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  Prologue




  



  If only he could turn back time... Be there when he'd been needed.





  



  The night was bright and clear. The moon full, happy. The opposite of what he wanted, what he felt. There should be thunder and lightning destroying the world…like his world had just been destroyed.




  



  He sat in the borrowed truck and studied the funeral home. Inside the stone building, that beautiful little one lay cold and alone. He couldn't stand it. That she was dead, that he'd never hold her again, never play with her or bring her gifts and watch sunshine break free with her smile. It broke his heart…and damn near crippled his soul. To think of her inside that box…alone for all eternity…was too much to bear. For all its fancy brass and plush interior that coffin would seal her up and keep them apart forever.




  



  He couldn't lose her. He loved her too much. That said everything…and nothing. The term love was overused, misunderstood and didn't begin to explain this ache so strong it had turned the pit of his stomach to a cavern of emptiness. How could one adequately describe the light of your life? The reason you got up each day. She'd been his savior in this dark existence. His reason for being.




  



  She couldn't go into that grave. So dark. So far away. So alone.




  



  It couldn't happen.




  



  He couldn't let it.




  



  Irrational blind rage warred inside him. She was a child, but she'd been the only light in his world. That she'd died not in an accident was just another wrong he hadn't been able to prevent. It happened when he hadn't been there to look after her. He'd been away. He hadn't wanted to go. But he'd had no choice.




  



  He couldn't fight everyone all the time. They'd both had a shitty life, her and him. At least her suffering was over.




  



  Now his was just beginning. He had to go on. With his new purpose – to make them pay.




  



  But he couldn't do it alone. He had to have her at his side.




  



  Somehow. Somewhere. Someone would be able to help him make that happen.




  



  

  CHAPTER 1




  



  Many years later




  



  She should have stayed in bed.




  



  "Un-freaking-believable." Alexis Gordon stood, hands on her hips, at the edge of chaos. Cops, kids, dignitaries and everything in-between wandered through the green spaces of the park. She sniffed the aroma of hot buttered popcorn and hot dogs permeating the air.




  



  Smaller communities like theirs got fanatical about events like today's groundbreaking ceremony for the new gardens. A ceremony to celebrate the completion of the gardens made sense to her. Too bad the politicians in the small community of Bradford, Oregon, used events like this to garner votes. Not just at the beginning of the ceremony, but the end, too. Bradford was smaller than Portland, but independent like neighboring Gresham. And Bradford politics were a complicated issue.




  



  Alexis blew out a gust of breath and ran her fingers through her long superfine hair. Why hadn't she stayed home? She was a gardener, not a politician and it was Sunday, after all. At least she didn't have to wear her work boots today. But her presence, apparently, was mandatory.




  



  Tucking her yellow cotton shirt into her faded jeans, she headed away from the crowd and behind the cordoned off construction area. Her crew had set up a makeshift bridge to cross the huge culvert where the city was installing new sewer pipes. A ditch that clearly resembled a wading pool after last night's rain. Scott McIver, her boss and best friend, approached from the other side.




  



  "Hey, Alexis, be careful! Without work boots, that thing's a bitch."




  



  Alexis nodded at Scott's warning, refusing to let her lightweight sneakers keep her from crossing the bridge. She kept her eyes firmly glued to the slick surface in front of her. Once at the other end, she grinned in triumph, reached for his outstretched hand, and jumped the last foot. "See no probl—"




  



  The soft dirt edge fell away from under her foot as she landed, and her fingers slipped from his grasp. "Shit!"




  



  "Jesus, Alex!" Scott made a grab for her…and missed.




  



  His voice rolled over her as she tumbled in a mad downward scramble, clawing against the dirt wall for something solid to grab, but winding up in a slow, muddy slide. A fresh puddle of muck waited for her at the bottom.




  



  "Oh, hell!" The oath slipped out as she pulled herself up on her hands and knees, grimacing as slime oozed between her fingers. "I don't need this today." The smell of wet earth and minerals assailed her senses. It might be a new ditch, but it already smelled like a sewer.




  



  Everything ached, but nothing appeared damaged. She was more pissed at herself than anything. Alexis glanced up to see Scott staring down at her, a worried frown deepening his heavily wrinkled face. "I'm okay. Just give me a minute."




  



  Feeling more or less normal – if disgusting was normal – she attempted to stand. Something sharp dug into the palm of her hand as she pushed against the ground to get up. Her fingers automatically closed over it only it squished out the top of her fist and back into the mud.




  



  "Ouch." A thin stream of red oozed up from her mud-covered fingers. Whatever that thing was, it had scratched her palm. She stared at the surrounding puddle. Where had it gone? There, beside her right foot. Alexis leaned over for a closer look.




  



  It couldn't be.




  



  Several voices called down to her. She ignored them, and tugged the muddy piece free. Blowing away several strands of hair blocking her view, she swished the item around in the rainwater and managed to clean off most of the dirt.




  



  Small, white and with a distinctive shape, it resembled a bone. More like several tiny bones barely connected by stiff mud. And oh, God… It looked like…a finger!




  



  Ice settled into her spine. She held a finger.




  



  A tiny finger.




  



  A child's finger, still wearing a toy ring.




