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      Daniel adjusted his elbows, the stones and dirt digging uncomfortably into his belly and legs as he and Shane laid low on the ridge overlooking the dam below. For longer than many cared to remember, the Theewaterskloof Dam— the main source of drinking water for the entire city of Cape Town— had been dangerously low, bringing not only despair but fear, crime and corruption to the South African metropolis. Now however, after an unprecedented and unpredicted amount of rain in the region, the dam was unrecognizably full to the brim.

      The pair had driven to the ridge earlier in an open-top Jeep that lacked the kind of suspension that Daniel was used to. Or maybe it was the rough terrain. Or the fact that Shane had been driving like a maniac ever since they left Cape Town to get to the ridge by a certain time.

      Of course, Shane had sold the Jeep ride as a leisurely drive through the South African terrain. But the moment they arrived Shane had jumped from the Jeep and raced up to the ridge overlooking the dam wall, leaving Daniel to follow him up the stony embankment.

      Now as the sun glistened off the still surface of the waters, Shane peered intently through the lens of his binoculars while Daniel swiped at another trail of angry ants heading up the leg of his safari shorts.

      “For God’s sake, Shane, I swear… if one more ant tries to bite me on the balls, you’re single. Do you understand how serious I am?” Daniel asked as he jiggled another ant out from his shorts.

      “Don’t blame them, it’s your sweet British blood. They think you’re tasty. And they’re not the only ones.” For the first time in over twenty minutes, he pulled his eyes away from the binoculars and gave his boyfriend a sexy wink.

      Daniel just looked at him, annoyed. “Well, I’m glad that you and the ants are totally turned on. As are the mosquitoes… and the sand flies… and whatever else wants to prey on me out here. But ‘we’— and by that, I mean the crown jewels and I— are not amused.”

      “There’s some bug spray in my backpack. I figured you might need it.”

      “Now you tell me?” With a cranky frown and another slap on the leg Daniel grabbed Shane’s backpack and found a can of bug spray inside. He coated every inch of exposed skin with the spray then put it in the pocket of his hiking vest for quick access should he need it again.

      Shane gave a chuckle. “Well, if the ant bites don’t kill you the poison in that spray probably will.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      Daniel watched as Shane went back to his binoculars and refocused the lens. He had been avoiding the question for as long as he could, but after following his partner halfway across the world on what Shane insisted was a romantic getaway— not to mention a much-needed escape after Luca, Will, Elsa and the others had simply vanished in the Lacandon Jungle of Central America— Daniel was more than ready to hear the truth about their South African sojourn from Shane himself. After all, when Daniel cottoned on to the fact that Shane’s much-loathed future stepfather Claudius Welles just happened to be in South Africa at the same time, the investigative journalist in Daniel was champing at the bit to find out exactly why Shane had followed Claudius here.

      As the spray started to sting his skin, Daniel decided it was time for Shane to come clean.

      “Okay Shane, enough’s enough! I can’t stand the mystery any longer. You need to tell me what the bloody hell we’re doing here, spying on your mother’s husband-to-be.”

      Shane gave a laugh and a shrug like an actor who will never win an Oscar and, without pulling his eyes away from the lens said, “Babe, what are you talking about? I’m looking for the big five. I think I’ve got a cheetah in my sights right now.”

      Daniel snatched the binoculars, the cord still hanging around Shane’s neck. “Oh really?” He pulled off his glasses and looked through the lens in exactly the direction Shane had been looking. With a quick re-focus the first thing that came into view was⁠—

      “A-ha, just as I thought. You’re spying on Claudius.” While Shane tried to pull on the cord to keep from choking, Daniel adjusted the focus and added, “Not just Claudius, but three other men in very nice suits… which I might say seems very out of place standing there on the edge of that dam wall under the burning sun. At any rate, whatever business dealings Claudius has, it’s none of our business, not to mention the fact that if your mother knew we were here spying on him she would skin us alive… no worse, she’d lecture us to death. And all for nothing because Claudius’ business meeting seems to have come to an end. One of the men in a very nice suit just handed Claudius a briefcase. And Claudius just… oh dear…”

      “Claudius just what?” Shane asked seeing the alarm on Daniel’s face and grabbing back the binoculars. “What’s going on? What’s happening?”

      Quickly looking through the lens Shane saw Claudius standing on the dam wall, pulling a gun from his suit jacket, and pointing it at the men with whom he was meeting. “Oh shit!” he gasped.

      “Shane? What the bloody hell is going on?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know that right about now my gut instinct about Claudius Welles is saying, ‘I told you so’. God, I hate being right all the⁠—”

      Crack!

