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AUTHOR NOTE

I’ve always been into the supernatural, myths, legends, and folklore as far back as I can remember. A couple of my favorite movies are Jason and the Argonauts and Clash of the Titans. So when I started the Onyx and Mercury series, I was thrilled to start something wholly new and different. I wanted to create a world different than anything else and a new legend.

The Greeks had their own legends along with the Aztecs and many other societies. I made mercury a prominent focal point in the series. Its history is fascinating, and many before us used it for thermometers, as a medicine, talisman, and poison. I decided to create a new use for mercury.

Luys’ story is pure fiction, just like his brother, Gabriel’s, and every other character, other than the historical figures mentioned and the gods from Aztec religion, though I’ve taken liberty with some of Aztec and Spanish history.

I truly hope you thoroughly enjoy Luys and Avery’s story.


CHAPTER 1

“Faith is but a breath away from fear. Just breathe and believe….” 

— The Book of Stolen Secrets

Friday, August 16th – 6:15 pm

Avery Fleming hurried from her car as heat waves rolled up from the ground, pressed around her and into her lungs, nearly suffocating her with its intensity. Perspiration trickled between her breasts. Almost seven o’clock, and she was sweating worse than a horse after a brutal ride—what fun. The rustle of leaves rattled from nearby trees as a gust of wind thrust her hair into her eyes. She shoved the strands aside and turned her face against the sun’s glare. The wind didn’t ease the relentless hot air but exaggerated it that much more.

July. Two more months of being subjected to the same hellish conditions.

Sighing, Avery stepped onto the sidewalk of her condo complex and beneath one of several olive trees shading the route to her place. A car door slammed. She glanced over her shoulder, and her hand tightened on the strap of her purse. Even though the parking lot and common areas were in full daylight, Avery couldn’t relax. 

Last week, someone had murdered a woman less than five miles away. Other than stating the victim had been stabbed multiple times, the press had leaked few details. The news initially reported her boyfriend as the prime suspect, but since he hadn’t yet been arrested, there was a chance the sick psycho was out there. She grunted. Just another to add to the many crazies wandering the Phoenix area.

Grabbing her mail key, she moved into the alcove of the communal mailboxes and stiffened. Luys, her neighbor, stood rummaging inside his box. She didn’t know anything about him other than his name; she shouldn’t even want to. She started to take a step backward, but then he turned, and she forced herself forward. She wasn’t about to let him think she was avoiding him.

Straightening her shoulders, she stepped over to her mailbox and three feet from his own. His aftershave drifted toward her, a supple scent of cedar or pine with maybe a hint of orange. 

Avery tightened her jaw. So he smelled nice. Lots of men smelled nice. So what if he was over six feet and looked gorgeous in his tailored slacks, white button-down shirt cuffed at the elbows that contrasted with this dark brown, almost black hair. Lots of men in Scottsdale were drool worthy. She’d even dated a couple. Granted, they hadn’t exactly been keepers.

This guy didn’t know how to do anything but frown. Not once had she seen him crack a smile.

She liked friendly. She liked people who smiled. She liked someone who didn’t frown all the time. Life was too short.

After unlocking her metal cubicle, she found a couple of flyers inside. Most of her bills came via email, but she checked once a week in case she might have missed something important.

“Excuse me.”

She blinked. With her hand inside her mailbox, she turned to her neighbor, forcing a bland expression on her face. 

Then she realized he was—of course, frowning at her—expecting some type of response. “What?”

“You’re stepping on a letter of mine.”

She glanced down and recognized he was right. It must have slipped from his mailbox and landed on the ground. She stepped off the letter or tried to. Great. The envelope was attached to the sole of her shoe. 

A distinct and impatient sigh passed his lips. 

She shook her foot a couple of times, but the blasted thing stuck. She rested a hand against the wall, but he beat her to the envelope.

He caught her ankle. “Here, let me.” 

The cool pressure of his hand on her skin shot a tremor of shock up her leg. Before she had the thought to respond, he deftly peeled the envelope from her sole and released her ankle. She had a brief glimpse of her footprint and gum on the once pristine white paper before he stuffed it between his junk mail.

It was her turn to frown. She stepped backward, widening the space between them.

That’s when she noticed something by his feet. “What is that? I can’t tell. There’s so much fur—”

“A kitten.” He scooped up the animal with one hand.

“I didn’t know you had a cat.” She avoided meeting his gaze to stare at a tortoiseshell kitten. The last time they’d had eye contact was when he’d gotten a full-frontal view of her partially naked body coming out of the community pool. She hadn’t intended to flash him; she’d thought her swimming top was on. He’d acted as if she’d intentionally given him an eyeful.

“Well, it seems I’ve inherited one today.” He turned his back and walked toward his condo.

She crinkled her mail beneath a fist, waited a minute, and moved from the mailbox to her condo. As she rounded the corner to her home, the neighbor disappeared into his place next to hers before closing the door behind him. 

Once inside, she quickly stripped and showered, washing away the day’s stresses from her auburn hair and body. She was meeting Cristina and her husband, also relatively new neighbors who lived two buildings away in the complex. She loved this area in Scottsdale, Arizona. A bit of old town but still safe compared to other parts of Phoenix.

