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Chapter 1
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The fall breeze added a decided chill to the air. It stirred the red, orange, and yellow chrysanthemums in the planters all along Main Street, and the colorful leaves of the oak trees that dotted both sides of the road.

Alex Mitchell brushed back his light brown hair, then zipped his jacket and stuffed his hands in his pockets. He followed the crosswalk to the other side of the street, then turned left. Perusing the merchandise on display in the fall decorated windows of each shop, he found the one he was searching for.

The window was filled with an assortment of items from days gone by, all tastefully arranged to show off each piece to its best advantage. Cut glass dishes and china, several lamps, a quilt, teddy bears and figurines, books, a small antique writing desk, in addition to several other pieces of furniture... this was his sister’s kind of place, all right. He could practically smell the potpourri, already.

“Good morning, Mrs. Thompson, Mrs. James,” he smiled, as he opened the door of Leighton’s Antiques, and held it to allow the two elderly women to pass through.

“Good morning to you, Alex,” said one. “What a thoughtful young man, you are.”

“Thank you, Alex dear,” said the other, patting his arm as she passed by. “One wouldn’t expect anything less, knowing you.”

“What brings you here today?” the first woman asked. “Does Lexi have you out running errands?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact she does,” Alex smiled. “Lex asked me to pick up a lamp she has on hold.”

“And how is your sister? Is she enjoying high school, this year?”

“She is, she’s doing very well.”

“Will we see you both at the potluck, on Sunday?” asked the first woman.

“I don’t think so, not this time,” Alex replied. “Lex’s youth group has plans for lunch, and after that they’ll be at our house the rest of the afternoon.”

“You’re a good brother, Alex,” the second woman said firmly, patting his arm again.

Alex wasn’t sure how to respond when people said that, so he replied with a smile, and followed them into the shop.

At the sound of the bell, Tressa Leighton looked up from the antique serving dish she carefully wrapped for the customer at the front of the line that stretched from the counter, nearly to the door. If it didn’t slow down soon, she’d have to call her mom and dad for reinforcements.

“Hi ladies,” she smiled, tucking a strand of blonde hair that refused to be entirely confined to the hair clip she wore, behind one ear. “How are you today?”

“Just wonderful, dear, and how are you?” replied the first woman.

“And how is college?” asked the other. “Or have classes started, yet? It’s so confusing, the way they have their own schedule, and all.”

“Yes, classes started in August, and it’s going well. Is there anything I can help you with today?” Tressa asked, mindful of the growing line of waiting customers.

“We’re just here to browse, dear,” said the first woman.

“It’s Tuesday, you know,” said the second.

“That’s right, it is,” Tressa smiled again. “Then browse away. If you need anything, let me know.”

“We’ll do that, dear.”

Tressa turned a friendly smile in the direction of the young man. There was the briefest flash of recognition in her green eyes, then it was gone.

“I’ll be with you in just a moment,” she said.

“No problem,” Alex replied.

He watched her surreptitiously as he pretended to study the merchandise on display inside one of the antique china cabinets. She looked so familiar. Where had he seen her before?

Tressa placed the wrapped serving dish in a shopping bag, and handed it to the waiting customer.

“There you are, Mrs. Sloan. I’ll keep my eyes open, and let you know if we get in any more of these pieces,” she smiled.

“Thank you, Tressa dear,” smiled the older woman. “Be sure and tell your mother hello, for me.”

“I’ll do that,” she replied, and turned to the next customer.

The bell above the door rang again, and several more shoppers entered. Tressa greeted them, as Alex moved toward the back of the store. He wasn’t in a hurry. He wasn’t that interested in antiques, either, but if he couldn’t figure out why this girl was so familiar, he’d like the opportunity to talk to her without holding up a long line of customers.

Her name was Tressa, he knew that much, thanks to Mrs. Sloan. The name didn’t ring any bells for him, though. She was in college, he knew that now, too, which meant she was only slightly younger than himself. He was almost certain he never met her, so why was she familiar? 

Tressa steadily worked through the line while Alex pretended to care about the figurines in the case in front of him, and tried to place her. As he did so, he slowly became aware that he wasn’t the only one waiting for the other customers to leave.

Alex frowned a little as he stopped watching Tressa and wondering where he’d seen her before, and started watching the guy lurking behind a set of shelves, and wondered what he was up to. Alex followed the man’s gaze, and realized he was also watching Tressa. But while Alex was wasting time waiting to talk to her, this guy looked as though he was biding time, waiting for... what?

The man was older than Alex, probably in his late twenties or early thirties. He had dark hair, and kept his right hand stuffed deep in his pocket. He... sure looked like he was carrying a weapon, of some kind. What Alex could see of the man’s face, convinced him Dark-Haired Guy was fixated on Tressa, and not in a where-have-I-seen-you-before, sort of way. This was the fixation of a predator, stalking prey.

The realization hit Alex hard, and filled him with alarm. His heart raced as a part of his mind argued that he was jumping to conclusions. He’d been watching too many crime shows, reading too many mysteries. The creepy-looking guy wasn’t stalking Tressa, and he didn’t have a gun in his pocket, even though that’s exactly what it looked like...

But deep inside, Alex knew, and that feeling grew, as he watched Dark-Haired Guy waiting for the shop to empty. Cautiously he moved closer, and as Dark-Haired Guy briefly lifted his hand from his pocket, Alex’s fears were confirmed. He had a gun.

Icy cold fingers of adrenalin surged through Alex’s veins. His mind raced as he tried to come up with a plan that wouldn’t get a lot of people shot, and continued to shorten the distance between himself and the armed man. 

Dark-Haired Guy glanced around, and Alex quickly stepped out of sight. The shop was so jam-packed with merchandise, it wasn’t difficult to remain concealed, especially since the guy had no idea he was there. Alex intended to keep it that way. He counted to five, then cautiously moved forward just enough so he could see again.

Dark-Haired Guy moved closer to the front of the store, staying out of sight. Or so he thought. Alex silently followed, and prayed Dark-Haired Guy wouldn’t turn around. 

“Have a nice day,” Alex heard Tressa say, and the bell rang again, as the last customer made their exit. Other than the ticking of the antique clocks and the sound of a pencil scratching against paper, the shop was now silent.

Dark-Haired Guy moved forward swiftly, his desire to remain hidden, a thing of the past. His focus was locked on Tressa as she stood behind the counter, her eyes on whatever she was writing in the open notebook in front of her.

