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In one family, generation after generation relied on the magic of one Norse ring to lead them to their destined match. For those who heed its advice, only joy and health follow. But the ring has also been known to foreshadow impending doom. Ignore its truth at your peril.... 
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Wayne Warner is a bully. A two-faced scumbag. A complete and totally deceitful, arrogant, gnash-your-teeth-until-they-bleed kind of man. Or is he? Some might say he is the most supportive and loving person they’ve ever met. Anyway, this is not his story. This Prelude is about his children, and how Wayne’s actions will affect them later in life. Many adults like to claim that their parents messed them up in some way, but Wayne Warner takes the cake. How will the pivotal event in this character introduction change their viewpoints and impressions? How will the course of their lives be affected by what he’s done to them? 

Each child in the series will have his or her own full-length romance novel to follow. 

Inside Prelude you'll find... The Inciting Incident.

​

WAYNE

Tomorrow would mark twenty years.

Twenty years of keeping a secret from the very people who were supposed to know him best.

Wayne would boast about it, but it would blow his perfect record.

A record he intended to take with him to the grave.

Mother’s Day this year—by all accounts—should be no different than any other he’d survived, except this year, Wayne was down one wife. Raine, his oldest of all his children at almost nineteen, had taken over the “man of the house” role since his mother’s untimely death last year from a heart attack. As Wayne looked in on him in his bedroom, he saw his son with one foot on the computer chair, tying his shoe. The bed had been made to near military precision, and all the papers on his desk were straight. The rug had been vacuumed, and not a single article of clothing was in sight. Immaculate, as usual.

That was the problem with Raine; he needed someone to keep him on track, to constantly stay on him. The boy seemed useless without a verbal reprimand to keep him going. “Tuck in your shirt. You look like a slob.”

A hint of fear flashed through Raine’s eyes as he dropped his foot and obediently tucked in the back of his shirt, then tugged up his collar to make sure his tie was snug. 

Disappointment filled Wayne as he looked at what should have been his proudest moment; a first-born son to carry on his legacy. But despite the boy’s grades and accomplishments, all Wayne saw was a lack of motivation, a faulty drive to succeed. “You’ll never get ahead if you don’t dress the part.” Wayne lowered a heavy glare on his son. “You think I like wearing this damned noose every day? No. But I do it to keep all you in your designer clothes and provide you with updated phones every year. And that smartphone? You know how many strings I had to pull to make sure you kids got on the list before they were even released?” Was his kid trembling? No, the coward had simply learned to control his avid fear. 

“Yes, sir.”

He tried a more encouraging tone. “Don’t be late.”

“I won’t.”

“Did you gas up my car?”

“Yes, sir, but it barely needed it. That new hybrid made two-hundred fifteen miles on seven gallons.”

He knew a classic distraction when he saw one, so he only grunted. “What’s this I hear about you trashing your sister’s Mustang?”

Now his eyes turned large, the whites exposed. “She was parked behind me. I only needed to run to the store, so I borrowed it. I didn’t trash it. The garbage truck backed into it.”

“So it’s trashed.”

The kid vacillated before replying. “Her insurance is up to date. They’re sending a person out to inspect it before the repairs.”

“And now she’s without a car.”

“Well, yeah, but only for a little bit. I told her I’ll drive her wherever she needs.”

“But you won’t be here.”

His eyes darted in thought. “I’ll work it out. She knows that.”

“You better.” Wayne nodded a sharp goodbye and headed down the hallway, pushing open his daughter’s door. Celeste’s room was more typical of what parents expected of a teenager: a few clothes, all black, remained rumpled on the floor. Autographed posters of celebrities hung on every square inch of her wall. A bowl of potato chips sat on the floor beside her, where she reclined on her bed. As he glanced at the item in her hands, he saw it was her late mother’s sketch pad. She rolled her eyes at his intrusion and popped out her ear buds as she looked up. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“Not in my own house.”

She seemed to seethe a bit, but finally asked, “What is it?”

He detested her attitude, but respected that she stood up to him, unlike her over-achieving-yet-spineless brother. “God, your room’s a disgrace.”

“It is not. I just got changed. I had mulch stains on my clothes.”

He toed the clothes in a heap on her floor. “Your brother would never dump his clothes like this. It’s disgusting.”

“He doesn’t do the laundry, either, which, by the way, I’ll be starting.”

He doubted it. “Can you even hear me over that noise?” How she didn’t destroy her hearing with that crap blasting into her brain....

“Yeah.”

He glanced down at her mother’s drawings. “Why do you waste your time looking at those cartoons?”

Tears flooded her eyes. “They aren’t cartoons! Mom was a great artist.”

“A complete waste of her time. She could have been curating items for The Met instead of playing at Picasso.”

She sat up in a rush. “Don’t talk about Mom that way. You never really loved her. If you had, you would have supported her work.”

He felt his nostrils flare. “Don’t presume to tell me how I felt about your mother.”

She closed the drawing pad and clutched it to her undeveloped chest. “You were barely there when she got sick, and you were nowhere to be found when she died. Do you even care that she’s gone?”

He dared not reply, but he held out his hand. “Give me that.”

“No!” Now both her arms wrapped around the pad, and a hint of fear rimmed her eyes. “It’s all I have left of her.”

“A stupid thing to hold onto.”

She burst into tears. “What do you want?”

He held his breath, vacillating how much to push her, how much to hurt her. He decided to let her be weak. This time. “I’ll be in Buffalo for the next three days.”

She seemed relieved that he’d be gone again. “Yeah. I know. See ya when you bother coming home.” She moved to put her ear buds back in, but Wayne took a menacing step towards her and she stopped. Pushed the stupid sketch pad behind her and waited for him to continue.

“Raine is going straight from work to night school all week, so you’ll have to mow the lawn.”

She let out a frustrated growl and cried out, “No, it’s his turn. I did it last week.” She scrubbed the tears off her cheeks and stared at the closed pad.

His voice dropped to a menacing growl. “Celeste. Don’t you dare argue with me.”

“He hasn’t done any yard work at all this month. I’ve been stuck doing everything.”

“He’s been busy.”

“Yeah? Well, I’ve been busy, too.”

“Looking at cartoons?”

“No.” She glared at him. “Doing everything that Mom used to do, since you’re never home to take care of it. Who do you think called the plumber when the pipe burst? Or the snow-plower every time he didn’t show up this winter? Or makes sure Zenith has everything she needs for school each day? Me, Dad. That’s who. So, no, it’s Raine’s turn to mow.”

“God, you are so much like your mother.”

“Fair and honest?”

“Stupid and stubborn. Your beauty will only get you so far in life, you know.”

More tears welled in her eyes, but she turned back to her sketch pad, studying the cover.

He continued to stare at her, waiting for an answer, waiting for her tears to fall.

“Fine. Like always, I’m the one picking up the slack.” 

He pushed her. “Today. It’s going to rain tomorrow.”

“Whatever.”

“I mean it.”

“Alright already.” She held his eyes. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

Caught off guard, he felt himself startle. “What?”

“You’re leaving earlier than normal. Is that why? You met somebody?”

When he couldn’t justify her question with an answer, she reached down to grab a handful of chips. “Guess that’s a yes. Who is she?”

He hated that he felt compelled to jab back. “You shouldn’t be loading up on that garbage; it’s going to make you fat.”

She let out an indignant cry. “I’m barely 100 pounds. I’m not fat.”

“Not yet.”

Her jaw squared, and she resolutely stuffed her ear buds back into place, the sound carrying to him all the way across the room. “Whatever. See you Thursday. Or whenever.”

Oh, he’d be back on Thursday. Just like normal. Still playing the part of traveling IT man for this family after all these years. He called out, “Your teacher tells me you’re dating a boy.”

She looked up at him, and he couldn’t tell if he’d guessed the truth or not. She yanked out one ear bud. “Who told you that?”

“Does it matter?”

“I’m not dating anyone.”

“They say he’s Black. Ring a bell?”

She looked surprised. No, confused. “My science partner? No. Alfred and I are assigned a project.”

“Good.” He breathed a sigh of relief. “I didn’t raise this family in the whitest neighborhood I could find to have my kids date beneath their potential.”

Her jaw dropped. “I’m not dating him, but if I were, you should be happy. He’s a great guy. Really smart. And his girlfriend says he’s a sweetie.”

Wayne shook his head. “Did you really just say what I think you said?”

“That I alluded to the fact you should worry more about a person’s character than his skin color? Yes.”

The only color Wayne saw right now was red. “Absolutely no boys for you, Celeste. You hear me? You’re too young. And if you sneak out or sneak anyone in, Zenith will let me know.”

Her tone turned sarcastic. “Yeah, because suddenly sixteen’s too young to date. I’ll make sure to tell Raine to break up with his girlfriend of two years. Welcome, Celeste, to the world of double standards.” She rammed her ear bud back in and cranked up the volume to irritate him, and he glanced at his watch. Shit. He’d love to bully her some more, but he had to get going. 

Dating a Black kid? Who the hell did she think she was?

He shook his head as he headed downstairs to the sound of Celeste’s door smashing shut with gale force, followed by what could only be the sound of her kicking it repeatedly. Noise in the kitchen made him continue downstairs and peek in. With the metal pot lid in one hand and a wooden spoon in the other, his youngest at freshly twelve, Zenith, tasted the spaghetti sauce and shook her head, then sprinkled in more spice from one of the jars from the well-stocked pantry. He watched her replace the lid and adjust the heat on one of the six burners on the new stainless-steel convection stove. She must have sensed him, because she spun, alarm in her eyes when she saw him in his suit. “Not yet! I’m making a big lunch because you said you’d stay.”

“Sorry, kid. Got called in early.”

“But it’s Mother’s Day! You can’t leave on Mother’s Day!”

“Don’t have a choice. Boss called. Got to go.”

He watched the dejection lower her shoulders, then her chin dropped to her chest. 

“Buck up, kid. It’s only spaghetti.”

Her lips twisted and quivered, and she turned away from him to drain the noodles into the sieve in the copper sink. He was positive he’d made her eyes tear up.

“Your sister will be hungry after she mows the yard. She’ll want to eat.”

She glanced at the wall calendar where their chores were listed. “But it’s Raine’s turn.”

“I’m making Celeste do it.”

“But she was going to teach me how to fly my kite today.”

Like Skye had taught Celeste, so many years ago.

“She’s not your mother. Stop expecting her to act like one.”

The statement made Zenith frown and look away.

“Keep an eye on her. I think she’s sneaking around with some Black kid. Let me know if she’s up to no good, okay?”

She didn’t respond, but finally Zenith shook her head. “She doesn’t do the things you think she does. You blame her for things that go wrong, but she tries really hard.”

He spared a placating smile for her. “And when you’re her age, I’ll make sure you’re not up to no good, either.”

“You’re pushing her away.”

“I’m making her face the truth.”

“My teachers call that a scapegoat. You blame her for everything that goes wrong. It’s not fair.”

“Shut up, kid. You have to be smart to be a psychologist.”

She sucked in her breath as a thunder of feet came down the stairs. Raine looked from the stove to Zenith and raised his brows in happy interest. “Mind if I take some to work?” Then he noticed Wayne in the doorway and his demeanor changed, the interest in food faltering to an expression of flat respect. “Are you staying for lunch?”

“No. Got to go.” Once more he told his son, “Don’t be late. I pulled a lot of strings to get you that job. Don’t make me look bad to my boss.”

His son scrambled to grab a plastic container and said, “I know. I won’t.”

“Behave while I’m gone.”

Both his kids silently nodded as he picked up his leather wallet and keys from the decorative Italian tray on the console table in the front hallway and headed out the front door.

His son’s new Corvette had some bird shit on the fender, and Wayne was about to scream for his son to clean it, but a neighbor in the next driveway made him change his mind. So he unrolled the hose himself and sprayed it off. Once cleaned, he turned off the water and spun the hose back onto its wheel, letting the spigot drain. His stupid son wasn’t taking care of the car as promised. He should be keeping that car in top shape, shiny, or Wayne was within their agreement to trade it in for a junker. Wayne had only purchased it for his son for his high school graduation as a reward for making the honor roll and graduating with straight As. Not valedictorian, but Wayne never expected him to be. Stepping up to the plate after Skye had died was enough of an accomplishment. And getting a computer job at a box store? Well, what did he expect from a teenager? Good thing Wayne and his boss played golf with Raine’s boss, otherwise the kid would be wasting away in front of the television.

His son dashed out of the house, hopped into his Corvette, and carefully drove off. The second he rounded the corner, Wayne heard the kid press the pedal to the metal and take off like a rocket. 

Look at that; the kid had balls after all. 

Beside Wayne’s car, in a black trash bag, were all the old clothes Zenith had collected from her older siblings. Every few months, he made them clear out their closets and put unused clothes in a bag by his car. This time, he told Zenith to start packing up some of her mother’s clothes, too, things that had little personal value. Based on the size of the bag, Wayne knew she had complied. He grabbed the bag by the knot and tossed it into the back hatch of his silver hybrid Lexus and pulled out of his upscale Fayetteville home, watching a neighbor pull the tarp off his inground pool while another neighbor leashed her Bernese Mountain Dog and headed out for an afternoon jog. The town workers were out early this year, hedging the sidewalks and planting annuals around the streetlights. Leaving by noon gave Wayne plenty of time to settle in, get some chores done. 