The last two weekends, she’d joined her neighbors for drinks. She usually always met them instead of going together. That way, she could leave when she wanted or needed to. She wasn’t one to stay out past midnight, and they seemed to like the nightlife, at times going to another bar and not getting home until after 3 am. 

After changing into a long flowing white sleeveless dress—anything more and she’d be sweating the second she was outside—she walked the short distance in a pair of flats to The Thing, a restaurant and lounge that opened last month and was considered the place. Give it a month, though, and the next rage will replace it. She reached the entrance of the restaurant then maneuvered through the crowd to get to the hostess. 

Her phone dinged with a text. Cristina.

Perfect timing.

We’re in the back right corner. I’m wearing bright pink. You can’t miss me.

Avery broke free from the lobby to get to the bar, feeling like a pinball as she bumped shoulders and bodies to get through the crowd. 

“So, how goes it?” Cristina greeted her with a grin. 

“Great! It’s the weekend, and a drink sounds pretty good about now.” She dropped into a plush lounge chair opposite Cristina and her husband. “Hey, ​Stephen.” 

Slouched in an overstuffed chair, Cristina’s husband straightened, leaned forward, and set his drink on the low-slung copper coffee table. Dark brown hair, thick and wavy, reached past his shoulders, while his equally dark brown eyes, prominent jaw, and brow added to a handsome, sexy picture. He was just as attractive as her neighbor, but unlike her neighbor, Stephen knew how to smile. 

“Glad to see you made it.” He flashed a set of perfect white teeth. “Cristina was telling me your new job’s been challenging.”

Avery shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s not something I wasn’t expecting.” 

“If it involves too much mental or physical effort, I’m gone.” He tapped a finger on the arm of his chair and shook his head before he waved down a waiter. Once he took their drink and appetizer order, Stephen urged, “So tell me about your new position. Not sure I could do what you do. Sounds like work.”

“That’s why they call it a job.”

“Funny.” Cristina laughed before throwing an odd look at Stephen. 

“I promised myself I wouldn’t complain. Compared to my last job, they offer far better insurance, which kicks in next month.” Then Avery admitted, “But it’s going to be challenging. I won’t lie. I’m just going to have to learn to compartmentalize better than I ever have being a social worker. I can’t let my clients’ lives emotionally cripple me. Otherwise, I won’t be a help to anyone.”

Cristina wrinkled her nose. “I’d be too depressed working with the mentally and physically challenged, especially when you can only do so much with your job. I can’t imagine living on the street, and I surely couldn’t handle knowing a mother and her autistic child were living in their car...”

“Hey, I thought we came out to have fun? Not talk about something maudlin and depressing.” Stephen arched a brow at his wife. “Wasn’t that the purpose?”

“Yes, of course,” Cristina agreed as the waiter came with their drinks and food. 

“Good.” Stephen took a deep swallow of his whiskey and club soda. Ice cubes rattled when he planted his glass on the coffee table and eyed Cristina.

Cristina gripped her fingers around her wrist and circled them back and forth as she stared at her lap and didn’t touch her food. “It’s good to get out. Being behind a desk all day with ledgers and numbers can get a little mind-numbing even when I enjoy accounting.”

Avery frowned and shifted in her seat. Cristina’s mood had just done a nosedive. But why? Had Avery missed something? Stephen didn’t look upset, but there was definite tension around the coffee table. Unless Avery’s mood detector was out of whack...

Cristina tugged the strap of her purse from the arm of her chair, strung it over her shoulder, and rose. “I’ll be back in a bit. The restroom calls. Not a good sign when I haven’t even had a drink yet!”

Stephen caught his wife’s wrist and teased, “Do you have to? I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.”

“Do I get a kiss, at least?” Stephen asked with a half-grin. 

“Of course.” Cristina quickly leaned down and kissed him. As she turned, the curtain of her dark chocolate-colored hair obscured her expression.

“I might as well join you.” Avery swiftly rose and followed her friend to the restroom.

In the bathroom, Avery blinked at the harsh fluorescent bulbs, a drastic shift from the muted lighting in the main bar and dining area.

Once done in the bathroom stall, she joined Cristina at the sinks and washed her hands. When Cristina lifted a hand to brush her hair away from her brow, her long sleeve slid backward to expose several black and purple bruises.

“What happened?”

Cristina dropped her hand and brushed her sleeve back down. “Nothing. I fell. Going down, I hit my arm on the counter.”

“It looks awful.” Avery stepped closer and lifted the hem. 

Her friend sidestepped, but not before Avery caught sight of four distinct marks, similar to a hand’s brutal grasp.

She opened her mouth to argue but closed it at the belligerent gleam in Cristina’s eyes. 

“Let’s go,” Cristina murmured, then slipped from the bathroom, not waiting to see if Avery followed.

The wontons, edamame, and sliders were tasty and still warm when they returned to their chairs. For the next hour, Avery struggled to keep her expression neutral. But she couldn’t stop thinking of Cristina’s bruises.

