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        This book is dedicated to the memory of Nora Ephron,

        who wrote one of my all-time favorite screenplays.
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        June 2010

        A suburb of Denver, Colorado

      

      

      Wyatt adjusted his facemask as the black wall of smoke surrounded him. The sounds of his breathing, forced through the regulator he clamped between his teeth, were barely audible beneath the loud roar from the fire. Glowing flames rose in a hot, angry blaze and cast eerie shadows that danced on the ceiling and along the top of a long sofa. His protective gear helped shield him from the heat and smoke, but once inside an inferno, it was impossible to see.

      Yet, with the aid of his TIC, Wyatt could use the thermal imaging device to make out vague shapes in the living room. No sign of the woman here. Her husband waited in the front yard of their blazing home, hysterical and half dead from smoke inhalation himself. If his wife was closed up in one of the rooms—a bedroom, or better yet, a bathroom—there was a chance she’d come out alive.

      The loud crash behind him had Wyatt dodging as a chunk of ceiling fell in a flaming mass. A new wave of heat shimmered in the eerie blue light of the camera lens. He felt his helmet jolt and then the skim of hot pain over his back as a second piece fell.

      Fuck. Got me.

      Wyatt grabbed Handlemann and gestured toward the dark hall, relieved the flames hadn’t spread here yet.

      Cheech Handlemann hadn’t wanted his boss to go in after the woman. He’d planted himself in front of Wyatt in a wide stance as he adjusted his helmet. “It’s too damn late for her, Chief. You know it is.”

      But Wyatt and Handlemann went in anyway. If there was a chance, and even if there wasn’t, he’d go in. Just like if there was any chance of dragging a member of his platoon out of the remnants of an explosion in Iraq, he’d take it.

      He’d want someone to do the same for any member of his family.

      Love you, Cath. Love you, Abby. Love you, David.

      Take care of them for me if I don’t make it out.

      Only moments ago he’d sent up this silent prayer as he stepped onto the porch of the burning house, Handlemann behind him.

      Now he started down the hall, moving as quickly as possible in the dark. The smoke was thick and his breath rasped in his ears, but it was half a degree cooler over here at least. Sweat trickled down his spine and cheeks. A noise-dulled shout from behind had him spinning in time to see a chunk of flaming wall collapse.

      Handlemann ducked out of the way, but now there was burning drywall and wood flaring between them. Flames skipped in a riotous orange fence. Wyatt pressed the button on the mic clipped to his collar and said, “H, I’m going on.”

      He took two more steps and the floor gave out. Christ. Pain shot up his leg and he knew he’d scraped the shit out of it, probably burned it too. He was up to his hips, one foot dangling into the basement below, the other miraculously stopped against a ceiling beam. Now the flames were coming along the hallway fast, and he had to pull himself out.

      But it was like dragging yourself out of a broken patch of ice...the floor kept shattering every time he put any pressure on it.

      This could be it.

      No, not yet. Not yet by a long shot.

      Wyatt forced himself to ignore the throb in his leg and the same ache in his back and focus. He needed leverage. There. The underside of a closed bedroom door.

      His fingers curling up beneath the bottom of the door, he gripped the wood, and leveraging with his one stable foot, pushed up and pulled with his hands. With one hard, sharp movement, he launched himself out of the hole and tumbled onto the ground.

      Christ.

      He staggered to his feet, a flash of panic whipping through him. The hall was choked with flames behind him and in front loomed darkness...but not for long.

      He still had his TIC strapped around him and he lifted it as he felt for the knob of the door that had just saved his life. The brass knob was warm even through his gloves, and Wyatt knew he had less than a couple minutes to get the hell out, woman or no woman. Or his wife would be a widow and his children would grow up without a father.

      But not this day. No, not this damned day.

      He twisted the knob and stumbled through the door as yet another chunk of something crashed to the floor. The bedroom was filled with smoke, and he looked through the viewer of the imaging device, searching for the shape of a human body. Then he saw it—the lump on the floor by the window.

      A window. With fresh air on the other side, and a streetlight streaming through. Flashing red and blue lights from the trucks strobed in the darkness. Hot damn.

      Wyatt staggered over, his leg still screaming with pain, his back scraped and already blistering, and scooped up the body. She moved weakly and he felt a blast of relief.

      He smashed the window with his axe and didn’t even have to wait; his crew was outside. Ready.

      Curling his arm around the woman, he climbed out the window.
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      Three hours later Wyatt wandered into the kitchen at the fire station. His back was bandaged up, the first degree burn medicated and protected. His leg, the skin peeled off in a three-inch wide swath, was not burned and had been attended to by the paramedics on site. He kept his limp to a minimum, practicing for when he got home.

      “Yo, Chief, you about done being a hero and want some chili now?” Cheech looked up from the pot he was stirring.

      “If it’s Bev’s chili, you’re damn right I want some.” Wyatt settled gingerly onto a chair, careful not to press his tender back against it. He could have gone home, but the injuries were mild, relatively speaking. And he only had two more hours on his twenty-four-hour shift. He’d be home for a day, then take off for the weekend to Arizona with his buddies. Elliott and Quent were two of his closest friends, their bond forged when they met doing hurricane relief in Haiti a decade ago. This was going to be a fun trip, though—an all-guy getaway, where the only danger was running out of beer or hiking too long and too hard and having to sleep on tough ground. He couldn’t wait.

      Besides, if he went home early, Cathy would be all upset and probably make even more of a fuss about him going away this weekend if he was injured. Better to power through it. This was nothing compared to the time he ended up beneath half a car in Iraq. Or nearly fried in the fire at a dry cleaner’s. And then there was the time he fell on his ass into an iced-over lake, trying to extricate a hunting dog...

      The chili was damn good. Spicy as hell and filled with chunks of tender beef, and accompanied by a hunk of corn bread. The only thing that would make it better was a cold one to go with it—but not while on duty.

      “The wife tonight—she gonna be all right?” Cheech asked, settling at the table with his own bowl. He scooped up a bite before his ass even touched the chair. “Damn, this is good.”

      “Your Bev makes the best,” Wyatt agreed, shoveling in another bite. “And yeah, the wife’s gonna live. Close one, that.”

      “You’re telling me. Handlemann thought you weren’t going to make it out.”

      “I thought I wasn’t going to make it out. But I did. I sure as hell wasn’t going to miss this weekend,” he added with a grin. “First all-guy getaway in three years. We’re going on an extreme hiking trip deep in the Sedona caves in Arizona. Just us and the outdoors. Think you can hold the fort while I’m gone?”

      Cheech snorted. He was the assistant chief, and because their department was so small, both of them worked normal twenty-four-hour shifts at the fire station while managing the department. Wyatt liked it that way; it kept him close to the work, reminded him why he did it. “We all can’t wait for you to get your tight ass out of here. You need some time off.”

