of them,” said Alex.

      The two of them finished eating and took a stroll around town to get a feel for their surroundings. Everyone they passed smiled and nodded hello. It seemed to be a friendly town.

      While Alex and Andrew were getting to know Mercy, Mariam and Charles were being seated in the dining room of the country restaurant outside of Mercy.

      Mariam looked around with appreciation. It was a nice place with a homey atmosphere. She smiled at Charles.

      “Are there any more jewels like this hiding around Mercy?” she asked.

      “A few,” agreed Charles with a smile. “I’ll have to take you out again to show you around.”

      “I would like that,” said Mariam with a smile.

      Charles smiled with satisfaction, and they both looked at the menus to see what they wanted to order.

      Charles smiled at the waitress waiting for their order. “What’s good tonight, Kami?”

      “The roast and mashed potatoes are smelling mighty good in the kitchen right now,” she replied with a grin.

      Charles closed his menu. “I’ll have the roast and potatoes,” he said.

      Mariam closed her menu. “Make that two,” she said.

      The waitress wrote down their orders. “Is tea alright?” she asked.

      Both Mariam and Charles agreed to tea, and she left to turn in their order.

      Mariam sat up straight and looked around. She didn’t see anyone suspicious.

      Charles was looking at her curiously. “Is anything wrong?” asked Charles.

      Mariam shook her head. “No, I was just startled when my guardian angel talked to me. She has been so quiet lately; I was getting used to the peace.”

      “What did she say?” asked Charles.

      “She said, ‘He is coming,’” said Mariam.

      “She didn’t warn of danger?” asked Charles.

      Mariam shook her head. “She just said he is coming. It was as if she thought it was a good thing,” said Mariam.

      “How do you know it’s an angel?” asked Charles.

      “Because she told me she was my guardian angel,” replied Mariam.

      “She told you,” said Charles.

      Mariam nodded. “When I was young, I asked and she said that, as my guardian angel, she was sent to watch over me and keep me safe.” Mariam looked down and blinked away tears. “I wish her help had extended to my family,” said Mariam.

      Charles reached over and squeezed her hand. “They may have had their own guardian angels, but they didn’t listen to them like you did. They can’t help us if we don’t hear them,” said Charles.

      Mariam looked thoughtful. They sat back out of the way as Kami brought their food and sat it down in front of them.

      “Oh, it smells so good,” said Mariam.

      “It tastes as good as it smells,” said Kami. “I’ll be right back with your tea.”

      They did not wait for the tea. They both took up their forks and started eating, savoring every bite.

      The tea was welcome when it arrived. Kami smiled and told them to let her know if they needed anything. They both nodded agreement and continued enjoying their food.
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      Charles drove Mariam back to the bookstore after they finished eating.

      “Thank you for a very good meal and enjoyable company,” said Mariam.

      “I meant what I said. I am going to show you around,” said Charles.

      Mariam smiled. “I look forward to seeing more of Mercy,” said Mariam. “This town spoke to me the first time I saw it. It made me feel like I had come home.”

      “I’m glad,” said Charles.

      After opening her car door, he walked with her to the door of the bookstore. Mariam unlocked the door of the bookstore and turned and smiled at Charles.

      Charles leaned forward and lightly kissed her. Mariam looked up at Charles solemnly.

      Charles looked at her inquiringly. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” answered Mariam. “It felt wrong for us to be kissing. It was almost like kissing my brother. My guardian angel said no.”

      Charles stared at her. “Your guardian angel told you not to kiss me,” said Charles incredulously.

      Mariam nodded. “She has never done that before,” she said.

      “I wish she had not picked me to start on,” said Charles.

      Mariam laughed. Charles stared at her. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh at you, but you look so much like a youngster who has been told they can’t have another cookie,” said Mariam.

      Charles shook his head and grinned at her. “I have never had a guardian angel tell me no before,” he said. “It will take some getting used to. You had better get inside so I can be sure you are locked up before I leave.”

      “Okay,” said Mariam. She turned and entered the store. Inside, she turned back to Charles. “Thanks for taking me out.”

      “You are welcome,” said Charles with a smile. “I’m still going to show you around. Maybe your guardian angel will change her mind about me.”

      “Good night, Charles,” said Mariam as she closed and locked the door. She waved at him and headed for her room.

      Charles watched until she entered her room then turned and left.

      Neither of them noticed Andrew hiding across the street watching them. He was behind a tree. Alex had asked him to keep an eye out for strangers. Andrew smiled and shook his head. He didn’t know how he was supposed to do it. Everyone in town was a stranger to him. He sighed; at least he could stop the witch hunters from harming Mariam. After Mariam’s light went out and he decided she was in for the night, he headed back to the motel to report to Alex.

      Alex opened the door to Andrew’s quiet knock. He stood back and motioned him to come inside. After Andrew came in, Alex glanced around before shutting the door. Satisfied no one was paying any attention to them; he shut the door and turned to Andrew.

      Andrew looked at Alex and smiled. “Miss Semp is back in her room and in for the night. There was no one watching her, but me,” he said.

      “Good,” said Alex. “You have to remember to call her Miss Janice.”

      “I’ll remember,” said Andrew. “How did a pretty girl like her draw the attention of those crackpot witch hunters?”

      “She hears the voice of her guardian angel. She warns her of danger,” said Alex.

      “Cool,” said Andrew. “Something like that could come in very handy in our line of work.”

      “Yes, it could,” agreed Alex. “Why don’t you try to get some sleep? We will take up guard duty in the morning, and I will introduce myself to Mariam. She should know we are here to protect her. I don’t want her to mistake us for witch hunters.”

      “Okay,” said Andrew. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Andrew left, and Alex decided to take a stroll by the bookstore. He wanted to feel close to Mariam.

      Mariam changed and prepared for bed. She started to lie down, but for some reason, she couldn’t settle. She went out into the bookstore and walked around. Everything looked okay, but something was nagging at her.

      Mariam started to turn and go back to her room when she looked out the window and saw a man standing looking at the bookstore. Mariam drew back where she would not be seen and stared at the man.

      “He is here,” said the voice of her guardian angel.

      “Who is here?” asked Mariam.

      “Your destiny,” said the voice.

      “What?” exclaimed Mariam! “How can he be my destiny? I don’t know him.”

      “You will,” replied her guardian angel. “Isn’t he yummy?”

      “Are you looking for someone for me or you?” asked Mariam.

      “He is for you, but I can appreciate the scenery,” answered her guardian angel.

      Mariam looked at the stranger again. Her guardian angel was right. He did look yummy. She could only stand and stare at him.

      Alex sighed and glanced around. He felt as if he was being watched, but there was no one in sight, after one last look at the bookstore, he turned and made his way back to the motel.

      Mariam stood in the shadows and watched him leave.

      “Don’t worry,” said her guardian angel. “He will be back. He is your destiny.”

      Mariam did not say anything. She made her way back to her room and lay down to sleep. She lay there thinking about the yummy guy from outside. She finally drifted off. She felt safer than she had in a long time.

      Alex returned to his motel room and tried to sleep. He lay awake thinking about His reaction to the picture of Mariam. He would be glad when they had their first meeting over with and he could get over this feeling. He could only wait and see and hope for the best.
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      The next morning Mariam was very quiet as she went about her work. Darci glanced at her several times, but Mariam was preoccupied and did not notice. Finally, when Mariam came by the desk with an armload of books to shelve, Darci followed her over to the shelf.

      “Did you and Charles have a good time last night?” Darci asked.

      “Yes, it was a lovely restaurant. I loved being able to see more of Mercy,” said Mariam.

      “What is wrong? Did something happen?” asked Darci.

      Mariam glanced at Darci. “Charles kissed me when he brought me home,” said Mariam.

      Darci stared at her and waited for her to continue.

      “Nothing is going to happen between Charles and me. It felt like I was kissing my brother, and my guardian angel told me Charles wasn’t for me. She said my destiny is here, but Charles isn’t it,” replied Mariam.

      “I see,” said Darci. “I’m sorry. I hoped you and Charles would get together. Did your guardian angel give you any idea who is your destiny?”

      Mariam nodded. “I don’t know who he is, but I got a glimpse of him last night.”

      “What did he look like?” asked Darci.

      Mariam was staring at the door of the bookstore where Alex was entering.

      “Like the man coming in the door,” said Mariam quietly.

      Darci turned and looked toward the door, startled. She stared at Alex.

      “He’s nice-looking,” she said after giving Alex the once over.

      “Yes,” agreed Mariam.

      Alex looked around and spotted Mariam and Darci at the bookshelves. He started over to join them. Mariam turned and put the remaining books on the shelf.

      “Can I help you,” asked Darci with a smile.

      Alex smiled back at her. “I came in to introduce myself to Miss Janice. My name is Alex Avorn,” he said, holding out his hand.

      Mariam automatically took his hand. “You are Mark’s brother,” she said.

      “Yes,” Alex agreed. “Your brother asked me to look out for you.”

      “How did you find me?” asked Mariam.

      “There was a request for information about you from the sheriff’s office here,” said Alex.

      Mariam glanced at Darci. Darci looked startled. “Charles must have put your name through the system when you first came,” she said.

      “I need to go. I don’t want to put you in danger. If Mr. Avorn can find me, the witch hunters could be right behind him,” said Mariam.

      “You are not going anywhere,” said Darci. “We need to stop those witch hunters in their tracks. We can get Charles in and find a way to stop them once and for all.”

      “I agree,” said Alex. He had been glancing back and forth between Darci and Mariam as they talked. “I have one of my men with me, and I can bring in more. If we don’t stop them now, you will be running and hiding from them for the rest of your life.”

      Mariam glanced down at her hand that was still being held by Alex. She gently withdrew it from his hand. Alex reluctantly let her pull away. They all turned and looked at the door as Andrew came in.

      Mariam looked at Andrew and then glanced at Alex.