  



  Her fingers tightened around the fragile piece. Her insides warred to keep the precious item safe while another part of her wanted to throw it far away from her.




  



  Then something changed.




  



  Dizziness and nausea fought for supremacy as her vision blurred. Disoriented, she wavered as the ditch before her suddenly lengthened and narrowed, morphing into an interior hallway.




  



  Alexis froze, her horrified gaze locked on the changing scene.




  



  Dear God, what was going on? Her mind raced to sort out the change. How had the dirt bank turned to gray paint? And the sewer smell smothered by heavy cooking odors? Fried chicken?




  



  Where was she?




  



  Alexis stared down the hallway. A young child, caught inside this peculiar scenario, stumbled toward her with both hands clasped over her ears. Tears streamed down her young face, and her t-shirt was inches above the dirty shorts. Bruises decorated her lower legs, and well…dirt covered the rest of her. As if she'd recently been playing in a dirt pile. Alexis tried to run to her, to hug her tight, to protect her…only to find she couldn't move. Her feet were paralyzed in place. Terror filled her heart.




  



  She opened her mouth to scream. No sound came out.




  



  Run. The scream seared through her mind.




  



  Dimly in the background, loud crashes and yelling could be heard, as if someone gave chase. Fear of retribution accentuated every step the distraught child took. The sound and tone distorted.




  



  Alexis shuddered. Tears clogged her throat and pain choked her heart.




  



  "Alexis. Alex? Alex!"




  



  Scott's alarmed voice pulled at her from outside the vision that held her transfixed. Caught between two realities, Alexis jerked toward Scott, the object dropping from her fingers.




  



  Instantly, the hallway disappeared.




  



  It was if a vacuum sucked the dirt walls back into place, with a rush so powerful it forced Alexis to lean forward. Then as if caught in a giant rubber band, the force suddenly released, to throw her into reverse. She flew backwards and landed, once again, on her butt in the middle of the large puddle.




  



  Her gut screamed and bile tried to escape her throat. She shuddered. What the hell had just happened? She swallowed convulsively, willing her breakfast to stay down. Tremors started at her toes and rattled up her spine.




  



  "Alexis, damn it. Answer me!" Scott demanded.




  



  "I – I'm fine." Was that croaking her voice? The finger... Where was it? More than a little daunted by the prospect of touching it again, she remained seated and eyed the surrounding mud.




  



  There.




  



  It rested on the muddy surface…waiting for her.




  



  Eerie. She hated to touch it again, the last experience too horrific to repeat. She reached for it, but her fingers shook so badly she stopped. Yet, she couldn't force herself to leave it behind. Compromising, she pulled a tissue from her pocket and gingerly picked it up.




  



  The size bothered her. The vague image of the running child from a few moments ago slammed back. Ruthlessly, she pushed the vision out of her mind. She couldn't even begin to analyze what had happened. It had been way too weird. Alexis focused on what was important right this moment. Where there was a finger…




  



  She studied the high expanse of dirt wall. She dimly remembered digging her fingers into the bank on her downward tumble. But how high up had that been? The ditch stood eight to ten feet deep.




  



  "Here's the ladder, Alexis," Scott said as Mike, another coworker arrived with the ladder. Scott held the long metal structure several feet off to the side.




  



  "No!" she motioned. "Please, bring it over here. Where I fell in."




  



  Scott shrugged and the two moved the ladder to the right spot.




  



  Alexis struggled to position it the best she could near her original flight path. Once the ladder was secured, she moved upward, one rung at a time. At each new level, she stopped and searched. The bone had to have come from somewhere.




  



  "Oh, for the love of God. Alexis, what are you doing?" Scott peered over the ladder at her.




  



  Alexis didn't answer. What could she say? Three, maybe four feet from the top, a speck of white caught her eye. Reaching between the ladder rungs, she gently brushed some of the dirt away. Another bone, possibly another finger. Vomit lined her throat. She rested her forehead against the steel frame of the ladder for a long moment.




  



  "Scott?" Her hands squeezed the ladder tight. She kept her voice low.




  



  "Yes, beautiful. What's going on?" He crouched down for a better look, but he was at the wrong angle.




  



  "Are there any police close by?" She cleared her throat, tears suddenly clogging her throat. Willing him to not ask her any questions. "If not, go get one – now."




  



  Startled, Scott stared at her for a brief moment before disappearing from sight, his heavy footsteps fading rapidly. Mike held the ladder steady. Alexis rested her head against a rung, and waited with her arm wrapped around one side of the ladder. The steel dug into her forehead as she realized something important.




  



  This wasn't just a ditch. This was a grave.




  



  ***




  



  Detective Kevin Sutherland chose a spot off to one side where he could watch the proceedings. He tugged at his collar and unbuttoned his one good suit jacket. If it weren't for his boss, he wouldn't be here.




  



  This was so not his scene. The warm sun already sent sweat down the small of his back, and there were hours more to go. Irritation pulled at him. He had no time or patience for this. Up half the night on a domestic violence call, he should be catching a few hours of much-needed rest. Instead, he'd been badgered into coming here to support his elected officials and to ensure everything went smoothly.




  



  He snorted. Support, his ass. When would they support his request for extra manpower to keep the community safe?