      “That’s the truth.” Wyatt grinned, feeling about as happy as he’d felt the day he and Cathy got married. The only other times he’d felt so full of himself, so beyond happy, was on the days his children were born. And the day he stepped off the plane, Stateside, after his last tour in Iraq.

      He loved his children, his wife, and his life—but there was nothing like being able to just be with his friends and have no responsibility but to enjoy himself. Every so often a guy needed a getaway.

      He gulped down a big glass of milk and looked at Cheech. “Just so long as Cath doesn’t hear how bad it was tonight, okay? Tell everyone to keep it under the hood.” He knew how close he’d come to biting it tonight. But it was best to keep that stuff to himself. His wife didn’t need anything else to fuss over. She understood why he did what he did, but she didn’t like the long hours and the danger that came with it.

      “You got it, brother.” Cheech nodded.
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      The next day, Wyatt kissed his wife Catherine goodbye. He bear-hugged his eight-year-old son David and smooched his ten-year-old daughter Abby. Then he got on a plane and flew to Sedona.
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        May 2061

        Somewhere in the former State of Nevada

      

      

      “What are you doing here?”

      Wyatt looked at Remington Truth, who was pointing her gun at him, and thought, Christ, sweetheart, I’ve been asking myself that for a damn year.

      If I’d never gotten on that damned plane to Sedona…

      Instead of answering, he walked over to the fire she’d built for her overnight camp in the woods. She wouldn’t shoot him. Not yet anyway.

      Not that she hadn’t already tried.

      “How the hell did you find me?” Remy asked, lowering the gun. Even in the dim light, he could see the fury in her eyes. “Dantès showed up early yesterday, so I know you didn’t follow him.”

      He hadn’t expected a particularly warm welcome. After all, it was almost butting up to midnight. He was surprised she wasn’t sleeping, and even more surprised she was camping out in the open like this. Damn good thing he’d decided to track her down and make sure wherever she was going, she got there in one piece.

      But Dantès was glad to see him. Wyatt crouched by the fire as Remy’s large dog, a German Shepherd/wolf mix, greeted him with soft, ecstatic whines and crazy licking kisses.

      “Hey there, bud,” he said, shoving his hands into the thick, warm fur around the dog’s neck and massaging. The dog was so enthusiastic, there was a danger he’d knock Wyatt into the fire, so he shifted from his haunches onto his ass. “Glad to see you again too.” It was true. Dantès was one of the few things that made his new life somewhat bearable.

      He glanced over at Remy, then around the small encampment. “You’re a sitting duck for zombies here—or worse. I thought you’d know better than to be outside and on the ground at night.”

      Remy shot eye-daggers at him. She had the most incredible blue-violet eyes, but right now he imagined they were black with ire. He couldn’t see for certain in the dark.

      “It was only a temporary stop. I’ve gotten pretty damn good at avoiding getting myself killed, in case you haven’t noticed. Besides, Dantès will smell or hear any threat long before it gets close enough to me. Although,” she said, jabbing the fire with a violent stick, “he didn’t see fit to warn me about you.”

      Wyatt held back on the obvious comment. Instead, he unhooked the pack he was wearing and let it flop to the ground behind him. “Did you eat yet? I—”

      “I don’t want you here; I’m certainly not going to feed you,” she informed him. “I don’t know why you followed me.”

      He stretched out one long leg as he untied the boot on the other. “I have food. I was offering it to you,” he said mildly, pulling off his shoe. Ahhh. He wiggled his toes, then went on to yank off the other boot and sock.

      At first he’d been on and off horseback while tracking her from the small settlement she’d left nearly a week ago. But when Dantès took off after finding his mistress’s scent yesterday afternoon, Wyatt set the wild mustang free so he could better follow the trail on foot. He suspected once Dantès was with Remy, she wouldn’t allow her dog to go back and bring Wyatt to her, so he’d moved as quickly and expediently as he could before the trail went cold.

      It had taken him a little more than twenty-eight hours to catch up to her, even though he could tell she’d increased her pace. He had to give her credit: she moved along at a good clip, leaving only hints of her trail.

      “What are you doing here, Wyatt?” she asked again. This time her voice wasn’t as strident. It was weary.

      It’s complicated.

      And even that was an understatement. Fifty-one years ago he’d boarded that goddamn plane from Denver to Arizona. He’d met up with his buddies Elliott and Quent for what the latter called an extreme camping trip, exploring some mountain caves in Sedona.

      While they were deep in the caves with their guides Fence and Lenny, all hell broke loose. Some major earthquakes caused falling rubble and cave-ins, released poison gases, and knocked them all out...or something. When they woke up again and stumbled out of the cave, they discovered that the inconceivable had happened.

      The earth had been changed. Most of civilization was destroyed—people, buildings, infrastructure.

      And it was fifty years in the future. The year twenty-fucking-sixty.

      And he—none of them—had aged a bit. They looked exactly the same.

      But they'd lost everything.

      Wyatt reached for Dantès, who’d settled halfway between his two human companions. Scratching near the dog’s tail, he tried not to remember how devastating and paralyzing the realization had been. And still was. It was a year since he’d walked out of that cave, grateful and jubilant to be alive...only to find himself in something worse than hell.

      He, Elliott, Quent, and the two others who were in the cave had been trying to accept this changed world ever since then...a world populated by dangerous crystal-wearing immortal Strangers, zombies, and lacking anything resembling infrastructure. This new environment was a strange mixture of simple, almost third-world settlements in overgrown buildings and empty towns combined with glimpses of twenty-first century America. Cell phones and the Internet didn’t exist anymore, but there were lights and washing machines running on solar or wind power, carefully maintained televisions, and disc players for whatever DVDs survived—or had been scavenged—along with random books, clothing, and even furnishings that lasted fifty years for a variety of reasons. It was a strange juxtaposition, almost like the Old West meshed with a world filled with superhero pop culture and synthetic fabric.

      Wyatt and Remy had been crossing paths for months—she wearing her distrust of him and everyone else on her figurative sleeve by being secretive and running away whenever she could. But this time he’d followed her, because he knew she was in danger—from the zombies as well as the Strangers. They’d been searching for someone named Remington Truth ever since the devastating events of the Change.

      So far, he didn’t think the Strangers knew that the woman sitting in front of him was the granddaughter—and namesake—of the deceased Remington Truth. But when and if they did, they’d be after her just as desperately.

      “Do you have a destination in mind, or are you just running away again?” Wyatt asked.

      “It’s none of—” To his surprise, she stopped. Clamped her lips shut and looked at him through the fire. “I have a destination,” she said after a minute.

      “Good. I like to have my missions closed-ended.”

      “I’m not your mission, Wyatt.”

      He shrugged. “Dantès is. I can’t believe you left him behind.” With me. The dog was her most prized possession...except for the thumbnail-sized crystal she wore beneath her shirt. His gaze couldn’t help but drop to her midriff, mostly obscured by the flames dancing between them.