      Both Shane and Daniel jolted as birds launched themselves from the trees and took to the skies.

      Shane drew a sharp breath before⁠—

      Crack! Crack!

      “What the fuck is going on?” Daniel asked urgently.

      Wide-eyed, Shane turned from the binoculars and uttered, “He shot them! He just fucking shot them!”

      “Who? Who shot who?”

      “Claudius! Claudius just shot the guys in the suits!”

      “Are you serious?”

      Shane didn’t answer. Instead, he looked back through the binoculars to see a large safari four-wheel-drive speeding along the dam wall toward Claudius. “Someone’s coming. They’re stopping. They’re picking Claudius up. It looks like he’s telling them to…”

      “He’s telling them to do what?”

      “To throw the bodies into the dam.”

      “Fuck! Shane, we need to call the police.”

      “And tell them what?” came a voice with the thick South African accent behind them.

      Shane and Daniel both gasped and rolled over to see a solidly built man in his forties wearing a well-worn safari vest and a frayed safari hat on his head. His boots were scuffed, his tan skin leathered and in his hand was an antique hunting pistol. He shifted his aim left to right, from Shane to Daniel and back again.

      At the sight of the pistol, both Shane and Daniel raised their hands to indicate they were unarmed.

      The man with the safari hat and the pistol grinned. “And what exactly is it you’re doing up here with those binoculars? Birdwatching?”

      “Well… ah… we’re here on holidays and it seems we somehow got lost…” floundered Daniel. “Don’t mind us, we’ll just hop back into our Jeep, and you’ll never see us again.”

      The man with the pistol laughed, quite amused.

      That’s when Shane cut to the chase. “You wanna know what we’re doing here? That asshole down there intends to marry my mother. I followed him here because I don’t trust him, which seems pretty damn warranted given the fact he just killed three people. Now who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Reiner Kruger. And that ‘asshole’ is my employer.”

      “Employer? What kind of business is he running?”

      “If I told you I’d have to kill you. But since you decided to spy on our latest transaction, it looks like I’m going to have to kill you anyway. Now why don’t you both get the fuck up off the ground, nice and slow.”

      “What are you going to do with us?” Shane demanded.

      “I’m going to take you to see Mr. Welles down on the dam wall. I’m sure he’ll want to see his future son-in-law one last time… before we put a bullet in your brains… just like killing a baby giraffe.”

      “You kill baby giraffes?” Shane asked in disgust.

      Kruger grinned maliciously. “And hang their heads on a wall. I’d do the same to you, but that would be considered evidence. Better to dump your bodies in the water for the fish to eat. We have some rather ravenous fish here in Africa, you know.”

      “Everything here is ravenous,” said Daniel. “It’s a good thing we came prepared.”

      With that, Daniel snatched the bug spray out of his vest pocket and sprayed the repellant directly into Kruger’s face before the South African hunter had a chance to squeeze the trigger. As the poison mist filled his eyes, the hunter screamed in pain and blindly fired off a bullet that missed Daniel by an inch and ricocheted off the parched earth.

      The shot and the screams echoed across the plains.

      Shane grabbed Daniel before Kruger could pump off another shot and shoved him toward their open-top Jeep. “Run!”

      As the temporarily sightless Kruger swung the pistol in the direction of Shane’s voice, Shane ducked another bullet and charged straight into his attacker, ramming his broad shoulder into Kruger’s stomach and crash tackling him to the ground.

      With a grunt the two men slammed into the dirt, Shane landing on top of Kruger and knocking the wind out of him.

      Kruger lost his grip on the pistol, and it scuttled across the stony ground.

      Shane grabbed for it and sprang to his feet, heading for the Jeep before quickly turning back to the ridge and glancing one last time through the binoculars that were still hanging around his neck. He saw the men from the safari four-wheel-drive scrambling back into their vehicle, joined by Claudius who was pointing in Shane’s direction.

      They had heard the shots.

      They had heard Kruger’s screams.

      Now they were coming to finish Kruger’s job.

      As Shane charged past the blinded hunter writhing and screaming with rage and pain on the ground, Daniel gunned the engine of their Jeep, pushed open the passenger door for Shane before fastening his own seatbelt. “Come on! Hurry!”

      Shane leapt into the passenger seat as Daniel slammed his foot down on the accelerator.

      Dust billowed behind them as the Jeep spun into action, tearing across the rough terrain.

      “What the fuck’s going on, Shane? ‘Let’s go to South Africa’, you said. ‘It’ll be romantic’, you said. I’ve got news for you Shane… a baby-giraffe-killer shooting at us is not my idea of romantic! And why isn’t your seatbelt on? For God’s sake, how many times do I have to tell you… safety first!”