Tressa felt uneasy, and glanced up. She saw Dark-Haired Guy coming toward her, and fear flashed through her eyes. Something wasn’t right, here.

She didn’t stop to second-guess her gut feeling. She reached under the counter for the shop’s cordless phone.

“Can I help you?” she asked, somehow keeping her voice steady, in spite of the fear that surged through her. She dialed 911, and lay the phone back on the shelf.

“Yeah, I’d like a closer look at the watches in the case against the wall,” Dark-Haired Guy said, as he nodded toward the back of the store.

“Of course,” Tressa replied, as if her heart wasn’t about to pound out of her chest. “I’ll get the key, and meet you over there.”

The look in his eyes, said she wasn’t fooling him, any more than he was fooling her. She reached under the counter for the canister of pepper spray, as he pulled the handgun out of his jacket pocket.

Alex barreled into Dark-Haired Guy from the side, knocking him into a display of stuffed animals. It toppled, taking Dark-Haired Guy with it. He landed with a jolt, and the gun flew out of his hand and was lost in the pile of plush. Dark-Haired Guy had no time to search. He rolled out of the way and barely managed to get to his feet, before Alex grabbed a coat tree and rammed it into his chest, forcing him into a row of china cabinets. Broken glass rained down as Dark-Haired Guy grabbed the coat tree, and shoved it aside. More glass shattered, and bits of china went flying. Dark-Haired Guy reached in his jacket, and pulling out a knife, he swung. Alex leaped to the side and latched onto a ceramic plate. He hurled it like a Frisbee, catching Dark-Haired Guy in the throat. His breath made a rasping sound, but it didn’t slow him down by much. It did give Alex time to snatch up a straight-back chair. He swung hard, and with a grunt, Dark-Haired Guy was knocked into a heavy bookcase. It tottered and books rained down, as Dark-Haired Guy latched onto a leg of the chair, pushing against the shelf to regain his balance. The bookcase fell to the floor with a deafening thud, as Dark-Haired Guy shoved the chair to the side and pulled it toward him, then lunged at Alex with the knife.

Alex let the chair go and dodged sideways, as the air was split by a loud crack, and Dark-Haired Guy crumpled to the ground.

Tressa took another swing at the guy with the baseball bat she held in her hands, connecting once again. No way was this guy getting back up, she’d see to that!

Alex grabbed up a lamp, and ripped the cord free. Easier said than done, but with all the adrenalin surging through his system, he could probably lift a car, right now.

“Hold on, I’ll tie him up,” said Alex, as Tressa prepared to swing again. “We want to leave something for the police!”

Tressa paused, and looked at Alex. He looked back at her, and waited. If she swung again, he didn’t want to be in the way. She was in survival mode.

She blinked, then nodded quickly and took a step back, but she held her bat at the ready. Alex knelt, and bound one of Dark-Haired Guy’s wrists to his ankles. The other arm was bent unnaturally. He wouldn’t be using it for the next six to eight weeks, or however long it took broken bones to heal.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked Tressa, as he stood.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice cracking. Now that the danger was past, tears filled her eyes. “You’re hurt, though.”

“I am?” asked Alex. His eyebrows knit in concern, as he looked down. There was blood on the tile floor in front of him. It was his. He reached up to feel the side of his forehead, which was now beginning to sting, but Tressa took him by the arm. She led him behind the counter, and pushed him into a chair.

“He didn’t get you, but I think broken glass, did,” she said. She grabbed his wrist again to stop him from touching his injury. “Don’t, if there are any shards left behind, you’ll only make it worse.”

Her hands shook as she reached for the first aid kit, and opened it. She glanced toward Dark-Haired Guy, who remained motionless where they left him.

“I don’t think he’s getting back up,” said Alex. “Not with his arm like that.”

Tressa didn’t reply, she only looked grim as she pulled on a pair of sterile gloves, then examined Alex’s injury. She found no remnants of glass, but irrigated the wound with sterile saline, anyway. Then she pressed a gauze pad firmly to the side of his forehead, and held it in place.

“Thanks,” he said.

Her green eyes filled with tears, again. She shook her head slightly, as she swallowed.

“I’m the one who should be thanking you.”

“Are you kidding?” he said. “You saved my life, just now.”

She shrugged a shoulder as her lips trembled.

“The only reason you were in danger, is because you risked your life to save me.”

Alex glanced over at the guy. He was still motionless.

“Do you have any idea who he is?”

“No, none,” said Tressa, giving the guy a hard look. Her expression softened when she looked back at Alex, and tears brimmed in her eyes once more. “I’ve never been so scared, in my life.”

“In spite of it, you stayed. You could have run out the door, while I kept the guy busy. You didn’t.”

She frowned a little as she shook her head. 

“I’ve always despised the heroines who leave the hero to fight the villain by himself. I could never do that.”

“Well... thank you. I’m afraid you’d be minus a hero by now, if you didn’t feel that way and step in when you did.”

One of Tressa’s pent-up tears escaped, and she quickly brushed it away with her sleeve.

“When he swung at you with that knife, I was afraid I was too late. But you guys were moving around so much. I didn’t want to hit you, by mistake.”

“I appreciate that,” Alex said, as he glanced over at Dark-Haired Guy. “I really do.”

Tressa half laughed, half cried, and brushed away more tears.

“You’re welcome,” she said, and he smiled. Tressa lifted the gauze pad from Alex’s cut and replaced it with another, as she glanced toward the door of the shop. “I dialed 911...”

“When did you manage to do that?” Alex asked in surprise.

“I had the worst feeling, and then I saw him. I knew I was in trouble.” Tressa grew pale, remembering.

“I don’t even have a feel for how much time has passed,” said Alex. “But if your call went through and they heard all that, I think help would be here, by now.”

“The phone is next to you on the shelf, under the counter,” Tressa pointed.

Alex picked it up and held it to his ear. There was no sound. He looked at the phone. It was charged... he pressed the button to end the call, then pressed it again.

“There’s no dial tone. I’ve got my cell phone right here, I’ll use it.”

While he did that, Tressa continued to apply pressure to his wound with one hand, and used the other to sort through the first aid kit, looking for medical tape or a Band-Aid.

The bell above the door rang as a shopper entered the store, then stopped abruptly. She looked around with wide eyes at the fallen shelves, broken dishes, the man lying on the floor... then at Tressa and Alex.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but we’re closed. I just... haven’t had time to flip the sign on the door.” Tressa looked around at the devastation. “Perhaps you can come back another time, after we have a chance to straighten up.”