      She looked away, and might have intended to respond. But whatever she’d have said was cut short as Dantès’s ears snapped up and he froze, completely at attention.

      They both stilled, listening while looking into the darkness along with the canine. Dantès gave a low growl and got to his feet. And then Wyatt heard it. The low moans, rumbling in the distance.

      Ruuu-uuuuthhhhh. Ruuuuthhhhh.

      Zombies.

      Searching for Remington Truth.

      He didn’t need to say a thing; Remy was already up, kicking dirt onto the small fire. He jammed his sockless feet back into his boots and snatched up his pack. She grabbed the one next to her, shoving her gun into the waistband of her jeans as he said, “Let’s go.”

      He pointed north as she started to head east, but he was faster and grabbed her by the arm. “This way.” He propelled her toward the forest. “From the shadows, looks like there’s high ground in the distance.”

      Damned if she refrained from arguing, setting off at a good pace instead with Dantès at her side. If they got to the base of the hill before the zombies found them, they could climb up the other side, leaving the clumsy creatures behind them. Zombies—or gangas, as they were also called—couldn’t climb stairs or anything steep. But despite their awkward movements the bastards covered ground quickly, especially when they smelled human flesh. They were strong. And they were violent.

      Remy moved along rapidly and with more confidence than Wyatt expected, being in the dark and in an unfamiliar place. Maybe Dantès helped. Nevertheless, he stayed close behind her, pausing occasionally to look back and listen, then easily catching up.

      They were hiking through a junglelike forest, but threaded through it were remnants of the world Wyatt had left behind. Cracked and overgrown slabs of concrete that once could have been parking lots, building foundations, or even roads. They passed rusted-out cars, often sprouting the eerie shapes of trees or bushes growing through the windows. By the dearth of buildings, he figured they were on an old two-lane highway in the middle of nowhere. Fifty years ago this had probably all been desert. But since the Change, the climate and environment had been altered, turning Nevada into a tropical jungle. He wouldn’t have believed it if he weren’t living it.

      And there wasn’t a day that went by that he wished he weren’t.

      Wyatt kept an eye out for a possible hiding place, but the problem with charging into an old building in a hurry was a question of safety. They didn’t have time to determine whether the floors were stable and could hold weight, or if the roof would come crashing down at the slightest jolt or vibration. Aside from that, any structure that was a potential sanctuary from the zombies would have to have access to a second level—and then again, there was the problem of stairs and whether they’d hold his 190-some pounds.

      All at once Dantès stopped and began barking. His attention was fixed on something in the darkness.

      Crap.

      “What is it, Dantès?” Remy stopped, looking into the darkness. His ears were up at full triangulation, and his barking became a threatening growl. An animal threat, then, not human.

      Wyatt automatically moved in front of Remy, thrusting an arm out to shield her. He had a Glock tucked in the back of his waistband, courtesy of the dead bounty hunter named Seattle. But he had only a little ammunition, and a handgun was of little use against the large predators that roamed this wild, overgrown world. Liberated from zoos and circuses during the catastrophic events of the Change, all sorts of non-native wildlife were threats to humans. A handgun bullet wouldn’t stop a lion or tiger if it attacked. The pain would just make them angrier.

      Dantès’s growling became more intense, verging on barking. His ears were angled forward, and from the shape of his silhouette, Wyatt could tell his scruff was standing upright. Not good.

      Remy bumped against him. She had her gun in hand now and had eased up to stand next to him. He didn’t waste his breath explaining why that wasn’t a good idea. The damn zombies were coming up from behind, and whatever it was in the brush was coming from the left. They didn’t have many options. He scanned the area with new purpose, his eyes recognizing familiar shapes, calculating options.

      “This way, slowly,” he said, pulling her to the right. “Into that truck there. And for God’s sake, don’t make any sudden movements.”

      She muttered something that sounded like duh! and disengaged her arm from his grip. Dantès stayed in place, guarding the area, as Wyatt nudged Remy toward the only thing that looked like a safe bet. It was an old semi-truck cab. High enough to dissuade the zombies or a pouncing cat, strong enough to withstand a battering rhino or elephant. He hoped.

      Still eyeing the shadowy forest, Wyatt reached for the metal handle of the truck cab’s door. It was too much to hope it wouldn’t be rusted into place. It was, but the window was missing most of its glass. “I’m going to have to lift you up through there,” he said, glancing back at the dog. “Watch the glass.” Dantès had backed away from whatever he saw in the shadows and stopped growling. Bad sign.

      Ruuuu-uuuthhhh...ruuuu-thhhhhh.

      “They’re getting closer,” Remy said, and he wasn’t certain whether she meant the zombies, whatever was in the woods, or both. To his surprise, she actually sounded nervous.

      Suddenly, Dantès erupted into a frenzy of chaotic barking and Wyatt saw a long, low figure slinking from the shadows. The moonlight dappled over its face, spots, and triangular cat ears. A jaguar. Just fucking great.

      Without another word, he scooped up Remy by the waist and launched her at the cab’s window, just above his head. He couldn’t worry about pieces of glass stuck in the frame; that was her problem if she wanted her ass saved.

      She muttered something rude as she slammed up into the steel, but caught an edge of the window anyway. Still watching the frenzied Dantès, Wyatt gave Remy another good boost, neatly avoiding grabbing her ass by levering her off a foot instead, just as the cat pounced. Dantès’s barking choked off into a snarl as he met the jaguar in a ball of fury.

      “Dantès!” Remy screamed, her head popping out of the open window.

      Wyatt was already looking around for a big stick. Between that and his Glock, he might be able to help before the dog was injured too seriously. He was a good-sized canine and a match for the jag, but Wyatt was taking no chances.

      He’d lost enough of what he loved.

      Ruuuthhh...ruuuuthhhh...

      “Stay there, dammit,” he shouted at Remy, who was actually trying to climb back out of the damn truck cab.

      The animalistic snarling was now interspersed with squeals and whines. Something... need something. Wyatt saw shiny blood in the mix of two frenzied animals, and, suddenly terrified he would be too late or ineffective, he whipped the Glock from his jeans. He wasn’t going to stand there and let Dantès die while protecting them.

      But as he was about to flick off the handgun’s safety, the sounds of zombie moans rumbling ever nearer, Wyatt saw a large, fallen branch illuminated by the moonlight. He lunged for it, shoving the gun back into his pants, and swung it up.

      As thick as his biceps, eight feet long, the branch was actually a dead sapling. It still had its countless branches and dried leaves, and without hesitation he charged toward the chaotic mess of snarling teeth and sharp claws. He slammed the heavy branch onto the back of the jaguar as hard as he could. The cat yowled as Wyatt jumped back, ready to protect himself. He could see too much blood.

      “Dantès, come!” Remy shouted, fear pitching her voice high.

      He didn’t spare a glance to see if she was still in the truck or if the daft woman had climbed out after all, for the cat had separated from her victim and now faced him, snarling and spitting.