Stephen must have grabbed Cristina hard enough to leave marks. It must have hurt like hell. Avery didn’t have any proof it was her husband, but who else would it be? The abuser was always the spouse, right? Cristina wasn’t having an affair—at least Cristina never mentioned it. And those were finger marks, not some light bruising from hitting the corner of a counter. Avery wasn’t that naïve. She’d seen too much abuse over the years.

When Cristina sank into the chair next to her husband, Stephen grabbed her hand and brought her fingers to his lips in a brief caress. Her fingers curled into his before she slipped them from his grasp—too quickly? It seemed like it—and reached for her drink on the coffee table. Avery briefly made eye contact with Stephen, unable to read beyond his bland expression. But something in his eyes made her take a deep swallow of her drink. The smooth and smokey texture of her wine didn’t soothe her growing agitation. Her hand tightened on the glass. She shifted uneasily in her chair. 

Avery stared down at her half-empty drink. She hated the idea that Cristina might be in an abusive relationship. Ugh. She could offer help and direct her to various available resources, but she couldn’t force her friend into doing anything.

The evening had lost any pleasure she might have found in it. She glanced at her phone by her elbow on the armrest of her chair. A little after nine. She placed a hand against a pretend yawn. “I think I’m going to head on home. It’s been a crazy, busy week.”

“How about we drive you home?” Cristina asked. “We can drop you off on our way to the Dirty Buffalo.” 

“No. No. I’ll be fine.”

“What about a taxi or Uber?”

Avery arched a brow. “To drive me two blocks?”

Cristina shrugged and made a face. “Well, you never know. You heard what happened in North Scottsdale, right?”

“Yeah, I should be safe. They’re saying it's the boyfriend and not a serial killer.”

“The suspect’s always the boyfriend.” Stephen reached for Cristina’s hand again and chuckled. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I’m your very boring husband and not your boyfriend.”

Cristina groaned with a laugh, but Avery found nothing funny about the topic. Then her friend frowned. “I hear the scene was pretty gruesome.”

“When it gets personal, it usually is,” Avery said.

Cristina made a face. “Well, I hate to say this, but I hope it really is the boyfriend. I don’t think I can handle another serial killer in the Phoenix area. The last one had everyone driving on the freeways terrified.”

Stephen let go of Cristina’s hand and leaned toward the table. “I guess the serial shooter didn’t think of his victims as people.”

“That’s crazy.” Cristina wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know who gets off by killing some random person. From what I heard, the serial shooter thought it was some type of game. I’ll never get it.” Cristina shook her head, her lip curling. “Using people as target practice. How low can you get?

“They’re sick.” Avery set her glass on the table.

“Or evil,” Stephen argued.

Avery cocked her head to one side. “You think there’s such a thing as evil? What about a person being mentally ill?”

Stephen shook his head. “There are too many people who are mentally ill.” He waved a hand around the room. “Take this place. I’m sure if we counted everyone here, I’d run out of fingers. Lots of people have mental health issues. You don’t see them shooting down people on the freeway.”

“True.” Avery shifted in her chair. “But there are degrees of mental illness. Many people can function easily in society and mask their pain and psychosis. Most people don’t like their illness to become common gossip. Even now, with public figures coming out with their depression or other disorder, I think it’s still a big taboo. Society is still too apathetic with snap stereotypes.” She didn’t know how the conversation had turned this dark and morbid.

“Interesting point.” Stephen leaned further toward the table between them and rested both elbows on his knees. “If you say there’s a large percentage of mental illness in the general population, and evil has nothing to do with it, then the country would be inundated with shootings, stabbings, and continuous violence because of some mental incapacity. The police wouldn’t be able to get a handle on it. Society would turn into pure chaos.” Stephen’s mouth turned into a thin line. “No. I’m not buying that. There’s evil. It’s called choice. A person chooses that fork in the road, they justify their behavior, they pursue self-gratification, and to hell with the ramifications and the ruin they leave behind. And if it becomes personal, it gets even messier.”

“Okay, this has gotten way out of control,” Cristina broke into the conversation, waving a hand as if in surrender. She laughed, but the inflection sounded hollow.

“I’m not going to argue,” Avery said, shaking her head. “And before the evening gets even more depressing, I think it’s about time I took myself home. I hope I didn’t completely ruin your evening.” She smiled at Cristina. Right now, she didn’t care if she dampened Stephen’s night. He’d been way too argumentative and sanctimonious.

“Are you sure you’re not too tired to hang out longer? Stephen’s younger brother is visiting, and we don’t want to go home just yet. He can be a bit much at times.?” Cristina’s eyes crinkled with a smile. “You can join us if you want to at the Dirty Buffalo. We’re going to head on out there in an hour. You know you’re always welcome. Right, Stephen?” 

“Of course!” His lips curved into a genuine smile.

Avery paused with a reply but already knew her answer. Until tonight, she’d considered Stephen fun to be with. But now, she wasn’t so sure, not with Cristina’s bruises. Yeah, she might judge him with no proof, but she couldn’t shake her feelings. Right now, she found Stephen unnerving. Talking about evil sure hadn’t helped. 