Instead of heading south, he continued west, towards Syracuse, where he took his regular route into the self-storage lot and pulled his Lexus to the end. He typed in the pass code and opened his unit, backed out his rusty brown winter-beater station wagon and pulled his hybrid into its vacated space. He grabbed the bag of clothes from the car and tossed it onto the folded down bench seat, wedging it in between the empty wooden vegetable crates. Then he went into the storage unit, behind the small privacy screen in the corner and into his impromptu changing area. Two small dressers stood side by side, one from IKEA, the other a dirty one from the base of someone’s driveway. Like always, he first removed his expensive watch and put that and his car keys in the crystal dish on top of the IKEA dresser. Next, he took off his polished shoes and placed them in that dresser’s bottom drawer. Then he removed his suit and tie, his heavy black wool socks. He even removed his silk boxers and folded them all over hangers on the department-store type rack on the IKEA side. From the dirty dresser, he produced and donned a torn pair of Hanes and brownish-white socks with a hole in the toe. He tugged on a faded pair of Levi’s and a vintage t-shirt with a Star Wars decal half peeled from time. Over that, a plaid flannel shirt. He stuffed his feet into heavy boots with duct tape on one heel, then slid an old belt through the loops and fastened it. 

A perusal in the full-length mirror confirmed his identity change. The current calendar verified the date and where he needed to be. From Sunday through Wednesday, the children he just left believed he traveled from Syracuse to Buffalo to manage IT jobs, then returned home for the remainder of the week.

As he brushed a piece of hay off his flannel, he said, “Goodbye Wayne Warner, hello, Wayne Werner.” 

But for today, and for the next three days, he portrayed a rural farmer with no education, no money, a man who relied on the generosity of customers at the public market over the weekends to keep his family afloat. The rest of the week, they believed he worked in the same IT company, but as a lowly sanitation department employee, scraping by to make ends meet. 

He certainly had no illustrious five-figure IT career.

He glanced around to make sure all of his clothes were in their proper locations and realized he was missing his cheap watch. As he reached for the item on top of the old dresser, he saw a ring sitting there. Not just any ring, but the ring Skye had sworn had determined the path of her life.

The one she had been buried with. 

Both his arm hair and the hair at the back of his nape prickled to attention as he backed away from the item. With his own fingers he had slid the ring onto her dead hand. It couldn’t be here; it was impossible. He peeked around the standing privacy screen into his storage unit, then crept to the front door and looked up and down the outside aisle.

Alone. He was completely alone. 

He hastened back to the dresser, but the ring was gone. In its place he encountered a lingering waft of perfume. Skye’s perfume. His heart raced, and a sheen of sweat broke out on his lip. He wiped it off and ran his hand over the tops of both dressers, finding no giant clunky Nordic ring to interrupt his motion. He looked into his empty unit again. “Hello?”

Nothing.

No reply.

Breath still came faster than necessary. No one had ever figured out his dual existence. No one. Even Skye—with her woo-woo runic ring and mumbo-jumbo insistence that any child he fathered be named after something heavenly—had ever come close to learning his truth, a feat he considered his personal impossible accomplishment.

A feat he’d mastered for twenty years tomorrow.

He must have imagined it.

Right. Imagined a giant, clunky, black and silver ring with runic letters etched into the top and sides, and a detailed Midgard Serpent circling the face. 

Unbidden, Skye’s tales of the ring’s mysticism assaulted him. He remembered how adamant she was about the ring’s power, its abilities to predict the future. It had been handed down from mother to daughter for hundreds of years, predicting mates, predicting deaths.

It had come to her in the hospital the day of her death. 

Adamant to protect her daughters from the ring’s potential to ruin their lives, Skye had insisted the ring be buried with her. 

Wayne was not a man prone to fancy or whimsy, but he had honored her frivolous request.

He found his spine shivering and attributed it to the brisk spring weather. 

Didn’t stop him from peeking behind and under the dressers again, just to be sure. Lack of evidence proved the ring had been a figment of his imagination. Why he tugged the collar of his shirt at his conclusion, he didn’t know or care. He got into the rusty wagon and revved the engine so it didn’t stall, then closed his unit, plunging both his imagination and fears into utter darkness. He passed the giant Dumpster filled with all the produce he dumped into it week after week, too lazy to bring it to a homeless shelter and too worried about bringing it to work to hand out, so into the trash it went.

He chugged his way south out of Syracuse and immediately saw the train coming, the bars lowering to prevent traffic crossing the road. He felt his jaw shift; had he been in his Lexus, he might have risked it, but not in this old heap, certainly not after seeing the ring. Despite not believing in the tales, he forced himself to admit he was a bit rattled. A trail of cars inched up behind him, preventing him from turning around to try an alternate route. Trapped, he counted boxcars.

One hundred twenty-three of them slogged past.

Shit. He was going to be late.

As soon as the bar rose, Wayne pressed on the gas, only to have his car stall. He turned the key and felt the engine kick back to life. He glanced at the dash clock and pushed the pedal a little harder to make up for lost time. Twenty minutes later, he turned onto the rural roads, passing the barn that had been slowly decaying over the last two decades. He passed the farm that once raised cows, then changed to alpacas during the craze, then back to cows last year. He turned at the rusty tractor that had never been towed from where it died, then pulled into his long dirt driveway, past the leaning barn and up to his manufactured home. In the field, he saw his oldest boy, Skywren, look up and wave as he slopped their two pigs. His wife, Meagan, smiled as she came outside, and Wayne grinned as he got out and opened his arms to her. She stepped into his hug and tipped her head up for his kiss. “Welcome back. How did the market go?”

He grinned. “Sold every last bit of produce!” And he pulled out three hundred dollars in small bills to hand to her, which she immediately stuffed into a pocket. 

“That’s wonderful! Now I can pay for our heat.”

He ruffled his hair. “Yeah. It was busy. Had some tractor vendor there, lots of people out and about. And the flower vendors, too. Always a good turnout when the flowers are for sale.”

She beamed at him. “Hungry?”

“Famished. I got stuck behind the tractors as they pulled out, haven’t eaten since last night’s leftover fries.”

“It’s only spaghetti, but I had some leftover hamburger, so I made a bunch of meatballs.”

“Mm. My favorite.” His stomach even rumbled, making them both laugh.

“Dad?”

He turned to see his middle child, Skydove, come bounding out of the house. With one arm around his wife, he opened his free arm to Dovey, and she hopped into his hug. “Welcome home! You miss me?”

“My favorite daughter? Of course!”

She laughed and playfully swatted his chest. “I’m your only daughter.”

“All the more reason you’re my favorite.”

“Don’t tell Hawk. He still thinks he’s got that spot.”

“What spot?” Skyhawk said as he stepped out of the house, his battered deck of cards fanned out in his hands. 

“Dad’s favorite. I’ve secured that position. Especially after I tell him I’m going to change the oil in his car.” She teasingly stuck out her tongue at her brother.

“Not after he sees this,” Skyhawk said with a confident air for being only thirteen. “Pick a card, Dad. This trick is awesome.”

“Wait a second.” The thought of his daughter under a metal engine didn’t work for him. He touched her chin. “Sweetheart, you have far too much potential to waste your life on a creeper, covered in oil. You’re smart, beautiful, and confident. Why don’t you look for a career where you can put your public speaking skills to good use?”

“But I like fixing things, Dad, and building. I like tools, and I’m good with them. What’s wrong with that?”

“She gets her resourcefulness from me,” Meagan said with pride, making Wayne smile before turning back to his daughter.

He cupped Dovey’s cheek. “Nothing, Sweetheart. I know you’re very good with your hands. I just think you have more potential than to be a mere mechanic. You have good grades; you could get college grants.”

She looked dejected, so he crunched her to his side again to reassure her. “Why not become a dentist? They have tools. Or an architect.”

Skyhawk bounced in place, eager to draw the attention back to him. “I think she should be a traveling salesman. She could sell ice to Eskimos.”

“You could sell tools,” Wayne agreed. “Top of the line tools. You’d look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes. Doesn’t that sound better than being covered in oil?”

She shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Anyway,” Skyhawk pressed his way in between them. “Come on, Dad. Pick a card.”

Wayne gave his daughter one more hug, then focused on his son. He considered the cards offered to him, then tugged out one. “Look at it?”

“Yeah. Then put it back in.”

He glanced at his card, a ten of spades, and slipped it back in the deck. 

“Now, watch this. Abracadabra, mutla kazoom!” He shuffled the cards, then flipped over three cards, saying, “Nope, nope, it’s this one.”

Wayne saw the three of hearts and smiled. “Great job!”

Hawk stuck out his tongue at his sister. “Award goes to me.”

“As if.”

“Children,” Wayne said, wrapping his arms around their shoulders and drawing them to his sides, “I brought you something.”

Their eyes lit up. “Clothes?”

He nodded, and his two youngest locked eyes for a second before sprinting for the car. They tugged out the bag and started rummaging through it right there in the driveway. “Abercrombie! Awesome!”

“Old Navy!”

“Dad, these are great. Thanks!”

“I’ll need you guys to empty the crates, too, please. Hopefully we’ll have another good week next weekend.”

“Okay, sure,” Hawk said, then added, “I can’t believe someone donates all this good stuff.”

“Well,” Wayne shifted and scrubbed his fingers into his hair, “some of it is from people at work.”

Dovey pulled out a long dress, and Wayne stepped forward and touched her hand. “I thought your mom would like that one.”

“For me?” Meagan caught her breath and stepped closer. “Vera Wang? Oh, Wayne, you shouldn’t have.”

“Nonsense. My wife deserves beautiful clothes, too.”

“But,” she wrung her hands and glanced out at Wren, where he scattered pellets for the chickens, “we haven’t made that much off our jams this season.”

He released a heavy breath and indulged her with a smile. “It’s Mother’s Day. How could I not shower my love with a gift?” When she seemed to teeter on accepting it, he added, “Plus,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss her, “tomorrow’s our anniversary.”

“Fine.” She waggled a finger at him but smiled when she kissed him, “But just this once. We can’t afford to waste—”

“Keeping my wife clothed is not a waste. Besides,” his lips quirked up, “green tags were half off at Goodwill Wednesday night.”

He could tell that pleased her. 

“Dad!” Wren grinned as he trotted up. “You won’t believe what the Millers gave us!”

“Oh? What?”

“Come with me and I’ll show you.”

He glanced to Meagan, but she only spared him a secretive little smile, so he jogged up to his son and wrestled him close to his side. “Something good, I hope?”

From behind him, Dovey yelled, “I built that with my own hands, Dad. I only had a screwdriver, hammer, nails, and discarded pieces of lumber.”

Intrigued, he looked to his son, who only smiled and replied, “She did a good job, and I think you’ll like it.” Wren tugged open the barn door and stepped into the dim light, then pointed to a makeshift pen now wedged in the corner. Considering Dovey’s available materials, the pen was good. Strong. Level. He couldn’t help but be impressed with her resourcefulness. 

As they approached, a distinct lowing could be heard.

“A cow?”

“A calf. Male. I’ve been milking for the Millers for two weeks, and they gave him to me. We can stud him when he gets older.”

“Or slaughter him.”

He watched a cloud pass over Wren’s face. “I know. You’d make good money at the farmer’s market for fresh veal. But he’s so sweet, Dad.” As if to demonstrate, Wren stepped over the little pen and scratched the calf under the chin. The calf raised his pink nose up and bumped into him. 

“We can’t afford to feed such a large animal, son.”

“They let me borrow a feeding bucket, and gave me some formula. As long as I milk for them once per week, they’ll keep giving me formula. They asked, if he survives to adulthood, to ‘remember them.’ He already seems stronger.”

Meaning, share in either the profit, or the meat, he guessed. They didn’t have fences to support a cow, especially a bull, but if his kind-hearted son thought they could stud him out, maybe they could consider selling him, too. “Let’s see what the next few weeks bring, okay?”

Relief fell from Wren’s shoulders. “Thanks. I thought you’d be pleased, especially since he was free.”

“Won’t be free if we need to fence in an acre of land for him. Or rebuild the barn. Bulls can be challenging.”

“I know. I just wanted to give him a chance.”

He heard the old-fashioned dinner bell ringing and clapped his hand on Wren’s shoulder. “Your mom’s calling us to the table. Let’s go eat.”

They sat in the eat-in kitchen around the second-hand table, eating leftover meatballs and a salad from the garden Meagan grew from assorted pots in their plastic-covered greenhouse off the back steps. And after dinner, once the kids were asleep, Wayne had Meagan try on her new dress, only to remove it from her inch by inch. He spent the next hour loving her, and in the morning, got up to start farm chores. He showered and kissed his family goodbye, heading off to the low-paying part-time job they believed he had at his IT company, where he could only be reached by calling the main number and being paged. 