  



  "Kevin, it's good to see you." Mayer John Prescott approached, his hand out to shake. With a wary glance around, John asked in a low voice, "Everything okay?"




  



  Kevin narrowed his gaze on the mingling crowd. "Everything appears fine."




  



  He paused. Except for one thing. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing on end, a sure sign that something was wrong somewhere.




  



  The mayor nodded. "Great. Let's keep it that way." He sharpened his gaze, locking it on Kevin's face. "Keep that other issue in mind, today, too."




  



  With a curt nod, Kevin said, "I'm on it."




  



  The mayor returned to the crowd, his politician smile firmly in place.




  



  Kevin slipped further back from the noise to the large stand of evergreens. He had his own special way of finding out what and where the trouble was coming from. Alone, he opened his mind, allowing his senses free rein. From this new perspective, he opened a special portal and reached out mentally, like a trouble-seeking probe, searching.




  



  The music blaring over the loudspeaker mixed with the shrieks of children on the playground. Normal. Widening his perimeter, he checked the parking lot and side streets. That area seemed fine, too. Turning slightly, he half-closed his eyes, sending energy behind him.




  



  There.




  



  Cold tendrils of fear crept toward him from the back of the construction area. He did another quick mental check. The energy was calm but insistent. Not static and flaming, which meant the problem wasn't violent or an emergency. But someone needed help.




  



  After a quick survey of the crowd, he took off to answer the silent call.




  



  ***




  



  Alexis shifted her sore butt as she stood on the ladder. Fatigue like she'd rarely experienced had slid inside her bones. As much as she wanted to distance herself from what she'd found, she felt oddly protective of it too. She could have easily stood guard from above but hadn't been able to leave that little bit of skeleton alone and exposed. It had been part of a person once. To be so lost all this time made Alexis's heart ache. Rotating her tense shoulders, she waited. Her muddy jeans clung to her calves, and her shoes were a write-off. She shivered in the sunlight. Grief pulled at her for this lost child…and for her own sister. Memories slammed into her. Alexis slammed them back out. This wasn't the time or the place. Still the trigger refused to be ignored. After all, she'd just found a child's grave, a year to the day she'd placed her kid sister in one.




  



  "What's the problem here?"




  



  Startled, Alexis tilted her head and squinted up through the morning sun's rays, to find a man at odds with his voice. The suit fit the tall muscled frame a little too well for her peace of mind. The angular face and tone of voice said business all the way. She couldn't take her eyes off him. He had to be media.




  



  Better to get rid of him fast. "The media booth is on the other side," she replied, eyeing his suit, the perfect contrast to her fashion statement in mud.




  



  "I'm a cop." He rested his hands on his hips, gazing down at her.




  



  A cop? She reassessed him. Deep-set grey eyes, high cheekbones supported by a square jaw. This man had little patience for fools, regardless of what he wore. Damn, was that a silk shirt? Alexis shook her head. No way he was a cop. "Look, I'm not an idiot. My morning wasn't going well before I got here, now it's pissed itself right down the drain."




  



  "How appropriate, considering where you're sitting." He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out his badge. "I repeat, what's the problem?" Exasperation sharpened his voice.




  



  Alexis clambered up the last two rungs of the ladder. Seconds later, she stood before him, covered in drying slime. "Let me see that, please."




  



  He held his badge before her face.




  



  "Detective Kevin Sutherland." Okay, maybe he was telling the truth. She held out her hand. With her free hand, she gently unfolded the tissue.




  



  His back stiffened and his angular face sharpened as he studied the bone. "Where did you get this?"




  



  "When I fell in, I must have dislodged it from the wall. I think there's more down there." Alexis pointed in the general direction of the ditch.




  



  "Show me." He was all business now. He stripped off his jacket and tie, discarding both on a spot of clean grass.




  



  Alexis stared as he started down the ladder. You had to appreciate a man who had his priorities right. She moved to the side of the ladder and pointed. "Search through the third and fourth rungs, off to the left."




  



  A moment later, his heartfelt whisper floated up to her.




  



  "Shit."




  



  

  CHAPTER 2




  



  Hours later, yellow police tape cordoned off the entire park area. Uniforms worked alongside the coroner. A forensic anthropologist had just arrived from Portland, and investigators were collecting trace evidence. In general, there seemed too many police, but everyone was doing something. The gathered crowd showed no signs of dispersing, the police guarding the area a draw instead of a deterrent. She had to love the curious mindset of today's society.




  



  Alexis grabbed her work coat from her red Toyota truck, but shivers still wracked her body. A hot shower would be perfect right about now, but she hadn't been able to leave.




  



  Somber silence greeted the appearance of the tiny outline in an oversized body bag.




  



  "It isn't right. It just isn't." Scott's Irish accent thickened with sadness.




  



  Alexis tucked her arm through his, appreciating his support and happy to give in return. She'd become a loner over the years, first from necessity, as disease slowly decimated her sister, then out of preference in the aftermath. But this barrel-chested Irishman hadn't let her hide in her darkness. He'd pushed, prodded, and propelled her back to life. She'd hated him for it then. Now, he epitomized the father figure she'd never had, the older brother she'd always wanted, and the best friend she'd ever known.




  



  "Life isn't fair. Better to learn that now and save yourself some heartache," she murmured.