She shook her head, grabbing her phone to slip inside her purse. “Thanks for the offer. Home is sounding pretty good after the day I’ve had. A walk and some fresh air will do me some good. Plus, it’s just two blocks away.” 

When she pulled her wallet from her purse, Stephen lifted a hand. “Hey, I’ve got it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.” Stephen smiled, humor dancing in his dark eyes. 

The softening in his face made Avery wonder if she was getting way too reactive and spinning tales where there were none. The couple could be into rough sex. 

She nodded and smiled back. “Thanks!”

She slipped from their table with a wave. Once outside, the quiet of the night shouted at her, making her realize how loud the bar had been. The abrupt silence made her suddenly aware of her solitude. So she was alone. Millions of people were alone. But they had other people in their life. Family. Friends.

She didn’t have family, but she did have a few friends. 

But no one close to her, another voice argued inside her head. Because you’ve let no one get that close... Because you’re chicken. A scaredy-cat...

She mentally shook her head. She wasn’t scared. The opportunity just hadn’t been there yet. That was all...

Yeah, right...

Several cars sped past as she walked down the sidewalk. She felt pretty safe. The street had a good amount of traffic, and there weren’t really any areas without lighting other than a couple of large paloverde trees throwing shadows in places.

The heat, though, hadn’t abated. After walking fifty feet from The Thing, she felt sweat cling to the small of her back, beneath her breasts and hairline. She’d be drenched by the time she got to her front door.

When her one-story condo came into view, she pulled out her key ring and quickened her step. The light by her front door beckoned. The neighbor’s windows were black. Maybe he’d gone to bed already. Probably alone. She hadn’t yet seen him with a woman or man. Avery frowned. She shouldn’t be thinking about what he was doing or with who.

A scrape of a foot against asphalt broke into the night behind her. She looked over her shoulder. Nothing other than the trees rustling in the wind. No sign of another person behind, to the sides, or in front of her. The lights in the parking lot illuminated all the cars except for the ones beneath the overhang along the brick fence.

Shivering, she left the sidewalk and cut across the decomposed granite toward her condo, slipping a hand into her purse for the pepper spray tucked away in a side pocket. A flash of movement entered her peripheral vision. She pulled her hand from her purse, her finger on the nozzle. 

Laughter. A voice, the words indistinguishable and unidentifiable as a male or female.

Pain, savage in intensity, crashed against her skull. Then she fell into blackness.


CHAPTER 2

Sunday, August 17th – 11:23 am

Pain. It throbbed around and inside Avery’s skull and seared her chest. She shifted, then cried out at the deepening pain. She clutched onto some type of fabric and twisted the material between her fingers.

Slowly, so she didn’t make the pain worse, she eased open her eyes. The ceiling stared back at her. Something was wrong. Nausea rolled through her stomach, threatening to rise up her throat. 

Calm down. 

She didn’t dare move until the urge to vomit subsided. 

This wasn’t a hangover. The pain was too intense.

She lay flat on her back for several minutes as she grew conscious of her surroundings. She slid a hand across a bed and touched a pillow beneath her head. Just as slowly, she turned her head but didn’t relax at the familiar sight of the Arizona desert watercolor painting on her bedroom wall and her nightstand with her e-reader, sandalwood body lotion, earplugs, and girly lamp.

A thin sheet covered her naked body up to her neck. 

How? She didn’t remember getting to her condo, never mind undressing. She usually slept in her underwear and a t-shirt. 

Panic roared through her body. No. Please God, no! She touched her hip and between her legs with a trembling hand. She didn’t feel violated. She would know if she’d had sex with someone, never mind being raped, wouldn’t she?

She struggled to remember. She’d walked from The Thing, crossed the complex’s parking lot, and had started cutting across the property toward her condo. But she didn’t recall getting to her front door…

Then the pain had hit, exploding against her head. Something or someone must have struck her from behind before she’d blacked out.

That someone must have dragged her inside and attacked her. Rape. They must have. Why else would she be naked? There was no other logical reason she could think of.

She jerked upright. Pain cut into her chest and skull. She cried out and quivered against the onslaught as it crashed and swept through her. Gasping, she sat frozen in the middle of her bed, the top sheet pooled around her hips, grappling for strength as darkness closed in around her. She struggled to keep from fainting.

Daylight streamed through the blinds and into the bedroom window, spearing horizontal lines across the carpet. From the sun’s position, it was late morning or early afternoon. How long had she been asleep? Had she been drugged? 

She touched her chest and recoiled. Her fingers had swept across something unfamiliar against her skin.

Choking back a sob, she fumbled from the bed. Her legs buckled, and she grabbed onto the mattress before she pitched forward. After taking a couple of slow, measured breaths, she regained some strength and stumbled into the bathroom. Grabbing onto the lip of the sink, she snapped on the bathroom light. The room flooded into bright, near blinding light. She blinked until she could focus. 

She stared at her naked reflection. Her red hair, thick and unkempt, tumbled down past her shoulders. Half circles stamped dark shadows beneath her blue eyes. A bruise stained her temple from probably pitching forward when she fell.

Her gaze traveled lower, past her face, her neck, and froze on her chest.