      Dantès growled, but the sound was more feeble than before. He was still on four feet, his hackles up, but Wyatt could see him trembling.

      The jag spared the dog a glance, then turned to the new threat of Wyatt, who still brandished the small tree. He was ready, holding it in front of him to keep the cat at a distance like a lion tamer with a chair. After a moment’s hesitation the cat turned and dove toward Dantès.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Wyatt growled, using both hands to thrust the heavy tree at the cat again.

      The jag hissed and twisted toward him in a breathtaking midair snap, but Wyatt didn’t have the luxury of admiring it. He was now the target and the beast was pissed. He rammed the tree toward the furious cat, angling himself around so he and his weapon were between the jaguar and Dantès.

      Ruuuuuuuthhhhh...

      Surely the zombies were close enough by now to smell him and Remy. Damn it. Now they were really screwed.

      He heard a creak and metallic thuds behind him and suspected Remy was clambering out of the truck. He wanted to shout at her but dared not let his guard down with the jag. The cat fixed him with green-yellow eyes that glowed in the moonlight, bisected by a vertical black iris. Her tail twitched like an angry whip. Along with streaks of blood, he could see the outline of her shoulder muscles in a stripe of moonlight. Damn. He’d be appreciating her sleek beauty and strength if he wasn’t half certain he’d be dead in a few minutes.

      “Get back in the damn truck,” he shouted over his shoulder as he lunged toward the cat, catching it in mid-leap with the widespread branches of the tree. It connected with solid muscle and furious fur, and he grunted with effort from the force, then shoved it back as hard as he could. A few branches snapped but there was still plenty of brush between him and the cat as it tumbled backward, landing on four paws. As long as he could hold it off...

      “Dantès!” Remy called behind him. “Come, Dantès! Wyatt!”

      A little out of breath, still hefting the thick branch, Wyatt looked over at the panting dog, who still snarled and growled, ready to leap back into the fray. “Go, Dantès. Go!” He edged backward, urging the dog to move with him, still using the tree as a shield against the cat.

      Ruuuuuthhhhhh. Ruuuu-uuuuthhhhh.

      Something crackled in the bushes and Wyatt whipped around to look. He saw heavy, clumsy figures outlined in black against the dark gray of night, staggering through the trees. Their orange eyes glowed eerily.

      “Wyatt!” Remy shouted, as if he didn’t notice the damn creatures. “Wyatt!”

      He didn’t bother to look back, but moved more quickly now, easing backward, shoving the branch at the spitting jaguar. The feline swiped a massive paw at the branch, jolting it in his grip and snapping several more branches. There was hope that when the zombies arrived, the cat would become their target or at least be distracted by them...but then again, he’d never seen an animal attacked by a zombie.

      They preferred human flesh.

      “Wyatt!” Remy cried again, and he finally looked over at her, a furious retort at the ready, but then stopped.

      Damned if the woman hadn’t lit a fire from something and gotten the truck door open. She was brandishing a blazing torch and gesticulating wildly with it. Her meaning was clear, but he was already moving toward her while holding off the jag and didn’t need her explanation.

      “Get back in the damned truck,” he snarled, grabbing the torch from her and nearly tripping over Dantès as he spun back. Fire in one hand, hefting the branch in the other, he rammed toward the wild cat once more, trying to give Remy the time and space to get her injured dog up into safety.

      Then he had an idea. If he could set the branches and leaves of his branch on fire...

      The zombies were in full view, but the jaguar didn’t seem to notice. She was intent on the man who’d infuriated her, and in one breathtaking move launched herself in a long, sleek pounce from atop a fallen tree. This put her higher and sent her farther than before, and she would have landed on top of his branch if Wyatt hadn’t dodged away. He tripped and nearly lost his balance, dropping the torch as he caught himself. It rolled out of reach. Damn.

      Heart pounding, he swung quickly and connected with the cat, then realized his error was an opportunity. Distance gave him the chance. He jammed the dead tree and its dry leaves at the flaming torch, still circling around, keeping it between him and the jag until suddenly it burst into flames.

      Now he had a massive torch, and in the breadth of a moment it was blazing wildly.

      The sight terrified the cat, and she backed away, still hissing and spitting as Wyatt charged after her. Heat from the flames radiated toward him and he could feel the trunk beginning to warm. But he had two threats to attend to. No sooner had he chased off the cat than, trying to avoid inhaling the smoke, he turned to the zombies. They, too, were afraid of fire, and it took him only a few well-aimed thrusts in their direction to run them off. They lumbered awkwardly into the darkness.

      By then, sweat trickled down his temples and chest and his hands were uncomfortably warm from the flaming tree’s heat, not to mention cut and scraped up like hell. Most of the branches had burned off and the fire was eating at the trunk, making its way toward him. He looked around for somewhere safe to put it, knowing how quickly a whole forest could go up in flames from one small fire.

      Damn.

      Had he seen any water? Had they passed anything...?

      He tried to think, then remembered seeing the gleam of a shallow pool in the indentation of a car’s hood. But where?

      He heard Remy shout after him—something obvious like Where are you going?—and ignored it, running off with the ever-flaming branch. Water or concrete or something that could contain the fire...He peered, hard to see in the dark, and not more than ten yards from the truck cab found a pool of water. Dropped the branch in, rolled the fucker around as it sizzled into nothing, and then, dusting off his abused hands, headed back to Remy.

      “How is he?” Wyatt asked, hoisting himself up into the truck cab. He slammed the door behind him and turned to Remy. He had a moment to realize that this was a full sleeper cab, with what had been bucket seats in the front of the rig and in the back a compact living space.

      But then he saw Dantès, lying on a pile of something, and Remy crouched over the dog’s head. Blood gleamed in the low light, but Dantès moved, giving a whine of greeting and lifting his face as soon as he saw Wyatt.

      “This,” Remy said, looking up at him, tears glistening in her eyes, “is precisely why I left him behind—where he’d be safe!”

      “Don’t be a fool,” he snapped. “If he hadn’t been here, this would have been you. And then what would have happened to that damn crystal of yours?”
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      Remy jolted, her hand going automatically to her navel. Of course he knew she had the crystal, that she wore it. But he didn’t know what it was or why it was so important. How could he, when she didn’t even know?

      “Let me see him,” Wyatt was saying, his attention refocused on Dantès. “I need light,” he added in that commanding way of his that made her want to box his ears.

      No thank-you for giving him the torch that saved their butts, no appreciation for forcing open the truck door so he could climb his sorry, stick-up-his-ass ass up into it, no concern for whether she’d cut or scraped herself when he shoved her up into this messy place (which she had, thank you very much)...all after showing up unexpectedly and uninvited, calling her a fool and snarling at her...and now he was ordering her around asking for a light.

      He really was a dickhead.

      Do it for Dantès, she reminded herself. And dug out a small, manual-powered flashlight from her pack, ignoring the streaks of her own blood that made it slippery. She wiped her hand on her pants near another bloodstain, then, with three quick cranks, produced enough energy for a decent beam of light. She shone it onto her beloved pet.