      “Just drive! They heard the shots, they’ll be on our tail any second.” As he said it, he buckled up his seatbelt and looked over his shoulder to see the large four-wheel-drive appear over a scrub-covered rise and come speeding toward them. “Oh fuck.”

      “Are they coming? Are they behind us?” Daniel reached for the dusty rearview mirror to see, but Shane grabbed his forearm and forced his hand back on the wheel.

      “Eyes on the road.”

      “What road?”

      “Just drive! As fast as you can!”

      “I don’t know where I’m going. I think the turn-off for Cape Town was the other direction.”

      At that moment a gunshot rang through the air and the side mirror on Shane’s door shattered into a million pieces, sending shards of glass and metal flying into the air.

      They both ducked as Shane said, “Too late to turn around now. Just go!”

      The Jeep careered across the landscape, heading over another rise and down onto a large level plain. In the distance to the right Shane spotted an enormous herd of wildebeest. To the left he saw a large herd of rhinos.

      “It’s called a crash,” said Daniel.

      “Crash? Jesus, don’t crash!”

      “The rhinos. They’re not called a herd of rhinos, they’re called a crash of rhinos,” Daniel said as if reading Shane’s mind.

      “Thanks, Mr. Encyclopedia. Now would you put your foot down and drive!”

      As the Jeep barreled across the plain, Shane looked back to see the four-wheel-drive pull up to a halt at the top of the rise behind them. “What’s he doing?” Shane asked himself.

      “What’s he doing?” Daniel asked Shane.

      Shane grabbed his binoculars and through the bumpy, shaking lens he saw Claudius get out of the vehicle with a hunting rifle in hand. “Oh God, drive faster.”

      Through the shudder and shake of the lens Shane could make out the grin on Claudius’ face.

      He watched his murderous future-father-in-law point the rifle not at Shane and Daniel’s Jeep⁠—

      But in the air.

      Shane gasped.

      He pulled the binoculars away from his face and glanced right to the wildebeests.

      He glanced left and saw the rhinos.

      The mere presence of the Jeep speeding across the plain had made the animals on both sides restless and agitated, but Shane quickly realized that what Claudius was about to do would send them into a⁠—

      “Stampede,” Shane breathed in alarm.

      “What did you say? Did you say⁠—?”

      Suddenly a rifle shot rang out across the plain…

      Followed by a second…

      And a third.

      Shane looked behind to see Claudius firing bullet after bullet into the air.

      But within seconds the sound of the gunshots were drowned out by something much more terrifying⁠—

      The thunderous, earth-rumbling sound of a stampede.

      The ground began to quake.

      The sky began to fill with plumes of dust.

      To the left of them the massive herd of wildebeests began to move as one at frightening speed, galloping in the same direction as Shane and Daniel, shifting ever closer toward them.

      To the right, the crash of rhinos had launched themselves on a similar trajectory, storming along the plain parallel to the Jeep, moving closer and closer.

      “What’s happening?” Daniel shouted over the freight-train roar of a thousand hooves on either side of them, looking left and right. “We have to turn around.”

      “We can’t, Claudius is back there.”

      “But the animals! They’re getting closer. They’ll trample us.”

      “We have to outrun them. Go faster!”

      “I can’t! This is as fast as it goes.”

      The wildebeests and rhinos were moving so close they could clearly make out the crushing hooves flattening the earth and kicking up the towering columns of dust into the sky.

      Suddenly the wildebeests veered alongside them, several of them crashing into Shane’s side of the Jeep.

      The entire vehicle jolted with the impact as Shane shielded himself from the horns that almost ripped into his left arm and shoulder.

      Daniel clung to the wheel, keeping them on course as best he could and pressing the accelerator flat to the floor with his foot.

      At that moment, the rhinos barreled into the other side of the Jeep, lifting the righthand wheels of the vehicle off the ground momentarily and dropping it back down with a lurch and an unsteady swerve left then right.

      “Fuck!” Daniel shouted as an angry rhino headbutted his door, buckling the metal.

      “Keep driving!” Shane yelled back at him. “If you take your foot off the gas, we die.”

      As the wildebeests slammed into the Jeep on one side, the rhinos pummeled it on the other side. Shane glanced behind to see the beasts had now closed up the rear, wildebeests and rhinos merging together in their panicked stampede. They began butting the heads and horns into the back of the Jeep now, trying to heave the vehicle out of their way, lifting the back wheels off the ground with every shove and push.