  



  His disgusted snort washed over her. "You don't believe that drivel. Better to feel and know you're alive than to walk through life as if you've never lived." His muscled arm wrapped around her shoulders in a clumsy, but caring, hug. "I know you're thinking of your sister. Be hard not to with all this going on." He swept his other arm wide to encompass the hub of police activity. "Don't hold all that pain inside. Lissa is gone. Time to rejoice in her living. Don't focus so much on her passing." He squeezed gently before letting her go.




  



  Caught on an inward spiral of pain, Alexis barely noticed his intense gaze. Horrified understanding overtook her confusion. Was he right? Had she focused so much on her sister's death that she'd forgotten to honor her life?




  



  Please let it not be true.




  



  One tear formed at the corner of her eye, hung for a brief moment, then slid down her face.




  



  "Miss…uh, sorry, I need to get some information from you."




  



  A fresh-faced policeman interrupted Alexis's painful musings. She made no attempt to wipe the tear from her cheek.




  



  "I need to take your statement," he said. "If we could start with your name and address, please."




  



  Scott gently prodded her. "Alexis."




  



  A sidelong glance at Scott's concerned face prompted her to speak. "Alex…Alexis Gordon."




  



  "What's your full address and phone number?"




  



  Startled, she stared at the cop. He looked like he should be selling raffle tickets for a Boy Scout trip. "Why?"




  



  "You found the body. We need your statement."




  



  Shaken, she quickly supplied the required information, as Scott stood silent at her side. Just as they finished, her irritating district supervisor strode toward them.




  



  "Do you do things like this on purpose? Show up late, sneak in through the back, and wreak havoc on everyone's plans?" 'Rick the Dick,' as the rest of them not so affectionately called him, glared at the mess of the opening day ceremony. He, too, sported a full three-piece suit, although his was more designer than business.




  



  Alexis scowled at the stinging unfairness of Rick's words.




  



  "What a disaster!" her boss snapped.




  



  "That's one way of putting it, Rick." The detective, now with his jacket back on and looking very much the worse for wear, joined their little group. "Hey, Scott. Haven't seen you for a while. Sad day for a reunion." He glanced down at his mud-encrusted clothes, flicking off small clumps still clinging to the material. "These pants are history."




  



  She turned her back on Rick to speak to Scott, trying to ignore the unsettling knowledge that everyone knew each other but her. "There's nothing for me to do here, so I'll go home and get cleaned up." She ignored Rick and had done so since he'd refused her time off for her sister's palliative care. She'd gotten it eventually…after going through the higher-ups. At a price. That being her relationship with her boss. That Lissa had lasted much longer than the doctor's had expected hadn't helped Rick's attitude toward the situation. For Alexis, every additional day had been a gift.




  



  Alexis watched as Scott snuck a sideways glance at their fuming boss. "I'll walk her to her car. Back in a minute."




  



  Scott ushered her toward the parking lot for their first chance to speak privately. He waited until they'd reached the relative quiet of her truck before the words exploded from him. "Now that we're alone, what the hell happened to you?"




  



  Alexis stilled, almost convinced that the incident after her fall had gone unnoticed. "I don't know," she admitted. "Maybe I was just a little shaky from the fall."




  



  "Well, you scared the bejeezus out of me." He clasped her face in his big mitts and studied the look in her eyes. "You've been in a fog all morning. If you hadn't let the paramedics check you out, you wouldn't be going home now, either." His hands dropped away.




  



  "I'm fine," she retorted. Taking a deep breath, she tried to make light of his concern. "At least I'm normally awake." She grinned at the heavily wrinkled man who loved to nap at every opportunity.




  



  His smile flashed and disappeared just as quickly. "You could've been badly hurt falling like that." He glanced behind her and frowned.




  



  Alexis pivoted. The coroner's vehicle had made its way through the parking lot to the exit, where it stopped before heading out onto the road. She shivered, tugging her sweater tighter around her.




  



  Should she mention the vision? No. If she couldn't explain it to herself, how could she explain it to him?




  



  ***




  



  "Go home and rest." Scott nudged her toward her car. "I'll go back and sort things out with Rick."




  



  Scott waited until she headed to her truck before heading back to his boss. Alexis had an uncanny ability to piss Rick off within seconds of them being together. Scott had warned her several times to button her lip and for the most part, she had managed pretty well. This morning's lapse only proved how badly she'd been affected by what she'd found in the culvert. He glanced behind him to make sure she'd really left. Something odd had happened down in the ditch, something besides finding a body, which was enough to rattle anyone. He'd have to wait until she recovered before quizzing her more closely.




  



  But he would.




  



  Kevin and Rick were standing outside the perimeter of crime scene tape when he joined them. Rick glared at him, the words, obviously barely held in check, finally burst free. "Damn it, Scott what the hell is her problem?"




  



  Scott narrowed his eyes. Slurs against his friends were never allowed. Damaged and hurting, gentle Alexis needed his support. Her life had been hell for a long time. She deserved a champion. It didn't matter if she hid her hurt so well that others were fooled by her apparent caustic comments. Behind all that, Alexis had heart. Besides, she never turned on anyone who didn't deserve a set-down.