      Alex smiled at her. “It is alright, this is my associate, Andrew Salto.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Janice,” said Andrew.

      “Thank you. This is Darci Holt. She is the bookstore owner,” said Mariam, motioning at Darci.

      Both Alex and Andrew nodded and said hello to Darci.

      “What do we do now?” asked Mariam.

      “Now, I am going to call Charles and get him over here to meet Mr. Avorn and Mr. Salto,” said Darci.

      Alex nodded. “He needs to be here,” agreed Alex.

      Darci went over to the counter to call Charles, and Andrew smiled at Mariam.

      “Do you really hear a voice warning you of danger?” he asked.

      Mariam glanced sharply at Alex, and then looked at Andrew.

      “Yes, it’s my guardian angel. It doesn’t make me a witch,” said Mariam.

      Andrew held up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t think it did. I was just telling Alex, last night, I think it would be cool to have a voice warn of danger. It could come in handy in our line of work,” he said with a smile.

      Mariam laughed. “I can see where it might,” she said.

      Alex was listening and trying not to stare too much at Mariam. Mariam was having a hard time keeping her eyes from straying back to Alex.

      Darci came back over. “Charles said he will be right over,” she said.

      “Did your guardian angel warn you of danger about us?” asked Alex looking back at Mariam.

      “No, I think she was smitten by you,” grinned Mariam.

      “Me! When did she see me?” asked Alex.

      “Last night outside the bookstore,” said Mariam.

      “Busted,” said Andrew with a laugh.

      “I was just looking around,” said Alex.

      They all turned and looked as Charles came in the bookstore.

      Charles joined them at the bookshelves.

      “Charles,” said Darci. “This is Mr. Avorn and Mr. Salto. They were hired by Mariam’s brother to find her and keep her safe. They found her through the inquiry you made about her.”

      Charles looked startled. He glanced at Mariam and flushed slightly.

      “It was when you first came. I had to protect Grandma,” said Charles.

      “I know,” said Mariam gently. “It is alright. I understand.”

      Alex looked at her as she comforted Charles.

      “Who is your grandmother?” asked Alex.

      “Darci,” said Mariam. “She has been very good to me, even gave me a place to live. Charles had every right to be sure Darci was not in danger.”

      Alex took her hand. “I’m not saying he didn’t. I’m just trying to understand what is going on and figure out a way to stop the witch hunters before they hurt or kill anyone else,” said Alex.

      Everyone was watching Alex and Mariam. Mariam flushed and looked embarrassed.

      “I’m sorry,” said Mariam. “I need to stop jumping to conclusions.”

      Charles was watching Mariam’s interaction with Alex. He sighed. He understood what Mariam was trying to tell him last night. He and Mariam would make great friends, but there was no spark between them like there was between her and Alex. It was easy to see they were drawn to each other. They might be fighting it, but it was there.

      Alex squeezed her hand. “You don’t need to be sorry. We need to sit down together and decide what we are going to do,” said Alex.

      “The first thing I’m going to do is hire a guard for the bookstore,” said Charles. “Kenny is a retired police officer. He is a friend, and I trust him.”

      “No,” said Darci. “I will not have Kenny Moore following me around. You know he has been after me ever since your granddad died. I have been able to avoid him so far. You are not going to put him in my store where I can’t get away from him.”

      Darci stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at Charles. Mariam, Alex, and Andrew watched them with grins on their faces.

      “Grandma, would you have Mariam in danger just because you can’t handle Kenny,” said Charles.

      Darci looked at Mariam apologetically. “I didn’t say I couldn’t handle Kenny. I said I didn’t want to, but I don’t want Mariam in danger, and Kenny is a good officer, even if he is retired. You can hire him,” said Darci.

      “Thanks, Darci,” said Mariam.

      Darci smiled at her. “I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you because of me.”

      Charles hugged his grandma and then turned back to the group.

      “I’m going to bring, Sammy, my German Shepherd over to watch at night. If anyone comes around, Sammy will sound the alarm,” said Charles.

      Everyone was nodding agreement.

      “I will have Andrew and a couple of my other guys arrange a schedule to keep watch on the outside,” said Alex.

      “I really want to catch these guys. They have been terrorizing people long enough,” said Charles.

      “They are dangerous,” whispered Mariam. “They thought nothing of burning my family.”

      “We will get them,” promised Alex. He pulled Mariam close, and she hid her face in his chest.

      Andrew grinned. He was seeing a different side of Alex. He couldn’t blame him about Mariam. She was a knockout.

      Charles took out his phone and went over to the desk to call Kenny. Kenny was delighted to help. He was tired of retirement, and he really was in love with Darci. He had been for years. He had never said anything because she was happily married, but after her husband died, he began going after his dream. The only problem was Darci. She avoided him whenever she saw him coming. Maybe he could get her to stand still long enough to see how good the two of them would be together if they were around each other more.

      Charles hung up and returned to the others. “Kenny will start in the morning.” He gave Darci a stern look. “You don’t give Kenny a hard time. He is doing me a favor.”

      “I’ll be an angel,” said Darci looking innocent.

      Charles gave her a skeptical look but didn’t say anything.

      “Are you two staying at the motel?” asked Charles.

      “Yes, we are. There was nowhere else to stay,” said Alex.

      “I have a large house. You can stay with me. It will draw too much attention to you if you stay on at the motel,” said Charles.

      “Won’t we draw attention staying with you?” asked Andrew.

      “Not if you are my cousin Andrew and his friend. Everyone will expect you to stay with me, and I really do have a Cousin Andrew. He has never been here, so no one will know what he looks like,” said Charles.

      “Okay,” said Andrew. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cousin Charles.”

      “I need to go and get Sammy. If you come with me, you can check out of the motel, and it will give us a chance for people to see us together,” said Charles.

      Andrew looked at Alex, who nodded okay with the plan, then he followed Charles out.

      When they were gone, Alex looked at Mariam. He still held her in his arms. He sighed. His arms were going to feel awfully empty when he had to release her.

      Mariam pulled back and looked at Darci. The bell over the door rang as someone entered.

      Darci and Mariam both smiled as Lana entered with Sara.

      “Hi, Miss Janice,” said Sara. “I talked Mom into coming back for the book I was reading yesterday.”

      Mariam smiled at Lana. “I will help you find it, Sara,” said Mariam. She took Sara’s hand and led her toward the children’s books.

      Alex sighed and watched her go. He missed her touch. He looked up and saw Sara’s mom staring at him. He gave her a nod but did not encourage conversation. He followed Mariam with his eyes.

      Darci smiled as she watched Lana’s pouting face. She was too used to people pandering to her. It would do her good to see someone else be the center of attention for a change.

      Mariam and Sara came back with the book. Darci rang up the sale, and Lana and Sara left with Lana giving Alex one last look. He didn’t even see it. He only saw Mariam.
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      Mariam walked over to Alex after Lana and Sara left. She smiled at him, and he smiled back at her and reached for her hand.

      “What happens now?” she asked.

      “We make sure you and Darci are safe, and then we set a trap for the witch hunters,” said Alex.

      Darci came over to join them. “Are we going to try and lure them to town so we can catch them?” asked Darci.

      Mariam shivered. “It sounds dangerous.”

      “I promise you will be protected,” said Alex.

      “What are we going to do with them when we catch them? If they go to jail, they won’t stay long, and then they will be a threat again,” said Darci.

      “I have something else in mind for them,” said Alex.

      “You are not planning on doing anything illegal, are you?” asked Mariam.

      Alex smiled and squeezed her hand. “No, I have someone in my employ that can reprogram them,” said Alex.

      “Reprogram, what does that mean?” asked Darci.

      “It means he can make the witch hunter forget all about hunting witches. He can make the person swear there is no such thing as witches. He will believe the people trying to make him believe in witches are a bunch of crackpots,” said Alex grinning at the ladies.

      “He can change a person’s whole outlook,” said Darci.

      Alex nodded. “Yes, he can. We just have to catch them and hand them over to him,” agreed Alex.

      Darci rubbed her hands together. “What are we waiting for? Let’s catch us some witch hunters. I want to see your friend in action,” said Darci.

      Mariam and Alex laughed at her enthusiasm.

      “Is he a witch?” asked Mariam.

      “No, he has a guardian angel just like all of us. He has just worked with his guardian angel to get it to talk to other guardian angels. They help each other with their charges. Most people don’t know they have a guardian angel, so they don’t guard against them. The guardian angel can then go into their mind and convince them to the right way of thinking,” said Alex.

      “How do we know the witch hunter won’t revert back later on?” asked Mariam.

      She and Darci were looking at Alex, and Darci nodded in agreement with Mariam.

      “We keep an eye on his subjects, and so far, no one has changed back,” said Alex.

      Mariam looked at Darci. “It sounds wonderful,” she said.

      Darci nodded. “We need to get Charles in and tell him about this. I know he has been worried about what would happen when we caught the witch hunters,” said Darci. “We could close down some prisons if we could turn your friend loose in there.”

      “He’s only one man,” said Alex. “He can only do so much. If we could train some others to do the same thing, we could get rid of crime.”

      Darci nodded with a shrug and walked away, leaving them alone.

      Mariam gazed up at Alex with sparkling eyes. He looked back at her and sighed. “What is wrong?” she asked softly.

      Alex glanced at Darci. She was at the cash register helping a customer.

      “I am falling more in love with you by the second,” he said softly.

      “I am glad,” said Mariam smiling. “My guardian angel said you were my destiny. I only know I have been drawn to you since I saw you outside the bookstore last night.”

      “Can you take a break and go next door for coffee?” asked Alex.

      “Let me tell Darci where we are going,” said Mariam. She tried to release his hand, but he held on and went to the cash register with her, still holding her hand.

      Darci waved them on when they told her where they were going. As they were going out the door, an older man was coming in. He smiled at them, and they smiled back.

      Before the door closed, they heard Darci say, “Kenny Moore, you didn’t waste any time getting here.”