As Senior VP, anyone else trying to reach him got routed through his executive secretary. 

He headed north to his storage unit in Syracuse. The car desperately needed an oil change, because lately, black smoke billowed from the tailpipe. It conked out twice, making Wayne late for his wardrobe change prior to work. 

Damn. Maybe he should have let Skydove change it. 

No. He didn’t want her wasting her life under cars. 

Off in the distance, he heard the train whistle, and as he approached the crossing, he saw the crossing lights start to blink.

Shit. He floored the pedal, and the wagon spurted before lurching forward. It sputtered as the safety bar twitched, then started to lower. Wayne needed to get to the office on time. He had a big meeting today, one that could secure him a multimillion-dollar contract, maybe even allow him to get his troublesome, rebellious daughter into a reform school.

Far away.

He pushed the pedal flush to the floor, and the car raced for a hundred yards before it sputtered again. The safety bar had only lowered partway, so Wayne thought he could make it. 

The dinging of the warning bells assaulted him. 

The car sputtered.

He bumped up the crest of the tracks, glad to have beaten waiting for another hundred train cars to pass.

But the car stopped.

Dead.

On the tracks.

As he glanced down to turn the key, he saw the ring—his late wife Skye’s ring, the goddamned one she was supposed to be buried with—facing him on the dash. His heartbeat tripled as he stared into the serpent’s eye. Where the hell did it come from? How did it get here? Cold swept through him as the symbols seemed to study him, judge him.

The safety bar banged on the roof.

Wayne looked up at the thump, then over his shoulder to see the black grill of the train only ten feet away.

A scream.

Terror.

Blinding pain.

Darkness.

MEAGAN

When Wayne didn’t come home on time that night, Dovey seemed the most upset, lingering by the window overlooking the dirt drive. “Dad’s never this late.”

But Meagan waved off her concerns, not wanting her daughter to know she felt the same twinge. “Oh, there was probably some big buy-out, or one of the suits had something major to celebrate. I’m sure your father got stuck cleaning up the mess afterwards.”

“Plausible,” Dovey said, but her frown showed that she wasn’t convinced. “But I worry more about that old car. It’s seen better days.”

“You think he’s stranded?” Meagan held her daughter’s eyes.

“No.” But Dovey dragged out the word, rubbing her stomach like it might be upset. “Maybe. I used my babysitting money to buy oil from the auto store on lunch today.”

“Oil?”

“Yeah. I researched how to do an oil change during my free period, and I was going to surprise him by doing that tonight, but I know he’ll be reluctant to let me do it.”

Meagan knew how much her daughter enjoyed fixing things but wanted to support her husband’s views and offer a united front. “You know your father thinks you’re too smart to spend your life under a car engine. He’d like you to do something more... suitable to you.”

“I know. But I don’t want to be a salesperson.” Dovey eyed Meagan for a moment before releasing her breath. “Last week, I signed up for shop class next year. I wanted to be able to maintain the car for him.”

“Your father can maintain his own car, dear.” Meagan proceeded to rinse off a bowl full of eggs in the sink, checking each shell for soundness. Wayne wouldn’t like Dovey in that class, but he might bend to her will if she pleaded her case. He did dote over his daughter something fierce. Forcing a lighter tone she asked, “Do you think we should branch out, maybe try to sell some of these eggs next weekend? The chickens have been popping them out left and right.”

But Dovey still stared out the window, down the road. “Do we have something like a drip tray to catch the oil?” 

The question made Meagan sigh. “He’ll be home soon, sweetie. If you really want to, you can still do it while it’s light out. I’ll tell your father it’s an anniversary present for him, okay? That way, he won’t put up too much of a fuss.”

Dovey peeked out the window again. “I’m grabbing my bike.”

“Where’re you going?”

She looked over her shoulder. “To see if I can find him.” An hour later, Dovey paced inside the house. “I’m turning on the TV.”

“We don’t watch TV during dinner.”

“Dad’s not home yet, so we’re technically not having dinner.”

Meagan frowned at the slight rebellion, but then glanced at the old TV as she gnawed on her lower lip, the unease growing a bit in her. “Fine. Turn it on.”

Dovey did, flipping through the local channels to try to catch the news. 

Nothing.

It was after eight when they finally sat down to eat, the chicken now dry and tasteless after warming in the oven for 2 hours, the carrots beyond mushy. It was probably the worst meal she’d ever served her children. Hawk pushed his vegetables around his plate, his eyes drifting to the door. Wren kept meeting his sister’s eyes, then looking at their mother with concern. 

Dovey gave a little head shake, like she didn’t know what to say. 

After dinner, homework, and chores, they always had family time. Determined to put up a brave front for her children, Meagan unrolled the thousand-piece puzzle and felt mat on the wobbly kitchen table and cajoled her kids to join her. Neither Hawk nor Wren showed much interest in it, but Dovey sat down and pulled her chair closer. With a light tone, Meagan said, “We should crank through this and make your father jealous with how far we got. Come on, boys, you’re not even trying.”

“Where is he?” Hawk pouted. 

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Meagan said, patting her youngest on the shoulder and pressing a piece of the sunset into place. “I’m sure he’ll have a wonderful story to share when he returns.”

The kids exchanged glances but said nothing.

By nine, Dovey hovered around the living room, prodding. “I think you should call the police. Make a missing person report.”

Over her book, Meagan said, “He’s only three hours late.”

“Which is three hours later than he’s ever been.”

Meagan gnawed on her lip. Met her eyes. She’d been fighting her fear and apprehension all evening, but her daughter was right. With determination, she reached for the phone. 

Dovey sucked in her breath while Meagan dialed. It took three rings, but Meagan informed the dispatcher that her husband hadn’t come home, and he was never late. She then gave all the required information: Wayne Werner’s name, address, phone, place of employment, usual route home, the make and model of the car, the license plates. Then she added a description of the clothes he left wearing, as well. 

Then Meagan told the officer he was sorely missed and to please look for him. “He’s got the only family car; otherwise, we’d go look ourselves.”

When she hung up, Dovey asked her, “Well?”

“They said they’d let us know if they found him.”

Twenty minutes later, Meagan startled at the knock on the door. 

She and her daughter locked gazes, then both of them crossed to the front door. When Meagan pulled it open and saw the somber cop standing on the stoop, she covered her mouth and backed up, shaking her head. When she glanced at her daughter, she noted Dovey blinking rapidly back at her, but remained blocking the door. “Sir?”

“Meagan Werner?”

Dovey pointed to her, and Meagan realized she had backed into the kitchen. Her eyes remained riveted on the cop.

He introduced himself and asked, “May I come in?”

“No!” Meagan backed flush against the kitchen counter, shaking her head, even as her daughter politely waved him inside. Wren came out of the boys’ bedroom, but when Hawk poked his head out too, Meagan snapped at her youngest. “Get back in your room.”

“What’s going on?”

“Now!”

Visibly startled at Meagan’s sharp behavior, both Wren and Dovey waved their little brother away, and the cop removed his hat as he stepped in and closed the door. Wren came to Dovey’s side, and she noticed her oldest children gripped hands in a show of strength.

A litany of, “No, no, no,” spilled uncontrolled from Meagan’s lips as she shook her head and tried running the water in the sink to wash dishes, only to turn it off again. Why was she washing dishes with a cop in her house?

“Ms. Werner?”

A sob fell from her lips. She couldn’t stop it.  

Maybe Meagan suspected the truth, but her daughter only blinked fast at the cop. “He’s dead, isn’t he? My Dad’s not coming home.” Wren released her hand to hug her, and they all stared at the man, waiting. 

The cop’s chin dropped in a tiny nod. “I regret to inform you that Wayne Warner’s body was found in a car registered to this address.”

“Werner, not Warner.” Meagan homed in on that, the hope that they had the wrong body making her stand a bit taller.

“His license says Warner.”

That hope crashed. “A typo he never got fixed.”

The cop looked around at her children, then shook his head a tiny bit. “Are you aware of his legal residence in Fayetteville?”

“Fayetteville?” They all shook their heads, and Wren added, “No. That’s, like, really upper class.”

Now Meagan seemed to have found her inner strength, and she stepped forward decisively. “You obviously have the wrong person. You’ve upset my family enough today. Please leave.”

But the cop must have anticipated her rebuttal, because he pulled out a note pad and began reading. “You reported your husband missing today. I regret to inform you that a man you described, driving the station wagon you described, with the plates you described, wearing the clothes you described, was killed twelve hours ago by a train, traveling on the road you described. Based on the fact the safety bar’s paint was found on top of the car, the County Coroner determined that the wagon stalled on the tracks, probably while trying to outrun the train.” The man’s voice dropped. “You have my sympathies.”

“Lies!” 

Dovey and Wren snapped to attention at Meagan’s outburst as she raged at the officer. “You told me his name was Warner. That’s not my husband’s name. And we live in Cuyler, not Fayetteville. Look around.” She swung her arms wide. “What makes you think a farming family could afford to live there?”

The cop remained silent, then reached into a breast pocket and pulled out a card. “His body was delivered to this funeral home... at the request of the family.”

“What family? He’s an only child. His parents are dead. I’m telling you, you have the wrong person!”

But the cop only held her eyes. “Please. Give them a call.”
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That first meeting— where they all huddled around the funeral director’s desk, waiting for him to appear— was brutal. Painful. And all true. Everything the cop said was true. Wayne Warner lived in Fayetteville. With three other children, it turned out. Yes, he worked at a technology company, but not in sanitation, as she and her children had been led to believe.

No. Apparently, Wayne Warner was Senior Vice President of IT Now. 

A position he’d had for eleven years.

Everything everyone in this room knew about Wayne Warner was a lie.

“I can’t believe this.” Meagan shook her head as she stared from one child to the other. The resemblance they all shared was immediately evident; had they gone to the same school, it would have been obvious they were related. But Wayne had kept them carefully separated and ignorant of each other’s existence. Of all of them, only the oldest boy and the youngest girl had hazel eyes, but that was the only difference. Chins, noses, eye shape, stature, all the same. 

The middle girl stomped back and forth, her eyes flashing but riddled with tears. Her hair fell more on the sandy side of blonde, but both of the teenaged girls had the same cornflower blue eyes, the same unruly waves to their hair. All three girls had the same build.

“Did you know about us? Any of you?” Meagan looked back and forth from all the children, waiting for an answer. 

“This explains everything.” That from the orphaned teenager as she crossed her arms and glared at the Werner family from her spot at the window. She looked to her brothers and said, “We should all hate him.”

But Meagan shook her head. “Hate will not help any of us in this. We’ve all been affected by this and have to hope for acceptance. We’re family, now, despite everything.”

The oldest child stood ramrod straight, hands behind his back, fully suited and staring off into space. His dark eyes were red-rimmed, but no tears came to him. After an uncomfortable silence crowded the room as they waited for the director to appear, he turned to fully face them. He seemed bored, but Meagan presumed that was because he was probably having a tough time processing the loss. “I’m guessing Dad would expect me to make the introductions. I’m Raine Warner. My sisters, Celeste, sixteen, and Zenith, twelve. I’m almost nineteen.” 

“Warner?” Meagan looked at her children and frowned. God, it was true. She pointed to herself. “I’m Meagan. Werner. My children, in order: Skywren, Skydove, Skyhawk. Seventeen, fifteen, thirteen.”

“Seriously? I’m not calling any of you that.” Celeste crossed her arms and glared at the lot of them.

“I go by Wren, and him Hawk.”

Celeste rounded on Dovey. “Let me guess: Dove?”

“Dovey, usually.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “I’m not calling you that.” Hostility brewed in her gaze. “What’s your middle name?”

“Charlotte.”

“Too pretty. I’m calling you Charlie. Deal with it.”

The attitude made Meagan take a defensive stance. “Her name is Dovey.” 

“Mom.” Dovey raised a palm to her. “I don’t mind a nickname.”

“It’s not your name.”

But Hawk quipped, “I kind of like Charlie. It’s edgy.”

“I’m not edgy.”

Meagan leaned further into the conversation. “Now, children, your father obviously wanted all of you to be named after air, ever since that palm reader he saw as a teenager at the local fair told him his kids would be blessed with fortune if he did. Even your name, Celeste, fits that category.”

“He was an asshole,” Celeste muttered as she dropped hard into her chair to glower.

Although Meagan gasped at the language, Raine was the one who put out a hand until he met Meagan’s eyes. “Actually, that’s not true.”

“What’s not true?”

He scanned them all. “Mom was the one who wanted to continue the names. Her name was Skye and her sister is named Summer. Their brother is Skyler. All weather names.”

Meagan felt her face whiten as a heavy ball dropped into her stomach. “You mean, I named all my children after...” her eyes were slow to meet Raine’s, “your mother?”

“Looks that way.”

She dropped into a chair, her knees no longer able to support her. “No... I... I can’t believe that.”

A sympathetic noise came from Dovey’s lips, and she raised placating hands to everyone as she joined Meagan’s side. “Mom. Mom.” 

But Meagan’s eyes couldn’t seem to focus. Her lips wouldn’t work. “I... I....”