      It wasn’t as if she hadn’t thought of the light before Wyatt demanded it, but she didn’t have the chance to get to it. It wasn’t an easy task helping an injured, ninety-five-pound dog up into a door five feet off the ground...especially when she was only five-foot-eight and 135 pounds herself. It was the cut along her thigh, deep enough to slice through her cargo pants, that protested the most and gushed a little harder. Damn. She’d have to sew up the tear too.

      Remy looked down at Dantès, watching Wyatt’s large hands moving gently over the dog as the canine rested his head in her lap. She knew one thing: the ever-angry Wyatt might despise her, but he loved her pet as if it were his own. He’d do anything for Dantès, as evidenced by his actions tonight and the tension emanating through him as he examined the dog. At least she had that.

      But there was a lot of blood. Her insides tightened and fear burned inside her. He couldn’t die. He couldn’t.

      “Well?” she asked when the silence had stretched for too long. Her fingers clasped tightly over the flashlight while her other hand stroked Dantès’s soft head as she waited for her companion’s diagnosis. She’d done a thorough examination before Wyatt appeared, but she was too upset to be confident in her estimation in this case. She wanted someone else to tell her what she thought she knew.

      “He’s going to be fine,” Wyatt said. She saw his tension relax, and so did she. “Aren’t you, bud?” His fingers spread wide, he gently stroked the length of Dantès’s torso. “Just need a little fixing up and some rest.” He looked up at Remy, meeting her eyes for the first time. “He’s hurt, there’s a lot of blood, but I didn’t find anything serious. Nothing that shouldn’t heal up.”

      She nodded, relief shuttling through her. “That’s what I thought, but...”

      “There is a lot of blood,” he said, reading her mind. “But it looks worse than it is. He’s a good fighter.”

      So are you. She looked back down at the dog before those words slipped out. She guessed that deep-seated anger he always carried was good for something. From her safe perch in the truck, she’d watched him with a combination of horror and admiration, saw him swinging a small tree as if it were a sword, dodging and feinting and jumping, always a step ahead of the snarling jaguar, then going back for more.

      Wyatt’s accusation rang in her memory: Don’t be a fool. If Dantès hadn’t been here, this would have been you.

      But he’d misspoken. If he hadn’t been here, this would have been both her and Dantès.

      “By the way, nice job with the torch,” he said, and rose to his feet. The ceiling wasn’t quite tall enough for him to stand fully upright, but he only had to bend his head a little.

      Remy felt a wave of guilt for her earlier irritation; after all, he had clearly been distracted by worry for Dantès. She was about to thank him for saving them when Wyatt added, “Next time, don’t keep screaming my name. It’s distracting.”

      “Next time?” she retorted, her blood racing again. “God forbid there should be a next time.” The sooner she could ditch him, the better.

      She thought she heard a muffled snort, but he’d turned away and was examining the contents of the room or space they were in. She couldn’t figure out exactly what this thing was. It looked like the front of a huge truck, like a larger size of the Humvees driven by the Strangers and bounty hunters, but behind the two seats in front was something like a small room. Almost like a tiny house or bedroom.

      There might have been a mattress once, but the years and animals had done a number on it, and all that was left were the frame and springs. Cupboards, two small chairs, and a table were made from some woodlike material that was still fairly intact. They took up about half the space behind the driver’s seat and its partner.

      The only windows were in the front of the trucklike thing: one on each side, and the big one over the front. The glass was only gone from the one side, though, and although it was shattered, the front window was still intact. Both windows were filthy with mildew and dirt. Nevertheless, it was a safe place to hole up for the rest of the night. The zombies couldn’t get up there, and it would be nearly impossible for the jaguar or any other animal to launch itself through the window. She guessed it was well past midnight and moving on toward dawn by now, though the night was still dark as pitch.

      Dantès was going to be all right. She was safe. She could relax.

      Except for him.

      Remy shifted out of the way, arranging her flashlight as a general illuminator as Wyatt inched around the room, half bent, digging through the contents. He made one satisfied grunt and many disappointed noises, dropping things into piles that seemed to be useful versus nonuseful—the latter pile much larger and including gnawed away upholstery and other trash. While he did that, she moved up to the front of the truck and opened her pack. She had an extra shirt that could be used to wash up some of the blood, maybe even bandage Dantès’s worst injuries. Eventually, she’d need to get more clean water, but she had some in her canteen. And so she’d be less one shirt, but in the grand scheme of things...At least the slice alongside her wrist had stopped bleeding, for the most part.

      Despite what Wyatt might think about her being a fool, she’d planned her departure from the settlement of Yellow Mountain carefully, packing a good number of supplies. It wasn’t the first time she’d had to make a quick escape. She was used to it.

      And when Dantès showed up yesterday, she suspected Wyatt wouldn’t be far behind. Which was why she’d altered her route, going in random directions. Trying to lose the man.

      Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked.

      Casting a glower at him, Remy extricated the shirt and a small blanket from her bag and crawled back to Dantès. He was no longer lying on his side but was half upright and panting with interest at all the activity. That had to be a good sign. She poured a small dish of water for him and he drank noisily and sloppily, splashing all over as he was wont to do. Then she fed him a few pieces of cheese and some dried meat she’d gotten from Vonnie, the lady who cooked at Yellow Mountain.

      Just then Wyatt sucked in his breath in an audible, delighted sound. She turned to see him pulling out a plastic tub from one of the cupboards.

      “Oh, baby—airtight and clean as a whistle even fifty years later,” he murmured like a man to his lover.

      She couldn’t help it, she had to investigate, even though it meant acknowledging his existence again. “What’s in it?”

      He had pulled off the top and was taking things out. “Hot damn. A first aid kit. Matches. A screwdriver set. Some emergency glow sticks, even. And duct tape!” He rustled through several other items, pulling out a blanket four times larger than the one she had, a pair of scissors, and some other things Remy didn’t see.

      She didn’t wait for an invitation but took the first aid kit and dug through it. “Antibacterial ointment,” she read, aiming her flashlight onto a small tube in order to see. “Hmm.” It sounded important, but it was awfully old. And she wasn’t sure what it was.

      “Can’t hurt to try it,” Wyatt said, holding a ring of silvery tape in his hand. “It’s been locked up airtight. Put it on the deepest cuts and then bandage them up.”

      Remy glanced at him, then back at the tube. All right. She set about doing just that, using the scissors to cut away some of Dantès’s fur. Then she squirted out the tube’s contents and gently rubbed it on her pet’s leg, his shoulder, and the worst bite mark, which was on the left flank. He whined softly and licked at her in gratitude as she ministered to him.

      “Christ. I meant on you,” Wyatt said, suddenly looming over her. That anger bristled all over him again.

      She looked up. “What?”