      “Charles asked me to come right over, Darci,” said Kenny.

      The door closed and Mariam and Alex went on into the café next door and sat at a table. They held hands and waited quietly for the waitress to bring them coffee.

      Mariam smiled at Alex.

      “I can’t believe I have found you,” said Alex smiling at her lovingly.

      “I can’t believe it either,” said Mariam. “Especially after all of the precautions I took not to be found.”

      “After I found out about the truck route coming to Mercy, and the inquiry from here, it all fell into place,” said Alex.

      “How did you know about the truck? The truck driver didn’t know I hitched a ride with him,” said Mariam.

      “How did you manage to get a ride without the truck driver knowing?” asked Alex.

      “I hid behind the seat, on the floor, under a blanket, while he was in the truck stop. I fell asleep, and when I woke up, I was in Mercy,” said Mariam. “I think my guardian angel wanted me here. She knew I would be safe here.”

      “You were very lucky,” said Alex. “I am so glad you had your guardian angel looking out for you.”

      “Me, too,” agreed Mariam. “You saw Darrin. How is he doing?”

      “He is okay. He is very worried about you, but I am keeping in touch with him through Mark. He knows I found you, and I will keep you safe. He is going to be shipping out soon, so knowing I am looking after you will make it easier for him.”

      “Will you pass a message to him and let him know I am sorry I couldn’t be at the funeral,” said Mariam.

      “He knew you would be there if you could. It is one reason why he was so worried. When he gets back from overseas, you can have a private memorial service together for your family to say goodbye,” said Alex.

      “I would like that,” said Mariam, looking at Alex with shinning, misty eyes.

      Alex squeezed her hand. “I think Darrin will like it, too.”

      “I need to get back to work. I can’t leave Darci alone to do my job,” said Mariam. “I wonder how she is dealing with Kenny.”

      “I’m sure Darci can handle him,” said Alex with a grin as he paid for the coffee they didn’t drink and escorted Mariam back to the bookstore.

      Kenny was standing just inside the door when they entered. Alex smiled at him and turned loose of Mariam’s hand so he could greet Kenny.

      “Hello, I’m Alex Avorn. I’m looking out for Mariam,” said Alex, holding out his hand to Kenny.

      Kenny shook his hand and looked at him closely. “You are Avorn Security,” said Kenny.

      Alex looked surprised. “You’ve heard of me?” he asked.

      “I keep up with what’s going on in law enforcement,” said Kenny. “You have solved some major cases the last few years.”

      “I have a good team, and we have been lucky,” said Alex.

      “It will be a pleasure working with you,” said Kenny. “Maybe we can clear out these witch hunters once and for all.”

      “I hope so,” said Mariam.

      Kenny looked at her and smiled. “You don’t have anything to worry about. With me and Alex watching out for you and Darci, those witch hunters had better find a new profession.”

      “Thank you, Kenny,” said Mariam.

      Darci had been watching and listening, but not saying anything. She was glad to hear such good things about Alex. She knew Mariam was falling for him, and he was just as enthralled with her.

      Darci had become very fond of Mariam. She wanted her to be happy. If she couldn’t be for Charles, then maybe Alex would be the one to make her happy. If so, she was all for them getting together.

      Mariam turned and left the men talking as she made her way over to Darci at the counter. “Are you okay?” asked Mariam.

      Darci smiled. “I’m a tough old bird. I can handle a little disruption,” she said. “We need to find something for them to do so they won’t be underfoot all the time.”

      Mariam glanced at Kenny and Alex. “What?” she asked.

      “Let’s get them to move the table in the break room out to the front. We can put the coffee maker on the table and some chairs around it. They can watch everyone coming and going and take turns scouting around. Alex would be able to make phone calls, and best of all, they would be out of our way,” concluded Darci.

      “Okay,” said Mariam. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Darci grinned as Mariam went over to Alex and Kenny.

      Mariam smiled at the guys and looked at Alex. “Darci was wondering if you guys would help us do a little rearranging,” she said.

      Both of then smiled and nodded.

      “What does she want rearranged?” asked Alex.

      “She wants to bring a table from the break room out here and put it in the open space in front of the window. If we put chairs around it and the coffee maker on it, there should be a good view of the door so anyone coming or going would be seen,” said Mariam.

      “More than likely she just wants to keep us out of her way,” remarked Kenny with a frown in Darci’s direction. His frown was wasted because Darci wasn’t looking. She was busy with bookwork and making sure not to make eye contact.

      “Come on,” said Alex to Kenny. “You know we can’t refuse a lady.”

      Mariam led the way to the break room and pointed out a table to be moved. Alex picked it up and turned it sideways to get it through the door. Kenny picked up two chairs and followed him. Mariam took the coffee maker from the counter and carried it out front. She sat it in the center of the table and went back for disposable cups and a cord for the coffee maker. Alex carried out two more chairs.

      After everything was arranged, Mariam stood back and looked at the finished setting.

      “It looks good there. We should have had it there all of the time,” she said, looking at Darci.

      Darci came over and looked it over. “It fits there nicely,” she agreed. “Now, you guys can sit and stay out of my hair.”

      “I told you she just wanted us out of her way,” said Kenny.

      He and Alex pulled out chairs and sat down. “We won’t get in your way,” said Alex. “We know you have a business to run.”

      “Thanks, Alex,” said Darci. “Having two good-looking guys sitting in my window should draw a lot of the women in.”

      “She is using us,” said Kenny.

      Darci and Mariam left to work.

      “Did she just call us good looking?” asked Kenny softly to Alex.

      “Yes, she did,” agreed Alex, smiling at Kenny. “You don’t mind if I make some phone calls, do you? I need to check in at my office and get things moving.”

      “Go ahead, I’m going to see if I can find some sugar and cream for our coffee.” Kenny headed for the break room.

      “Hello, Brenda,” said Alex. “Has there been any news?

      “Everything has been quiet. It makes me nervous when everything is this quiet. I feel like all hell is about to break loose,” said Brenda.

      Alex laughed. “We will be fine. We can handle whatever is thrown our way. Are Trey and Lori finished with their case?”

      “Yes, they are on their way back to base. Do you want me to redirect them?”

      “Yes, have them come to Mercy. They can use my motel room. I’m going to be staying with the local deputy sheriff,” said Alex.

      “How did that happen?” asked Brenda.

      “He thought it would be less suspicious if Andrew and I stayed with him. Since Lori and Trey are a couple, they can pass as tourists,” said Alex.

      “I’ll call them and get them headed your way. You want me to give them an update on the case?” asked Brenda.

      “Just tell them the basics. I’ll fill them in when they get here,” said Alex.

      “Okay, I’ll get right on it,” said Brenda.

      “Thanks, Brenda,” said Alex as he hung up the phone and was rejoined by Kenny with a creamer a sugar bowl and a box of donuts.

      Alex laughed. “You mopped up,” he remarked.

      “I figured if Darci wanted a donut she would have to come over and talk to me to get it,” said Kenny.

      Alex shook his head, still laughing. He was going to enjoy watching Kenny and Darci’s courtship. He glanced at Mariam, who was busy with a customer. He was going to enjoy his courtship, too.

      When her customer left, Mariam made her way over to Alex, she stopped behind him and put her hand on his shoulder. Mariam looked down at the table and grinned when she spotted the donuts.

      “Darci will be after you about her donuts. She gets a fresh box delivered every morning. The teenager working in the donut shop drops them by on his way to class,” said Mariam.

      “She is welcome to come and help herself,” said Kenny looking smug.

      “Don’t say you weren’t warned,” said Mariam. She gave Alex’s shoulder one last squeeze and went back to work.

      Alex grinned at Kenny as Kenny picked up a donut with a napkin and started eating it with Darci watching.

      Darci frowned and looked away. When she had her head turned where Kenny could not see her face, she smiled to herself. She was enjoying playing games with Kenny. She couldn’t let him know or she would never be able to get rid of him.

      Darci frowned again. She was not so sure she wanted to get rid of Kenny. He made her feel alive again. She felt like she had been asleep since her husband’s death. Now, she felt like she was waking up. She didn’t know how she felt about that. Darci looked over at Kenny again. Time will tell, she thought.
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      Charles and Andrew returned to the bookstore with Sammy. Charles looked surprised to see Alex and Kenny sitting at a table in front of the store while enjoying a donut. He made his way over and pulled out a chair and sat down. Sammy sat beside him and watched what everyone was doing. Charles handed him a doggie treat to eat while they were eating donuts. Andrew joined them and took the last chair.

      “How did this come about?” asked Charles.

      “It was Darci’s idea,” said Kenny. “She thinks she will keep me out of her way.”

      Charles grinned and reached for a donut. “At least you have the donuts. When I was here last week, she wouldn’t let me have one,” said Charles.

      Andrew started to reach for one but pulled his hand back at Charles’ words.

      “Darci, is it okay for me to have a donut?” he called out.

      Darci looked over at the table, startled. When she saw it was Andrew asking and Charles was already eating a donut, she walked over to the table.

      She took the box of donuts and held them out to Andrew. “Here, Andrew, help yourself,” she said to Andrew. She glared at the others. “At least Andrew was polite enough to ask,” she said. She turned and petted Sammy on his head and then went back to work. Charles looked after his grandma sheepishly, but he finished the donut and reached for a cup of coffee.

      Alex grinned as he continued to work on his smartphone. He was glad he could access the internet. He was able to get a lot done and make sure Mariam was safe at the same time.

      “Did you get moved into Charles’ house?” asked Alex.

      “Yes, I gave up my room. I wasn’t sure what you wanted to do about the rooms,” said Andrew.

      “It’s okay. I am going to let Trey and Lori have mine. I don’t have much unpacked. It won’t take me long to repack,” said Alex.

      “Trey and Lori are coming? Did they finish their case?” asked Andrew.

      “Yes,” said Alex.