  



  He held up his hand, forestalling Rick's next outburst. "Her problem is that she just found the grave of a dead child. Come on, Rick, you know about her kid sister. Is it too hard to see that today might trigger some tough stuff for her? Hell, I'm not going to sleep well tonight after this, and I didn't lose anyone."




  



  "What happened to her sister?" Kevin stood off to one side, his gaze going from one to the other.




  



  "She died of cancer a year ago." Scott stopped and frowned. He glanced down at his watch. "Shit. She was buried a year ago today." He glanced up at Kevin. "Such a shame. Just seventeen years old."




  



  Kevin nodded. "Today will trigger all sorts of issues for her. You might consider seeing that she gets some help."




  



  "There's no room in the budget for stupidity." Rick stared ahead, a muscle in his jaw twitching.




  



  Both men stared at him in surprise.




  



  He glared at them both. "What? She didn't have to walk on that damn bridge. She knows the safety rules as well as anyone." Rick shoved his hands in pockets. "Shit, I don't need this now. I'm heading home. See you both later."




  



  Scott watched Rick storm off.




  



  "Is he really that cold to her plight? Or is she really a loose screw?"




  



  How to answer that? Scott didn't know. Was Kevin asking as a cop, or as a buddy he'd shared a couple of beers with every month? Was there a difference?




  



  "Alexis and Rick have a feud going on. For myself, I side with Alexis, but Rick's my boss and I don't want to lose my job. I'm not sure Alexis cares about that aspect anymore." He shrugged and glanced at Kevin. "I can tell you this – their issue has nothing to do with the body Alexis found."




  



  Scott waited as Kevin studied his face before he nodded once. "Good enough. If she's earned your loyalty, she has to have something going for her."




  



  Someone called Kevin's name.




  



  "Excuse me, Scott. I have to go."




  



  "No problem. Let me know what you find out."




  



  There was nothing good about finding the remains of a child. But to find the child's family…now that would help.




  



  ***




  



  Alexis made her way to her vehicle. "Rest, he says. After this morning? He's got to be joking."




  



  The crowd was breaking up and filtering through the parking lot, making it difficult to drive. Alexis watched a young mother hug her child tightly to her chest. A grim heavyset man passed them. She sensed these people had experienced a paradigm shift today, one that could set in motion a complete re-evaluation of their lives. Alexis didn't need that shift. Her world had been jolted years ago when cancer moved into her home.




  



  Before Lissa's death, Alexis had lived for every moment. She'd savored every remaining hour she'd had with her sister, and still the precious time had slipped away too fast. At seventeen, cancer had been a painful, wasting away of someone so bright, so vibrant, and so full of life. It wasn't fair.




  



  And Lissa would laugh, saying, 'That's why it's okay for me to leave. I find joy in every second and beauty in all things. Life goes on for both of us. You'll see. I'll find a way to come back and see you.' Alexis always hoped that Lissa had been right, and she had to admit she'd been looking for a sign from her sister ever since.




  



  Alexis shook off the heavy memory, determined not to focus on any more death as she rattled her red Toyota truck onto the main road. She just wanted to go home.




  



  Long moments later, she pulled into her parking spot at her apartment building. Serenity Haven. What a joke. The cement building looked more like a juvenile correction center. She hated living here, but she'd sold the family home after Lissa's funeral, unable to deal with the memories. That aside, this place had no soul.




  



  Maybe she'd rented it for just that reason, as a punishment. In what way, she didn't know or understand. Yet, it felt like a punishment to drive home to this cold concrete box every day. Maybe it was time to leave.




  



  The idea had merit. Maybe she could find another little house, one with a huge garden, where she could start her hanging basket business again. She'd built it up with Lissa's help as an addon to her fulltime job. The long-term plan was to expand and eventually make it full-time work. She'd given it up when her sister had gotten sick.




  



  With fresh eyes, Alexis examined her surroundings. The walls leading to the entrance were chipped, peeling, and the elevator decorated with graffiti. Even the gray hall leading to her dismal apartment was dingy and showed a lack of care. It was essentially clean, but a sense of desolation permeated the place.




  



  Alexis stopped as she reached her apartment door, casually glancing back down the way she'd come.




  



  And froze.




  



  Horrified recognition washed over her. Terror gripped her throat before escaping in a gasp of shock. Uncontrollable trembling wracked her lean frame. Her fingers lost their grip, and the keys tumbled to the threadbare carpet below.




  



  The hallway. Dear God, it looked to be the same as the one she'd experienced in the ditch.




  



  

  CHAPTER 3




  



  It couldn't be!




  



  Alexis bent slowly to retrieve her keys, keeping a wary eye on the hallway. She desperately wanted into the safety of her apartment but didn't dare turn her back on the creepy space.




  



  Her fingers trembled so much she couldn't get the damn key to work. Finally, the lock clicked. She flung the door open, raced inside, slammed and locked the door behind her. Alexis leaned back against the door, shaking and sobbing. Her heart hammered in her chest. What the hell was happening to her? She rubbed away her tears. Her life had been normal up until today – sad in many ways, but normal.




  



  It took several long minutes before her legs could function. It took several more before her breathing calmed. Still shaky but no longer panicked, Alexis slowly moved to the bathroom.