So Dovey knelt at her feet and collected Meagan’s cold hands in her own. “We’re all upset.”

“Ya think?” Celeste spat out. “Look what that bastard did to us.”

“Enough,” Meagan said, but the oomph had gone out of her voice. “No need to talk like that.”

“You’re not my mother.” Venom filled Celeste’s eyes, and that girl’s older brother, Raine, stuck out an arm between them to bar his sister while Dovey made placating motions with her hands. “Dad wouldn’t want us to fight.”

“No. That’s why he hid you.” She turned to Raine. “Hid them like cockroaches.”

“Now see here!” Meagan said, launching out of her chair to confront the wayward child.

But Dovey caught her elbow. “Mom, if Celeste needs to resort to crudity, let her.”

“Prude,” the half-sister muttered as she turned away and crossed her arms.

That obviously prickled Dovey, because she glared at Celeste and said, “Sure, I walk the straight and narrow, but that’s what make everyone happy.”

“Let me guess,” Celeste sneered, “you’re a little brown-noser.”

“I’m good at keeping the peace.”

“She’s a wonderful child,” Meagan felt compelled to add.

“He didn’t hide them.” Raine’s expression and voice were calm despite the intensity of the room as he leveled his gaze on Celeste. “I knew he had property thirty miles away. He said he rented it out.”

But then Celeste faced Dovey again and her eyes narrowed in scrutiny. “Are those my clothes? Oh, my God, they are. Raine, look, they’re wearing our old clothes.”

He glanced up and took inventory of what the Werner family wore, but then he looked away without commenting.

The observation made Dovey grip her dress material at her throat, and her brothers shifted and examined their own clothes as they looked askance at the children who had worn them first. Then they looked away in shame, avoiding the harsh judgment in the others’ eyes. 

Curse the man. For a second, Meagan wanted to damn the man to hell, too, for making his children feel inferior to the heartless creatures wandering around this room. Creatures they were related to. How could one man raise such polarized children?

“Figures,” Celeste said. “No wonder he made us purge our closets every three months. The peasants he kept hidden needing clothing.”

Meagan had been fingering her own sleeve but looked at Celeste with narrowed eyes. “You are the rudest child I’ve ever met.” Every three months certainly coincided with the bundles of clothes Wayne would deliver to her family. Since Raine and Wren were the same size, as well as Dovey and Celeste, it was no small coincidence the clothes fit so nicely.

“Obviously,” Dovey sat taller as she faced her new sister but addressed her mother, “insulting people and spewing hate makes Celeste feel better about herself, so let her mouth drip all the venom it wants. I’m not afraid of her words.” 

“Funny you should say venom.” Raine turned from his perch at the window.

The comment made Celeste round on him. “Shut up, Raine.”

But he continued. “Because Father always said there was no point in sending a viper like her to charm school.”

“Screw you, asshole!” Celeste raced up and started slapping and punching his arm, but Raine didn’t even budge or acknowledge her efforts.

The stark violence, the lack of family, made Meagan’s mouth drop. She realized none of them moved to interfere, so surprised were they by the hatred playing out before their eyes. Meagan snapped to and got up to separate them.

“Stop it! Stop it!” The youngest girl, Zenith, dropped to the floor in the corner, tucked her knees to her chest and grabbed her ears, then started rocking. 

The action obviously upset Wren, more so than Celeste’s slapping. He pushed out of his chair and glared at the two older siblings, who now remained still. “Look what you’ve done to your own sister. What’s wrong with you people?”

All Celeste did was roll her eyes and shove her brother once more before returning to her seat, but Wren crossed the room to sit on the floor by the little girl’s side. True to his sweet nature, Meagan watched as her son gently touched the girl’s shoulder and spoke softly. His words eased the little girl out of her fetal position and he tucked her to his side, a string of platitudes falling from his lips. After a minute, Zenith shrugged off his touch and crossed her arms around her chest. 

Meagan leaned close to whisper to her two nearest children. “I have the distinct impression those three weren’t from a very touchy-feely family.”

Hawk looked from the other kids up to her. “I think you’re right, but how can that be?”

Dovey shrugged and shook her head, and Meagan pulled her children close.  

“Come on, Zee.” Raine walked over and tapped Zenith’s shoe with his. “Get up.” He waited for a second, and when she didn’t move, he headed back to the window instead of doing what Wren did naturally—offer support, even to strangers.

Hawk reached across Meagan and tapped his sister on the elbow, then he indicated the little girl. Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out his battered deck of cards and sat on the floor in front of Zenith. “I’ve been working on a card trick. Let me show you. Pick one.”

Pride filled Meagan as she watched her children try to help and connect with others who desperately needed family ties, despite how badly they fought against it. She had raised good kids and it showed, especially during this time of chaos and upheaval. 

“She doesn’t want to play stupid cards.” Celeste glared but couldn’t be bothered to get out of her seat this time. 

But Zenith looked up and stuck her tongue out at her sister, then decidedly plucked a card from the deck. Hawk swung the deck to Wren and had him take one as well. Then Hawk’s words turned low, her son the eminent magician intent on wowing his audience, excluding the rest of the people in the room. 

It seemed like they had been in there forever, waiting for the funeral director to show. Was he hoping one family would have slaughtered the other by now, to avoid the awkwardness of the situation? She glanced at her old watch, wondering what was taking so long. 

While they waited, Dovey got up and went to the window by Raine’s side, looking out over the fresh lawn where Meagan had seen tulips in full bloom. Just beyond the kids’ heads, purple lilac blooms bounced as the sparrows landed on the branches. 

“This is one of the prettiest lawns I’ve ever seen.” That from her daughter, trying to make nice.

The boy only shrugged.

She watched her daughter try again, scanning him. “Nice suit. Do you get to wear something like that every day?”

He was slow to respond, but nodded.

“Where do you work?”

Another minute passed. “A computer company, sales division.”

She glanced at his sharp suit. “You get to dress that nice for retail?”

He shook his head. “Corporate sales. To other companies. Father thought it was beneath me, though.”

“Really? Why?”

Apparently, she’d frustrated him, because he huffed out a breath and rolled his eyes before facing her. But then his expression shifted, and he looked like he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure if he should. “Look. I don’t want to talk about him, okay?”

Dovey studied her new brother for a moment before shrugging. “Okay. Sure.” She stood at his shoulder again, silently looking outside the window, making Meagan proud with her ability to work to maintain the peace. 

After a long moment, Raine said, “You look just like your picture. All of you.”

All eyes focused on him at him comment. But Dovey was the one to ask, “What?”

Perhaps he changed his mind about sharing, because now Raine glowered and turned back to look out over the lawn again. Dovey studied him for a moment, then returned to staring out the window, silently waiting for him to share more, going opposite of Meagan’s inclination, but she’d seen her daughter take this angle numerous times, and it always worked.  

Finally, Raine added to his comment. “He had pictures of all of you on his desk. I saw them a few times over the years when I visited him, always updated.” He glanced at her, holding her eyes. “Said you were his sister’s kids. In Australia.” He turned back to the window. “Always seemed so proud of how much we all looked alike.”

Dovey frowned and looked around at the people in the room.

The realization that Meagan knew precious little about her deceased spouse had her asking, “Does he? Have a sister, I mean.”

“Two that I’ve met. Plus,” he pointed at Meagan, “you. Fresh from Australia.”

All breath left Meagan’s lungs. “What about his parents? Do you have grandparents?”

“PopPop died last year, right after Mom,” Zenith chimed in. “And Mimi died when I was five.”

Even grandparents had been withheld from her kids. Meagan’s own parents had died when she was nineteen, right before she met Wayne. She had thought him an angel delivered to her in her darkest hour.

Now she questioned whether his origins stemmed from a hotter, less heavenly realm. She couldn’t stop the next words from pouring out of her mouth. She met Raine’s eyes, the pain of the betrayal cutting deep. “You mean, the truth had been on his desk, in plain view, the whole time, and nobody thought to question it?”

––––––––
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By the time the lawyer read the Will three days later, it was quite evident to Meagan that Wayne Warner/Werner had always intended for all of his children to meet. Not only were each of them listed, but his last wife had been excluded, meaning, it had been updated since her demise. 

Conveniently, she and Wayne had “renewed their vows” right after his other wife’s death, an action that made her question now whether the person who had wed them twenty years ago had even been licensed to do so. 

The brand new Lexus, half electric/half gas, was bequeathed to Celeste. She spat out, “I don’t want his stupid hybrid. Give it to Charlie; she’s obviously a tree hugger.”

The blatant use of the male nickname for her lovely daughter made Meagan grind her teeth. The kids all looked at each other like they tried to figure out who Charlie was, and then Dovey pointed to herself. “Me? A Lexus? You serious?”

“Yeah, sure. Where is his car, anyway?”

The question garnered Raine’s attention. “I cleaned out Father’s desk at work. I found out he had a storage unit. When I called, the manager said Dad parked both cars there. The Lexus is getting towed, and I hired movers to clean out the unit. Everything inside will be brought to the house later this week.”

Celeste groaned and flopped into her chair, obviously done with the conversation. “How much cash are we getting?” Celeste looked to the lawyer, not eager, more like irritated. “I’m going to buy a pickup truck, a dirty, rusted-out piece of crap, and park it in the front yard. How much can I spend? Six hundred? Eight?”

She didn’t seem like a dirty-pickup-truck kind of girl, but Meagan was having a tough time figuring this kid out.

The lawyer’s eyes flicked to hers and back to the Will. “The total is five hundred thousand, to be split equally.”

“I’m sorry.” Meagan reached out and grabbed Dovey’s arm to steady herself. “Did you say thousand, or hundred thousand?”

“Five hundred thousand, making it seventy-one thousand each.”

“Holy shit. I’m getting an RV instead. When I do, later, gators.”

Dovey’s hand slowly climbed up and covered her mouth. “I could go to college.”

“You’re all going to college,” Meagan said, looking at each of them. “All of you.” 

The lawyer cleared his throat and continued reading, his voice droning on and on, but after a few minutes, Meagan raised her hand to stop him. “Wait. Did you just say we all have to move in together?”

He nodded. “At the house in Fayetteville.”

Everyone in the room looked at everyone else. The realization of what Wayne expected from Meagan made her skin turn clammy. “Oh, my.”

“Not my house.” Celeste crossed her arms and glared. “I’ll be living in the RV.”

But the lawyer waggled a finger and continued reading. “Each child must stay until he or she reaches the age of majority, which in this case is twenty-one years of age. If these conditions aren’t met, the inheritance money will be distributed to those who elect to stay.”

“Goddamn it.”

The constant swearing grated on Meagan, but she didn’t want to start a relationship with her husband’s daughter that stemmed from anger. The girl was angry enough. Adding to it would only backfire. 

All of them looked at each other, assessing, evaluating. Finally, Hawk spoke up. “Will I be sleeping in the living room?”

“Cockroaches live in the basement,” Celeste shot out.

“We’re not cockroaches.” This from Wren, saving Meagan from a similar retort. Good. Her kids had enough self-respect to set their own boundaries.  

But Hawk focused on a different word. “You have a basement?”

Raine rolled his eyes and raised a hand. He then closed his eyes and took a fortifying breath. “Yes, we have a basement. No one, however, will be sleeping in it. We have five bedrooms.”

“Five bedrooms?” Meagan echoed.

“But seven of us,” Dovey pointed out.

Raine looked between them all, assessing the information. “I see a few options. I think Meagan should get Dad’s room. She was, well, his wife.”

Celeste came out of her chair at that and pointed an accusatory finger at Meagan. “No fucking way is that woman sleeping in Mom’s bed.”

But Zenith was the one to turn to Celeste and say, “Will you please stop swearing and listen?” She turned to Raine. “Go on.”

He nodded once to her. “But someone would have to share the room with her.”

A moment of silence descended. “I will,” Dovey said, then shrugged. “It only makes sense.”

“Oh, so you two would get the best room in the house? Not happening.”

“Or,” Wren ignored Celeste’s snark and looked at all of them. “As much as I hate to say it, we’re three teenage boys. We could all split the biggest room.” He shrugged. “I already share the bedroom with Hawk.”

“I could stay with Celeste, so Dovey— I mean, Charlie— could have my room.” Zenith looked to her big sister, but only got a scowl in return.

“I’m not sharing my room with your stupid winged rat.”

The little girl gasped and said, “It’s a cockatiel from Mom!” and Raine and Wren both snapped at Celeste. Wren went and sat by her side again as Raine glared at his mouthy sister. Then he shook his head and exhaled with his decision. “I can move out. I’m old enough, and I’m making good money. I’ll give up my room.”

But Meagan reached out a pleading hand to him. “You can’t. I can’t in good conscience let you walk away from securing a better future for yourself.”

Celeste scoffed. “What do you care?”

Both Dovey and Meagan turned on Celeste. But Dovey was the one to raise a hand to stop Meagan from commenting. “I know you don’t know my mom, but she does care. Deeply. This is your brother we’re talking about. You want him to give up everything?”

“It’s only a years’ pay.”

Both Dovey and Meagan gasped. “More like four!”

But Celeste scoffed and turned away.