      “Who are Trey and Lori?” asked Charles.

      “Trey and Lori Loden. They are two of my best operatives, who are married to each other,” said Alex.

      “Trey’s name is Wayne Reginald Loden III,” said Andrew.

      “Wow, I can see why they call him Trey,” said Charles.

      Alex gave Andrew a stern look. Andrew looked away sheepishly.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t stop to think. Alex is always telling me to think before I talk,” said Andrew.

      “Does Trey not want people to know his name?” asked Charles.

      “He tries to keep a low profile. His father stirs up a lot of publicity, and Trey tries to avoid being caught in the backlash,” said Alex.

      “Oh,” said Charles. “His father is Reggie Loden, the movie star.”

      “Yes, I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention it to Trey,” said Alex.

      “I won’t say a word,” promised Charles.

      “Me either,” agreed Kenny.

      “I promise to keep my mouth shut from now on,” said Andrew.

      Alex glanced at Andrew and then turned to Charles. “Charles, I want you to go back to your office and do a search for any information on Mariam Semp. Just a simple request; it should catch the witch hunter’s attention. When they get here, we can catch them and reprogram them so we can quit worrying about them,” said Alex.

      “Reprogram them? How do you do that?” asked Charles.

      “We let Trey talk to their guardian angels. When he is through, they will swear there are no such things as witches and people who think there are witches are crazy and they should stay away from them,” said Alex.

      “Does it really work?” asked Charles.

      “Every case we have worked on so far has worked like a charm,” said Alex with a grin.

      Charles looked at Alex with a big grin on his face. “It will be better than putting them in jail. I was worried about them in jail. I knew they wouldn’t stay long, and then they would be out and after my grandma again.”

      “When we are through with them, there will be no need for jail. They will leave and stay away of their own free will,” said Alex.

      Charles stood up and prepared to go. He had a smile on his face. “I hope this works.” He took Sammy with him as he went over and told Darci goodbye. She was a little stiff with him, but she let him kiss her cheek. He told Sammy to stay and watch after Darci. Sammy sat down next to Darci, and Sammy and Darci watched Charles as he left. Darci looked over at the table and caught Alex’s eye. He nodded at her, and she relaxed a little. Darci absently petted Sammy on his head.

      A customer came in, and Darci turned her attention to her. Alex went back to his phone, and Kenny got up and made the rounds checking for anything suspicious.

      Alex looked at Andrew. “Look around outside and find a good spot to keep an eye on the bookstore, maybe from the park or a nearby roof. We don’t want to make anyone suspicious, so be inconspicuous,” said Alex.

      “Okay.” Andrew rose and taking another donut he headed outside.

      Alex shook his head. Andrew was young, but he was learning. He would be a topnotch operative in a few years. He just needed training and experience.

      Alex looked at his phone. He had an incoming call from Mark.

      “Hello, Mark,” said Alex. “Have you received orders to ship out yet?”

      “Yes, we leave tomorrow. Is Mariam anywhere close by? Darrin is here, and he really wanted to talk to her before we go,” said Mark.

      “Yes, hold on.”

      Alex took his phone and went to find Mariam. He found her in between the bookshelves. “Can we go to the break room? Darrin is on the phone, and he wants to speak with you.”

      Mariam led the way into her room instead of the break room. When they were inside with the door closed, she turned to Alex.

      “Mark, put Darrin on,” said Alex. He handed the phone to Mariam.

      “Hello, Mariam, is it really you?” asked Darrin.

      “Yes, it is really me. I am so sorry I couldn’t be there for the funeral.”

      “I know. I just want you to be safe. We can have a memorial service when I get home. You stay close to Alex and let him take care of you,” said Darrin.

      “I will,” promised Mariam. “When do you leave?”

      “I leave tomorrow. I hate leaving while you are in danger,” said Darrin.

      “Alex will take care of me. You stay safe and come back safely,” said Mariam.

      “I’ll do my best,” said Darrin.

      “Before you go, I want you to know, Alex and I are in love. My guardian angel says he is my destiny. So, you know we are going to take care of each other. I want to thank you for sending him to me,” said Mariam.

      “I’m happy for you. I love you, and I will write. I will let Mark enclose my letters with his to Alex. You can send me letters the same way to Mark,” said Darrin.

      “Okay, I love you too,” said Mariam.”

      “Let me talk to Alex for a minute,” said Darrin.

      Mariam handed the phone to Alex. “He wants to speak to you.”

      “Hello, Darrin,” said Alex.

      “Take good care of my sister, Alex. Is she right? Are you two in love?” asked Darrin.

      “Yes, I love her, and I will protect her with my life,” said Alex.

      “I’m happy for you both, and I will see you when I get back,” said Darrin.

      “You and Mark stay safe. Don’t worry about us. I have everything under control,” said Alex.

      “Mark wants to say goodbye.” Darrin handed the phone to Mark.

      “Hi, Alex,” said Mark. “I just wanted to say goodbye and stay safe.”

      “I will. You and Darrin stay safe and come back to us. Mariam is going to be a part of our family. That means Darrin will be a part of our family, too. I love you, little brother,” said Alex.

      “I love you, too. Bye, Alex,” said Mark.

      After the call ended, Mariam went into Alex’s arms. They closed tightly around her. Alex kissed her gently.

      Mariam pulled back slightly. “I have to get back to work.”

      “Okay,” said Alex as he kissed her again.

      Mariam snuggled closer to him and kissed him back.

      They went out in the bookstore so Mariam could get back to work. Darci saw them come back, and she thought Mariam looked like she had been crying. Darci and Sammy went over to Mariam.

      “Are you alright?” asked Darci, looking at Mariam.

      “I’m fine. I just talked to my brother, Darrin. Alex’s brother, Mark, called so we could talk before they ship out tomorrow,” said Mariam with shiny eyes.

      “I’m glad you managed to talk to him. I know you have been missing him,” said Darci.

      “I really wanted to hear his voice and let him know he didn’t have to worry about me. He will be gone for a year, and I didn’t want him worrying about what was going on with me,” said Mariam. She held out her hand for Sammy to smell before petting him on his head.

      “Why don’t you take a lunch break now? It’s almost lunchtime, and it is quiet. You need to take a breather before we have to deal with the witch hunters,” said Darci.

      Mariam glanced up at Alex. He nodded.

      “I need to collect my things from the motel and take them over to Charles’ house so Trey and Lori can have the room when they get here, then we can grab some lunch before you have to come back to work,” said Alex.

      Mariam nodded. “We’ll see you after lunch,” she told Darci. With one last pat for Sammy, she and Alex headed for the door.

      Darci waved them on and went to help a customer.

      Kenny came by a few minutes later.

      “Do you know where Alex is?” he asked Darci.

      “He and Mariam went to lunch,” said Darci.

      Kenny nodded and held out a hand to Sammy. He then rubbed Sammy’s head and stood back, watching as Darci waited on a customer.

      The customer looked at Kenny curiously, wondering what he was doing hanging around the bookstore.

      Darci finished with the customer and sent her on her way. She noticed how curious the lady had been. Nosy people, Darci thought.

      When the customer was gone, Darci turned and looked at Kenny petting Sammy and frowned. Kenny smiled at her.

      “Sammy is going to be spoiled,” Darci said. “Don’t you have anything to do besides standing looking at me?” she asked.

      “I enjoy standing and looking at you,” said Kenny with a grin. “It is a pleasure I don’t get all of the time. I want to enjoy it while I can.”

      “Why me?” asked Darci.

      Kenny looked serious. “I don’t know why. All I know is I have been in love with you for years, and I must let you know how I feel before it is too late. I’m not getting any younger,” said Kenny.

      “You’re not sick, are you?” asked Darci, looking at him sharply.

      “No,” said Kenny smiling gently. “I am fine, just aware of the passing years.”

      Darci shook her head. “You don’t have anything to worry about. You are in the prime of life.”

      Another customer came into the door, and Kenny went over to the table to sit and enjoy watching Darci. He smiled widely. He was finally where he wanted to be, close to Darci. Sammy stayed close to Darci, also. Charles had given him his orders, and he was very obedient.

      While Darci was taking care of her customer, she kept glancing over at Kenny. It was beginning to feel natural to have him around.
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      Meanwhile, Alex and Mariam had picked up what luggage he had left at the motel. Alex called Trey and given him the room number and address so he and Lori could use the room without having to go to the office and check in. He told him he would leave the key inside and the door unlocked.

      “I will have to go to Charles’ house later. I don’t have a key to get in. I’ll just leave my luggage in the car, and we can go to lunch,” said Alex.

      Mariam laughed. “Bad planning,” said Mariam.

      “I had other things on my mind,” agreed Alex smiling at her.

      “Do you want to go by the grocery store and pick up some sandwiches? We can eat in the park,” suggested Mariam.

      “I like your ideas,” agreed Alex. “I love being out in the open. We can talk without everyone listening.”

      “It is a beautiful day outside,” said Mariam.

      They stopped at the grocery and shopped in the deli. They picked up chicken salad sandwiches with extra pickles. Alex threw in a couple of bags of chips, and Mariam enclosed a couple of sodas.

      They took their goodies and walked into the park. They avoided the tables where people were sitting and headed for a secluded table off to one side. It was perfect. They could enjoy the outside and not worry about people.

      “This is great,” said Mariam, taking a bite of her sandwich.

      “Yes,” agreed Alex. “I will be glad when this case is completed and we can get on with our lives without worry.”

      Mariam looked down thoughtfully.

      Alex glanced at her, and seeing her downcast face, gently lifted her chin with his hand.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I was thinking about when you are no longer worried about the witch hunters,” said Mariam.

      “Just because the case will be over doesn’t mean we will be over,” said Alex. “I have no intention of ever being without you in my life. I know we have a few things to work out, but we will work them out together. I love you. I am your destiny.” Alex smiled. “And you are my destiny. We are going to be together,” promised Alex.