She gasped. Then a keening noise erupted from her mouth and echoed against the walls and bathroom tile as a fresh wave of panic slammed into her.

No. Impossible

Shuddering, she lifted a hand in horror and touched her skin between her breasts. A horizontal cut, looking as if a high schooler had stitched the skin closed with a thick black string, crossed several inches below her breastbone, while another vertical incision cut across it. Dried blood covered both lacerations.

Oh, my God. No. No. No.

The ruin of her chest wasn’t some mirage or figment of her imagination. Someone had cut her open, operated, and stitched her up afterward.

~~*~~

Luys Martinez grabbed his wallet and stuffed it in the back pocket of his jeans. After a quick look over his shoulder to make sure the kitten hadn’t moved from her spot from under the coffee table, he scanned the list of errands on his phone, then grabbed his keys, stepped outside, and closed the door. A wall of heat hit him, a shock from his condo’s air conditioning. 

The door closed to his left. Movement, a flash of copper hair along his peripheral vision. He stiffened. His next-door neighbor. Avery, the sexy-as-hell redhead. She was usually out doing errands or whatever she did by this time of day. He liked to avoid her. Sometimes he did a pretty good job of it, but this week wasn’t one of them.

He didn’t like being anywhere near her. She reminded him of what he didn’t have. He’d been single for... It didn’t matter how long. 

Realizing Avery was walking down the same sidewalk and headed in the same direction, he started to cut across the yard to use a different path to his car but paused when he fully noticed her.

Dressed in a pair of flannel shorts and a large black t-shirt bunched around the waist, she stumbled forward, then weaved back and forth on the sidewalk as if drunk. One of her thin flip-flops threatened to come off as she lurched forward. Then as she turned slightly, he realized her shirt was bunched up because she was clutching the hem to her stomach. 

“Hey.” He hurried to her side. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” She looked down at the ground, her matted red hair falling forward and shielding her face. “Sure. Just n-need to get to my car.”

“You don’t look fine.” Was Avery roaring drunk in the middle of the afternoon? 

He should turn around and walk away. He should mind his own business. He should...

Luys touched her shoulder.

She flinched. Her hair shifted again, this time finally revealing her face. Tear tracks stained her cheeks while the color had leached from her skin, leaving it a sickly gray. A bruise stained her temple. She looked like she might pass out.

As Avery took a step back and away from him, her flip-flop caught on the sidewalk. She pitched sideways, and the purse strapped over her shoulder swung wildly. He grabbed her around the waist before she tumbled to the ground.

She cried out. Sensing he might have hurt her, he almost let go but thought she was better off standing with his help than landing on the decomposed rock by the walkway.

She listed against him. “I’ve...I’ve got to get to the hospital.”

“I’ll call the ambulance.” 

“NO. I can take myself.”

He’d been avoiding people for as long as he could remember, and now in his arms, he had a woman ready to faint, for God only knew what.

“You’re not in any condition.”

She pushed him away and took in a shuddering breath as she glanced over to the parking lot. A look of embarrassment cut across her features. “I can’t-I can’t afford the cost of an ambulance.”

“I’ll take you,” he found himself offering.

“I—” She looked up at him and searched his face. She closed her eyes as if she could fight off the pain with sheer willpower. Wavering on her feet, she clutched at his arm to steady herself and looked as if she might fall to the ground at any moment.

He realized she wasn’t in any condition to think clearly and someone needed to do something. It looked like that would have to be him.

“Here. It’s a quick drive to the hospital. Three miles at most.” He picked her up and found her surprisingly heavy. Her muscles slackened beneath his hands, and she slumped against his chest. She’d passed out.

After some struggle, he managed to set her gently on the passenger seat of his sporty Subaru. Then he reached for her seatbelt, accidentally brushing his arm against her chest. 

She jerked awake and pushed feebly at his arm. “No! Please. I-I can’t handle the pressure against my body.”

“Ahh, sure.” He quickly retreated, shut her door, and slipped behind the wheel of his car. “Do you want me to contact anyone?”

Silence hung in the air, and he thought she might have passed out again. Then finally, she admitted, “I don’t have anyone.”

“What about out of state?”

“There’s no one.” With both hands balled into fists on her lap, she rested her head back against the headrest. Her throat contracted with a swallow.

He wondered what was wrong with her. She looked fragile and lost. “Did someone hurt you?”

She turned her head and looked out the window in the opposite direction, not answering. Silence howled through the interior of the car for the rest of the drive. He stuffed his thoughts away for another time. If he didn’t ask questions, she’d remain a stranger, someone he couldn’t connect to, wouldn’t feel for.

When he pulled into the parking lot, for a wild moment, he thought she’d died until he caught the gentle rise and fall of her chest.

After a faint protest from her, he carried her from the car, through the entrance of Desert Valley General Hospital, and into the emergency room. This close, he noticed the abrasion on her temple, the dried blood on her upper chest where her t-shirt gaped open. A scent he couldn’t decipher radiated from her. Blood and something else. Something familiar, but he couldn’t distinguish the smell.

At the receptionist’s window, the woman pushed at his shoulder. “Please put me down.”