      The glass of the taillights shattered.

      The sides of the Jeep were hammered and beaten out of shape.

      The rear bumper was ripped loose by a rhino’s horn and hurled into the air, vanishing in the dust storm.

      “I’m losing control of the Jeep!” Daniel shouted as the vehicle was rocked left and pitched right like a log being swept along by a flash flood. “What do we do?”

      Shane sized up the situation and gave his lover the only answer he could think of. “We ride out of here.”

      “What? Are you crazy?”

      “It’s only a matter of seconds before they flip this Jeep. If that happens, we’ll never survive the stampede. Our only chance is to try to ride one of the wildebeests out of here.” Swiftly he unbuckled his seatbelt. “I’ll jump on the back of one, then you get on behind me. Okay?”

      “Okay?” shrieked Daniel. “No, it’s not okay. You might be able to ride a wild beast but the most dangerous thing I’ve ever straddled is… well… you!”

      “We don’t have time to argue. Unbuckle your seatbelt but keep your foot on the gas until I say so.”

      “Oh God,” Daniel whispered, swallowing his fear as he nervously unclipped his seatbelt.

      As he did so, Shane climbed out of his seat while the beasts rammed and rocked the vehicle. Carefully he made his way to the back seat of the Jeep and edged to the side, eyeing off a wildebeest who eyed him right back.

      “Hey there, sweetheart. Wanna take a ride with us?” he asked, trying to turn on the charm.

      The beast grunted and huffed back at him, snorting in panic and rage.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Shane smiled. Calling over his shoulder he shouted to Daniel, “Are you ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” muttered Daniel.

      “Then get back here now. And I mean… now!”

      Summoning all his courage, Daniel pulled his foot off the accelerator and began to make his way to the back of the open-top Jeep. To his surprise the Jeep didn’t slow at all, carried along now by the momentum of the stampede.

      Careful not to trip or fall overboard as the vehicle lurched and pitched, Daniel reached for Shane and held onto his shoulders tight, digging his fingers into Shane’s skin. “What’s the plan?”

      “Well first of all you’re gonna let go of my shoulders,” Shane answered, pulling Daniel’s claws out of his skin. “I can’t exactly jump onto a stampeding wildebeest with you clinging to me, can I?”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “So, the plan is this… on the count of three I’m gonna jump onto the back of this wildebeest, after which you’re gonna jump on right behind me. Got it?”

      The thunder of the hooves and the rumble of the earth made Daniel shudder with fear. “Are you sure this is our only chance?”

      “Relax. It’ll be just like riding a horse. Think of this old girl as a pretty little filly back home on the ranch.”

      Daniel looked at the wildebeest they planned to ride.

      The wildebeest snorted and hissed back at him.

      “I hate to break it to you, but that’s no pretty little filly.”

      “Goddammit, Daniel. Just jump on behind me. I’m going on the count of three. One… two…”

      “Wait. Are you jumping right on three… or are you counting to three then jumping?”

      Before Shane could even answer, the wildebeests suddenly began to veer away from the vehicle, including the pretty little filly Shane was about to ride.

      “What the hell?” he breathed.

      He looked to the right and saw the rhinos doing the same, the entire crash of beasts turning away from the Jeep.

      On both sides, the stampede was parting and moving away.

      As the Jeep continued to propel itself forward from the momentum of the animals, Daniel smiled with relief and said, “Oh my God, it’s a miracle! We’re saved!”

      “Not yet we’re not,” Shane said, staring dead ahead at the reason the animals had veered away.

      Daniel turned and gasped.

      A hundred yards in front of them was a sheer cliff drop.

      “Oh shit,” Daniel murmured, momentum carrying them swiftly toward oblivion.

      But Shane had already jumped into the driver’s seat, his foot pumping the brake.

      The pair of them expected the Jeep to screech to a halt, but instead it continued to careen toward the edge of the cliff, now only fifty yards away… forty… thirty…

      “There’s no brakes!” Shane shouted. “The stampede must have dislodged the hydraulics system. Hold on!”

      In the backseat Daniel grabbed the headrest in front of him as Shane yanked the emergency brake on, sending the Jeep into a skid that brought them to a halt ten yards from the edge of the drop.

      Shane and Daniel both took a deep breath and let out a shaky sigh.

      Shane looked back at Daniel who said, “Oh God, that was close.”

      With a sudden look of terror on his face, Shane looked beyond Daniel and shouted, “Not as close as that! Hang on!”

      Daniel turned just in time to see a furious stray rhino charge at the Jeep and plow straight into the rear of it, thrusting it four feet off the ground and shoving it five feet closer to the edge.