      “Put the ointment on your cuts,” he said impatiently. “Especially the one on your leg. Dantès doesn’t need it as much as you do. He’ll clean his own wounds. Dogs are built that way to heal themselves. You, on the other hand...you don’t want to get an infection from that filthy glass.” Shaking his head, he turned away, pushing past her in the small space to move to the front of the truck.

      Remy looked down at her hands, at the gash oozing along the side of her right wrist and the blood seeping around the tear of her pant leg. Then she glared at the back of Wyatt’s head as he knelt next to the driver’s seat, doing something under it. Why did he always have to be so angry?

      Having attended to Dantès, she cranked the dimming flashlight back to full brightness, then turned her attention to herself. She knew the dangers of infection, but hopefully she’d bled freely enough to wash away any serious germs. And she did have a small bottle of alcohol in her pack for just such an emergency, but there wasn’t that much of it. This ointment could help, if it didn’t kill her from being so old.

      She glared at Wyatt again, ignoring the fact that his shoulders were so broad they hardly fit between the two bucket seats in the front. He was still scrabbling around in there at the base of them, grunting and muttering under his breath with effort. She refused to ask what he was doing, even when there was an ominous thud. She hoped he’d dropped something on his foot.

      “Don’t turn around,” she said, aiming her words to the front of the truck. “I have to take off my pants.”

      Wyatt didn’t deign to respond, but she knew he heard her. Turning so her back was to him, she stood and undid her cargo pants. The blood had dried, plastering the lightweight material to her leg and its wound, and it stuck as she tried to pull them off. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she peeled them down, dragging away the newly formed scab.

      “Sweet...Jesus...Christ,” Wyatt breathed in a worshipful voice.

      Enraged—and yet, oddly delighted by his reaction—Remy whirled so fast that, still tangled in her pants, she nearly lost her balance. But he wasn’t looking at her. The driver’s seat was flipped up toward the steering wheel, revealing a storage space beneath it, and he was gazing down at something he held in his hands.

      “Jameson’s. A whole damned bottle, unopened. The paper’s still on the cap.” He sounded as if he were about to cry.

      “What is it?” she was compelled to ask as she wrapped the small blanket around her waist and tucked it in tightly. No need to flash him, especially since her panties had seen better days. Good underwear was hard to come by.

      Wyatt looked over, holding up a dark glass bottle. “Irish whiskey. Good Irish whiskey. Sonofabitch, I can’t hardly believe it.”

      “Alcohol? That’s great for cleaning wounds,” she said, understanding his delight. “It’ll sting, but—”

      “Are you crazy? I’m not pouring this stuff anywhere but down my throat. There are alcohol pads in the first aid kit. Use them. I,” he said, clambering back toward her, “am going to open this right about now.” He barely glanced at her as he settled onto the floor next to Dantès. “It’s been a hell of a long day.”

      Remy considered pointing out that it was his own fault for being here—and thus creating his “long day”—but decided her best course was not to engage. There was hardly enough room in the small space for both of them plus the massive chip on his shoulder, so she pointedly ignored him as she finished tending to her cuts. She kept the blanket close around her waist, opening it just enough to see to the slice on her thigh. The cut was ugly and crusting over, and, with a twinge of concern, she slathered it with a good amount of the antibacterial ointment. She also used some of the alcohol pads—little cloths wrapped up in foil packets, still damp and smelling of astringent even after half a century—and cleaned the cut.

      “Does it need stitches?”

      She was startled when he broke the silence. Sitting against the wall as far from her as possible, he was little more than a shadowy silhouette. As she watched, he lifted the bottle and drank, then settled it back between his long, jeans-clad legs. They were extended into the small room, and she could see his bare feet nearly brushing the opposite wall.

      “No,” she replied immediately. There was no way she was letting him near her to stitch anything up, especially after the last time he had to help her. She reached beneath her shirt to touch the crystal, back in its place at her navel. Only days ago, at Yellow Mountain, it had started to glow and heat, burning her skin unbearably. Wyatt had been the only one around, and he’d had to use those long, elegant fingers to help her unfasten it from its piercings.

      And how had he seen the cut on her leg anyway? He hadn’t given her the barest of glances since climbing into the truck. She frowned and shifted subtly so her back was to him.

      Silence reigned again, broken only by an occasional whuffle from the sleeping Dantès or Remy’s own rustling through her pack. If she were alone, she’d change and try to wash up a little. But with Wyatt here...After a while there was the soft glug of whiskey, then the dull clink as he set the bottle back down.

      “You going to tell me where we’re going?” he asked. His voice was quiet, and a little smoky from the drink.

      Remy’s mouth flattened. She’d like to tell him where to go, that was sure. Yet, she was a realist. And, most of the time, honest with herself. She supposed it might not be a bad idea to let him tag along; it would be hard to get rid of him anyway. God knew, he kept showing up whether she wanted him around or not. She could find plenty for him to do—like deboning any fish she caught or skinning a rabbit. Not her favorite tasks, but necessary when on the run.

      And he’d been handy tonight, fighting off the jaguar and zombies. Not that she wouldn’t have been fine on her own. But.

      “I’m going to New Vegas,” she said finally.

      “So the woman who runs away from everyone is heading for the largest settlement, the last bastion of human civilization. Interesting.”

      Silence again. She listened for the sound of him lifting the bottle to drink, but he didn’t. She began to clear away a place to sleep, eyeing the large blanket he’d pulled from the plastic box. Hers was around her waist and it was a little too chilly to sleep without a covering.

      “You still having nightmares?” he asked.

      She tensed. “Don’t worry,” she replied. “I’m sure at the rate you’re slugging that whiskey down, you’ll be too passed out to hear me, even if I do.”

      He gave a short chuckle that sounded more bitter than amused. “You got that right, sweetheart. Nothing better than a good drunk to keep the nightmares away. Want some?”

      “No. Someone’s got to stay awake and aware.” Oh, God, please don’t let me have nightmares tonight.

      She drew in a long, slow breath, remembering the mantra Selena had taught her to help clear her mind and to keep the ugly memories at bay.

      Another sharp laugh from Wyatt. “I hate to disappoint you, but I’m a long way from drunk, and an even longer way from not being awake and aware. If it were that easy to block it away, I’d be smashed all the time.”

      “You ought to try meditating,” she said. “It helps.”

      He made a sound that could have been one of derision, or simply interest...it was hard to tell with Wyatt.

      “So does this.” He lifted the bottle in a sharp, jerky motion. In the wavering light, she caught a glimpse of his throat as he tipped his head back to drink, long and slow. Then, to her surprise, he leaned forward and offered it to her. “It’ll warm you up too.”

      The bottle was warm from where he’d tucked it between his legs. That and the fact that he’d just had his lips around the opening gave it an uncomfortably intimate feel, but she took it anyway. Maybe she should get a little drunk. It might help her sleep...and she really didn’t want to have a nightmare with Wyatt around.