“Are you sure?”

She closed her eyes briefly, then nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

He eased her gently to the ground. She sank against his side but remained upright.

The receptionist blinked at them from behind the window before turning her gaze on him. “Are you her next of kin?”

“I—No,” he replied after a pause and shook his head, momentarily disconcerted at the question. 

“I need you to fill out the first four screens to the best of your ability.” The woman offered an electronic pad.

He took for his neighbor and frowned at the first line. Last name? Emergency contact? He had no idea on any of it other than her first name. 

From beside him, the woman slumped. Before her knees hit the floor, he dropped the pad in a nearby chair, caught her around the waist as her purse fell and its insides scattered across the linoleum. Legs braced, he swept her up against his chest. Her hair caught against the stubble of his chin and cheek.

The receptionist jumped from her chair and disappeared around the doorway behind her. Before he had the chance to decide what to do next, two techs or nurses with a gurney came through another door. 

He helped them ease the woman onto the gurney. Her flip-flop slipped from her red-polished toes to land on the corner of the stretcher while her head slid to one side. He swept several strands of hair from her parted lips. She looked like a doll tossed to the road and run over. For months now, he’d secretly wanted to know everything about her: what made her laugh, made her cry, who touched her life, what she believed in—if anything—whether or not life had been kind. But today, kindness didn’t exist in her world. Hopefully, only momentarily. After all, the only constant was change. At least for most people.

He reached over to touch her one last time, having this crazy idea that he could will his strength into her, but the staff opened the door to the restricted section of the hospital and swept her down the hall before he could feel her skin. 

“Sir?”

The door closed, and his neighbor disappeared from view.

“Sir?”

He turned to the receptionist back behind the glass panel. “Yes?”

“Do you plan on waiting?”

“I—” He stood between the hallway and waiting room, feeling as if he hung between two worlds. He didn’t want to get involved. The idea terrified him.

The woman nodded to the pad visible in the chair near him and the woman’s purse on the floor by his feet. “I’m going to need her insurance information, social if you know it, name, and address.” Her gaze softened. “If she doesn’t have anyone to contact in case of emergency, she might need someone.”

“Yes, I’ll wait,” he said in a hoarse voice.

He sat in the waiting room, her purse in his lap, her wallet in his hand, and wondered how the devil he got into this situation. For someone who didn’t involve themselves in anyone’s business, he seemed to be getting in quick and deep. He snapped open her wallet and pulled out her driver’s license. Avery Fleming. Auburn hair, blue eyes. 5’ 6” 138 pounds. Her picture stared back at him. It didn’t do her justice.

From the moment he first saw her step out of her condo last year, he’d been gobsmacked. She was beautiful with her thick auburn hair, bee-stung lips, and classic nose. Other than today, she moved like a dancer, smooth, confident, and with a grace he couldn’t help but admire. But there was something more than beauty that drew him to her. An aura radiated from her. There was a worldliness in her face, but also a kindness, as if all the hurt and disappointment she might have suffered hadn’t stopped her from having hope, of believing in something good. He’d ignored her overtures of kindness. He’d made a point of being cold, unapproachable whenever they inadvertently met by their respective front doors or mail alcove, and it had worked perfectly: she’d kept away.

He’d hated causing her to feel uncomfortable, but if she found him obnoxious, he’d be safe. He didn’t dare let anyone into his life.

It was too dangerous.


CHAPTER 3

Sunday, August 17th – 3:12 pm

Lying on a hospital bed and waiting for the results of her CT scan, Avery stared up at the ceiling and tried to stop her racing mind. After the nurse had wheeled her into the hospital room, she’d had a good half an hour with only her thoughts and nothing else. It wouldn’t take much to push her over the edge. She couldn’t seem to stop the image of someone standing over her naked body, their hands on her, probing, touching, cutting. No! She needed to stop. She didn’t dare go there. Otherwise, she was liable to have a panic attack. 

Why do this to her and nothing else? No one had robbed her. She’d found nothing missing or out of place in her condo. She had found her purse on the coffee table in the living room. Who cuts someone open but makes sure the person’s belongings are safe? 

A knock sounded on the door. The doctor, a woman with salt-and-pepper hair, pulled up into a messy bun, stepped into her hospital room. Avery hit the remote by her hand. The bed hummed and lifted her into a seated position. 

“Do you have the results?” Avery plucked at the bedsheet at her waist, then pressed her palm against her stomach to quiet the tremor in her hand. She was afraid to know.

When she’d woken up, she’d been in another room with a nurse and doctor peering down at her. After they’d done a quick check of her vitals, the questions had started. The nurse hadn’t done a very good job at hiding the horror on her face when she’d seen Avery’s chest. The doctor probably must have seen worse situations because she’d only nodded with a light of sympathy shimmering in her eyes, which only made Avery want to break down and cry.

Dr. Clark rolled a gray topped cushioned stool over to the side of the bed and sank down on it. She sat for a moment in silence as if trying to find the correct words. Then she met Avery’s gaze with gentle green eyes. “I don’t know what to tell you. We did a complete scan, and everything looked normal. All your internal organs look fine. There’s nothing to explain the rationale as to why someone cut you open and stitched you back up. The stitches are a mystery in themselves. They don’t consist of any of the material you would find from a hospital or medical center, and they look like thread someone would get at your typical fabric or craft store.” 