      As the vehicle bounced back to earth, the rhino circled and prepared to charge again.

      Shane grabbed Daniel’s hand. “We gotta jump. Now!”

      They both stood to launch themselves from the Jeep, but before they could jump the rhino slammed into the vehicle once more, this time sending the two front wheels over the edge of the cliff.

      The front of the Jeep dropped three feet.

      Shane fell against the steering wheel.

      Daniel toppled onto the back seat.

      The rhino gave the Jeep one last shove and pushed it all the way over the cliff.

      The vehicle fell forward.

      Shane grabbed the steering wheel and clung to it for dear life.

      Daniel tried to grab the headrest in front of him, but his grip slipped.

      With a jolt the Jeep snagged on a dead tree jutting out of the cliff face, rocking to a halt with its nose facing down over the hundred-foot drop into the ravine below.

      Shane held tight to the wheel.

      Daniel fell over the headrest, hit the windscreen and shattered it, plunging straight through it.

      With his left hand Shane reached for Daniel but missed Daniel’s flailing arms.

      But what Daniel’s fingers did manage to snatch as he fell through the windscreen⁠—

      Were the binoculars still dangling around Shane’s neck.

      As soon as he grabbed them, the full force of his weight snapped the cord.

      Daniel continued to fall.

      Shane’s fingers snagged the cord just in time, holding on tight with one hand while his other hand clung to the steering wheel.

      Below him, Daniel held onto the binoculars with both hands, his upper torso swinging against the hood of the Jeep while his legs dangled over the canyon far below.

      “Daniel, don’t let go,” Shane said desperately, trying to tighten his grip on the cord which began to slip through his fingers.

      “I was about to say the same to you,” Daniel panted. “And although I hate repeating myself… this is not romantic, Shane. It doesn’t even come close.”

      The cord slid another inch through Shane’s grip and Daniel felt himself slip closer to his doom. Daniel looked down in terror. At the same time, his own sweaty hands began to lose their grip on the binoculars.

      “Don’t let go,” Shane said, trying to distract his lover from the canyon below. “Hold on!”

      But Daniel’s fingers were slipping even more. “I don’t know if I can,” he breathed, desperate and afraid.

      “You have to. Do you know why?”

      “Because I don’t wanna die?”

      Shane nodded. “And because… because I want you to marry me.”

      Daniel’s brow creased. His grip on the binoculars tightened. “What did you just say?”

      “You heard me. I have a ring. I’ve been carrying it around with me for months. Through Norway and Morocco and Mexico… I’ve held onto it this whole time, just waiting for the right time.”

      “You call this the right time?”

      “Yes! Yes, I do. Because I can’t lose you. Because I wanna spend the rest of my life with you. And I want the rest of our lives to start right now. Which means…”

      Tightening his grip on the cord, Shane pulled with all his might, lifting the binoculars— and Daniel— several feet… just enough to manage to tie the cord around the rim of the steering wheel and yank it tight.

      Still clinging to the binoculars, Daniel looked up and asked, “Shane, what are you doing?”

      Shane simply looked down and smiled. “I’m coming to get my man.”

      Pulling on the driver’s seatbelt, Shane wrapped it around his forearm and carefully lowered himself through the shattered windscreen.

      He saw Daniel’s fingers begin to slip down the binoculars once more.

      “Shane! I can’t hold on any⁠—”

      Suddenly Daniel’s fingers slid off the binoculars.

      Suddenly Shane’s hand grabbed Daniel’s as he fell, swinging him like a pendulum below.

      Daniel looked up and gasped with relief.

      Shane looked down and smiled. “So… Daniel West… will you marry me?”

      Before he could answer, above them the dead tree on which the Jeep was hooked began to crack.

      “Oh fuck,” Shane breathed. He looked left and saw a small outcrop of rock on the cliff face only a few feet away. Instantly he began swinging Daniel wide. “Babe, listen to me. I need to swing you onto that ledge.” The tree cracked again. “Like… right now. Are you ready?”

      Daniel nodded.

      Shane swung his lover wide… then as Daniel neared the ledge, Shane released his grip.

      Daniel let go at the same time… and landed on the rocky outcrop.

      With a loud snap the trunk of the dead tree broke completely.

      The Jeep began to fall into the canyon.

      “Shane!” Daniel cried.

      But Shane had already unwrapped his forearm from the seatbelt.

      As the vehicle began to plummet, he launched himself off the hood of the car, leaping in Daniel’s direction.

      The Jeep plunged into the canyon below as Shane hit the edge of the rocky outcrop. Before he could fall, Daniel was there, pulling and clawing and dragging Shane onto the ledge to safety.