So Meagan got up and went to Raine’s side, placing gentle fingertips on his shoulder. “Please. Don’t leave because of a sheet of paper. Stay. I want to get to know you. All of you.”

A snort of derision came from Celeste. “No, Raine. Run while you can.”

He shot his sister a dark look.

The lawyer cleared his throat. “As soon as you all are in agreement, I can process this.” He looked at his very expensive watch. “And, I’m sorry, but I have to leave to meet another client shortly. Here’s my card.” He flipped open a small brass container and handed a card to her mom. “Call me when you’ve decided, and I’ll get the ball rolling.”
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It was probably the most difficult decision of her life, but Meagan knew the right thing to do was to uproot her children and move in with her husband’s kids to give them all a structured, middle-class life. Sure, it would be difficult, but no way was she going to let her husband’s kids get tossed into the foster care system. They’d been through enough. 

She was honest enough with herself to admit the money played a big part in her decision, and she hated that it controlled her like it did, but she couldn’t in good conscience let her own kids suffer with hand-me-downs when their father made six figures and chose to keep them disparate and desperate.

It was time her own kids got to experience life high on the hog.

And past time for her husband’s kids to learn what family life should feel like.

She felt like an imposter with that thought; how could she teach them love and cohesion when the man that linked them together had been so two-faced?

Well, there was really nothing to be done about it but roll with it. 

The children that had absolutely no use for her were simply going to have to learn compassion.

Even if it killed her.

She would honor the terms of the Will, doing her level best to keep all of Wayne’s kids at home, even Raine, who was old enough to move out. But after spending her adulthood struggling and watching her children go without, the thought of Raine tossing away seventy-one thousand dollars just so that strangers could live in his house and have an available bedroom boggled her. Why would Raine do that? Didn’t he care about his future?

Well, if he didn’t, she certainly did.

Dovey had agreed to share the master bedroom with her, so, despite the dissent with the rest of the house, Meagan made a judgement call. Her daughter’s bed was one of the few things they took with them to their new home. The furniture they had lived with was all second hand, as well as the electronics. Nothing worked very well, anyway. So, personal effects came with them, and the house was put up for rent, fully furnished.

All the farm animals were relocated to nearby farms. 

Meagan told herself she’d drive back to their old home every weekend to harvest the fruits and vegetables, but realistically, she wasn’t sure she’d want to keep visiting that portion of the last twenty years of her life. 

It had seemed wasteful to give away well-fed hogs and egg-laying chickens instead of selling them outright, things that Wayne had reiterated he and Meagan had needed as their security for the winter, but it didn’t look like they were at any risk of going hungry anymore.

Not in this house.

Not based on the Will.

Wren had insisted on bringing two kittens home with them, ones that he swore had been dumped off at the farm, and Meagan saw no harm in letting him, now that they’d have the money for proper medical care. He immediately set up veterinary appointments and got them vaccinated, and the new additions delighted all the other kids in the house.

All but Celeste. 

Even Zenith, with her little cockatiel, didn’t mind, but Meagan had cautioned her to keep her bedroom door closed, just in case.  

All she could do was be the best mom she could to her children, the best stepmom she could to her husband’s children, and try to make the best of an awkward situation. 

And every day she prayed she did right by them. 

ZENITH

It was hard not liking Meagan. Not that Zenith wanted to like the strange woman who moved into their home and took over her mother’s bedroom, but to be the only kid in middle school without a mom royally sucked, and then to become an orphan a year later? 

Her two closest friends, Abbi and Sandi, knew that both her parents were dead, and both said she was darned lucky her brother was over 18 and could be their legal guardian, otherwise Zenith and even Celeste could have been sent into foster homes. 

But Meagan was the one who insisted they all stay and get to know one another.

Meagan. Not Raine.

They’d only all moved in ten days ago, starting two days after the funeral, and except for Celeste, things weren’t going so bad, although there was a lot more noise in the house than usual. And laughing. Not that her new siblings acted like they struck it rich or anything, but they just seemed to be happy people.

Happy people who genuinely liked each other.

Weird.

Loitering outside the kitchen doorway offered Zenith a chance to study Meagan without detection. She was snooping, yeah, but she hadn’t watched a woman move around the kitchen in a long time.

Mom hadn’t been a good cook, even though she tried. Zenith remembered stories of a lot of burned meals and then cereal or sandwiches for dinner. So her mom had a chef come in twice per week to make meals, and then she spent most of her time in the park, drawing, or at the museum. Luckily, Cookie hadn’t minded Zenith hovering around her, grabbing pans and bowls and spices and watching her work. If it hadn’t been for Cookie, Zenith wouldn’t have known how to even boil water.

But Meagan? Zenith had no clue what to do with Meagan.

Two dozen eggs and other ingredients sat on the counter as Meagan opened cupboard after cupboard, muttering, “Bowl, bowl, where’s a bowl?”

Zenith’s eyes drifted to the next cupboard just as Meagan yanked it open. “Aha. And a whisk would be....” She pulled open two drawers and found it inside one of them.

“Now, if I were a cheese shredder, where would I be?”

Although Meagan worked methodically along the wall of cupboards and drawers, Zenith’s eyes moved to the row opposite her. She leaned forward like she was going to fetch it, but then hid behind the doorway again.

“I know there’s got to be one here somewhere.”

She seemed to be singing to herself, her tone light and taunting, making Zenith look at the cupboard where the shredder was again. But then she moved behind the jamb once more to hide out of sight. 

Something glinted on the counter in the light streaming through the window, and when Zenith locked onto it, her breath caught. Mom’s ring! She glanced from the ring to Meagan, and when she looked back, the ring was gone. 

She couldn’t have imagined it. And Meagan was ten feet away, so it’s not like she just pocketed the ring and went back to talking to herself. 

Hadn’t Mom said the ring showed up when important things were about to happen?

Meagan still talked to herself, but her voice had gotten louder. “No kitchen this awesome can be without a cheese shredder. There. I said it. This kitchen is amazing. There’s got to be one here somewhere.”

While Meagan got down on her knees to scrounge through the deep corner cupboard, Zenith looked from where the ring had been and back to Meagan, contemplating.

Thinking it was a sign from Mom, Zenith slipped into the room and popped open the correct cupboard and pulled out the metal shredder. She considered how to hand it to Meagan and decided to plunk it on the counter above her, making sure it made a noise.

When Meagan looked up at the clang, Zenith had already slipped behind the jamb again.

“Magic!” Zenith watched Meagan raise her eyes and hands to the ceiling and announce, “I’d really like a horse, please. A big, white one. With a long, thick mane. I’m sure there’s one in this awesome kitchen somewhere. Maybe if I keep looking....”

Without wanting to, Zenith found herself smiling at the tease. Meagan must have known Zenith was there, watching her, not pressuring her to help or interact. 

“No white horse? Oh well.” She came to her feet and got the bowl and eggs situated before her. With the new shredder in hand, she began hacking down a brick of sharp cheddar. Once done, Zenith watched as Meagan picked up two eggs in one hand and cracked them open.

Both. At the same time. 

How did she do that?

Then she did it again.

And again. 

There had to be a trick to it. Zenith stepped up to the counter, her eyes locked on Meagan’s hand as she whacked the eggs along the metal bowl’s edge and crushed the shells apart, letting the orange slime ooze into the bowl. 

She glanced over at Zenith and back to her egg cracking. “It’s not pretty, but it gets the job done faster.”

“You just crush them?”

“Yup.”

One whole dozen eggs were cracked and ready to be beaten. She watched Meagan splash some milk into the bowl and whisk away. 

“How do you know how much milk to add?”

“Honestly, I guess. For this many eggs, about a cup.” She kept beating the eggs.

The bowl was almost tipped sideways, but none of the goo spilled out.

“How do you do that?”

“Hmm? Oh. It’s a gravity-defying whisk.”

“Is not.”

“Is too. Look.” And Meagan angled the bowl so that Zenith could watch her work.

So Zenith crossed her arms and scowled. “You think I’m stupid.”

The comment made Meagan startle and lock her eyes on her. “I’m just playing with you, sweetie. You’ve heard of a centrifuge?

She nodded and considered the bowl. “So, you’re creating centrifugal force?”

“Exactly. Want to try?” She slowed her whisking and lowered the bowl.

No, she didn’t want to try. This was stupid. It was only eggs, for crying out loud. But as Meagan remained silent and waiting, Zenith found her hands accepting the bowl. She picked up the whisk and started stirring, but she couldn’t seem to get the right rhythm.

“Can I show you?”

No. What did she care about eggs?

But Meagan stepped behind her and held both the bowl and her hand with the whisk. “It’s more like I’m pulling the mixture than spinning it.” She began beating the eggs, and Zenith watched as the whisk came clean out of the bowl over and over again, stretching the goo but not losing any of it. 

“Your turn.”

Zenith considered the eggs with newfound respect. She glanced at Meagan, then back at the bowl in her hands and started whisking, then whisking faster.

Four, five, six churns. “I’m doing it!”

“You are.”

Some slopped on the floor, and Zenith panicked and plopped the bowl on the counter. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Don’t move. I’ll get it.”

But Meagan only laughed and called out, “We need more chickens!”

It was such an odd statement that Zenith paused in her frantic unrolling of the paper towels to stare at her. “What?”

“Oh, never mind.” Her tone was bright and cheerful. “I forget they already laid three dozen eggs.” She called out, “No chickens needed, never mind!”

That was it. No fuss, no ranting. No punishment. In fact, Meagan swiped a few sheets off the roll herself and dabbed Zenith on her nose with them before cleaning up the mess.

The mess that Zenith made.

She tossed away the trash and looked over to Zenith, where she hadn’t moved from the paper towels. “Do you have a cutting board?”

It took Zenith another few seconds to realize she wasn’t in trouble. “Yeah. It’s over here.” She pulled out both the wooden board and a clear silicone one and brought them over.

“Ooh,” Meagan crooned at the silicone one. “Let’s use this one.”

The invitation was subtle, but Zenith took it. She hovered at Meagan’s side and watched her pull out two enormous peppers, one red, one yellow.

Meagan glanced down at Zenith. “You know how to seed these?”

She shook her head. 

“It’s just like a pumpkin. Watch.” And Meagan cut around the top stem, plucked it off, then removed the innards with surgical precision. “Let’s save some for your bird. He’ll like that. Now, think you can do the same to this one?” She lobbed the yellow one to Zenith.

As she caught the vegetable and cradled it, Zenith asked, “What are we making?”

“A frittata.”

“What’s that?”

“A great way to use up a dozen eggs.”

She grinned and started cutting into the pepper, making her circle as perfectly round as possible. “I’ve never cut a pumpkin.”

“No? Not even for Halloween?”

She shook her head. “Dad didn’t want those ugly gourds rotting on the front steps.”

Her words made Meagan shuffle and eye her as she diced an onion. 

But Zenith understood what she wasn’t saying. Her knife stopped. “You used to make them, though, didn’t you?”

Meagan stopped dicing as well. “Yeah. Every year. One for all of us.”

Tears threatened. “Why you and not us?”

The question made Meagan abandon her dicing and lean against the counter to face her. “I don’t know, sweetheart. We could ask the same. Why did you get a new house with new cars while we lived with hand-me-downs and a wobbly kitchen table?”

“He loved you more.”

Meagan shook her head. “We always came second. You guys got the best of everything.”

“But you got him.”

Meagan squatted down before Zenith and placed a hand on her shoulder. “But now we’ve got each other. Do you know that Dovey has absolutely no interest in cooking? She’d rather build things or work on car engines. Not that I mind her doing what she’s good at and enjoys, but it’s always nice to have help in the kitchen. I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re here.”

The admission made Zenith blink a few times. “Really?”

“Really.” Meagan stood back up. “So. You want to help me make this?

She nodded. 

“Perfect. Sprinkle in all that cheese and mix it well.”

Eager to change the subject, Zenith did as asked, watching as Meagan dumped the onions and sausage bits into a giant skillet to fry. “Oh, I’ll need you to dice those peppers.”

“How small?”

She shrugged. “Whatever. Bite sized. How fast can you cut them?”

“Pretty fast, I think.”

“Good, because I forgot.”

Zenith sliced the peppers, then cut them into cubes. “These peppers are huge.”

“Yeah. We had a warm spring, and they took off. Lucky for us, the crows hadn’t torn into the greenhouse yet.”

She looked up, wondering if Meagan was teasing. “You grew these?”

A nod. “And the eggs came from our farm, too. I’m going to miss the chickens. I really prefer fresh eggs over store-bought ones.”

As Zenith tipped the peppers into the sizzling skillet, she looked at Meagan. “Is it hard? Growing vegetables?”

“No. Well, yes, setting up the garden takes time, but not once they’re in the ground. We had to erect a hoop greenhouse to keep food growing all year.” She eyed Zenith before resuming her stirring. “Since we were under the impression our crops were the only things that kept us alive.” She took a deep breath and continued stirring the mixture, the scent of frying onions filling the kitchen. “Why do you ask?”