“And my heart and other organs? There’s nothing wrong with them?”

“So far, everything looks and sounds good. The EKG found nothing unusual. The x-rays showed nothing out of the ordinary. I’ll know a lot more once I look at the CT scan.” The doctor brushed a hand along the length of her thigh as she pressed her lips into a thin line. “The police were notified.”

Avery stiffened. The hand against her stomach balled into a fist.

“What this person did is sick and deserves to be apprehended and arrested,” Dr. Clark said. “They’ll have some questions for you.”

“When?” She didn’t want to talk to anyone, never mind the police with all their intrusive questions. 

“Probably in a couple of hours. I want you to get some rest first. No doubt you need it. Your health comes first.” Dr. Clark rose. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

They must have given her something to calm her anxiety because she nodded off. She woke up when the door to her room swished open and Dr. Clark reappeared.

Avery rubbed at her eyes and face, trying to get the cobwebs from her thoughts. Dread and the need to know vied with each other. “So?”

The doctor resumed her seat on the stool by Avery’s bed. She held a handheld computer and swiped it several times, and then typed something before turning the computer’s face toward Avery. She moved her finger across the screen. “A CT scan can help show the heart’s structure. That includes valves, chambers, and the muscle itself. It also can tell me how well your blood flows through your heart and major vessels. Going through numerous image slices tells me there isn’t any damage from your attack, and there’s no sign of a lack of blood flow from the muscle. The heart and surrounding area are healthy and typical of someone your age.” 

The doctor shook her head. “I’m baffled. Are you sure your attack happened yesterday?”

“Yes.”

“Strange. I would have guessed much earlier.” The doctor frowned. “There doesn’t seem to be any motive. I also can’t find any evidence that reveals your attacker did some medical procedure other than cutting through your tissue to get to your chest cavity. They didn’t break your sternum, but it looks like you might have fractured it at some point when you were younger. There’s no damage inflicted to your muscle, tissue, or any major blood vessels.” The doctor’s lips narrowed. “I don’t know what to tell you. Someone is playing some sick game with you, for only God knows why. If I didn’t have visible proof of the incision and sutures, I wouldn’t believe it. The stitching can’t be from a surgeon or, for that matter, an experienced seamstress. The person didn’t know what they were doing the way they threaded your skin together. It boggles my mind that you didn’t die. We still need to keep an eye on you. I’d like you to visit your primary care physician in two days to make sure you’re healing fine. There isn’t any sign of infection, but I’ve prescribed an antibiotic and pain medication for you to take home with you. Actually, I’m amazed by how well you’re healing under the circumstances. It’s quite extraordinary.” 

“So I’m free to go home?”

“Yes, all your vitals are normal. I’ll have the nurse start the paperwork for your release. I have two detectives waiting in the hall to talk to you, though. I warned them to keep it quick.”

“Have they caught the person?” 

“I’m not sure.”

She didn’t like the idea of talking to the police, of their knowing looks, their curiosity. Ugh. Like she was some type of lab rat. She was sure they hadn’t come across an attack like hers. Who wouldn’t be curious? She would have been the same. She grabbed the metal bar along the length of her bed. But if she didn’t help them…

“So this person is out there right now? He could come back and do it all over again?” The idea of looking over her shoulder the minute she left the hospital left her reeling. “They could be a stranger or someone I know, and I wouldn’t have a clue.”

Dr. Clark winced. “I can’t help you there. You’ll have to talk to the police. Maybe they know something I don’t. All I can say is that you’re lucky you survived this.” She patted Avery’s arm. “You’ll be fine. You’re young and healthy, and you should heal quickly.”

“I’ll be fine?” Avery’s lips thinned, unable to crush the sarcasm from her voice and the growing wave of self-pity roiling through her. “I don’t think so. Some sick person cut me open, and I have no memory of it. And I have no clue why!”

“I apologize. I didn’t mean to sound like I was making light of your situation. I do have resources for victims of violent crime if you feel the need to talk to someone. And I’m sure the police will uncover something.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like this happening to someone else except for horror movies. Have you—” Avery was afraid to ask.

“Have I what?”

“So someone cut me open, left my organs and everything else alone, and stitched me back up. It doesn’t make any sense. Have you heard of other people being operated on for no reason? Not just in this state but other places?”

The doctor looked down at her chart briefly before shaking her head. “No, sorry. This is a first for me. I’ve asked the medical staff in this hospital and the surrounding hospitals. I haven’t heard back from everyone yet, but so far there’s nothing anywhere similar to your attack. I also did some research and asked several of my colleagues with no success. This is very new to me and the staff here. I would think the police are going to want to keep this quiet. I know I wouldn’t want the public panicking.”

Avery grunted. She tried to blink back the tears blurring her vision, but it was a vain attempt at best. The idea of her neighbors or co-workers finding out about what happened to her was horrifying. She wasn’t about to open her mouth to anyone. But there were other people. People in the hospital—nurses, doctors, or technicians might talk. It was bound to get out. Yeah, there were HIPPA rules, but the attack was too tantalizing and bizarre for it not to, especially if there was a chance of profiting from it through the newspapers.