  



  "God, I'm cold," she muttered, turning water on for a hot shower. And so tired. Steam filled the room as she stripped off her clothes. Alexis scrambled under the hot water, where she tipped her head back and let the full force of the water pour down. The steam soothed her senses, the heat easing her aching muscles. Only when the water ran cold did she turn off the taps. Her legs trembled slightly as the rough towel whisked off the moisture.




  



  The images wouldn't leave her alone.




  



  That poor child lying lost and forgotten in the garden, discarded…like garbage. Alexis dressed quickly, pulling on a heavy sweater and tugging her wet hair free of the wool. Shivers rattled her teeth. "Why can't I get warm?" Grabbing a spare towel, she twisted her hair up inside it and headed for the kitchen.




  



  She put the kettle on for a hot cup of tea.




  



  While waiting for the water to boil, she gazed out at a world that appeared so calm and normal on the surface. Was she the only one who'd dipped beneath the facade? Had the years of enforced calm – holding it together at all costs, in a world so beyond her control – damaged her psyche?




  



  Alexis.




  



  The fragile voice broke into her musings. So clear, so sharp, yet so…whispery. Prickles rose on the back of her neck, goose bumps across her skin. It couldn't be!




  



  Afraid to look, but more terrified not to, Alexis twisted with agonizing slowness.




  



  Lissa!




  



  A beloved and so familiar wispy vision of her sister sat at the table, as if waiting – like she had for so many years – for her cup of tea.




  



  "Lissa," Alex whispered, her voice aching with tenderness…




  



  Alexis was petrified the sound of her own voice would break the spell…and the miracle of her sister's presence would disappear. She'd hoped for, prayed for such a visit. Her heart swelled with joy…and awe…and fear. "Lissa, is that you?"




  



  The apparition flickered then slowly began to fade.




  



  "No, don't go, Lissa!" Alexis cried out. "Please," she begged. "Please don't go!" Her voice faded as the vision dissipated into the air.




  



  It was too much.




  



  Alexis crumpled at the table with her head in her arms and sobbed out the last year of grief and loss. Pain held in too long, burst free. Her shoulders shook uncontrollably as her body weathered the storm.




  



  Eventually, the tempest expended itself, leaving a heavier exhaustion and emotional devastation behind. Alexis lay with her cheek against the cheap Formica tabletop, staring at the spot where she'd thought she'd seen her sister. The occasional hot tear still welled up to slide down her cheeks.




  



  What was happening to her? Was she having a breakdown? That would make sense. She'd endured a horrific amount of stress and loss in her world… But why now? On the anniversary date? The time to break down would have been the day she'd buried her sister. But for it to happen a year later… That didn't make sense.




  



  The teakettle whistled on cue. That was normal. After all, she'd put that teakettle on. She could accept that – unlike the rest of her day. Feeling as if she'd aged fifty years, she poured water over the teabag and watched the tea stain the liquid. Wafting her hand over the top, the steam warmed her fingers – as it should. This was the normal, the usual and the right.




  



  She'd survived Lissa's death because she'd depended on that normalcy. She expected it. She counted on it.




  



  And today, her whole world had been blown apart by – dare she say it – a vision, a body, and…a ghost.




  



  ***




  



  The wind blew hard outside the double glass doors. Branches swiped the edge of the railing, making a faint scratching sound…like a ghost asking to come into the private nursing home room.




  



  The older man chuckled. There was no such thing as a ghost. If there were, he'd have been haunted years ago. Still the concept had given him pause over the years…for a moment or two.




  



  He shifted closer to the prone man on the bed. He studied the slack features as he twirled his balloon glass slowly. The rich aroma of his Glenfiddich Whisky swirled in an ever-rising circle bursting forth to assail his senses. His brother's favorite. He closed his eyes and breathed deep. He kept a bottle here in the room for evenings like these. He sank his thin frame deeper into his armchair, facing the glass doors to the gardens beyond. Heavy rain bounced off the patio, flattening the delicate rose petals.




  



  Odd how that rain could be a blessing for grass, yet signal the end of the blooms on a rose. Such delicate plants. It was the same for people. What was a disaster to one was a gift to another. Some people were hardy and could withstand the harsh elements of life, and then there were the others, the delicate ones that needed protecting. He was good at that – the protecting part. Of course, people didn't always understand or appreciate his protective methods, or know what was good for them.




  



  Stretching his arm out, he grabbed the remote and turned on the television. Maybe his brother would like the distraction. There had to be something to break up the monotony of lying there day by day. Personally, this was his favorite time of day. A little peace and quiet, a little time alone where he didn't have to pretend to be something he wasn't – with his brother.




  



  The evening news came on, the announcer bubbling about some large contribution to a local charity. A moment later, he brought up today's headlines.




  



  The man straightened in shock. What the hell?




  



  ***




  



  The next morning woke clear and warm, with one insistent message rattling around inside Alexis's head – she needed help, and soon. She didn't know who to ask or even what kind of help she needed. Still, just admitting she had the problem could be thought of as a big step forward.




  



  Regardless, at the moment she needed to get to work. Her soul needed the comfort of the gardens. Only there wasn't likely to be anything peaceful about them today. The damage from the excavation yesterday could be extensive.