      He leaned forward and kissed Mariam. She kissed him back and then smiled mistily at him.

      “I am so glad we found each other,” said Mariam.

      “Me, too,” agreed Alex. “Eat your lunch. We don’t want you to go back to work hungry.”

      Mariam obediently started eating her sandwich with bites in between of pickle.

      “You know,” said Mariam, “it’s nice to know we have similar tastes in food.”

      Alex laughed. “It was meant to be.”

      They finished their food and disposed of their trash in a nearby trash can before heading back to the bookstore.
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      When Mariam and Alex arrived back at the bookstore, several children waited for Mariam to read to them. Mariam took them back and had them sit in a circle while she read them a story. They picked out books and went to be checked out by Darci. All of them had to pat Sammy on his head. He looked like he was smiling at them. He loved the attention, but he stayed close to Darci.

      When Darci was asked about Sammy being there, she told them she was taking care of him for Charles.

      After they left, Alex came over to the counter. “Darci, I think you should close the bookstore for a few days. You could put a sign in the window saying closed for inventory. I would hate for any of the children to be caught in the crossfire when the witch hunters show up,” said Alex.

      “You seem sure they are coming,” said Darci.

      “They will be here within a few days, just as soon as someone sees the information search Charles has sent out,” said Alex.

      Darci sighed. “I know you are right. I will make up a sign to put in the window.”

      While Darci was gone, Alex turned to Mariam. “We are going to make other arrangements for you. You cannot stay here by yourself at night.”

      “Where am I going to stay?” asked Mariam.

      “With me,” said Alex.

      “I thought the whole idea was for me to draw them out so we could catch them,” said Mariam.

      “We will have to draw them out in the daytime or set a trap for them at night. I don’t want you by yourself at night,” said Alex. “We will have to make sure they know you are helping Darci with inventory. The rest of us will be here, but we will stay out of sight. They will try to find a way to get to you as soon as they can. They will be in a hurry to get to you because you got away from them before. They will not want to take a chance on losing you again.”

      “Before, they tried to run me down with a car, then they came after me with a gun. They did try to avoid being seen by anyone else,” said Mariam.

      “We will slip you out the back and have an armed guard stay in your room at night. We will also have someone hiding in the bookstore to help the person in your room. When the hunters see your light on at night after Darci leaves, they will think you are there. Hopefully, we will be able to trap them when they break in,” said Alex.

      “If they go to the café and ask questions, it will be easy for them to find out I am staying in the bookstore at night,” said Mariam.

      “It’s one of the things about a small town. All you have to do is sit and listen, and you will find out everything to know about the town,” said Alex.

      “I like this small town,” said Mariam. “The people here have treated me really well when I needed help.”

      “I’m very grateful you found this place and these people when you needed them,” said Alex, putting his arms around Mariam.

      “I am, too,” agreed Mariam.

      Darci and Sammy returned with the sign. Kenny was trailing along behind them. Alex took the sign and went to tape it in the window. They wanted to be sure the people would be aware the bookstore would be closed for a few days.

      Darci sighed. I will be glad when this is over,” she said.

      “I’m sorry I brought this trouble to the bookstore,” said Mariam.

      “It’s not your fault. It was just a matter of time before the hunters came after me. They were just trying to build up the courage to face Charles. The older ones are more cautious, but the younger ones are cocky and think they are invincible. They would have had to test their luck. I am glad to finish it once and for all,” said Darci.

      “I don’t know about getting it over with permanently,” said Alex. “It all depends on if the ones coming after Mariam ask for help from the locals. Seeing them changed may make the young ones think twice about sticking their necks out.”

      “We will see,” said Darci. “We may have to talk you and your group into staying around and clearing out the hunters around here.”

      Mariam looked at Alex and smiled. He was looking at Darci as if thinking about what she had said.

      Alex’s phone rang, and he went over to the table to take the call. He was back in a couple of minutes.

      “Trey and Lori are here. They are getting settled in. As soon as they eat, they will be stopping by,” said Alex.

      “I am looking forward to meeting Trey,” said Darci. “I want to see him in action.”

      Alex grinned. “It is something else to watch him in action.”

      They all looked toward the door as it opened and Charles entered.

      “Good idea,” said Charles, motioning to the sign in the window.

      “It was Alex’s idea,” said Darci.

      Mariam looked at Sammy. He was on alert when Charles entered, but he did not leave Darci’s side.

      Charles came over and patted his head. “Good boy,” he said.

      Mariam could have sworn Sammy preened under Charles’ praise.

      “How is everything going?” Charles asked Kenny.

      “It has been quiet so far,” said Kenny.

      Charles glanced at Alex as if asking his view of the words Kenny had just offered.

      “Trey and Lori have arrived. They are staying in my motel room. They will be by after they eat,” said Alex. “I have my luggage in my car. I didn’t have your address or a key, and I sent Andrew out to look around.”

      Mariam stiffened and looked at the window.

      “They are here,” she said.

      All three guys turned and looked out the window.

      “I don’t see anyone,” said Charles.

      Mariam glanced at Charles. “My guardian angel said they were here. She didn’t say where they were, but they are sure to be close.”

      “They are probably out scouting around.” said Alex. “They have no way of knowing you are in the bookstore until they talk to a few people. All they have to go on is Charles’ inquiry.”

      “What should we do?” asked Kenny.

      “Kenny, you and Charles sit at the table and drink some coffee. Act like nothing is wrong. Mariam, you and Darci make sure the back door is locked and then start working as if doing inventory,” said Alex. “Let me know if your guardian angel says anything else.”

      “What are you going to do?” asked Mariam.

      “I’m going to call Trey and hurry him and Lori along. They need to get here and look around before the hunters show up,” said Alex.

      Alex stepped behind a bookshelf to make his call. He could see the street, but no one could see him.

      Mariam, Darci, and Sammy headed back to check the back door. Trey and Lori left the café next door and slowly strolled into the bookstore. Once inside the store, they nodded to Charles and Kenny and casually walked to the bookshelf where Alex was standing.

      Lori grinned at Alex. “You just can’t stay out of trouble, can you?” she said to Alex.

      “It was just an excuse to get you two to come and join me,” joked Alex.

      Trey laughed. “We were getting bored anyway. Two days with nothing to do after our case was finished. We hardly knew what to do with all of the free time.”

      “Speak for yourself,” said Lori. “I was getting ready for a nice long shopping spree.”

      “You saved my life, Alex. Thank you for saving me from the dreaded shopping spree,” said Trey with a smile.

      Mariam watched the couple’s interaction, amazed at how easily they joked with each other.

      Alex motioned for her and Darci to come over. He put his arm around Mariam and nodded at Darci. “Darci is the bookstore owner. Mariam is the one the hunters are after. Ladies, meet Trey and his better half, Lori,” said Alex.

      Lori laughed, and Trey looked hard at Alex. They both held out their hands to shake with Darci and Mariam. Sammy watched Lori shake hands with Darci, but when Trey started to shake hands, Sammy growled deep in his throat.

      Darci looked at Sammy hard, but Trey froze and did not move.

      “It’s okay, Sammy, Trey is a friend. Hold your hand down so he can smell it,” said Darci.

      Trey slowly lowered his hand down and let Sammy sniff it.

      Sammy sniffed Trey’s hand and sat back as if giving permission for them to shake. Darci reached out and shook Trey’s hand. Trey relaxed when Sammy sat and watched the handshake and didn’t protest.

      “I’ve shook hands with dignitaries with less ceremony,” said Trey.

      “Good boy,” said Mariam, patting Sammy’s head.

      Lori reached over and patted Sammy’s head, too. “He probably smelled Handsome on you,” said Lori.

      “Who is Handsome?” asked Darci.

      “Trey’s cat. She doesn’t like me, so she mostly ignores me,” said Lori.

      Alex had motioned for Charles and Kenny to join them, and he took the guys to show Trey around. He wanted to keep them away from the window so no one could see how many people were in the bookstore.

      Lori looked at Mariam. How long have the witch hunters been after you?” she asked

      “It seems like forever, but it has only been almost two weeks since they burned my home and killed my parents and brother. If I had not had car trouble, they would have got me, too,” said Mariam.

      “I’m sorry about your family,” said Lori. She hugged Mariam. “Don’t you worry, we are here for you, and Alex never leaves a job until he wins, and I think you are more than just a job to him. I have never seen the look in Alex’s eyes as he has when he looks at you.”

      Mariam flushed slightly. “I love him, and Alex says he loves me, too,” she said.

      “If Alex says it, you can believe it. He is the most honest man I know,” said Lori. “If it wasn’t for Alex, I wouldn’t be with the love of my life. He helped Trey and I realize we were meant for each other.”

      The guys came back, and Trey casually draped an arm around Lori.

      Alex, equally casual, put an arm around Mariam and pulled her close to his side.

      “Trey thinks if we can trap the hunters in the store, we can administer a light sedative and take them one at a time to the back room and reprogram them,” said Alex.

      “We make them walk back to the room and then give them the sedative. I’m not lugging around any heavy hunters,” said Trey.

      Alex laughed. “I told you it wouldn’t happen again.”

      Everyone looked at him curiously except Lori, who hid a smile.

      “Things didn’t go quite as planned with the last hunters,” said Alex. “One of the hunters was giving us a problem, and Lori slapped him with the sedative. We had to carry him to a place to work on him. He weighed about 360 pounds. It took three of us to move him, and Trey swore he was carrying the heaviest part.”

      “What part was he carrying?” asked Darci.

      “He was in the middle,” said Lori. “Andrew was carrying his feet, and Alex had his head.”

      Darci looked at Trey and shook her head.

      Trey flushed. “You would have to see him to understand,” he said.

      “Trey got his revenge,” said Lori. “While he was talking to the guy, he told him he needed to lose down to 200 pounds or he would have a heart attack. The first thing he did when he woke up was tell his buddies he was on a diet and he was going to join a gym.” They all laughed.