The woman stared some more, then turned and left without a word. But she did flip the “open” sign to “closed.”

“I wonder what disturbed her the most,” commented Alex.

“She certainly has plenty of options to choose from,” Tressa replied, glancing around, then back at him. She slowly removed the gauze. With a look of satisfaction, she applied a bandage. “It isn’t so bad, after all. The bleeding’s all but stopped. I don’t think you’ll need stitches.”

“Thanks,” said Alex. He gingerly touched the side of his forehead. As he did so, he noticed the blood stains on his jacket. He took it off and folded it, then lay it aside. “At least my shirt’s fine.”

“At least you’re fine,” she said, growing pale again as she removed her gloves and tossed them in the trashcan.

“I am. Thanks to you,” he replied. “The way you wielded that bat, was impressive. Do you play softball?”

“Church league,” she said.

“That’s why you’re so familiar! I’ve seen you at church.”

Tressa nodded, the color rapidly returning to her cheeks.

“We’ve never met, though,” he said. “My name’s Alex Mitchell.”

“I’m Tressa Leighton,” she replied.

“It’s nice to meet you, Tressa,” he said.

“You too,” she replied. She suddenly felt awkward, and glanced away. Her gaze stopped when it came to Dark-Haired Guy. Her forehead furrowed as she thought. “Did he cut the phone lines? Why doesn’t the phone work?”

She turned quickly and headed toward the back of the store, and Alex followed.

“Why did he come here?” she wondered out loud. “He didn’t say a word about the register...”

“He was watching you,” Alex volunteered. “He stayed out of sight, waiting for everyone else to leave.”

Tressa grew pale again.

“But you saw, so...”

“So I made sure he didn’t see me. The way the guy was acting, I had a bad feeling.”

“And you stayed,” she said, as they reached the back of the store, and a locked door. She punched numbers into the keypad, and it opened. Alex followed her through the doorway and into a hall.

“Well yeah, I stayed! I could no more leave the heroine in the clutches of the villain, than you could leave the hero to fight him alone, so yeah, I stayed. Of course, I stayed.”

Tressa dropped her gaze in an unsuccessful attempt to conceal the color that filled her cheeks. Alex hid his smile, and pretended not to notice.

Tressa opened the first door on the right, revealing an office. She went straight to the landline phone that sat on the desk, and lifting the receiver, she held it to her ear.

“It’s dead,” she said grimly, replacing it on its hook. She and Alex exchanged a concerned look.

“Let’s be sure and tell the police that,” he said. “They ought to be here, any second.”

Tressa nodded, and followed him back into the shop. They reached the front of the store in time to see a police cruiser park beside the curb and two officers disembark.

“Thank goodness they’re here,” she said, relief flooding her face.

The next hour was spent recounting the events of that morning to the officers. An ambulance came and took away Dark-Haired Guy, who was no longer unconscious. Judging by the sounds he made, he’d prefer it if he was.

Then a detective arrived, and Alex and Tressa went over their story again. And again. And again. Alex began to wonder why. Why was a detective talking to them, at all? The bad guy was in custody, so why did this incident merit a detective? What was there to investigate? The guy didn’t think they were being untruthful, because if he did, Alex and Tressa would be questioned separately, probably under a bright light in a seedy-looking interrogation room. Especially since they told the detective they went to the same church. If he was at all suspicious, then that link would give him reason enough to separate them. But he didn’t. So what was going on? More and more, the questions were put to Tressa, questions which were completely unrelated to the assault, questions which Tressa grew tired of answering.

“What in the world does every little detail of my dating history have to do with any of this?” she asked, her eyes flashing with annoyance.

The detective watched her for a moment before responding. When he did, he completely ignored her question.

“When is the last time you spoke with this...” he referred to his notes. “John Landau?”

Tressa crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. She held the detective’s gaze for several long minutes, as he slowly tapped his pen against the counter. At last the detective spoke.

“Miss Leighton, you seem convinced you have no enemies. No one with a grudge, no ex-boyfriends, no one stalking you, that you’re aware of.”

He held her gaze again for several seconds.

“No, I don’t,” she said. Again.

“You believe she does, though,” Alex concluded, with an impatient glance at the clock. “You wouldn’t spend two and a half hours rephrasing the same questions over and over, if you didn’t. What’s going on?”

“The perpetrator had your photo, Miss Leighton.”

“What?” Tressa replied sharply.

“He had her photo?” said Alex, not sure he heard right.

“The perpetrator had your photo,” the detective repeated. “He also had a picture of this shop, and one of your apartment, along with the addresses for both.” 

Tressa was white as a sheet now.

“But why? Why would he have those?”

“I can’t say, for certain. On the back of the photo was written ‘$10,000’ and a phone number.”

“You think—this guy was sent to kill her?” Alex exclaimed.

“That is one possibility.”

“You think he was here to abduct her?” Alex asked, the thought filling him with fresh alarm. Tressa covered her face with her hands. “What about this phone number, does that tell you anything?”

“We’re looking into that, and we’ll get to the truth, whatever it is. But in the meantime, Miss Leighton,” the detective said, glancing from Tressa to Alex and then back again. “Be very careful. If this guy was hired to murder or abduct you, then whoever did the hiring is still out there. Until we know for certain what motivated the man that attempted to assault you today, assume the worst, and protect yourself accordingly.”

It barely registered when the detective shook their hands and said he’d be in touch, then made his departure.
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Chapter 2
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Alex and Tressa sat in silence for several minutes as the officers wrapped up their examination of the crime scene. When they were finished, Alex walked with them to the door and locked it behind them.

He rejoined Tressa behind the counter and sat back down in the chair beside hers. She looked utterly lost.

“Why would anyone want to...” Tressa said in a daze. “Why...”

“I have no idea,” said Alex. “Anything I can think to ask, the detective already asked in about five-hundred different ways.”

“It can’t be anyone I know,” she thought outloud. “So who?”

“The detective will figure it out,” Alex assured her.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” she said, her voice trembling. She covered her face with her hands, as she began to shake. “Why would anyone... it doesn’t make any sense!”

Alex hesitated, then put his hand on her shoulder. She didn’t pull away, so he gave her a one-armed hug.

“I don’t know, Tressa. For now, let’s let the detective worry about that. Let’s focus on what to do next.”

“Other than not get killed, or taken?” she sobbed a little hysterically.