      Panting with adrenalin, the pair watched the Jeep crash into the ravine and explode into flames.

      A moment later, they heard the sound of a vehicle on the edge of the cliff above them. It came to a halt. Shane pressed Daniel against the cliff face to keep them out of sight and pressed a finger to his lips to keep Daniel quiet.

      Above they heard the sound of Claudius Welles’ voice.

      “Well, I do believe my beautiful fiancée is about to receive some terrible news about her son. What a pity. At least she’ll have a loving husband to console her. What a fitting farewell to our South African project. A success all round, I’d say. Now let’s get the fuck out of here. Today Cape Town… tomorrow, the world.”

      Shane and Daniel remained silent— silent and still— as they heard the sound of car doors closing above them before Claudius’ four-wheel-drive revved to life and drove away.

      Below them, the smoke from the exploded Jeep billowed into the air.

      Shane looked at Daniel and asked, “Are you okay?”

      Daniel nodded. “Yes. But weren’t you in the middle of asking me something?”

      A grin spread across Shane’s face.

      On the tiny ledge overlooking the canyon, Shane knelt down on one knee and rummaged through his pocket. From it he produced a ring box. Slowly he opened it to reveal a silver ring set with a single, perfect diamond.

      “Daniel West… will you do me the honor of marrying me... for better or worse… through good times and bad… through rhinos and wildebeests and God knows what else?”

      Instantly Daniel’s eyes glassed over with happiness. He dropped to his knees in front of Shane on the tiny ledge and with an emphatic nod said, “I do. I do, I do, I do! Shane Houston, I would love to marry you. How boring life would be without you!”

      With that he took Shane in his arms and kissed him. He kissed him with all the joy in his soul and the love in his heart while Shane plucked the ring from the box and slid it onto Daniel’s finger.

      When they finally parted lips, Daniel gushed, “We have to tell someone. Oh God, I so need to tell someone. Who shall we tell first?”

      They looked into each other’s eyes and instantly knew the answer.

      And together they beamed⁠—

      “The Professor.”

      Daniel’s smile quickly faded. “What about your mother? We need to tell her too.”

      Shane’s smile faded even faster. “Oh God, we need to tell Gertie about more than just our engagement. We need to tell her Claudius just tried to kill us.”

      “If he’s capable of trying to kill us, what might he do to your mother if she ever crosses him.”

      Shane sprang to his feet and pulled Daniel up beside him. “We have to go. We have to warn her before it’s too late.”
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      The sales assistant rolled her eyes in exasperation without even knowing she’d done so, then quickly realized the woman shopping for her perfect wedding dress may have spotted her. She quickly straightened herself, feigned a smile and was ready to answer the next barrage of questions about the thread and beading and where the material for the dress had originated. Fortunately for her the woman she was serving was far too invested in her reflection in the full-length mirror to notice the sales assistant’s slip of composure.

      Dressed in an ivory gown with a satin bodice and long, voluminous skirt, the woman turned left, pivoted right, then eventually shook her head.

      “Is there something wrong, Mrs. Houston?” asked the assistant, drawing on the last of her patience.

      “I don’t know. I just can’t decide,” winced Gertie Houston, turning for the mirror once more. “Perhaps I need to see the lace one again.”

      “The one with the tulle overskirt?”

      “No, the one with the long sleeves. Oh wait, did the tulle overskirt have sleeves? I’m getting them all confused. Perhaps I need to try them all on again.”

      The assistant let out an audible whimper that was thankfully masked by the ring above the door of the boutique bridal shop, followed by the abrupt entrance of two men who looked unquestionably weary if not determined.

      The assistant was taken aback a moment, before noticing how handsome the men were. One wore a cowboy hat, the other black-rimmed glasses.

      “Gertie,” called the one in the cowboy hat the moment he saw Mrs. Houston.

      “Shane? Daniel? What on earth are the pair of you doing here?”

      “We’ve come to get you. We’ve come to take you somewhere safe.”

      Mrs. Houston looked confused. “But I am somewhere safe. I’m in a bridal store, for goodness sake.”

      “I don’t care, we’re taking you away.”

      The man in the cowboy hat began to stride toward her, but the assistant stepped in his way. “Excuse me, sir. If you’re here to cause some sort of trouble I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” She glanced back at her client and asked, “Do you know this gentleman, Mrs. Houston?”

      “Yes of course. That’s my son, Shane. And that’s Daniel⁠—”

      “Actually, it’s Doctor Daniel. Doctor Daniel West,” said the man with the glasses, stepping quickly up to the sales assistant as he straightened his glasses on the bridge of his nose. “May I have a word with you?” he murmured discreetly.