      “It worked,” said Trey. “When we checked on him to be sure our programming worked, he was already signed into a gym. He was on a strict diet and had already lost at least 50 pounds.”

      “Wow,” said Mariam. “You could make a mint helping people with no willpower.”

      “I would be bored silly in that type of crowd. Working for Alex suits Lori and me. We get to work together, and it’s never boring,” said Trey.

      “I’m very glad to have you both on my team,” said Alex.

      “Lori and I have been here long enough. We don’t want anyone to get suspicious. Why don’t we get us a book and head back to the motel? When we come back, I’ll call and you can let us in the back door,” said Trey.

      Lori picked out a book, and she and Darci went to check it out. Terry joined her, and they strolled out the door together, holding hands.

      Alex called Andrew and asked him if he had seen anything suspicious.

      He said he had seen a car drive by slowly earlier. There were two men in the car, and they had not stopped anywhere. Alex told him to take a break and get something to eat so he could go back on watch later.

      “Charles, why don’t you send Darci home. She can take Sammy with her, and Kenny can go along to keep watch?” asked Alex.

      “It’s not long until closing time,” said Charles to Darci. “Everyone will think you are closing early to get ready for inventory tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” said Darci. “If you catch the hunters, you send for me and Kenny. I want to watch Trey in action.”

      “I will do my best,” said Charles. “I don’t know what is going to happen. I’ll send for you if I can.”

      “What are my orders?” asked Mariam.

      Alex looked at her inquiringly.

      “You have been arranging everyone else, I was just wondering when you would get around to me,” said Mariam.

      Charles hid a smile as Alex looked lost for a reply.

      Alex reached for Mariam and pulled her close.

      “I don’t want to let you out of my sight,” he said with a sigh.

      Mariam put her arms around him and snuggled close. “It would be good for me to stay here with you. My guardian angel will let me know when they come. It could help to have some advance warning,” she said.

      Alex looked thoughtful. “Do you know how to shoot a gun?”

      “Yes,” said Mariam. “Dad taught me and Darrin.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know how to give a shot would you?” asked Alex.

      “Yes, I had to take a class in first aid before I could take the job of being a kindergarten teacher,” said Mariam.

      Alex smiled. “You can stay, but if I tell you to hide, you don’t stop to ask questions, you hide,” said Alex.

      “I promise,” said Mariam, smiling up at him.

      Charles’ phone rang. He listened for a minute, then said thanks and hung up. “Kenny said they are at his house. He thought it would be safer than Darci’s. He said he checked it out, and they are settled in. Even Sammy is relaxing,” said Charles with a smile.
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      Alex’s phone rang. He answered and then went to let Trey and Lori in the back door.

      “Look who we found waiting for us at the motel,” said Trey as he entered. He was followed by Lori and two more large, tough-looking guys.

      Alex grinned and shook hands with two more of his agents.

      “Glad you guys managed to get here before the action,” said Alex.

      “We are, too. You usually start without us,” said Sal, grinning.

      “Mariam, Charles, these are two of my agents. The big ugly one is Micky, and the bigger ugly one is Sal,” said Alex.

      “Guys, this is my lady, Mariam, and Deputy Sheriff Charles Holt,” said Alex.

      The guys nodded to Mariam and Charles.

      “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,” said Micky.

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” said Mariam with a smile.

      “Don’t let the boss fool you,” said Sal. “He knows we are better looking than him. He has to pretend otherwise to keep us from getting wise to his tricks.”

      “What kind of tricks?” asked Mariam with a grin.

      “He doesn’t think we can get any work done if we are distracted by the ladies,” said Micky. “So, he sends us on jobs where the ladies are all married or too young for us. Then he tells us he didn’t want to expose our ugly mugs to sensitive young ladies. We got him back, though. We told some young ladies we knew that he was very lonesome and could use some company. He couldn’t go into work for a week without being mobbed by the young ladies. Brenda finally got rid of them by telling them that Alex was going to be out of the country working for a year.”

      Mariam and Charles laughed.

      “I couldn’t get any work done without another young lady popping up,” said Alex. “If these two weren’t such good agents, I would have fired them.”

      “You know you would miss us, Boss,” said Sal with a grin.

      Alex’s phone rang, interrupting their banter.

      “Hello, Andrew,” said Alex.

      “While I was eating at the café on the other side of the park, the two men in the car came in. They met up with two locals and sat down to talk with them. They showed the locals a picture of Mariam. One of them shook his head. He didn’t know her. The other told them she was working at the bookstore. They sat talking about how to get to her for a while. Then all four got up to leave. The locals said something about them meeting their boss while they were leaving,” said Andrew.

      “Where are you now?” asked Alex.

      “I am back in the park watching the bookstore,” said Andrew.

      “Keep a watch. If they look like they are going to try to get into the bookstore, ring my phone. Let it ring once and hang up. If they are trying anything else, keep ringing until I answer. I’ll have my phone on vibrate,” said Alex.

      “Okay,” agreed Andrew.

      Alex hung up the phone and turned to the others.

      “The hunters are on the move. They met up with two local hunters and showed them a picture of Mariam. They are on their way to meet up with the local boss now,” said Alex.

      “What do you want us to do?” asked Trey.

      “I want you to wait in Mariam’s room. Make sure the light is on but cover the windows so they can’t see in. Make sure your shadow isn’t seen from outside. Lori and Mariam can wait in the break room. Charles, you and Sal can hide in the stock room. Micky, you can hide in Darci’s office.

      “All of you keep your phones on low vibrate so they won’t ring at the wrong time. Make sure you can’t be seen from outside. When they come in, we want to knock them out and tie them up so Trey can work on them one at a time.”

      “Where are you going to be,” asked Lori.

      “I’m going to circulate,” said Alex.

      He took out a small handgun from his pocket and handed it to Mariam. “Please try not to shoot me or my men,” said Alex.

      “I’ll try not to,” said Mariam, examining the gun.

      “Yes, please try hard,” said Sal. “I really don’t like getting shot.”

      Mariam looked at him and grinned. “Aren’t you in the wrong profession if you don’t like being shot at?” she asked.

      Sal shook his head. “The way things are going around the country, it’s the safest profession to be in. I am armed, and most of the time, I have backup,” said Sal.

      Mariam thought about what he said and nodded her agreement.

      “Let’s get settled,” said Alex. “We don’t know when they are going to pay us a visit.”

      Everyone scattered to get into place. Alex went with Mariam and Lori to check out the break room.

      After Alex looked around the break room, he pulled Mariam close and kissed her. “Stay safe,” he said.

      “You, too,” said Mariam.

      Alex slipped back out into the bookstore and found a spot where he could keep an eye on the front window without being seen.

      Mariam and Lori went to the table and sat in the chairs.

      “We may as well be relaxed for now,” said Mariam. “My guardian angel will let me know when the hunters are close.”

      Mariam looked at Lori. The natural light from the moon was shining in the window in the break room. The window was high up, and no one would be able to get in it or see in it, but it did shine in enough light so they could see each other.

      “Do all of you have guardian angels?” asked Mariam softly.

      Lori nodded. “We all have them, but we each have different abilities. It’s like the guardian angels know what we need, and they supply it,” said Lori.

      “What’s your ability?” asked Mariam.

      Lori smiled. “I can sing someone to sleep,” she said.

      Mariam smiled. “It could come in handy when you have a child,” she said.

      Lori looked away. “What’s wrong?” asked Mariam.

      “I can’t have children. I was in an auto accident with my parents when I was small. The doctors had to do several surgeries. They said I was too damaged, and I would not be able to have children,” said Lori.

      “I’m sorry,” said Mariam. “Have you considered adoption?”

      “Trey and I have talked about it. It’s in the cards for when we settle down a bit,” said Lori.

      “I’m glad. I think you and Trey will make great parents,” said Mariam.

      “What about you and Alex?” asked Lori.

      “Alex and I haven’t had a chance to talk about anything yet. We have been busy trying to make sure I survive the witch hunters. I am sure we will get around to it. I love children. It’s why I became a teacher,” said Mariam.

      Mariam stiffened. “They are coming,” she said.

      Lori went to the door and cracked it open so she could warn Alex about the hunters. After she told Alex, she hurried back in and took Mariam by the arm and led her over to the side of the refrigerator. They stood up against the wall so they wouldn’t be seen if anyone opened the door.

      The ladies heard sounds of a struggle, but they didn’t hear any shots. They stayed where they were and didn’t come out. When things got quiet, they started to come out, but they heard the door to the break room start to open.

      Mariam looked around Lori and saw the moonlight shining off a gun. The face that followed the gun into the room was not known to her. When Lori started to move forward, the man with the gun swung in their direction. Mariam pushed Lori down and fired at the hand of the man. The man dropped the gun and held his hand as he dropped to the floor.

      Mariam went over and held her gun on the man. Alex and Sal came busting through the door.

      Alex looked scared. He took the gun from Mariam and held her close. Sal held a gun on the witch hunter.

      The other guys came bursting into the room. Trey went over and helped Lori up and hugged her close.

      “What happened?” asked Alex, drawing back slightly and looking at Mariam.

      “The hunter was going to shoot me, but Mariam pushed me out of the way and shot him,” said Lori.

      “Thank you, Mariam,” said Trey. He hugged Lori closer.

      “Mariam looked at Lori. “My guardian angel told me to protect the baby,” said Mariam.

      “What baby?” asked Lori.

      “Your baby,” said Mariam.

      “I can’t be pregnant. I can’t have children,” said Lori.

      “My guardian angel said you were having a little girl, and I trust her over any doctor,” said Mariam.

      “We are going to be parents,” said Trey grinning.

      “You’re sure?” asked Lori, looking at Mariam.

      “I’m sure. I didn’t hurt you pushing you down, did I?” asked Mariam.