“Let’s focus on how to keep those things from happening,” Alex said patiently. Of course she was melting down, why wouldn’t she be? He was impressed she held herself together this long. “We may not be able to control everything. But there’s a lot that we can. Let’s focus on that.”

“Like what?” she wondered. The thought of having control over something, anything, felt like a lifeline.

“Let’s figure out where to go from here. You can’t stay at the shop, someone gave the guy this address. You can’t go to your apartment either, for the same reason. How about your parents, they live in town, don’t they? Either that, or they visit often. I’m sure I’ve seen you with them at church before.”

“They do, they live here. That’s where I’ll go... I need to tell them what happened,” she said. She reached for a tissue, gently pulling away from Alex as she did so. She didn’t want to seem rude, but she needed to put some space between them.

“You’re right, they need to know,” said Alex. “Are you ready, or is there anything you need to do, before we go?”

She looked at him a little startled.

“I’ll leave in a few minutes, but you don’t have to wait. You can go ahead and go. I’ll lock up after you.”

“I can’t leave you here by yourself,” Alex said, surprised she’d even suggest it.

“I appreciate everything you’ve done, but I don’t expect you to do any more. Enough of your time has been taken up, already.”

Tressa used the tissue to soak up tears as Alex watched her, his expression one of concern.

“There’s no way I can just walk out of here, and leave you alone. What kind of hero would I be, if I left the heroine to fend for herself after everything that happened this morning, and after what we just heard?”

Tressa glanced away.

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you did. It was heroic. But you’ve done more than enough. I’m sure you’ve got other things you need to spend your time and attention on, so... I’ll go to my parents and tell them what happened, and they’ll help me figure out what to do. There’s no reason at all for you to feel guilty about going back to your own life.”

Her voice held a note of finality. Alex chose to ignore it.

“Can you even drive, right now?”

“Yeah,” she said, reaching for another tissue to replace the one that was too damp to be of further use. “I’ll manage just fine.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. He had a hard time believing that.

“I’ll bet when you came to work this morning, you thought you could manage just fine by yourself, too.”

Tressa pressed the tissue to her eyes and focused on slowing her breathing.

“I’m very thankful you were here. I wouldn’t be sitting here right now, if you weren’t. But that doesn’t mean you have an obligation to give up any more of your day, than you already have. Thank you, for risking your life to save mine. I can never thank you enough. But you should go now, and so should I. The longer I wait to tell my parents, the harder it will be.”

Her voice once again held that note of finality, and once again he chose to ignore it. When Tressa stood, so did Alex. He also turned to face her, conveniently blocking the gate in the counter.

“I can understand that. You should tell them, as soon as possible. But you can’t walk out of here, by yourself! What if someone tries to abduct you in the parking lot? You shouldn’t be alone, and wouldn’t you like some help telling your parents what happened? I can’t imagine you’ll be able to talk about any of it, without breaking down.”

Tressa looked away and rubbed her forehead, then sighed.

“You’re right about the parking lot. But once I’m in my car I’ll lock the doors, and I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t know that! After what the detective just said, I can’t believe you’d even consider going anywhere, alone. There’s no reason for you to do that. I’m offering to help, so let me.”

“I don’t want you giving up any more of your time, because of me. I’m sure you’ve got other things you need to do. So do that, and don’t feel guilty about it. You’ve done more than enough, already.”

“I’m not sure why you’re so worried about my time, but if it makes you feel better, I have nothing else that I need to do this afternoon.”

“I appreciate everything you’ve done, but I will be fine now. You shouldn’t worry about me. I’m not your responsibility.”

They stood watching each other for several seconds, neither willing to back down. Alex frowned a little as he tried to come up with a reason to explain her reluctance to accept his help.

“Tressa... do you have a boyfriend? Maybe one you neglected to tell the detective about, and who doesn’t go to church, because I’ve never seen you with one.”

She glanced at him sharply, then looked away.

“No.”

“Then whose toes am I stepping on, if I’m not willing to walk out of here without a backward look?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She tried to speak flippantly. “What about you? Don’t you have a girlfriend, maybe one that does go to church?”

Alex stared at her in confusion for a couple of seconds.

“What, you mean my sister?” he asked incredulously. “Is that what you’re worried about?”

“No, I’m worried about being murdered or abducted!” Tressa choked out. Her eyes filled with tears again, but she was thankful for the opportunity to change the subject.

“So am I,” he said. “You can’t expect me not to be. If I was that heartless, I would have figured whatever happened here, was none of my business. I would have stood in line, picked up the lamp my sister has on hold here, and then left. But I didn’t. I got involved, and I want to stay involved.”

Tressa glanced at him a little desperately as she tucked the blond hair that escaped her hairclip behind one ear.

“C’mon, Tressa, I did risk my life for you, just a few hours ago. Haven’t I earned the right to care about your safety?” Alex was starting to feel impatient. Why didn’t she want his help? For just a little while, he thought maybe she liked him, but evidently not.

“I know you did,” she said softly. “You did more than enough. You shouldn’t feel obligated.”

“It’s not a sense of obligation that motivates me,” he replied.

She looked away. 

“Okay, fine,” she sighed. She looked back at him. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I just don’t know why you’d want to get involved, in whatever this is. You don’t even know me.”

“Yeah, well... maybe I’d like to,” he said.

Tressa dropped her gaze and blushed.

So... maybe she did like him. He’d talk to his sister, and see if she could figure out why Tressa was giving him such mixed signals. In the meantime, he had permission to stay involved.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked. “We really should tell your parents, as soon as possible.”

Tressa sighed.

“This is going to be so hard,” she said. She reached under the counter for her purse, then looked at him uncertainly. “I can’t leave my car here, though.”

“Then we’ll drive yours. My sister can pick me up later, and bring me back for my vehicle.”

“You and your sister seem really close,” Tressa commented, as she led the way toward the back of the shop again.

“We are,” he replied.

Tressa punched in the code to unlock the door and Alex followed her down the hall, past the office, and toward the exit that led to the parking lot.

When they reached the door, Alex looked at it with concern. There was no window, no peephole, no way to know what might be waiting on the other side.

“We should go out through the front.”

“You’re right,” Tressa agreed. “I wasn’t even thinking.”

“That’s why the heroine shouldn’t be so quick to ditch the hero,” he said, as they turned to go back through the shop. “I’m good for more than demolishing your store and giving the villain a target, so you can take him down. Speaking of which, why don’t you bring your bat along.”

“I think the officers took it.”

“How about a broomstick, or an antique fireplace poker?”

She laughed a little at the thought of wielding either one.