Zenith shrugged. She was not going to say anything else. Nothing. But as she picked up the pepper stem with all the attached seeds, she found herself wondering. “Dad said we have too many deer around here to grow a garden.”

The statement made Meagan smile. “Planting mint and other strong herbs around the perimeter tends to keep them away. Something about the scent makes the deer nervous that predators might be lurking. That’s how we dealt with them at home, before the greenhouse.”

“So, we could actually grow a garden here?” Zenith swept her glance down and stepped back. Dad never wanted a garden taking over the yard, so she shouldn’t be asking.

“If you’d like, I’d be happy to show you. It’s hard work hoeing out all the grass, and we’d probably have to put up rabbit fencing, too, to keep them out. You up to getting dirty?”

Did she hear her right? Zenith studied Meagan for a minute, trying to determine if it was a trap. When Meagan only raised a brow, Zenith found herself asking, “How long does it take?”

“Well, we can start planting the seeds in the egg cartons today, if you’d like. We’ll have to pick up potting soil and fertilizer, but while they germinate, we can prep the yard. Ooh, whoops.” Meagan dashed the skillet off the heat and held it out to Zenith. “Quick. Pour in the eggs. I almost ruined our meal.”

The smile came more easily this time as Zenith poured the eggs into the skillet and watched Meagan settle it back on the stove and set the timer. “We’ll give this about ten minutes to cook, then pop it in the oven to bake. Okay, grab a pen and paper. We need to decide what we’re going to grow.”

As Zenith pulled open a drawer and produced a shopping list pad and pen, she felt the excitement bubble up in her. “Carrots, peppers, beans, what about potatoes? Will we be able to grow potatoes, or are they imported from Ireland?”

Meagan smiled and said, “No, we can definitely grow them, maybe in buckets so they don’t take over the garden.” Then she looked over Zenith’s shoulder at the growing list and tapped it. “Don’t forget to add pumpkin seeds. You’re going to carve your first jack-o-lantern this fall.”

And as Zenith smiled up at her, she realized it truly was hard to dislike Meagan. 

RAINE

He was too much like his father.

He hated that.

Not that his sisters accused him of anything of the sort, but Raine felt the cloud of doom settling over his shoulders every time he had to walk out that front door.

Work. College. Homework. Sleep. 

Day in, day out.

He was never there.

Just like Dad.

By the time the funeral was over and his new siblings had moved in, Raine had calculated his home time over the past twelve days to be approximately eight hours, not including the time he spent sleeping. 

Eight hours to interact with his entire, extended family.

He pushed those thoughts to the deepest part of his soul, buried deep. He was doing what was expected of him; college, work, homework. Pay the bills. Maintain the image of a perfect family. 

But they weren’t a perfect family. In fact, he couldn’t think of one single family more messed up than his right now. 

Those thoughts, too, he pushed down. No point focusing on what he couldn’t fix. 

Celeste kept to her room most of the time. Zenith had totally forgotten about her only brother, electing to shadow Meagan every second of the day. In fact, he came home yesterday to find half of their back yard uprooted and tilled, each neat row labelled. 

Dad would have had a fit. 

But Raine couldn’t be bothered to uphold Dad’s irrational rules. 

He missed him. God, how he missed him. 

And he hated that he missed him. 

The unfair demands. The snide comments. The constant degradation. 

But it was all Raine had ever known from the man. 

He shook his head. He didn’t want to think of Dad right now. Or Mom. Or anyone, really. 

He drew out his computer chair and pulled up a file as he sat down, flipping through photos he’d uploaded anyway. Dad and Mom taking them all to Disneyworld, with tons of photos of them posing with the characters. Later, to New York City, to see Lion King live on Broadway. They even got to touch the animatronic costumes backstage afterwards. Spring break in Cancun. 

All the best for Wayne’s kids. 

Funny, though, how Raine never really enjoyed any of it. 

His favorite? When his dad brought him to the local pool to swim, teaching him how to float and kick. Then, in the shallow end, tossing a beach ball back and forth, before Raine knew how to catch or throw. It was just them, two guys splashing and enjoying a ball. 

Mom had Celeste in the stroller, her sketch pad out, fingers dancing over the paper. And afterwards, Dad treated him to cotton candy. Just him. None for sleeping baby Celeste. 

The best day of his life. 

He had been four years old.

Later, when he’d begged his dad to let him join the swim team, he’d objected, saying something about not wanting his son parading around in bikini bottoms. 

It had been a crushing blow to both his desires and self-esteem, but he’d acquiesced.  

He hated that he’d acquiesced. How he wished he had some of Celeste’s spirit, even a taste of it, to push back. But he never had, and now it was too late. His father had died believing his son was a doormat, and Raine had done nothing to discourage the conviction. Now, with all this time on his hands, Raine didn’t know what to do with himself. No one ordered him around anymore. Spring break, so no school work to vie for his attention. His job gave him two weeks off with grievance pay, but really, Raine felt no need to grieve. At least, not about lacking a father. He never really felt like he had one, anyway.

Another thought best left unexplored. 

He turned at the knock on his door. “Yes?”

“May I come in?”

“Sure.” He waited while Meagan slowly opened the door and peeked in, her manner so gentle and respectful that Raine felt unsettled in his own skin. 

“Hi. I’m running off to the store soon and wanted to know what you’d like for dinner this week.”

He blinked. “I don’t understand.”

She grinned. “I don’t know you well enough to know what you enjoy eating, so I’m asking now. What would you like me to make for dinner?” 

He blinked, still not sure he heard her correctly. “I’ll eat whatever you make.” It had been beaten into him, almost literally, that he should be grateful for any meal set before him.

“Glad to hear it, but that’s not what I asked.” She stepped into his room, tipping her head to entice the answer from him. “Beef? Hamburgers? Steaks? Chicken? Fish? What do you enjoy?” She bent down to scoop up his discarded button-up shirt and socks, and Raine balked, happy he hadn’t yet changed his underwear. How weird to have a strange woman handling his briefs! He dashed over and snatched the clothes into his possession, then opened his closet and dumped them in his hamper. 

He’d never been encouraged to express his opinion; every time he had had ended badly. “I’ll eat whatever you—”

“Yeah, yeah, you said that. What would you like?”

She wasn’t going to leave without an answer. He thought of the one food that he’d always enjoyed and ventured, “Broiled haddock?”

“You got it.” She produced a pad and paper from her back jeans pocket and wrote down his request. “You like asparagus with that? Hollandaise sauce?”

“Whatever you—”

“Raine.” Now she leveled him a hard look, but kindness danced within it. Her eyes twinkled, daring him to speak his mind, to indulge her with a proper request. 

“Rice. I’d like rice.”

“Pilaf?”

He blinked and felt his shoulders lower. “Actually, yes. That sounds great.”

“Got it.” She wrote that down as well. “See? That wasn’t so hard.” She grinned at him and headed for the door, then stopped when her hand touched the knob. “We always have some family time after dinner, but with the move and everything, we kind of got sidetracked. Do you like puzzles? Or do you prefer board games? Card games? We brought all we have.”

After mere days in their presence, Raine knew the Werner family to be close, a realization that had shot a bolt of jealousy through him, one which he immediately convinced himself made no difference to him, but he knew his own lie the second he thought it. “You want me to join you?”

“No, silly.” She grinned again. “I want all of you to join us. Think you can find time in that busy schedule of yours?”

He wasn’t used to having fun, and he certainly wasn’t used to spending time with his siblings. “I don’t know. What time?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know; whenever dinner’s over and chores are done.”

It was too vague. How did people cope and plan when their schedule had so much free time in it? “I’d need a time.”

“Fine. Eight. You’re in charge of telling your sisters.”

An imperative. He was good with those. “What if they refuse?”

She flashed another smile. “Then they don’t earn any bragging rights. See you when I get back.” She headed out the door, clicking it shut behind her. 

Raine paced his room, at a loss of what to do between now and then. He considered stripping his bed, but he had just changed the sheets two days ago. He had no attention span for books, and the only magazine in his room had already been read cover to cover. He glanced at his dresser and startled. Was that his mom’s ring? How did that get there?

He took a step towards it, but a glint of the sunlight on the mirror struck his eye as he moved, and when he brought up his hand to block it, the ring was gone. 

Weird. 

Grief-induced hallucination. He just read about it in a magazine at the funeral parlor. 

He wasn’t crazy.

He shook off the thought and hopped online to check his email, then logged into his social media. His friend IM’d him, so Raine wrote back What’s up

Sick of home, joining the navy wanna come with?

Raine considered his answer. Why

Travel the world, three squares, and chicks love guys in white

I’ve got a girlfriend

?

The one you haven’t seen in a month?

I’ve been busy

that’s why she started seeing another guy, sorry

Raine wasn’t surprised. He’d pushed her away, stopped responding to her texts and messages. She was nice, but they’d really grown apart over the last six months, and he’d not even cared that they’d barely talked since Easter. yeah i blew her off. But now that the idea of starting over churned in his mind, and he couldn’t let it go. He opened another tab on his browser and read about the Navy, then pulled up some videos regarding boot camp. 

Structured. 

Hard.

Athletic. 

Still, Raine needed to know what he was up against. You like the ocean?

I wanna live on a sub totally freaking cool. They have a tech program ck it out

A few seconds later, a link showed up in his feed, and Raine clicked on it. They had a computer division, sonar, geared at oceanography and exploring those great uncharted depths. That really appealed to him. So he hopped back and texted what time.

Intro at 9 am tomorrow

It wouldn’t hurt to check it out, right? And if he decided it wasn’t the right path for him, he could call up work and tell them he was ready to come back. 

He liked technology, but not sales. He only did it to make his father happy. 

Perhaps Meagan wanting to make him happy finally resonated, because for the first time in his life, Raine wanted to make a decision that only benefitted himself. Not suffer through something thrust upon him, but choose a path of his own. 

Pick me up 830 I’ll go with u

The chicks won’t know what hit them

Raine smiled as he turned off his computer. His father would flip, but he wasn’t here calling the shots anymore, was he? 

For a moment, he worried what his sisters might think of him joining the Navy, but then decided they wouldn’t even miss him. It’s not like they were close.

Hell, it wasn’t like he was even home.

He hated how much he was like his father. 

CELESTE

It’s like opening day of basketball is what Celeste texted to her friend, Sharra, as she listened to her new siblings racing up and down the hallway like the freakin’ Boston Celtics on the court. She remained flopped on her bed, determined to ignore them until she died. Before her, her mother’s sketch pad remained open, and Celeste trailed her fingers around the outside edge of each drawing, wondering again what it would feel like to have such creativity spill from a sharpened pencil. Her cell chimed with an incoming message. 

How long they staying

Celeste groaned as she formulated an answer. 

I think until I die. I can’t live like this.

Whats wrong with them

Loud, laughing like idiots. Its like we dont exist. I hate them. But what really rankled was that it was her birthday, and neither of her real siblings even remembered. No, they were all too busy playing with their new siblings to even pay attention to the date. 

What about shopping with your new sis

The comment made Celeste roll her eyes. Ug no. shes not normal like ur sisters. This ones a prude. Worlds biggest stick up her ass

So? U can still go shopping

Where? Mary poppins store?

She seems nice. U should hang with her

Shes demented

She’s cool. Met her at school ystrdy. 

The fact her best friend was talking to Celeste’s scandalous sister worried her. Watchout they r all weird. 

Kinda fun actuly

Celeste didn’t know how to put her feelings to words, but for Sharra, she always tried. Why arent they upset? Just using us for $ dont care that dads gone

You miss him

Hell no havent been yelled at x 4 weeks. 

But Sharra wasn’t buying it, because she typed you cry yet

??

Celeste couldn’t lie to her best, well, only friend.

Well

Its dfrnt 4 me

Although Sharra didn’t type it, Celeste could practically hear the, “Mm-hmm.”  She braced for Sharra’s scathing reply when she wasn’t buying something. It came as how?

What she wanted to write was: Because he never loved me. But Celeste couldn’t force the words out. So she wrote, dad was totly diff with them. She could envision Sharra opening her mouth to refute her words, but a knock at the door saved her from deeper explanation. She looked up and said, “I’m not here.” 

A groan carried to her. “Come on, it’s me, Dovey. Can I come in?”

Instead of answering, Celeste’s fingers flew over her phone. g2g rabid wolf at door l8r g8r. The last person she wanted to see, but she sat up. “Why not? Who needs privacy, right?”

Dovey peeked into the room and her mouth dropped as she stared at the posters on the walls. “Whoa. Isn’t that the cute singer? You know, from that band?”

The girl was a moron. “That’s Mickie G. From Rocket TKO.”

Now Dovey’s eyes bugged out of her head. “Oh, my goodness, is that signed?”

She looked at the scrawl. “Yeah. They all are.”

Now she watched her half-sister wander around her room, moving from poster to poster. “Where did you get all these?”

She didn’t see the harm in sharing. “Dad took me to see them. Bought backstage passes.”

“Even to this one? The TV show?”

Celeste looked at the litany of autographs from all of the actors in her favorite sitcom and nodded. “Yeah. He knew a guy who knew a guy who worked on set. We got to meet them all backstage before filming.”