  



  Arriving at work twenty minutes later, Alexis cast a wide glance across the park. From the looks of them, the gardens needed her, too.




  



  They'd been trashed. She wanted to howl at the damage. Damn.




  



  One officer stood off to the side. She nodded at him, but stayed away. Some of the police tape had been removed, though most still sagged in place. Several long strands of it cordoned off the grave and surrounding area. A few forlorn pieces blew aimlessly across the park. Heavy vehicles had left muddy ruts in the grass. Litter decorated muddy footprints. The carelessly discarded Styrofoam cups and cigarette butts really burned her.




  



  The park definitely had a 'morning after' appearance.




  



  She exhaled hard, rolled up her sleeves, and tucked her shirt into her jeans. She pulled several garbage bags from her truck. After putting on her work boots, she stomped her feet a couple of times to settle in, then locked her truck and stormed around the site on her clean-up mission. Every area of the park came under her scrutiny as she searched for offending human trash – every area, but one.




  



  When she finally realized what she'd unconsciously been avoiding, Alexis forced herself to walk toward the tiny open grave. The police officer stood to one side, his narrowed eyes watching her.




  



  The grave remained achingly difficult to gaze upon.




  



  Alexis couldn't stand the lonely, uncared for look of it. She had to do something.




  



  She couldn't enter the area, but she stacked several rocks just inside the cordoned off perimeter, where the ground held deep ruts from the vehicles. Maybe this location for her construction would reduce vandalism. Stepping back, she studied her handiwork.




  



  As a memorial, it left much to be desired.




  



  Plants. It needed the healing energy of plants. Chewing the inside of her lip, she surveyed her gardens. Her understanding of Mother Nature had become well honed over the years. Her coworkers called her spooky because of the way the plants responded to her. According to them, she could bring any dead plant back to life almost immediately and even make flowers appear out of season. That wasn't true, of course. Not totally.




  



  She couldn't save them all.




  



  As for the plants flowering off-season, who said plants could only flower at specific times? Alexis couldn't explain why her methods worked. She only knew they did.




  



  Alexis gave them the same loving attention she gave to animals and kids. Walking through the flowers, she called out softly to them. "How are you guys doing today? Yesterday was tough on all of us, wasn't it?" She stopped here and there, once to smooth a bent leaf, another time to stroke a particularly bright petal. "It's okay. It's all over. Everything is back to normal now."




  



  She continued to speak to her babies, murmuring soft words of comfort as she checked out each one. Her senses picked up on the energy levels of the plants around her. One small daisy plant with multiple white petals had a dark dull color to it. Alexis walked closer.




  



  The leaves drooped miserably. It cried out for help. She couldn't resist. Gently, her hands hovered over it. Years ago, she'd read several books on tricks to improve plant health and she had to admit, with practice it seemed to work better all the time. The more caring and attention she devoted to her plants, the better they did. Nothing magical about that. Common sense, really. One of the books also mentioned something about playing music and using soft lights. She grinned. Like her boss would let her do that.




  



  Within a few intense seconds, the plant brightened ever so slightly, almost appearing happy to have the company. Alexis laughed at that whimsical thought. She did have a good imagination.




  



  That thought wiped the smile off her face. Had Lissa's ghost been a figment of her imagination? God, she hoped not.




  



  Using another technique from the book, she focused a loving green – for health and healing – light around a different listless daisy plant.




  



  "What else can I do for you, little one?" She chuckled at her words, for in truth it was a decent size. She glanced over at the grave and without giving herself a chance to reconsider, she dug up the plant, making sure she kept a large root ball attached.




  



  "Yup, they're really going to think I'm nuts for this one." Alexis checked the surrounding area. Outside of the silent ever-watchful police presence, she was still alone. "I can always move you again, if you're not happy there," she murmured.




  



  It would be the public that showed its displeasure. A lone flowering plant wasn't going to be considered an artistic improvement. Yet, as a memorial, it was a start.




  



  Using her hands, she carefully loaded up as much of the rich black dirt around the ball as she could then carried it over to the rock pile. After planting it deep, she rearranged the rocks in an artistic pattern, creating a backdrop for the daisy.




  



  Scott found her almost an hour later.




  



  "Alex?"




  



  Bent over her tools, Alexis raked the footprints from the flowerbeds. She straightened and smiled up at him. "Hi, Scott. About time you showed up."




  



  "Don't you be worrying about me. The real question is, how are you?" He studied her face.




  



  Alexis grimaced and looked off in the distance to avoid his piercing blue eyes. He had a way of seeing things a little too clearly. "I'm better. It helps being in the gardens." She motioned to the mess around them. "We have a lot of work ahead of us."




  



  "There's time. I don't know if the police are done yet." He studied the daisy flower memorial. "Did you do that?"




  



  "What? Oh, yeah, I did." She searched his expression. "I had to do something," she added warily, hoping for, but not quite expecting, understanding. She needn't have worried. Scott was already nodding acceptance.




  



  "You're different this morning. What's the matter?" he asked.




  



  Startled, she hid her expression behind the fall of her hair.




  



  "Come on. What's going on?" Concern thickened his tone, making him harder to understand.




  



  She didn't know how to answer him, so she said nothing, just looked quietly into his eyes. What could she say that he'd believe – that wouldn't make her sound on the edge of a breakdown? Accepting the visions seemed too far-fetched, even for her.