      “I’m fine,” said Lori. “Thank you for saving me and my little girl.” She pulled away from Trey and went over and hugged Mariam.

      With misty eyes, both ladies looked at the guys. “Did we get them all?” asked Mariam.

      “Yes, we did,” said Sal with satisfaction.

      “Now,” said Alex. “We take them into the break room so Trey can work on them. Charles, call Kenny and tell him to bring Darci in through the back door. She wants to be here.”

      Charles stepped out to call Kenny. Sal and Micky bandaged the man who was shot and sat him in a chair to be Trey’s first subject.

      “Lori, will you and Mariam sit in these chairs and help?” asked Trey.

      Lori and Mariam went over and sat in the other chairs. Trey took a rope and tied the man to the chair. Then Trey sat in a chair between Mariam and Lori and reached for a hand from each of them.

      Trey sat back and closed his eyes. “Will our guardian angels come forth and talk to this man’s guardian angel.”

      Trey nodded a couple of times. “Tell Neil there is no such thing as a witch. The people who pretend to believe in witches are nutcases. They want to get their thrills by fooling others into believing in witches. They want to fool others into doing stupid things so they can sit back and laugh at them.”

      Trey paused and listened for a minute.

      “Tell Neil you are his guardian angel, and if the crackpot witch hunters knew about you, they would be after him, claiming he is a witch. Tell him we know he is not a witch because there is no such thing as a witch. Let our guardian angels band together and shower Neil with light.

      “From now on, he is not going to even talk to the nutcase witch hunters. They are bad people. He is going to make some new friends and stay away from crackpots.”

      Trey paused again and listened. He smiled and let go of Lori and Mariam’s hands. “It’s done.” He got up and untied Neil from the chair. Neil blinked at him as if he was awakening.

      “You had better go see a doctor for your hand, Neil,” said Trey. “You slammed the car door on it pretty hard. It might need stitches. Would you like someone to drive you?” asked Trey.

      “No,” said Neil. “Doc’s office is just up the block. I’ll walk over. I think the fresh air will do me good,” said Neil.

      “Okay,” agreed Trey. “If you need anything, just let me know.”

      “I will, thanks,” said Neil as Trey walked him out and let him out the front door and re-locked it behind him.

      Alex smiled at the look of wonder on Mariam’s face. Lori had witnessed Trey in action before, so she was not as in awe as Mariam.

      “Bring in the next one,” said Trey as he reentered the break room.

      Darci and Kenny entered from the back, and Darci was seated and ready when they brought in the next young man and tied him to the chair.

      Trey held Darci and Kenny’s hands and used their guardian angels for this one. He wanted Lori to rest. He was still reeling from their news. He wanted to finish up so he and Lori could celebrate.

      I’m going to be a dad, he thought, smiling. He glanced at Lori and found her looking at him with love and happiness in her eyes.

      While Trey was dealing with the next hunter, Alex drew Mariam into her room and closed the door.

      He held her close and kissed her. “When I heard the gunfire, my heart stood still. I was so scared.” He squeezed her tight. After a few more kisses, Alex looked down at Mariam. “That was great shooting. It really could pass for getting slammed in a car door,” said Alex.

      “My dad was a great teacher. Darrin and I used to compete at the county fair. One of us almost always won the target practice shows. We had a bunch of ribbons, but they all were burned in the fire,” said Mariam.

      Alex hugged her again. “You have Darrin, and you have those memories. They can’t take those away from you,” said Alex.

      Mariam pulled back slightly. “What happens now?” she asked.

      “We wait a few days and see if anyone else shows up. If they don’t, I will leave one of my guys here for a while to watch out for Darci. I have to get back to my office.” Alex looked down at her. “Before you ask, you are coming with me. We are going to have to talk and decide a lot of things. I want to build a life with you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” said Mariam. “I want to build a life with you, too. I don’ really care where we build that life as long as we are together.”

      Alex pulled her close for another kiss. They pulled back when they heard a knock on the door.

      Alex held her close to his side as he turned to open the door.

      It was Micky. “Hey, Boss, Trey is on the last guy now. Sal and I were wondering if you want us to stick around or if we need to head on back.”

      “I want you and Sal to get a room at the motel. Put it on the office tab and get a good night’s sleep before you go anywhere. Thanks for showing up when you did. It was great to have extra backup,” said Alex.

      “Sure. If you need us, just call,” said Micky.

      Micky went and found Sal, and they quietly left through the back door. They were gone for a few minutes before they were missed.

      Trey sent the last hunter on his way as Darci watched with a big grin on her face. She was having the time of her life. Kenny watched over her with loving eyes and made sure she was okay. She turned and smiled at him. Things between them were much more relaxed and comfortable now.

      Trey took Lori by the hand, and after saying goodnight, they also left out the back door.

      “Where’s Sammy?” asked Charles.

      “We left him at Kenny’s house,” said Darcy. “I didn’t want him to get hurt.”

      Charles shook his head. “I left him with you for protection,” he said.

      “You said they were caught when you called. I didn’t need him then. Anyway, I had Kenny.”

      “Okay,” said Charles. “Why don’t you two go on home. I’ll pick up Sammy in a couple of days. You stay with Kenny until I’m sure we have them all.”

      “Okay,” said Darci. She and Kenny headed out the back door.

      Charles shut the back door, and he put a police doorstop under the handle to be sure no one else could get in. Then he and Andrew led the way out the front with Mariam and Alex following. Mariam locked the front door, and she and Alex followed Charles and Andrew, in Alex’s car, to Charles’ house.
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      They had just entered Charles’ house when Alex’s phone rang.

      “Hello,” said Alex.

      “Alex, this is Trey. I picked up something from the first guy, the one who was shot. I should have told you, but I forgot about it while I was working on the other.”

      “What was it?” asked Alex.

      “It was a name. Neil was thinking about someone who would be upset with him. He was thinking Mr. Talcove would be upset with him. He thought the boss wouldn’t like this. He forgot all about it after the angels worked on him.” said Trey. “I’m sorry I forgot. I had other things on my mind.”

      Alex grinned. “I bet you did. Congratulations to you and Lori.”

      “Thanks, we will see you tomorrow,” said Trey.

      “Good night,” said Alex as he hung up the phone.

      Andrew, Charles, and Mariam had been talking, waiting for Alex to finish his call. When he hung up, Mariam turned and looked at him.

      “Is everything alright?” asked Mariam.

      “Yes, they are fine. Trey forgot to tell me about getting the name of the local boss from Neil,” said Alex.

      “Who was it?” asked Charles.

      “Somebody named Talcove,” said Alex.

      Charles stiffened and cursed.

      “I take it you know him,” said Alex.

      “Yeah, I know him. He is our Mayor. He also happens to be married to my sister, Lana,” said Charles.

      “He’s Sara’s father?” asked Mariam.

      “Yes,” nodded Charles.

      “Has he ever said anything about witches?” asked Alex.

      “Not in my hearing. I did hear him call Darci an old witch one time, but I thought he was being sarcastic. I told him then he better not be disrespectful to my grandma again. He never said anything where I could hear him after then, but I don’t know what he has said to Lana. She has not said anything to me,” said Charles.

      “When he finds out we broke up his gang, he may get nervous. You need to talk to Lana and advise her to be careful. If he is the boss, we are going to have to find a way to lure him into the bookstore and let Trey work on him,” said Alex.

      “Can we do this tomorrow?” asked Mariam. “It’s been a long day.”

      “Sure,” said Charles. “Andrew, you know where your room is. Could you show Alex and Mariam to the rooms across the hall from you? If you need anything, just let me know. If you are hungry, the kitchen is through the door behind you. You are welcome to help yourself. I’ll say good night. I want to call the station and check in before I go to sleep.”

      They all said good night and headed upstairs. Andrew showed them their rooms and then went into his room, leaving Alex and Mariam standing in the hall in front of Mariam’s room.

      “I don’t want to let you out of my sight,” whispered Alex, drawing her close.

      Mariam raised her face for his kiss and kissed him back. Alex finally drew back so they could breathe. He rested his forehead on hers and waited for their breathing to slow.

      “Stay with me,” whispered Alex. “We don’t have to do anything. I just want to hold you close in my arms and know you are safe.”

      Mariam looked into his eyes and smiled. “I would like that,” she said softly.

      Alex opened his door and drew her inside and closed the door behind them.

      “I don’t have any clothes,” said Mariam.

      Alex laid his duffle bag on a chair. “I had Lori add your clothes to mine in my duffle bag. There was no way I was going to leave you in the room in the bookstore by yourself tonight,” said Alex.

      “Thank you,” said Mariam. She reached up and gave him a quick kiss before opening the bag and pulling out her clothes. She took them over and laid them on the dresser. She didn’t have a lot, just what she had bought at the resale store, but she did have a long tee-shirt to sleep in.

      Mariam looked around and spotted the bathroom. She took her tee-shirt and went to change. She smiled at Alex, who was looking through his bag. Alex smiled back at her and quickly prepared for bed. He decided to wear a pair of jogging pants. He usually didn’t wear anything to bed, but he didn’t want to startle Mariam.

      Mariam smiled when she came back and saw Alex in his jogging pants, but she didn’t say anything. She went over and turned back the covers and climbed into the bed. She moved over so Alex would have plenty of room and lay back and waited.

      Alex turned off the lights and made his way over to the bed. He settled in beside Mariam. He turned toward her and gently lifted her and put his arm behind her. He drew her close, so her head was on his chest.

      “Good night, Love,” he said, kissing the top of her head.

      “Good night, Alex. I love you,” said Mariam.

      Alex held her close, and they both closed their eyes and tried to sleep. They were soon both sleeping soundly, safe in each other’s arms.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mariam awakened the next morning and lay quietly, looking around. She felt safe in Alex’s arms. She moved her head slightly and looked up at Alex. His eyes were open, and he smiled at her.

      “Good morning,” said Alex softly.