“There’s a can of pepper spray, behind the counter. How about that? Anyone who’s close enough to hit with a bat, is close enough to hit with pepper spray.”

“The breeze won’t carry the swing of a bat back into your own face, though,” Alex pointed out.

“You’re right again,” she said, noting the way the brisk fall breeze ruffled the leaves on the oak trees outside the windows of the shop, and the flag on the store directly across the street. “I’ll grab two bats.”

“Perfect,” he said.

They exited the store and quickly walked around the block, where they had a clear view of the parking lot, and Tressa’s car. They reached it without incident, and Tressa silently handed Alex the keys. He checked to ensure no one was hiding in the backseat, then they promptly got in.

Tressa breathed a sigh of relief as Alex pulled out of the lot.

“Where to, Tressa?” he asked.

“623 Heritage Place,” she replied. “Do you know where that is?”

“It’s not that far from our place. Mine and my sister’s. We live on Liberty Lane.”

“You share a house with your sister?” Tressa gave him a puzzled glance.

“For the past five years, we have. I was her guardian until she turned eighteen, last month.”

Tressa looked at him sharply.

“What... happened?” she asked in surprise.

“There was an accident. We lost both of our parents.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her eyes filling with sympathy. “You... must have been so young. How old are you?”

“I’m twenty-four. I was nineteen, when it happened.”

“And your sister was thirteen?”

“Yes.”

“How unbearably hard that had to be,” she said, her heart aching at the thought of what he and his sister lost.

“You could say that,” he replied. It was still hard.

“I’m so sorry, Alex,” she said.

He shrugged slightly.

“It’s not your fault, Tressa.”

“I know, but my heart hurts for you. I don’t know how you could stand it.”

“We couldn’t,” Alex acknowledged. “But... when you aren’t given a choice, you have to find a way, anyway.”

“I admire you for finding a way, instead of running away. That shows how much character you have. That, and risking your life to save mine.”

“I think that’s a compliment, so thank you,” Alex smiled.

“It is,” Tressa said seriously. “And you’re welcome.”

They left downtown behind, and Alex followed the familiar streets toward the residential area in which he, and her parents, lived.

“Did you grow up here in town?” she wondered.

“Yes. I’ve lived here, on that street and in the same house, for almost all my life.

“The same house? You kept it?”

“I moved back in, after we lost our parents.”

“Was that... difficult?”

“It was hard at first. There were memories everywhere we looked. My sister lost enough already, she didn’t need to lose her home, too. So... we kept the house. You’ve only been here a year, though. Where did you move from?”

“Rockland. My parents have a shop there. My grandparents owned the shop here, until last year, then they retired and offered it to my parents. Mom and Dad love the town, so we relocated. I love it, too... except for today,” she said, frowning a little. She was lost in thought for a moment, then changed the subject. “So... what do you do? For work, I mean.”

“I stepped into Dad’s shoes. De Colores Paint is my Dad’s company. I worked there since I was just a kid. Dad intended to hand it over to me when he retired someday, if I wanted it. So... I stayed. It made sense to do that.”

“Do you like what you do?” she wondered.

“Yeah, I do. I have no idea if I’d be doing this if circumstances were otherwise, but... yeah.”

“I really admire you for the choices you made,” Tressa said. “I don’t know many, or maybe any, other nineteen-year-old guys who would do that.”

“If they had to, maybe more of them would step up to the plate than you think. Or not. I don’t know. I did have help, though. Our Grandma stayed with us for the first several months. My sister and I both needed that. Grandma’s been no more than a phone call away ever since, which we’re both thankful for. She’s gotten a lot of calls from us over the past five years.”

“Is your sister still in high school?”

“Yes. She’s a senior this year.”

“I knew she never came to any of the campus activities. I wondered.”

“So you thought I robbed the cradle, to get the girlfriend that looks just like me,” he smiled.

Tressa blushed a little, which didn’t escape Alex’s notice.

“Well, I didn’t know. I mean you were together all the time, and I’ve seen you guys hug before, and it isn’t like I was paying attention.”

Alex almost laughed, but didn’t. She was beet red, now. He mercifully pretended not to notice.

“Look,” he said, pointing to a house on the right side of the street. “Number 111. That’s our house.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Tressa.

“It is. It’s also huge, which is great, now that my sister’s older. Last year we divided it, so we each have our own space. The upstairs is Lexi’s, and downstairs is mine. We share the kitchen, family room, and game room.”

“Lexi and Alex, huh?” said Tressa.

“Alexis and Alex,” he corrected. “But how confusing is that? Neither one of us are sure what our parents were thinking, when they did that to us. So I’m Alex, and she’s Lexi.”

“How funny,” she said, laughing a little.

“It’s not so funny when it comes to sorting the mail,” he replied, which made her laugh again. “So how about you? Is Tressa your name, or a nickname?”

“It’s a nickname,” she said. And that’s all she said.

“So... what’s your name, then?” he asked. He glanced at her when she hesitated.

“It’s Treasure.”

“Your name is Treasure?”

“Yes,” she said, rolling her eyes a little. “So I go by Tressa.”

“I like your name,” Alex said, and she could tell he meant it. “But you don’t seem to.”

“With such an unusual name, I stood out more than I wanted to, as a kid. So... I went with a nickname.”

“That’s too bad, because you have a very cool name, Treasure Leighton,” he said as he slowed down in front of a house a couple of blocks over. “You said 623, right?”

“Yes, this is it,” said Tressa. Her cheeks lost some of their color as she remembered why they were here. She reached over and pressed the garage door opener on the sun visor, and one of the three garage doors opened.

Alex pulled into the garage and turned off the ignition, then pressed the button again to close the door.

“Are you ready?” he asked, since Tressa wasn’t making a move to get out of the vehicle.

“As I’ll ever be, I guess,” she said.

They both got out, and Alex followed Tressa into the house.

“Mom? Dad?” she called, as they followed the sounds coming from what had to be the kitchen.

Tressa’s parents looked up in surprise.

“Honey,” said her mother, her eyes filled with alarm. She glanced quickly from Tressa, to Alex, and back to Tressa.

“What’s going on, Tressa?” asked her father, his eyebrows drawn together in concern as he wondered why she wasn’t at the shop, why she parked in the garage, why she had a guy from church with her that he was pretty sure his daughter never spoke to before, and why she had that look on her face.