“Wow.” Dovey pointed at the face in the middle. “He’s a cutie.”

“Duh. He’s the hottest TV actor right now.”

But she shook her head and wrapped her arms around herself. “And here I had to beg for new sneakers for gym class, and Dad said he couldn’t afford the expense.”

The comment took Celeste’s anger down a bit. She turned back to her bed and dropped down on the mattress. “You want them?” She shrugged one shoulder like she couldn’t care less about every autographed memory she had with her father. “Take them; they’re yours.”

“Oh, no. I could never.”

Bored now, Celeste asked, “What do you want, Charlie?”

She didn’t wait for an invitation, but came and sat on Celeste’s bed. “We’re sisters. I’d like to hang out, get to know you. We moved in a month ago but have barely talked. Can’t we be friends?”

No. That would never happen. “I already have a sister and a best friend. Sorry.” She met Dovey’s eyes. “Looks like those positions are already filled.”

She watched the dejection settle on her half-sister’s shoulders, and then they lowered. “I’m a nice person, Celeste. I didn’t ask for this to happen. None of us did. I wish you’d stop treating me like I’m a leper and try to get to know me. We were all betrayed.”

But Celeste didn’t want to hear any more. “You’re a constant reminder of my father’s infidelity. And you’re named after my mother, who was the most awesome person in the world. She didn’t deserve this. She wouldn’t have wanted her husband’s bastards named after her.”

“My parents were married.”

“The dude that married your parents wasn’t licensed. Ordained. Whatever. Raine Googled him. That makes you all bastards.”

“We’re not—”

“Look, I’ve got a lot to do. If you don’t want the posters, can you please leave?”

Her half-sis got up and silently left the room, clicking the door closed in her wake. Celeste reopened the sketch pad and flipped to the very beginning, ones she was too small to remember being drawn. Her favorite was one of her dad carrying her on his shoulders, her pink frilly dress sticking out behind his head like a clown ruff. The picture was from ten feet away, in profile, at the park her mom said they used to go to. Above their heads, her mom had sketched a white dove in flight. And below, she had labeled that picture Daddy’s Little Dove.

Tears filled her eyes. Judging by their ages, her newest half-sis would have been born by the time her mom drew this. What few happy memories she had had with her father had him calling her his Little Dove. 

And now, her stupid half-sis had even taken that away from her. 

A tear dripped down her face, and she shoved the sketch pad away before it splattered on the page. She wanted to yank the drawing out and shred it, but she couldn’t bear to destroy something her mother had created. Her eyes drifted around the room, landing on the poster of Mickie G. 

The autograph read, “To Wayne and his little dove, Celeste.”

She shredded it right off the walls, along with any others bearing the words. By the time she was done, her walls looked like a patchwork quilt. She wadded up each poster and stuffed them into her trash can, then called Sharra. “I need to get out of here.”

“We’re heading to the mall. Want to join us?”

She silently grumbled at the thought of being part of a crowd, then growled when she realized her bigger problem. “I can’t. I don’t have a car.”

“What? It’s been at the repair shop all month?”

“No. Insurance wouldn’t cover it. With Dad gone, I couldn’t afford the repairs, and all our money is tied up with this legal shit. I had to give them my title; they’re selling it.”

“Major suck.” Sharra seemed to think about their options for a second. “I won’t have time to pick you up. My brother knows two awesome artists who’ll give tattoos to minors if we slip them some cash, and they’re both working today. I made an appointment. I’m getting one done. Think you can snag a ride and meet us there?”

Their first tattoos! And since Celeste was only officially one year too young now instead of two, she took it as a sign. “Hell, yeah. Regular place. I’ll let you know if I’m stuck here. Later, gator.”

She came downstairs and hovered outside the kitchen, where Meagan was cleaning up from making cookies earlier that morning, like she was some kind of Suzie Homemaker. What a load of BS. But she forced a nonchalant attitude and eased into the kitchen. “Hey, Meg.”

“It’s Meagan, please,” she said as she turned and smiled. “Need a hand with something?”

“Well, yeah.” Celeste rattled her brain for something she thought would work. “I just checked my math class updates online and we’ll need to get a graphing calculator for class.”

A blank look crossed Meagan’s face. “Graphing?”

“Yeah, you know, sine, cosine, tangents. Anyway, the tech store at the mall is running a big sale. Think you can bring me?”

“Now?”

“Well, yeah. I’m going to need it for homework tomorrow.”

She waited while Meagan dried off her hands, the motion seeming more based on nerves than dampness. “I guess. I haven’t driven much beyond the grocery store. Do you know how to get to the mall?”

“Sure. I’ll even pull up the directions on your new phone for you.”

Within minutes, Celeste and her pseudo stepmom were en route. She had packed her mom’s sketch book and a couple hundred dollars in cash. The second Meagan parked the car, Celeste darted out. “Thanks!”

“I thought we could go shopping!” she called after her.

But Celeste ignored her and raced into the main doors. She found Sharra waiting with a few of her friends, and together they headed for the tattoo parlor. True to Sharra’s promise, the artists on staff could be bribed, and Celeste opened to a drawing her mom had made. It was a delicate pink rose from Celeste’s sixteenth birthday floral bouquet, the last gift her mom sent her, and the last picture she drew, both just weeks before passing away. The artist got right to work, making a beautiful rendition of it on Celeste’s left shoulder, the place her mom always rested her hand. Once Sharra’s butterfly tattoo was also done, they headed into the salon. There, Celeste had the stylist hack off two feet of her blonde hair and dye what little was left pitch black. After that, she went and got her eyebrow and nose pierced. 

She heard her name called on the PA system at least three times while they were there. 

By the time four or five hours had passed, she saw a few security officers roaming the mall, and once she even saw Meagan with them. Anger roared inside her; why the hell didn’t Meagan go home? A twinge of guilt played at the edges, but she ignored both the emotions and Meagan and continued to hang with her friends. 

Sharra must have felt her phone buzz, because she pulled it out and looked at it. “It’s your sister.”

But Celeste shook her head when she saw Zenith’s name. “No way. Don’t answer.” Six more times Zenith called both of their cells, but neither one picked up at Celeste’s dictate, reveling instead by making her first adult decisions. When the announcement came that stores would be closing, she knew she’d have to face Meagan after the ride home. 

Damn. She hadn’t thought that far in advance. 

Sharra drove her home, and as they pulled out of the mall parking lot, Celeste saw her stepmom’s car was gone. 

She tried to think of what she’d say to justify what she’d done, but nothing plausible came to mind. When she tried jabbing her key in the front door lock, Meagan yanked open the door and stared at her, clearly shocked at the transformation. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Out.”

“Out? Out? Is that all you have to say for yourself? I tried calling you, and then I had to bribe your sister to call Sharra, but neither of you answered. Where the hell were you?”

“Bribe? Shit, you’re as bad as my father.”

Meagan’s eyes flashed. “There is nothing wrong with trying to find you. What the hell were you thinking, running off like that? Don’t you know how worried I’ve been?”

“We were at the mall.”

“Then why the hell didn’t you answer? I even had you paged.”

Tears flooded her eyes. She didn’t want anyone caring about her. People didn’t really care; their actions were all lies. “I heard you. You’re not my mother. Don’t you understand? You don’t control me. I’m an emancipated minor.”

“Oh, no you’re not.” Meagan advanced on her. “You’re an orphan. I’m the only thing keeping you from being a ward of the state. And I’ve been half out of my mind with worry.”

She glared through her tears and swiped them off her cheeks. “I didn’t ask you to worry about me.”

“That’s not your choice to make.” And then Meagan yanked her close and hugged her. Hugged her. “Oh, my God, I was so worried. First your father, and then you? I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you, too.”

It was the first time in two years somebody seemed to truly care for her welfare. Meagan didn’t seem mad, but terrified. The realization rattled Celeste down to her core. She battled off the encompassing hands and yelled, “What do you care?”

“Are you crazy? Of course, I care.”

By now, her stupid half-brothers and snot-nosed sister all poked their noses into the conversation. But Celeste couldn’t afford to give in, to allow the fear that someone might actually care for her ruin her newly established beliefs. “You’re not fooling anyone. All of you. You’re so happy that you’re out of that shithole of a farm, aren’t you? Glad to be living in the best neighborhood in Syracuse, playing video games instead of tipping cows. None of you care about me, only the goddamned money! So stop pretending and leave me alone!” She raced upstairs and slammed her door.

She heard Meagan race up the stairs behind her and knock gently on her door, but never once did she try the knob. Zenith came later, then Wren. They all asked if she was okay but left when she remained mute. 

If they really cared, they would have turned the knob. 

No one cared about her.

No one living, at least. 

By 3 AM, she was still awake, the throbbing pain from her tattoo making it hard to fall asleep. She picked up her phone and texted Sharra u awake

Yeah, tatu hurts like mofo whats wrong

She considered her words, not sure she could continue living in this house if Meagan was going to hover over her, watching, waiting for her to mess up again. She didn’t think she could handle another encounter like that. She certainly couldn’t handle the thought of another woman trying to replace her mom. Tears gathered; she could still feel those fierce but gentle arms wrapped around her, feel the fear behind Meagan’s frantic words. She forced saliva down her throat and typed Hate my fam can I come live with u

There. She did it. Celeste lowered her cell and stared at the wall, ignoring the tears that dripped onto her pillowcase. She didn’t want to live with anyone, but she needed to escape.

A few long minutes passed, but then Sharra wrote back my sister lookin for roomies we could pay rent

Sharra’s sister lived in Syracuse, probably too far for Celeste to continue going to her school. If she did this, she’d be a high school dropout. While she considered her future, Celeste rolled onto her other side to stare out the window. There, glistening in the moonlight, was a ring. 

What the hell?

Celeste got up and crossed the floor. She plucked the ring off the sill and angled it to the light, then turned on her lamp and gasped. It was her mother’s Nordic ring! 

Fresh tears filled her eyes, and she spun in circles, checking the corners for a glimpse, a feeling, anything. “Mom? Mom?”

Nothing. 

Her cell dinged. She says we can stay with her

The ring felt warm in her hands, like someone had slipped it off their finger. The last time Celeste had seen this ring had been on her mom’s body in the casket. She had desperately wanted to remove it but felt torn between dishonoring her mother’s final wish to be buried with it and having a token of her mom’s to carry.

But damn, she’d wanted this ring to stay in the family, to retain something that had meant so much to her mom. She slipped it on her finger and wobbled a smile, deciding she and her mom must have worn the same size ring. She typed You coming 2 get me?

B rite thr

And in the darkest part of the morning, when the bars were closed and the birds had not yet begun to sing, Celeste packed her duffle bag with her mom’s sketch pad, every scrap of cash she owned, and a handful of her favorite clothes. She slipped down the stairs as silently as she had as a child on Christmas mornings. Purse, coat, favorite sneakers all donned in the utter quiet of the room. 

She took one final walk around the ground floor of her house, then kissed seventy-one thousand dollars goodbye and walked out the door. 

For good. 

SKYWREN AND SKYDOVE

Even though their old farm had been rented out, Wren had pressed his mom to make sure the lease stipulated only one year, and he’d been adamant about being listed as the main contact person if anything went wrong or needed fixing. With his mom’s insurance money spared so he could buy a car, and classes underway for a business management degree, Wren had big plans in store for his old homestead.

He sensed his mom had no interest in going back there, and he understood her sense of betrayal by Dad. They had all been betrayed, blindsided, but Wren didn’t hold the past against his father. He forgave the man his weaknesses and moved on.

But the farm? He saw the potential of it, the adequate space, the need. And he had the heart, drive, money and soon degree to do it. 

Perhaps his half-siblings wouldn’t understand, but Hawk and Dovey would. 

Their dad always saw the potential an animal could bring to the family, and now, a full year after leaving this place behind, Wren was ready to start putting the ball in motion. The previous tenants moved out last weekend, and Dovey was always willing to help. He stood on the tiny stoop and glanced at his cell, knowing she’d be pulling up any minute now.

A glint caught his eye, and when he turned, he thought he saw a giant ring in the grass by the dirt road. He hopped off the stoop to take a closer look, but a rumble in the driveway made him look up. He watched Dovey in Dad’s former silver Lexus pull into the drive, the engine quieter than any he had heard. The opened hatch bobbed with each pothole, and as Dovey drew near, Wren waved her out toward the barn. As she bounced past him, Wren looked into the grass again, but whatever he thought he had seen was gone. 

Ahead of him, he watched Dovey maneuver the car around the divots and holes as she continued to the barn. All the lumber she had picked up for him was strapped in and protruding a full two feet out the back. Wren jogged up before she even exited her car, and she grinned and stepped into his hug. “How’ve you been?”

“Great! Wait ‘til you see my plans.”

“Loved the sketches you sent. I can’t believe you’re actually opening an animal sanctuary. This will be so awesome.”

“Thanks. I can’t wait to get it underway. I’ve set up both farm and small animal vets for any animals I take in, and I’ve been in contact with every pet shelter in a sixty-mile radius. Most are donating some goods to get me started, and I’ve gotten kids at all the local schools running drives for me. So far, they’ve raised three thousand dollars.”