      The sales assistant was the one with the confused look on her face now. “What’s going on here?”

      Daniel took her aside. “I’m afraid your client— Mrs. Houston— has recently escaped our facility. Isn’t that right, Mr. Houston?”

      “Absolutely,” Shane agreed. “Ma, we need to take you back home now.”

      As Shane stepped up to his mother to promptly escort her from the store, Gertie tried to register what was happening. “Wait a minute. Did he just say I escaped from a facility? Oh, my word, you boys know that’s not true.”

      “Ma, just come with us. Time to change out of that wedding dress.”

      “I’ll do nothing of the sort. I have a wedding to plan!”

      Daniel whispered to the assistant. “Did she tell you who she’s marrying?”

      “No,” the sales assistant whispered back.

      “Clint Eastwood… as soon as the divorce papers from her marriage to John Wayne have been finalized.”

      “What’s he whispering over there?” Gertie demanded, picking up the hem of her wedding dress and storming across the store. “Daniel? What are you saying to her?”

      “Ma, it’s Doctor Daniel, remember?” said Shane. “Now let’s get you out of here. You don’t want to miss Jeopardy, do you?”

      “Oh, stop this at once. You know I don’t watch Jeopardy. Heaven knows the only jeopardy in my life is the danger you two put me through.” Gertie turned to the sales assistant with a somewhat crazed glint in her eye. “The last time I saw them we were trapped in a temple. The Temple of Time, they called it. There were jaguars. And whirlpools. And waterfalls that went up, not down. I don’t even know what that’s called. All I know is I almost drowned… several times!”

      The sales assistant’s eyes bulged as she listened to the words coming out of her customer’s mouth.

      Shane and Daniel simply exchanged a knowing look before Shane said, “Time to go.”

      With one swift move Shane swept his mother off her feet and into his arms.

      Gertie shrieked.

      Daniel turned to the sales assistant and said, “She likes to pretend she’s being carried over the threshold.”

      “Even by her own son?”

      “Right now, she thinks he’s Roy Rogers,” Daniel whispered.

      “Oh, the poor thing,” the sales assistant sighed. It wasn’t until Shane had whisked Gertie out the door that she realized— “Hey, wait a minute! What about the dress? She’s wearing one of our most expensive dresses.”

      Daniel quickly ducked to the fitting rooms, found Gerties clothes and handbag then raced passed the sales assistant. “We’ll forward you the payment. Look out for a cheque in the mail.”

      “From who?” the sales assistant shouted back.

      “Professor Fathom. Professor Maximillian Fathom.”
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      “Shane Francis Houston! What in the devil are you doing? Daniel stop this car immediately.”

      Sitting in the backseat of the Jeep, a somewhat stunned and angry Gertie tugged at the door handle, but the child lock was on and short of climbing out the window she wasn’t going anywhere. Nevertheless, Shane— who was sitting in the backseat beside his mother— felt the need to keep a firm hold of Gertie’s arm just in case she did something crazy.

      Behind the wheel, Daniel weaved his way as swiftly as possible through the streets of Dallas, following the signs to the airport.

      “Daniel, I said stop this car! You both realize this is kidnapping, don’t you?” Gertie spied her handbag now on the front passenger seat beside Daniel. “Daniel, hand me my bag this very minute. I need my phone.”

      “You’re not calling anybody, Ma.”

      “Yes, I am. I’m calling the police. This is an abduction.”

      “You ain’t calling anyone. Daniel, find that phone and put it in your pocket,” Shane instructed.

      As Daniel fumbled through the bag and stashed the phone in his pocket, Shane tried to ease his mother’s rage. “Gertie, just calm down. I can explain everything.”

      “Calm down? Shane, you just picked me up and threw me in this Jeep like I was a sack of potatoes. I’m wearing a wedding dress which I do believe we just stole. What other crimes do you intend to commit today?”

      “We didn’t steal the dress. We’ll pay for it when we get to the Professor’s island.”

      “The Professor’s island? We?” It dawned on Gertie what Shane and Daniel had planned for her. “Oh no, no, no. You’re not taking me anywhere, least of all to see that crazy Professor of yours. What cockamamie calamity has he got you tangled up in now? A journey to the center of the earth? A trip to the moon? Well let me tell you, I want nothing to do with it.”

      “Ma, this isn’t about the Professor. It’s about you.”

      “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “It’s that son of a bitch, Claudius Welles.”