Tressa’s eyes welled with tears, and she burst out crying. Her mom dropped the silver she was polishing, and hugged her hard. Her dad set aside the catalog he was using to price the stack of plates beside him, and joined his wife and daughter. He put his arms around both, then looked to Alex for an explanation.

“There was an incident at your shop, this morning,” Alex began. “A guy pulled a gun on your daughter, and—”

“What?” her dad snapped, his eyes filling with anger and alarm.

“But Alex knocked him over, and he lost the gun,” Tressa made sure to say. “Then he pulled out a knife, but Alex fought him, and kept him away from me. He saved my life.”

“After that, your daughter used a baseball bat, and turned the guy into a piñata,” Alex added.

“My goodness,” her mom said helplessly. Her dad still looked alarmed, but sort of proud, too.

“The police came and took him away,” Alex continued. “But... can we sit down?”

He motioned toward the couch and easy chairs, on the other side of the breakfast bar.

“Of course,” said her mom, noticing the fresh bandage on the side of Alex’s face. “Are you alright?”

“Alex was hurt, defending me,” Tressa said.

Her mom and dad looked at him with concern, as they sat beside their daughter, on the couch. Alex gingerly felt the side of his forehead as he had a seat in one of the chairs, facing them.

“I’m fine. It’s nothing serious. But what happened today, is. A detective came, before the police left. What they found on the guy, leads the detective to believe he was hired either to kill your daughter, or abduct her.”

All the color drained from her mother’s and father’s faces. They stared at Alex in shock.

“This guy had a photo of your daughter, with a phone number and ‘$10,000’ written on the back. He also had photos of her apartment, and the shop. That’s all they could tell us, when we spoke earlier. The detective warned us to take every precaution. He said they’ll find out who’s responsible, but... in the meantime, we’ve got to make sure that person doesn’t have another chance at her.”

Her dad sat forward and ran his hands through his hair.

“Why would anyone want to...” her mom’s eyes were filled with fear.

Alex felt deep sympathy for them, especially when he imagined his sister in Tressa’s place.

“The detective doesn’t know. Your daughter doesn’t have any enemies that she knows of, no crazed ex-boyfriends, no stalker... he doesn’t know. He’s going to call you later today, and see if you can remember anything that might shed some light on this, and lead to a suspect.”

Her mom and dad looked at each other as they thought hard, then both slowly shook their heads.

“Do they have any idea who this guy is, that attacked, or tried to attack, her?” asked Tressa’s father.

“No. Not when they talked to us, anyway.”

Tressa’s parents were silent as they tried to absorb all of this. The only sound was the faint ticking of the grandfather clock, and its chimes marking the half hour. It was three-thirty in the afternoon. Six hours, since he fought with Dark-Haired Guy in the shop.

“I’m Alex Mitchell, by the way,” he suddenly thought to say. “I forgot to introduce myself, when we came in.”

“James Leighton,” said Tressa’s dad, reaching out to shake hands. “This is my wife, Kathleen, Tressa’s mom.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Alex said.

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” said Kathleen, tears springing to her eyes as she hugged Tressa tighter. “I don’t know how we can ever thank you enough, for what you did.”

“Well... if Tressa didn’t take after the guy with a bat, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be here, right now. He had a knife, and I held him off for about as long as I could. Then she swooped in, and let the guy have it. She knocked him out, and broke his arm, actually. He was no threat, after that. She saved my life, every bit as much as I saved hers.” 

“Good,” said her mom, her eyes snapping. “It serves him right.”

“Way to go, Tress,” said her dad softly, as he rubbed her shoulder.

“After what happened this morning, your shop is a mess, though,” said Alex. “Just... be forewarned.”

James waved away Alex’s concern.

“All that matters, is that neither of you were injured worse than you were. Kathleen and I’ll deal with the shop, after we’re sure Tressa is safe.”

“Speaking of that...” said Alex. “She can’t go back to her apartment, or back to the shop. When the person that hired this guy finds out he failed, they may send someone else.”

“And they know not only where she worked, but where she lived,” James understood.

Alex was glad to hear him speak in the past tense.

“Right. Until the detective figures out who’s responsible, she’s got to stay out of sight.”

James nodded, and glanced at Kathleen.

“We need to think of a safe place where Tressa can go, for now.”

“Maybe... your parents?” suggested Kathleen. “But... we have no idea who this person is, or what they know about Tressa, and the rest of our family.”

Alex was glad he didn’t have to point that out.

“We’ll get a hotel room, or a cabin for Tressa to hide out in, if we can’t find a safe place anywhere else,” said James. He turned back to Alex. “When did all of this happen?”

“It was about nine-thirty, this morning. It took us a little while to realize the phone line was cut.”

“I dialed 911 on the shop’s cordless phone, and set it under the counter,” Tressa explained.

“She had a bad feeling and did that, as soon as she saw the guy,” Alex added.

“Then everything happened so fast, and Alex was hurt, and it took a while before I wondered why the police didn’t come.”

“So we checked the phone. Neither it, nor the one in the office worked. So I used my cell phone to call. The police came, and were there for a long time, before the detective was called in. He spent two or three hours asking Tressa questions, trying to find a suspect.”

“Then we came here,” Tressa finished.

“So... you haven’t had a thing to eat, since breakfast?” asked her mom.

“No, I guess not,” Tressa answered.

“Then let’s get you fed,” Kathleen said briskly, as she stood and pulled Tressa up with her. “Come on, Alex. You too.”

“Okay, thank you,” he said, and glanced at the clock. “I need to make a phone call and check in with my sister, first. She should be getting home from school, right about now.”

“Of course, take your time,” said Kathleen. “You can join us whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you,” Alex said again.

Tressa and her parents moved the few feet it took to get to the kitchen, and he retrieved his phone from his pocket.

While Alex called his sister, in hurried and hushed tones Tressa told her parents that his and Lexi’s parents died five years ago, and until last month, he was his sister’s guardian. That earned him additional respect in her parents’ eyes, as she knew it would. 

“Hi, Lex. How was your day?”

“Hi, Alex! It was great. How was yours?”

“It was... eventful. How did you do on your quiz?”

“Ninety-five percent. It was multiple choice, otherwise I would’ve got them all right,” she said ruefully.

“Yeah, the more you know about the subject, the less correct any of the answers seem. But ninety-five is great, you shouldn’t feel badly about that.”

“I don’t, I just resent the test,” she said.

“Understood,” Alex replied. “So are you home, now?”

“Yeah, I just got in the door. Are you still at the office?”

“No... This morning I went to the antique store, to pick up whatever it was you wanted.”