Angry at herself for feeling so helpless, Avery rubbed at one eye with the back of her hand and shifted on the bed. At the sudden wave of pain, she bit back a gasp. On top of it, her head throbbed like crazy.

“Sorry. It’s going to hurt for a time even with the painkillers, and it’s normal to feel emotional after such a trauma,” Dr. Clark quietly assured. “Don’t feel like you’re being weak. Your body needs to recover, and you should take several days off work, preferably a minimum of a week. The nurse will go over your home recovery in the discharge papers and answer any questions you might have. Your primary physician should be able to remove the stitches. I’ve contacted their office, but right now, I want you to stay home tomorrow at a minimum. Don’t lift anything over twenty-five pounds, and if you can, have someone with you or at least check in on you.”

She couldn’t take time off, never mind an entire week. 

Her answer must have shown on her face because Dr. Clark smiled gently and said, “Na-huh. I can see you want to argue with me. Absolutely no working at the office tomorrow. You need to stay home Monday.” 

“Monday?” 

“Yes.”

The doctor had to have it wrong because that would mean... A well of panic swarmed through her insides. “But tomorrow can’t be Monday. That’s impossible.” 

“Why?”

“That would mean I lost two days. I thought today was Saturday. I never thought of checking the day or anything. I didn’t pay attention to the dates...”

“I’m sorry.” Dr. Clark frowned and glanced down at her iPad for the longest time. Finally, she looked up and met Avery’s gaze. 

Avery pulled at the hem of her sheet and looked away from the compassion in the doctor’s eyes. It would only make her want to cry that much more. She needed to get angry; she needed to feel outraged, but right now, she was drowning in pain and shock and self-pity and couldn’t find it within herself to break free from those emotions. 

“I’ll leave you now unless you have any more questions? The police have been waiting patiently in the hall. What happened to you is a crime, and we, as a hospital, must report it. I hope you understand.”

“Yes, yes, of course. I can’t think of anything more right now.” They were going to ask questions she didn’t have answers to. And some of those questions she knew were ones she didn’t want to answer. She’d never been one to share her life, her thoughts, her feelings. Most of the time, she tried to keep to surface relationships. They were easy and required little thought or feeling. 

But now an officer was going to pry into her life and probably ask her the most intimate questions...

“Oh, I forgot to mention there’s also a gentleman in the waiting room wanting to see you. Did you want him sent in after the police are done?”’

Avery’s eyes widened. She’d completely forgotten about her neighbor. The trauma and drugs the hospital staff had been giving her for the pain were clouding her mind. She vaguely remembered Luys helping her to the hospital. When he’d first approached, she’d been afraid of him at first, suspicious he might have something to do with her assault, but fog had filled her brain to the point she hadn’t been able to think, and it had been near impossible to stop herself from falling on her face. The ground spinning and nausea hadn’t helped. She couldn’t have fought him off if she’d tried. A couple of times she’d even passed out.

But if he had been the one who attacked her last night, he could have easily overpowered her in her weakened state and finished her off. Still, she didn’t like the idea of him coming in, but at the same time, turning him away was beyond rude. He’d not only helped her but had been waiting for hours. She’d never have been able to make it here on her own. He deserved some answers. Or lies...or whatever words that would ease his mind and make him not ask questions. “Ahh, yes, I’ll talk to him.”

“I’ll let the desk know then.” Dr. Clark rose from the stool and slipped from the room.

Even after the door closed behind her, the doctor’s voice filtered into the room from the hall, “She’s somewhat confused, which is normal under the circumstances. But I do think she’s confused as to the timing of her attack. I’m thinking from the condition of her wounds, it happened well over a week ago. Try to keep your questions brief. She’s had a traumatic experience.”

“I’m sure she has,” a man answered.

Then the door opened, and two plainclothes officers stepped into the room. The older, stockier of the two with short graying hair stepped to the side of the bed. “I’m Detective Hatcher.” He nodded to the other man. “And this is Detective Adkins. I’m sure you know we’ve got some questions for you. Hopefully, we won’t take much of your time.”

She glanced at his ID badge pinned to his light blue dress shirt. “Have you found the person who did this to me?”

Hatcher shook his head. “We don’t have any arrests.”

“What about suspects?”

“We’re working on it. That’s one of the reasons why we're here. We need to ask you if you know of anyone—neighbors, co-workers, acquaintances, anyone you can think of, even if it might sound strange—who would attack you?” Detective Hatcher asked, with one thumb hooked around his belt and his watery blue gaze unreadable.

She didn’t like his smile. It felt forced or insincere. Or it could be just her feeling edgy and unsure. “No. Not at all. The people I know wouldn’t even dream of mutilating me like that.”

“Are you sure? Maybe you had a conversation with someone. Maybe they thought you wanted to have something fixed. Say they started working on you and realized they were over their head.” He rocked back on his heels. “Some women value their appearances, and a good many get certain procedures done.”
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