      “Shane, I’ve told you a thousand times. Claudius is the man I’m going to marry. I know you two don’t exactly see eye-to-eye, but I will not have you speaking ill of him.”

      “Ma, he’s a murderer. A cold-blooded killer. He’s nothing but evil.”

      Gertie gasped. “Shane Houston! How could you say such a thing? How far will you stoop to tarnish the good name of a gentleman like Claudius?” Clearly, she was more shocked at Shane’s accusation than the news itself.

      “Mrs. Houston, Shane’s telling the truth. We saw it with our own eyes.”

      “Saw what, exactly?”

      “It doesn’t matter right now,” Shane said. “All that matters is we get you as far away from that man as possible. Which is why we’re taking you to the safest place we know.”

      Gertie rolled her eyes. “If the dress wasn’t enough of a hint, I happen to be getting married in a few weeks.”

      “Not anymore, you’re not.”

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Ma, I’m telling you, Claudius Welles is bad news. The marriage is off. We can argue about it till we’re both blue in the face, but first we need to get you to the island. I’m not asking you, I’m begging you.”

      Gertie paused a moment. “You? Begging?”

      He nodded.

      She considered this a moment. “You’ve never begged for anything in your life. You’ve always been far too confident, far too sure of yourself, to beg anyone for anything.”

      “The only thing I’m sure of right now is that Claudius Welles is a dangerous man. I need you to believe me. I know it may take some time to convince you, but Ma, please trust me.”

      Gertie took a deep breath. “If you’re wrong about this… if you’re wrong about Claudius… I want you to apologize to him. I want you look him in the eye and admit you were wrong about him this whole time. And then I expect you to put on your best suit and give me away at my wedding. I expect you to be happy for me. I want you to be happy for me. Will you do that?”

      Shane nodded. “If I’m wrong, I will do that. I will walk you down the aisle and place your hand in his. But not before I find out everything there is to know about Claudius Welles. Deal?”

      Gertie shook her son’s hand and replied, “Deal. Now can we please find somewhere I can change out of this wedding dress and back into something more comfortable?”

      “You can change at the airport.” Shane said. “We’ve got a flight to catch.”
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      On the far side of the island of San Sebastian sat an old, abandoned chapel perched on the edge of the crystal blue sea, its white weatherboard frame falling apart and its steps precarious and rotted. The pictures on the stained-glass windows— depicting tales of Christ raising Lazarus from the dead and walking on water— were smashed in places, the stories now broken and only half-told, like a puzzle with some of its pieces missing.

      But one thing that still stood tall and proud was the steeple of the chapel, a tower that housed one of the largest bells in the Caribbean. The mighty bronze bell measuring eight feet wide and ten feet tall had been commissioned by the island’s original plantation owner, a devout Christian who had married his bride in the chapel, christened his children there and was now buried in the small cemetery in front of the chapel, a resting place with no more than a dozen tombstones standing up from the lush green grass.

      As Big Zettie knelt before a pair of aged tombstones, their surfaces washed white from the sun, she laid a small, hand-picked bouquet of Barbados lilies in front of the headstones and made a sign of the cross.

      “Perhaps this is the place they should rest,” she said. “The palm trees will shade them, and the birds will sing to them. And my grandparents, God rest their souls, will be sure to look after them. They worked for the original owner of the plantation for many years, long before Pierre Perron took over. They were happy here. They still are. Your friends will be too.”

      A short distance away stood Professor Fathom, cool in the shadow of the steeple. “I’ve told you, Zettie, I have no intention of burying any empty boxes for the sake of it. Closure is not what I’m looking for, but rather an answer to the mystery. Wherever Elsa, Will and Luca have gone, I know they’ll find their way back to us. Somehow.”

      Putting in a good deal of effort and regretting the extra Johnnycake she’d had for breakfast, Big Zettie strenuously pulled herself to her feet and crossed the cemetery to the Professor. “If you pray the Lord will deliver.”

      The Professor smiled. “I admire anyone with your faith, Zettie. At times I wish I shared your beliefs. But I’m not relying on any god to bring them back… just sheer will and determination.”

      “Well don’t mind me if I do a little praying for you. It certainly won’t hurt. My grandparents stayed on the good side of the man upstairs and they lived to be ninety. There’s a lot to be said for prayer… except for all the kneeling. Thank the Lord for papaw ointment. Now there’s a remedy that will cure anything.”

      “Will it cure a broken heart?” the Professor asked sadly.

      Even though he couldn’t see her, Zettie shook her head. “I’m afraid not.” She paused a moment, her eyes picking up something on the horizon far out to sea. “But I think I know something that might help.”
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