“Where is it?” she asked excitedly. “Do you still have it, or is it here, somewhere?”

“No, I’m sorry, but in all the excitement, I wasn’t able to get it. A guy was in the store. He pulled a gun on Tressa Leighton, the girl working there. I hit him hard from the side and he dropped it, and... anyway, he’s in custody.”

“Alex! Are you okay?” Lexi’s voice was distressed, and loud. Alex had to hold the phone away from his ear.

“I’m fine, Lex. I need you to pick me up later, and take me back downtown so I can get my vehicle, though.”

“Where are you?” she asked. Her voice was shrill.

“I’m at Tressa’s house, it’s not far from home at all. Only a couple of blocks from ours. We just got through telling her parents what happened.”

While Lexi worried, and fretted, and asked questions she didn’t give him time to answer, Tressa touched his shoulder lightly. Alex looked up.

“You can invite her to come over, if you want.”

“Thanks. I’ll tell her,” he said, and was glad she didn’t suggest he should go home and reassure his sister, instead. “Lex, stop talking for just a second. I’m at 623 Heritage Place.”

Suddenly, all was silent.

He looked at his phone with a puzzled frown.

“She hung up on me,” he said.

“Your sister probably can’t get here fast enough,” Kathleen remarked sympathetically, as she put the finishing touch to the sandwiches she made.

“It’s a good thing your house isn’t far from here,” commented Tressa. “She knows you didn’t tell her everything, because you told her almost nothing.”

“Good point,” said Alex, as he got up and joined her at the breakfast bar. “Instead of figuring out what to tell Lex next time, we’ll make sure there isn’t a next time.”

“Yes, we will,” agreed James. “Did this detective leave you a number where he can be reached?”

“He did,” said Alex, taking out his wallet and removing a card. He handed it to James.

“Thank you. If he doesn’t call soon, I’ll call him myself.”

Kathleen added chips to the plates of sandwiches, and slid one in front of each of them.

“Thank you, Mrs. Leighton,” said Alex. “This looks great.”

“It’s Kathleen,” she said. “You don’t need to bother with the Mrs.”

“Then thank you, Kathleen,” he said. Tressa began to eat, so Alex did, too.

Everyone jumped at the sound of pounding coming from the front door.

“I’ll get that,” said James.

Seconds later, Alex heard Lexi’s excited, anxious chatter as she followed Tressa’s dad into the kitchen.

“Alex!” she said, her brown eyes instantly riveted on the bandage on the side of his forehead. “What happened?”

“I’m fine, Lex. It’s just a scratch,” he said, as she hurriedly crossed the room. She studied his brown eyes as if she didn’t believe him. Then she hugged him hard.

“Well what happened to you, then?” she wanted to know, glancing around at everyone else in the room.

“Have a seat and we’ll tell you,” Alex said, motioning to the empty bar stool beside him. He turned to Tressa, who sat on his other side, and her parents. “This is my sister, Lexi. Lexi, this is Tressa, and her mom and dad.”

“James and Kathleen,” said Tressa’s dad. “And it’s nice to meet you, Lexi.”

“You too,” she replied, and said the same to Tressa and her mom. 

Alex and Tressa took turns filling her in, this time in detail. By the time they were finished, they were also finished with their late lunch, and seated in the family room once again.

“So what are you going to do?” Lexi aimed her question at Tressa.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I can’t go back to my apartment... I can’t stay here... I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“None of us know how much this person knows about Tressa,” said Alex. “It’s safe to say they know about her parents, and where they live. She wouldn’t be safe here, and probably not with any of her extended family, either.”

“What about friends?” Kathleen looked at James. He slowly shook his head.

“If this person doesn’t already know who our friends are, it wouldn’t be hard for them to find out. I don’t feel good about that. We could go on an extended vacation... Just pack up and take off, no destination in mind. But for how long? We don’t know how much time it’ll take for the detective to track down whoever sent this guy.”

Tressa chewed her thumbnail and looked anxious.

“You need witness protection,” said Lexi.

“I didn’t witness anything, though,” Tressa pointed out.

“No, but you need the equivalent. You need a place to go, where no one will think to look. It’s got to be a place you’ve never been, with people you’ve never met before, but who you can trust to keep you safe, and where you don’t need ID, and won’t leave a paper trail for someone to follow.”

“And where’s that, Lex?” asked Alex.

“Our house,” she replied. If she noticed the shocked look on the faces of everyone else in the room, she hid it well. “We just met. Today. No one will think to look for her at our place. The top floor’s mine, you can stay with me. You’ll be completely safe there. Not only is Alex downstairs if we need him, Otis won’t let anyone get past him.”

“Who’s Otis?” James wanted to know.

“My dog,” Alex replied. “He’s an eighty-eight-pound, mix. He’s a sweet guy, but she’s right. I’d like to see anyone try and get past him, if he didn’t get the okay from me, first.”

“Dye your hair,” said Lexi. “You can be our cousin, who’s visiting. Tress Mitchell.”

Tressa brushed back a strand of her blond hair again, and looked at her mom. Her mom bit her lip, and looked at her dad. James’ forehead furrowed as he thought hard, then he looked at Alex.

“Where do you live, again?” James asked.

“Two blocks over, on Liberty Lane,” Alex replied.

And this was his sister’s idea, not his.

James brushed his hand through his hair and looked at Kathleen again, then Tressa, then Alex.

“Are you alright with this?”

“I am if you are,” Alex replied cautiously. “Lexi is right about the house being divided. She has her own floor, and I have mine, although there are some common areas such as the kitchen, and family room.”

Kathleen shrugged helplessly.

“Where else are we going to find strangers we can trust to take her in? We go to the same church, he risked his life for her, today... and besides, the thought of a big dog keeping watch downstairs, is comforting.”

“Tressa?” asked her dad.

Tressa felt flustered. She avoided looking at Alex, and looked at Lexi, instead.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Are you kidding? You saved my brother’s life, today. Doing my part to save yours, is the least I can do.”

“Okay, then. Thanks,” she said, and she and Lexi both smiled.

Kathleen stood, and took Tressa by the hand.

“Come on, Tressa-girl. Let’s get your hair colored,” she said. She ran her hand through her own brown hair. “I hope you don’t mind being a brunette, for a while.”

“I won’t mind at all,” she replied.

“You’re welcome to join us,” Kathleen said to Lexi. “We can chat and get better acquainted, while we wait for the color to set.”