      “Good morning, have you been awake long?” asked Mariam

      “A little while; I have been enjoying holding you and knowing you are safe in my arms,” said Alex.

      Mariam started to move, then she realized she was lying with an arm and leg over Alex. She had snuggled closer while she was sleeping. Her long tee-shirt had inched up while she was sleeping, and her bare leg was thrown over Alex’s legs. She started to move away, but Alex tightened his arms around her and held her still.

      “We need to get up and get ready before Andrew or Charles comes looking for us,” said Mariam as she relaxed in Alex’s arms.

      “I know,” agreed Alex. “Just a few more minutes. I don’t want to move. I haven’t felt so rested since I first started looking for you. I want to savor the closeness.”

      “I know what you mean,” said Mariam. “I was beginning to think I would never feel safe again, but in your arms, I slept deeply.”

      “I hope this is the start of many years sleeping in my arms,” said Alex. “Will you marry me as soon as I can make arrangements?”

      “Yes,” answered Mariam.

      Alex kissed her, and Mariam held him close and kissed him back.

      “Do you have any family to invite?” asked Mariam.

      “No, it is just me and Mark, and since Mark and Darrin are both on their way overseas, I see no reason to wait,” said Alex.

      “No reason at all,” agreed Mariam.

      After another very satisfying kiss, Alex groaned.

      “We have to get up,” he whispered.

      “Yes,” agreed Mariam, placing small kisses along his jawline.

      “You are not making it any easier,” said Alex.

      Mariam grinned up at him. “One of us has to be the strong one,” she said. “I elect you.” She kissed his chin lightly.

      Alex groaned. “I don’t want to be strong. I want to take you to city hall and find a justice of the peace and then make you mine so we can stay in bed for a couple of weeks while someone else takes care of business,” said Alex.

      “That sounds like a plan,” said Mariam. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go take care of Sara’s dad so we can put your plan into action.”

      Alex kissed her one more time before pulling free and getting out of bed. The covers pulled back when he rose. He looked over and enjoyed the view of Mariam’s long bare legs. Mariam grinned at his appreciative look and climbed out of bed, letting her long tee-shirt fall into place, covering most of her legs.

      “Spoilsport,” remarked Alex softly.

      Mariam just grabbed her clothes and headed for the bathroom to shower and change.

      Alex grabbed a change of clothes and went next door to Mariam’s room to shower and change.

      When he finished and went to his room to leave his jogging pants, Mariam was waiting for him, already dressed. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her before taking her hand and going down the stairs in search of food.

      Charles and Andrew were already in the kitchen, along with Charles’ housekeeper, Mrs. Dory.

      “Good morning,” said Mariam with a smile at everyone.

      “Good morning,” said Charles. “This is my housekeeper, Mrs. Dory.”

      Alex and Mariam smiled and nodded at Mrs. Dory.

      “Sit down,” said Mrs. Dory. “I’ll bring you coffee. The food is on the counter. I’ll let you fix your own plates with what you like.”

      She went to get coffee. Mariam and Alex went to the counter, and, picking up a plate, each started filling the plate with food. There were scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, pancakes, biscuits, hash browns, and several kinds of jellies there.

      “My goodness, you could feed an army,” said Mariam.

      “After breakfast,” said Charles, “Mrs. Dory packs up what is left over and takes it to the local homeless shelter.”

      “What a wonderful idea,” said Mariam.

      “I only do it a couple of times a week. There are other ladies from our church taking care of other days,” said Mrs. Dory.

      “I think it is a wonderful idea,” said Mariam. “It’s great for you to help out with expenses, Charles. I know all of the food costs you.”

      “I don’t mind,” said Charles. “My mom started the homeless shelter years ago. She couldn’t stand the sight of people sleeping on the street.”

      “It would be good if other towns followed your example,” said Alex.

      “Our church works with the homeless to try and find them jobs and places to live, so they won’t be homeless anymore,” said Mrs. Dory. “The only problem is, every time we almost have all of them situated, more show up. They hear about our town and come looking for us.”

      Everyone smiled at Mrs. Dory’s disgruntled look.

      “I can see why Mercy fits this town,” said Mariam. “Ever since I have arrived here, this town has welcomed me.”

      “We do our best,” said Mrs. Dory.

      “Do you know the Mayor, Mr. Talcove?” asked Alex.

      “Him,” sniffed Mrs. Dory. “Everyone knows him. He only got elected because he married Miss Lana. Everyone in town loves Miss Lana.”

      Alex grinned. “I take it you don’t care for him.”

      “He just rubs me the wrong way,” said Mrs. Dory. “I don’t know anything against him. I just don’t like him.”

      Alex nodded. “We all have people we don’t like, and sometimes we don’t understand why.”

      “Yes,” agreed Mrs. Dory. “It’s just a feeling.”

      “Always listen to your feelings. Sometimes a strong feeling can save your life,” said Alex.

      “I’ll go straighten up upstairs while you all finish your breakfast,” said Mrs. Dory.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Dory,” said Charles.

      Mrs. Dory nodded and hurried away.

      “Why did you ask her about Woodrow?” asked Charles.

      “Sometimes people will say or do things, in front of the help, they wouldn’t say or do in front of others,” said Alex.

      “They don’t think these people matter, so they are not careful.”

      Charles nodded. “I can understand. I have seen Woodrow look through Mrs. Dory as if she were not there. He has a whole different demeanor when he is around anyone he considers his equal,” said Charles.

      “How are we going to get Mr. Mayor to a place where we can work on him?” asked Andrew.

      “Charles, do you think you could get him to have lunch with you?” asked Alex. “If he would meet you at the bookstore, we could take it from there.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” said Charles.

      Charles dialed Woodrow’s number and waited for an answer.

      “Hello,” said Woodrow.

      “Hello, Woodrow, this is Charles. I was wondering if we could have lunch today. I have some town business I would like to discuss with you.”

      “Alright, Charles, would one o’clock be okay?” asked Woodrow.

      “It is fine. Would the café next to Grandma’s bookstore be okay?” asked Charles.

      “It will be fine. You want me to meet you there?” asked Woodrow.

      “Could you meet me in the bookstore? I need to check on Grandma,” said Charles.

      “Okay, Charles, I’ll see you at one,” said Woodrow.

      They both hung up, and Charles grinned at Alex. “He will be at the bookstore at one.”

      Alex nodded and reached for his phone.

      “Hello, Trey, could you be at the bookstore by 12:30? Mr. Talcove is going to be there at one, and I want to be sure we have him covered if he decides to come early,” said Alex.

      “Thanks, Trey,”

      Alex hung up his phone and grinned at the others.

      “He and Lori will be there. Sal and Micky have already left,” said Alex.

      Charles’ phone rang. He looked at the screen and then answered.

      “Hello, Kenny, is everything okay?” asked Charles.

      “Everything is fine. Darci wants to know if it is okay to open the bookstore,” said Kenny.

      “Tell her to open up, but keep the inventory sign up and tell her to bring Sammy with her,” said Charles.

      “I thought we caught everyone last night,” said Kenny.

      “All but one, the boss is still out there. We are going to take care of him today,” said Charles.

      “Who is he?” asked Kenny.

      “Woodrow Talcove,” said Charles.

      “The Mayor!” exclaimed Kenny.

      “Yes,” agreed Charles.

      “Can we think up a punishment for him to add into his reprogramming? After all, he is getting away with a lot of things he has been responsible for these last ten years,” remarked Kenny.

      “I’ll talk to Alex and Trey and see if we can come up with something,” said Charles.

      Charles hung up and grinned at Alex.

      Kenny wants to know if we can come up with a way to punish Woodrow for all the grief he has caused the last ten years,” said Charles.

      Alex looked thoughtful. “Do you have any ideas?” he asked.

      Charles looked thoughtful. “There are two boys whose mother and father died in a car crash eight years ago. It was speculated that witch hunters had something to do with it, but I could never prove it. They were adopted into a family outside of town. One of them is ready for college, and the other one will be ready next year. We could have Woodrow set up a college fund for them and contribute a healthy sum into it and ask for donations and arrange grants for them. It won’t make up for losing their parents, but it will give them a start on a better future,” said Charles.

      “Great, I’m all for helping young people get a better start,” said Mariam.

      “If we can make it work, we will help the boys, too,” said Alex. “They will need an allowance for clothes and other things.”

      Mariam hugged and kissed him. When she drew back, Andrew and Charles were both grinning at them.

      Mariam flushed slightly at their attention.

      “Mariam and I are going to be married when we settle Woodrow. We thought maybe the city hall. You do have a Justice of the Peace, don’t you?” asked Alex. He drew Mariam close to his side.

      “Yes, congratulations,” said Charles. “We can handle the wedding after we see to Woodrow.”

      “Yes,” agreed Alex. “Let’s get to the bookstore and get things ready.”

      They all gathered their things. Alex and Mariam put their clothes back into Alex’s duffle bag, which he stowed in the trunk of his car.

      They followed Charles and Andrew back to the bookstore. They parked in back of the bookstore so their cars were not visible from the street. They went inside to find Darci, Sammy, and Kenny waiting for them.
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      Mariam smiled at Darci. Darci looked at Mariam’s glowing face and smiled back.

      “What’s going on?” asked Kenny.

      “We are going to shut down the witch hunters in Mercy once and for all,” said Charles.

      “How are you going to handle it?” asked Darci.

      “We are working on it,” said Alex. “We are waiting on Lori and Trey. We will talk to Trey and see what we can do.”

      “When Trey and Lori arrive, Charles can join them in the break room, and you all can be sitting around drinking a cup of coffee. Kenny, you can stay out here with Darci and Sammy. I’ll stay with Mariam and help her with counting the books,” said Alex. “When Woodrow arrives, he will ask for Charles. Darci, you can send him to the break room. When he gets there, Charles will introduce Trey and Lori. Lori has a ring that will give him a slight dose of sleeping potion when he shakes hands.”
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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