“That’s fantastic!”

“Even better, I’ve networked with a kennel company, and they’re selling me some discontinued models for dirt cheap. I’ll still have over two grand to put towards capital improvements.”

“You’ve been busy.”

“That’s only the start of it. I’ve been advertising all over the college, too. Even made business cards. Look.” He plucked one from his wallet and handed it to her. 

It read: Silver Lining Animal Sanctuary. 

“Like it?”

“It’s perfect.”

He thought his face would split apart with the force of his smile. “Thanks. I’m eager to get this underway.”

“Fine by me. Now, where are we starting?”

He meant the entire establishment, but he grinned at his sister’s enthusiasm. “Right over here.” Together, they unloaded the 2 x 4s and plywood sheets, then Dovey’s tools. Wren pointed to the base of the barn. “We already have a rotted portion here, so if you can square it up, we can build right off of it.”

“Always wanted a decent chicken coop.”

“Me, too. But these will be rescued chickens. They won’t end up on someone’s plate.”

“Awesome. And you said you already have a builder for the kennels?”

“Yup.” Wren couldn’t help but beam at his sister. “They’re going over there.” He pointed to the fallow field near the road. “It was always too rocky for plants, so that’s where we’ll build.” Then he pointed to their old mobile home. “I’m converting the house to cat rooms, and we can put A/C units in each window if needed. The adoption center will be the living room. The kitchen will be prep. Not changing the bathroom, obviously.”

Dovey’s eyes lit with joy. “I’m so happy for you. You’re doing exactly what you love, and you’re so good with animals.”

Wren nodded and indicated the lumber that Dovey had already measured and marked and laid out for cutting. “And you’re good at this. I know you’d rather build the dog kennels, but with leveling the land and the heated concrete floors....”

“I don’t do concrete.” Dovey chuckled. “This coop is a perfect project for me.”

Relieved that he didn’t insult his sister, Wren felt his shoulders drop. “I didn’t want you mad at me.”

“I couldn’t be mad at you; you’re my brother.”

But he darted his eyes at her as he held the plank still while she lowered the radial saw to the wood. “I seem to recall you getting plenty mad at me.” He was thinking of the time he poured vinegar over her sliced pears when she wasn’t looking. 

“Well, you did flush Barbie’s head down the toilet when I was six.”

He looked up at her. He’d forgotten about that.

“And you buried my favorite shirt in the yard for two weeks when I said you couldn’t borrow my bicycle.”

He’d forgotten about that, too. “I was thinking more about the earthworms I put in your bed.”

Dovey snatched the cut lumber off her table saw and hurled it to the ground. “You know what? You’re right. I’m out of here.” She flashed him a mischievous grin, which made Wren chuckle. 

“Yeah. I guess I was a horrible brother.”

“Well, you grew on me. What can I say?”

He laughed and picked up the next 2 x 4 and handed it to his sister, amazed as always how easy mechanics came to her. 

“Should we build roosting boards for them?”

He shook his head and pointed to the pile of branches and scrub by the driveway. “I’ve been collecting those instead. Many of the birds I’ll be rescuing have been stuck inside wire-bottomed cages, so having actual branches to perch on will exercise their feet.”

“You’ve thought of everything.” She lined up and cut another 2 x 4, making a pile of ready-to-use lumber. 

Wren had worked out dimensions with a buddy at college who wanted to be an architect, so Wren exchanged pet-sitting services for blueprints of the chicken coop. While Dovey lined up the planks, Wren donned his work gloves and picked up the posthole digger. “You brought a reciprocating saw, right?”

A look of astonishment mixed with a hint of offense appeared on Dovey’s face. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

He grinned. “Can you square up the rotting boards, please, to a chicken-sized door?”

The saw buzzed in the background while Wren shoved his tool into the ground, digging the post holes three feet deep as recommended. His sister aligned the posts while Wren mixed up the concrete and filled the hole, then Dovey tethered each pole as they moved to the next corner.

He made sure the doors were eighteen inches off the ground to prevent any chickens racing out and lined up all the perching branches inside the coop while Dovey framed out the windows. But as Wren looked from the blueprints to the budding structure, he frowned. “No, this is going to be really dark. We didn’t take into account where the sun hits.”

“No prob. I can fix it.” And she did, moving the windows to allow lots of light. 

While she plugged away, Wren looked back at her car. “How’s it going, living at home?”

She shrugged. “It’s cool having a little sister, and I know Mom’s having fun with her. Zenith needs her, and Mom adores being needed.”

“Any word from Raine or Celeste?”

“Raine was deployed, but he seemed happy. No word from Celeste. I swear the girl dropped off the face of the planet.”

He glanced at her. “She keeps in touch with Zenith every now and then, and then Zee tells me what’s going on. She likes controlling the gossip.”

The statement made Dovey grin. “She’s at that age.” But then she turned serious. “Any idea why Celeste hates me?”

“I’d have to guess jealousy.”

“You’re kidding right? Have you seen her room? I left all the posters where they were, thinking she’d come back. I hopped online once to see how much some of those autographs are worth.” She wiped one hand over her sweaty brow and stared at him. “You know there’s almost five thousand dollars’ worth of autographs on her wall? Contrast that to pouring all the lemonade from our glasses back into the pitcher to save money.”

Wren considered his sister for a minute. “You ever try to figure him out?”

She shook her head. “I’d have to have a PHD, and frankly, I’d rather use my hands than head.”

“Good thing Dad’s not here to hear you say that.”

“Yeah, me and my pretty head.”

“You’re smart, sis. He wanted you to use your brain.”

“Yeah, whatever. Do you have shingles for the roof?”

Wren took her diversion at face value and nodded. “Yeah. Got some donated from a local contractor.”

“Already rocking the donations. ‘Atta boy!”

He grinned. “Non-profit, right? Can you see it? Fifty dogs romping through the field here, having a grand time while they wait for their forever, um, furever, home.”

She grinned at his joke. “God, I hope not. Fifty dogs? Shouldn’t you hope for only one at a time?”

“Yes, but this shelter will be awesome. The animals are going to be so happy. Oh, did I tell you? I need you to build what we call catios outside each of the bedrooms. Large enclosures with lots of branches and walkways and space for cats to hang out safely.”

She grinned. “I’d love to. How much, exactly, am I getting paid for all this?”

“Um, you’re getting paid in brotherly love.”

“Ugh.”

“It’s kind of priceless.”

“You mean worthless.”

They grinned at each other and got back to work.

SKYHAWK 

It was by far the best day of his life, yet by ten-thirty PM, Hawk felt like the day had barely started. He’d stashed away as much money as he could before this day came, and Meagan had been kind enough to rent the limo so that he and seven of his closest friends could travel to the prom in style. 

He loved going out in style.

The tuxes, the gowns, the boutonnieres and corsages and flashy jewelry, dinner at the best restaurant they could find that hadn’t been booked up... all of it rocked. He’d gotten used to living on crumbs as a kid, but the last two years had opened up a world of opportunities for him. 

Like his girl, Claire. Top Tier, he and the pals agreed. And no way in hell would she have ever noticed a guy like him before moving to Fayetteville. With access to computers and tutors and after-school activities, he’d managed to score a position on the school’s baseball team.

And the way Claire looked in her gown, Hawk was hoping for a different kind of score.

Perhaps she read his mind, because she unbuckled her seat belt and hopped into his lap. 

God, she smelled good. 

She giggled and wiggled her bottom, and he felt his body respond. Two of his buddies started whooping, but Claire only laughed along with them and tucked her face into his shoulder. Seconds later, she started sucking on his neck. Payback, he guessed, for doing the same thing to her as they slow danced. Two hours dancing in dress shoes had convinced the guys that they’d been there, done that as far as their dancing obligations to their dates. That left the rest of the night completely open.

One of the girls said, “Hey! Let’s go to the park!”

“Yeah!”

“In the dark?”

“Why not? That sounds fun.”

He managed to slide Claire back into her seat before his lap grew uncomfortable, and a discreet glance down made him grateful that he’d buttoned his coat. Claire bounced and said, “I call swings!” 

They laughed and had the driver take them all the way over to Beard Park, known for its donut-hole lake. They laughed and chatted as waited as the car drew closer, then slowed down. They all spilled out and waved to Chad, who nodded and turned on his radio, assigned to humor them the entire night.

God, being rich rocked. 

One of the girls had brought a blanket, and they spread it out on the ground and settled onto the grass. Even at the fringe of the headlights, Claire looked lovely, her blue gown billowing around her like a cloud. 

“Tell me you brought your cards.”

Hawk homed in and grinned, then pulled a deck from his breast pocket. “Never leave home without them.”

“Do a trick!” They all yelled, and he laughed. 

“A trick, huh?” He had practiced for years, and as he strolled around his friends, he cut the deck and shuffled with one hand. “What kind of trick?”

“An awesome one.”

Before he could open his mouth, Claire defended him. “Hawk only knows awesome card tricks. Show them, honey.”

He pointed at them. “Make a circle.” While the guys shuffled onto the blanket, Hawk shuffled with one hand, then fanned the deck along his forearm, then tipped the end card to fan them all back. One swipe had them back in his palm, where he shuffled them, tossing one card up in the air and catching it back with its mates. 

“Pick a card. Don’t show me.” He walked around the circle with a perfect peacock of cards offered and let everyone choose one. “For this trick, I’ll need a calculator.” He pulled his cell out of his pocket and pulled up the function, then showed everyone. “Normal calculator. Care to test me?”

After showing them the answers to their demands of the square root of 814, as well as the sum of 927 x 431 minus 16, and 2 to the seventh, they agreed it was a normal calculator, so he cleared the screen to begin.  

“Now, everyone look at your card. If it’s a face card, it’s worth ten. Now, take the value of your card and add the number of the day of your birth. Not year, but day. Got it?”

He waited until they all nodded. “Okay. Now,” he went to his first friend. “What is your total?”

“Thirty-seven.”

He typed 37. “Now, pick a number between one and 100.”

“Eighty.”

“Thirty-seven times eighty is 2960. Save.” He pushed M+ to start adding his totals for him.

“Next. What’s your total.”

“Six.”

“Really?”

A nod. “Pick a number, one through 100.”

“Four.”

“Six times four is twenty-four. Look, I didn’t even need the calculator for that one. Save.” 

Around the circle he went, until he reached the starting point. “Now, pick another card and tell me the total value of them. Face cards are still ten.” He added them all up again, and when he got to the beginning, he needed to choose a person at random. “My house number is 517. Whose house number is closest to mine?”

He waited while they figured it out. His buddy’s date, a girl named Jill, said, “I guess me. 435.”

He held out his calculator. “Can you please read that number out loud? Forget the commas and just read the numbers.”

“Okay. 3155550617.”

“Holy shit! That’s my phone number!”

This from Joe’s date, Jenny, a girl he only just met. Joe whirled on him with a dark expression, but Hawk just laughed and tossed his hands in the air. “It’s magic, man.”

He snatched the phone and deleted it lest Hawk get any ideas on moving in on his chick, apparently.

“Shit,” Mike was still laughing. “How do you do that?”

The remaining cards worked their back to him, and Hawk took the small stack to flick them into the air one by one, where he caught them into the deck that he cut with one hand. “Magic. I told you.”

“There’s got to be a trick.”

“Of course there’s a trick.”

They begged for more, so Hawk led them to the limo’s hood, where he could fan them out and dazzle them. He even got Chad involved, wowing his audience for almost two hours. 

“Shit. I bet you could rob someone blind.”

Mike’s comment made Hawk scoff. “I have no interest in robbing anyone.”

“Yeah,” his girlfriend Jill agreed. “Tricks are about deceit.”

The word caught his attention. “They’re about sleight of hand.”

“Well, yeah.” She shrugged. “But the purpose is to deceive people. While everyone’s attention is focused on one hand, your other is free to get into trouble. I bet you’re a great liar.”

She didn’t seem to be accusing him, but Hawk felt his honor get attacked nonetheless. “I’m not lying. I’m just doing card tricks.”

She waved his distinction away. “Card tricks and sleight of hand are meant to deceive everyone around you. I can’t help but wonder why you’d want to do that.”

“I’m not out to hurt anyone. I’m just having fun. We’re having fun.”

A chorus of others chimed in to support his hobby, but for the first time, Hawk felt his face pale as her words sunk in. 

“You’re having fun at our expense. You’re in complete control, tugging us along in your wake. What do you gain from it?”

Now he felt his heart race, and his breathing came faster than normal. He’d never thought about it, but she made him sound just like his dad, deceiving others, having complete control, keeping everyone in the dark. The words didn’t want to leave his mouth, and when they did, he could barely hear them. “It’s just for fun.”

“For you, sure. But where is this going to lead you? The only skill you gain from this is in taking advantage of the ignorance of others.”

Everyone grew quiet, and he caught a significant glance between his buddies, who knew the dark tale of his father’s bigamy. Claire tried to cheer him up by hugging his arm, but even her warm breasts mashing into him couldn’t undo the pain of the realization from Jill’s astute words.
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