      The first sip burned down her throat and immediately rushed through her in a soft wave. She took another swallow, careful not to suck down too much and cause a coughing fit. This one didn’t burn as sharply, but it was warm and rich. The heat pooled in her belly then rolled through her limbs, and Remy immediately felt more loose.

      She handed the bottle back to Wyatt, noticing he’d inched a little closer to make it easier for them to reach. He was tall and solid and took up a lot of space...but despite what Seattle had done to her, even in this small area, being with Wyatt didn’t make her nervous. Annoyed, maybe. But, surprisingly, not nervous.

      “Take the big blanket,” he said. “Might as well be comfortable.”

      She didn’t have to be asked twice, but she couldn’t resist a sharp retort. “Wow, aren’t you nice. The next thing I know, you’ll be offering up your very own body heat just to keep me warm.” Just as Ian Marck the bounty hunter had done when she was traveling with him. And that had, of course, led to other things.

      “Body heat? Hell, no. That’s what you’ve got Dantès for.” Wyatt slugged back another drink, then set the bottle between them.

      She gritted her teeth at the disdain in his voice. Then she snatched up the large blanket. It wasn’t musty at all and it was made of a light material that was very warm. Once wrapped up, she reached for the bottle again. He was right, it made her warm and easy. Hopefully it would help her sleep. And keep her from wanting to strangle him.

      “Why is it so damn important for you to get to New Vegas that you took off on your own? I figure I ought to know why the hell I’m risking my ass to get you there.”

      “I didn’t ask you to risk your ass.”

      “Jesus, Remy. Don’t you ever say anything unpredictable?” Now his words were darker, more gravelly, and slurred a bit. “That’s what I do. I risk my ass. For people.”

      “I’ll tell you when you tell me why the hell you’re so damn angry all the time,” she said, setting the whiskey down a lot harder than necessary.

      That drew a laugh from him, a short, uncivil bark. “All right, I take it back. You aren’t predictable. By the way, now I’m getting drunk.”

      “Great. How soon till you pass out?”

      Another bark. “Not fucking soon enough.” He drew in a deep breath. “Never fucking soon enough.”

      The light was flickering, so she turned it off. But not before she caught a brief look at him as she picked up the flash, accidentally—or maybe not—directing it his way. His head was tilted back against the wall, his too-long dark hair a wavy mess around his face and unshaven jaw. His eyes appeared to be closed, and she could see the outline of his cheekbones and strong nose.

      He’d be handsome enough if he didn’t have that dark, angry brood strapped to him all the time. He was built nicely, that was for sure. He wore his battered jeans well, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up to show firm, muscular forearms. And he even had attractive feet, solid, strong, and elegant. They matched his hands.

      She put the flash away and settled down to sleep, her world muzzy. Hopeful she wouldn’t dream.

      The last thing she heard was the soft clink of the whiskey bottle.
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      Wyatt opened his eyes to bright, warm sunshine. He was still tilted back against the wall, the bottle of Jameson’s still wedged between his legs. Damned if it wasn’t even half empty.

      Maybe that was a good thing. He’d have some for tonight.

      He stretched, capped and put the whiskey aside, and glanced over at Remy. Wrapped in the blanket, she was curled up in a ball, and appeared to still be sleeping. She was tucked next to Dantès, who’d lifted his head in query..

      Wyatt’s mouth tightened. He didn’t remember dreaming. He hoped like hell he hadn’t.

      He gestured for the dog to come with him, and moments later he was lifting Dantès down from the high door of the truck rig so they could both do their business. To his dismay, the injured canine wasn’t as confident on his feet as he’d hoped.

      “You’re not going to be able to travel today, are you bud?” Wyatt asked, kneeling next to him to examine the jaguar’s claw marks and bites.

      In the daylight, his diagnosis of a full recovery was borne out, but not without a day or two of rest first. There was no way Dantès should be hiking twenty, thirty miles a day for a while. Wyatt glanced at the truck. He hoped Remy wasn’t in a hurry to get to New Vegas—also known as N.V., or Envy. Not only were they going to be delayed, but she’d been heading in the wrong direction for the last day and they would have to backtrack about twenty miles.

      He shook his head. How the hell had she managed to evade the zombies, the Strangers, and the bounty hunters—who were all looking for Remington Truth—for so long without getting herself killed?

      Of course, there was one bounty hunter she hadn’t avoided. Ian Marck. They’d been partners for a while before Ian was tossed over a cliff after having the shit beat out of him by Seattle, a rival bounty hunter, who’d then abducted Remy.

      He’d seen a lot of horror in his day, but Wyatt’s stomach still pitched when he remembered the condition in which he’d found her. Chained beneath Seattle’s Humvee, ready to be dragged off when he drove away, she’d been half dressed, beaten and raped, and God knew what else. It was a wonder she was even half sane.

      If she had nightmares last night, he hadn’t heard it from her. But back at Yellow Mountain, when their bedrooms were only a short distance down the hall from each other, he had. Fucking bastard.

      “Good boy,” he said, giving the dog a good, loving scrub at the neck. Dantès had been the one to pick up Remy’s scent and track her down. He’d launched himself through the window of Seattle’s truck and torn the man’s throat out before the bounty hunter knew what happened. “Good boy,” he said again. “I wouldn’t have been nearly as quick and merciful about it.”

      “About what?”

      He turned to see Remy climbing out of the cab. Her long black hair, tousled from sleep, shone in the sunlight, and he saw she’d lost the blanket around her waist and pulled on a pair of jeans instead. Damn, she had long legs. He wondered if she’d sewn up her cargo pants yet.

      “Giving that fucker Seattle what he deserved,” he replied.

      Her steps hitched, but she recovered quickly and kept walking. “Oh. Uh, nature calls,” she said, and headed for a thicker part of the woods. Dantès followed her, hobbling off at a labored pace.

      When she returned, he said, “How’s your leg?”

      “Fine,” she said.

      “I hope you put a bandage on it, otherwise your jeans will rub it and get lint in—”

      “Yes, I have a bandage on it.” She was speaking from behind a clenched jaw.

      “The other thing is...Dantès can’t travel yet. We’re going to be staying here for a day or two.”

      She relaxed, her shoulders literally sagging. “I’m glad you think so. I was afraid...” She shrugged, then said in that prim tone, “You don’t have to stay.”

      Wyatt didn’t even bother to respond. He merely shook his head and went back into the truck. He could spend his time cleaning out the place a little better since they were going to be here at least another day. Plus, the Jameson’s had sidetracked him and he hadn’t finished his exploration last night. Maybe he’d find another bottle.

      Or, better yet, more duct tape.
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      Remy debated about whether to take Dantès with her. She wanted to find a place to wash herself and her clothes, and while she preferred to have him stand guard, she could see that every step he took was painful. He needed rest.

      So, she asked Wyatt to hand down her pack and help her get Dantès into the truck. There weren’t nearly as many threats during the daylight as at night. She’d be fine as long as she didn’t go too far and had the gun in her waistband.