The girls left the room, their voices fading as they disappeared up the stairs.

James turned to Alex.

“Is there anything more you can tell me, about what happened today?”

Alex shook his head.

“Nothing I can think of. I was with Tressa the whole time, so I don’t know anything she doesn’t.”

“Okay... I just wish there was something to make sense of all this.”

“Maybe the detective will get something out of the guy. If they’d let Tressa in the room with her baseball bat, I have a feeling he’d start talking,” said Alex. Her dad laughed.

“That’s my Tressa,” he smiled.

“By the way,” said Alex, taking his wallet out again and removing another card. “Here’s my number. You’re welcome to call, any time.”

“Thank you, I just may take you up on that,” said James, looking at the card briefly before putting it in his own wallet. “I’ve seen you at church. How long have you been attending?”

“All my life,” Alex replied.

“You aren’t involved in the college class,” James stated.

“Not since my first year of college.”

“Tressa told us you and your sister lost your parents,” James said.

“Five years ago,” Alex replied. “I had different concerns than my peers, after that. I could no more relate to them, than they could relate to me. Instead of continuing college, I devoted my time to my sister, and keeping my Dad’s company running.”

“That says a lot about your character,” said James. “That, and the way you risked your life saving Tressa’s, is why I don’t have greater reservations than I do, about her staying with you and your sister.”

“I can understand that you would have reservations. If my sister was in your daughter’s place, I certainly would. I’m glad you feel reassured though, because I think Lex is right. There’s no safer place for Tressa to be.”

James studied Alex as he said it, and nodded.

“Okay.”

“In the interests of getting this over with, do you have any idea at all who might have a vendetta against Tressa, or anyone else in your family? Anyone who’s given her unwanted attention?”

James thought hard, and finally shook his head slowly.

“I can’t think of anyone. We have friends, but no enemies. We only have six employees, and we’ve known them for years. None of them would want to harm our family. I wish I could come up with something, anything, but our world is fairly small, and it doesn’t consist of anyone with ill will toward us.”

“Okay,” Alex acknowledged. “Maybe the detective will be able to jog a memory.”

“Let’s hope so,” said James. “Because right now, all we know is that Tressa is someone’s target. She won’t be safe, until we figure out whose.”
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Chapter 3
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Alex parked Lexi’s vehicle in the garage. He turned off the ignition, then pressed the button to close the door. Tressa looked around as she got out on the passenger’s side, and joined Alex by the door that led into the house.

He opened it to reveal a spacious kitchen and a very happy dog with floppy ears, a curly tail, a long nose, a thick ruff of fur around his neck, and the blue eyes and markings of a Siberian husky.

“Hey, Otis! How are you, buddy?” Alex smiled, as he walked inside and leaned down to pet him. “Did Lex let you out? Probably not. I’ll bet she didn’t feed you, either, did she?”

Otis stopped smiling and looked serious, and very sad. Tressa couldn’t help laughing at the sudden change. Otis smiled again when she laughed, but quickly resumed his serious expression.

“He looks like he understands you!” she exclaimed.

“He does,” said Alex, as he filled Otis’ dog dish with several scoops of food. “Don’t you, buddy?”

Otis smiled and sat patiently until Alex set his dish in front of him, then he enthusiastically ate.

“You really think so?” she asked.

“Absolutely. Haven’t you ever had a dog?”

“No, we never did.”

Alex shook his head in pity.

“That’s terrible, Tressa. You have no idea how deprived you’ve been, your whole life. For as long as you’re here, Otis’ll try and make up for it. Won’t you, buddy?”

Otis chewed as he looked up at Alex, then at Tressa, then at Alex again. Then he got back to finishing what was left in his bowl.

“That was a yes,” Alex said.

Tressa laughed. She didn’t know if he was serious, or not.

“How long have you had him?”

“Three years. He was about a year old, when he found us.”

“He found you?”

“He showed up in our backyard. Lex and I placed ads, but no one ever came forward, and he wasn’t micro-chipped, so... he stayed.”

Otis finished eating, so Alex crossed the kitchen and opened the backdoor. Otis ran outside, promptly fell to the ground, and rolled in the colorful leaves that littered the yard. Alex closed and locked the door, then turned back to Tressa.

“This is the kitchen, as you can see. The laundry room is through here, and the family room is there, on the other side of the entryway,” he said, as he led the way. “Here are the stairs, and a bathroom is on the other side of that door, underneath. Lex will show you around her domain, when she gets back. On the other side of the family room, through this arch, is the game room. Everything on the other side of that door, is my share of the house.”

“I love your game room,” Tressa said, as she looked around at the pool table, ping pong table, huge wall-mounted movie screen, and multiple video game consoles.

“Yeah... leave two grieving teenagers behind with a ton of life insurance, and this is what you get,” Alex said, following her gaze around the room. Tressa imagined what that was like for both of them, and stifled the urge to give him a hug. She chewed her thumbnail, instead. Alex shrugged off his thoughts. “Pick a game, and I’ll play you as soon as I get back.”

“Okay,” Tressa said, although she was a little anxious to hear he was leaving. “But where are you going?”

“To see for myself why everyone is so alarmed, when they first get a look at the side of my face. Help yourself, if you want a snack or something to drink,” he said, nodding to the vending machines that stood against one wall. “You don’t need coins, to operate them.”

“Okay, thanks,” she said.

Alex vanished on the other side of the door leading to his part of the house. As soon as it closed behind him, Tressa collapsed on the sectional that encircled the screen and gaming area.

She brushed back her hair, which was now brown, as she took a deep breath and exhaled, then closed her eyes.

There was far too much to process, so she sat there, and didn’t think at all.

“You look worn out,” she heard Alex say. “Lex should be back with my vehicle any minute now, since she and your dad left at the same time we did. You don’t have to wait for her, though. You can go on up, if you want.”

“No, that’s fine,” Tressa said as she sat up again. “You weren’t gone long.”

“It didn’t take long,” he replied.

“How does it look?” she asked, touching the side of her forehead as she looked at Alex’s. He reached up and felt of the fresh bandage.

“It’s fine. It’s no big deal. Probably won’t even leave a scar.”

“Good,” she said. “I was so worried when I saw you were hurt.”

“Yeah, I was kind of worried, too. But it looked way worse than it was.”

“It certainly looked bad,” she said, as she left the seating area and surveyed the many choices offered by the vending machines. 

“If you think this is bad, you should see the other guy,” he replied. “Although, I can’t take personal credit for his current condition.” 
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