      After all, she’d been alone since she left Yellow Mountain, and many times before. She knew how to take care of herself.

      To her surprise, Wyatt didn’t have one smart-ass comment about her going off alone. Nor did he give her a list of common sense instructions she didn’t need. Instead, he obliged her request for help with Dantès, then disappeared back into the truck. Moments later a wad of garbage thwumped out of the window and onto the ground.

      Well, he was going to be busy for a while.

      With all her cross-terrain travel, Remy had become adept at finding water while not losing track of where her camp was. There were plenty of landmarks to help guide her, and less than two miles from the truck cab she found a small lake.

      After a quick look around, she stripped and waded in. She couldn’t help one last glance toward the direction of the truck. If she were in a DVD or a novel, her bath would be interrupted—accidentally or purposely—by her handsome companion, spying on her.

      She snorted. By all indication, Wyatt would rather have his hands cut off than come upon her or any female bathing. Maybe he was gay.

      Then, with a rush of heat, she remembered the one time a few weeks ago when he’d looked at her without that cold, angry expression. It was right after he’d helped her remove the burning crystal from her skin.

      If it were up to me, I could think of a few things to do with you, he’d said.

      No. The man was not gay.

      Angry, rude, arrogant...but not gay.

      The water was cool but refreshing, and it took only a moment for her to get used to it. She washed her clothes and laid them out on a bush to dry, then ducked underwater to wash her hair.

      When she finished with her ablutions, Remy floated around on her back. As often happened, her fingers settled over the slight curve of her belly, covering the crystal as if to assure herself it was safe—the small gemstone her grandfather, the first Remington Truth, had given her on his deathbed, making her promise to guard with her life.

      It’s the key. You’ll know what to do with it when the time comes.

      The crystal itself was a rosy orange color and hardly bigger than her thumbnail. After he first gave it to her, she carried it in a zippered pants pocket. But then, after almost losing it when those pants were carried away down a river while she washed them, Remy realized she had to do something else with the crystal. If it was that important, she had to hide and protect it.

      For a while, then, she wore it around her neck on a chain, having fashioned a setting for it. But then there was a chance it would get caught, and the chain snap and break. Or someone might see it, and ask about it or yank it off her neck.

      And so, nearly fifteen years ago, she thought of a better way. She painstakingly wrought an intricate silver and gold setting for the crystal, which not only obscured most of the stone itself but also had four small wires. She had help from an old jeweler, who thought she simply meant to have an unusual belly ring, and pierced her navel in four places to hold the crystal firmly in place. It was thus hidden, protected, and always with her. She hadn’t had occasion to remove the complicated ornament for years—simply flushing water behind and around it and bathing the piercings with alcohol on occasion—until a few days ago, when it started to glow and burn and she was forced to ask Wyatt to help her remove it.

      His touch had been efficient and impersonal, but the memory of those long, confident fingers skating over her belly made Remy feel unsettled and warm even now. She chalked it up to the awkwardness of intimacy with a stranger and turned her thoughts firmly away, giving a powerful frog-kick in the lake. The water surged over her as she shot through the waves, still floating on her back, looking up at the blue sky from behind the filter of tree branches. Still remembering.

      Hide yourself, Remy. Don’t let them find you. Don’t…let…them…find you.

      She’d done what her grandfather bid, hiding from everyone, getting to know no one, disdaining long-term relationships and friendships. A lonely existence. And in the beginning it had been a frightening one. She had no idea when or if someone would be searching for her, hunting her down...and what they would do to her if they found her.

      But after years of nomadlike behavior, Remy found herself relaxing a little. She stayed in one place for months at a time, then moved and resettled. The closest she’d come to having a permanent home was her three years in RedLo, where she’d had a small business making pottery. She’d begun to feel safe. She had Dantès. She had friends. She had a pleasant life. For a time she’d even had a boyfriend.

      But that idyll had been interrupted by the arrival of Wyatt and his friends. They’d been searching for Remington Truth, and for some reason she’d never know, the words had popped from her mouth: I’m Remington Truth.

      How many times since then had she berated herself for being so stupid? How could that have just spilled from her lips so readily, after so many years of secrecy?

      Maybe it was because no one had actually said the name Remington Truth for so long?  Caught off-guard, had she simply responded with an automatic reaction?

      Or maybe her grandfather was right...She’d know what to do when the time came. Maybe the time had come. Maybe somehow she sensed it. Had she somehow known she could trust Wyatt and his group of friends? That they were the ones who could help her?

      Remy happened to glance over the trees lining the edge of the pond at that moment, and stopped paddling. Flipping into an upright position in the water, she shielded her eyes against the sun, squinting as she looked at the circle of birds. Large birds, like vultures. Circling. Diving.

      Definitely something worth investigating—it could be someone or some animal, injured.

      She splashed out of the water and dressed quickly. Her clothes were still damp, but she had clean underthings and they were dry. Stuffing everything into her pack, she put her shoes on and started off to where the birds of prey were gathered.

      As she walked, she reoriented herself. The truck cab was to her right, to the south—near an old highway signpost that still thrust up above the trees; an excellent landmark—and the birds were ahead, to the east. By the time Remy found her way, she estimated she was no more than three miles from her camp.

      When she came upon it, as she expected, the sight wasn’t a pretty one. Whoever it was had been dead long enough for maggots to hatch and other insects to find their way to fresh meat. But not more than a day or two.

      She chased the birds away, her stomach roiling a little as she came close enough to see the corpse. A man. What was left of his skin was pale and bloated, but his hair was dark. His feet were bare, his clothing half picked away by creatures trying to get to flesh.

      Remy looked around the area. It wasn’t a clearing so much as a space beneath three trees. It didn’t appear to be a campsite, per se. But a pair of decrepit hiking boots sitting to the side caught her attention, and, setting her pack down, she went over to them.

      As she knelt to pick them up, her breath caught. She knew these boots. One of the laces was twine, the other had no laces at all but were held closed at the top by a piece of wire. They were easy to recognize because they’d been slit over the toes on the left foot and the soles were trashed, hardly wearable anymore. He’d been complaining about them for a while.

      Ian Marck’s boots.

      In her haste to examine the body again, Remy tripped, nearly tumbling back to the ground when she launched herself to her feet. But she righted herself and went back over, slowing a few steps away—just as hesitant to approach this time. Her heart thudded in her chest.

      She knew it wasn’t her former lover’s body lying there, picked away like carrion. No, but she had to assure herself of it anyway.

      Because if it wasn’t Ian’s body, but his boots were here...that meant Ian was still alive. He’d somehow survived the beating from Seattle’s friends, and the fall over a cliff.

      He’d been here. He’d probably exchanged boots with the dead man. He could have killed the dead man.

      He could still be around.

      As if she conjured him up, there was a sharp crackle in the woods behind her. Remy whirled, grabbing for her gun.
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