  



  The intensity of his gaze changed. "Oh wow," he muttered softly. "You've always had a touch of the Sight, but something's changed." He studied her face. "But what?"




  



  She missed the last part, too startled by his first comment. "I don't have the Sight, whatever that is."




  



  "Like hell you don't. Don't be trying to hide it. You've always had magical speakings with them little plants of yours." He did a sweep with his arm to encompass the whole of the gardens. "That's how you make this so glowing. Only someone with the Sight could accomplish all this."




  



  Alexis flushed with warmth, followed immediately by icy fear that he might know more than she'd intended him to know. "No, you don't understand. I just practice some exercises I read in a couple of books. Anyone can do it."




  



  "No way. I can't." He grinned. "But my gram sure could. That…and more. You probably see all their colors too, don't you? My gram could tell all kinds of things about her plants just by the colors she saw."




  



  He was so matter of fact she could only stare at him in shock. She shook her head violently. "That's nuts!" She plunked down on the ground, her hand on her forehead. His words had shaken her very foundation.




  



  A loud snort answered her. "That's your modern thinking interfering. Me…I have a healthy respect for the Sight."




  



  That she had the Sight, or whatever he referred to, so didn't make sense. She was a gifted gardener. That she could see and accept. More than that? Uh, uh. Over the years, she'd had some indications that her abilities were out of the ordinary, but she really hadn't given it much thought. Her skills were a natural part of her world so why question them? Besides the Sight meant psychic stuff, premonitions, visions. Ghosts? Her world slowed. The child in the ditch. Lissa.




  



  Oh, Dear God.




  



  She stared at the sky above, her mind blank, her heart pounding – but not in shock – more like after a revelation.




  



  "What would make these skills suddenly change?" she asked, not really sure she wanted to hear the answer.




  



  His clear gaze seared through her.




  



  She shuddered at the sense of exposure. As if he could see what she could not.




  



  "That's what yesterday was all about, wasn't it?" he asked.




  



  Slightly afraid, she nodded – a tiny, barely perceptible movement – then said, in a small voice, "Maybe."




  



  "Ah lassie… Scared yourself right and proper, didn't you?"




  



  His words startled a crooked smile out of her. "I don't understand any of this. Life was pretty normal until I fell into the ditch, but now…the things I'm seeing… That's scary." She was confused and more than a little relieved to be able to talk about it with someone.




  



  "What did you see?" Curious, Scott sat down on the grass beside her, close enough to be supportive and far enough away not to crowd her.




  



  "I saw a little girl in a hallway. I think. I mean, I saw a little girl. Or I thought I saw a girl…but she wasn't real… It's like she was mist or something and in a hallway…in the ditch." She stopped, confused.




  



  Scott nodded. Keeping his voice low and calm he said, "Start at the beginning and tell me what happened. Step by step."




  



  Alexis checked around to make sure they were still alone. The sun was almost directly overhead. A few people walked around, or sat on benches, but they were down at the other end of the park.




  



  She took a deep breath, and began to explain. She left nothing out. Her voice wobbled as she finished by telling him about her sister's visit.




  



  "I thought I was having a breakdown, Scott. My God, Lissa was so clear. She was right there in front of me. She said my name." Shock and disbelief colored her voice.




  



  "Ah, lassie." Scott pulled her into his comforting embrace, squeezing her tight before releasing her. "You should be joyous, not 'afeared."




  



  What could she say to that? She studied his compassionate gaze. "Really? It's that simple to you?"




  



  "Is what that simple?" A strong voice reached across the flowers to them.




  



  Alexis pivoted. Detective Sutherland.




  



  What was it about this man that made her back straighten and her knees weaken at the same time?




  



  "Hi, Scott. Alexis. I need to speak with the two of you. But first, who put that memorial together? It's within the crime scene." The detective's stern face towered above her.




  



  "Oh." Alexis snapped to her feet, brushing the dirt of her pants. "I did. I'm sorry. I'd hoped it would be far enough out of the way for you, but deter vandalism because it was inside the tape."




  



  The chiseled features eased. "The tape is there for a reason. We aren't done with the scene yet."




  



  Alexis twisted around to look at the memorial in the distance. "I can move it outside, if you need me to."




  



  Casting a quick glance at Scott, who now stood beside Alexis, he continued in a calmer voice. "Should you even be at work today? Most people would understand the need to take off a day or two after yesterday."




  



  Alexis shook her head. "I'm fine. I'm better off doing something constructive." She hesitated. "Have you identified her yet? I can't imagine what her family has gone through all these years." Alexis stuffed her hands into her pants pocket as she waited. Her insides trembled. She didn't know why his answer mattered so much, but it did.




  



  Suspicion shone in his eyes as he stared her, his jaw firmly locked in place.




  



  His instant shift from casual stance to hardened investigator had Alexis asking, "What?"




  



  "You called the skeleton a 'she.' What makes you so sure it is a little girl?"




  



  Confusion clouded her mind. Good question, how had she known it was a little girl? Because she'd assumed it was the same child that she'd seen running in the ditch.




  



  The men waited for her answer.




  



  "I guessed," she answered lamely, not ready to share her bizarre vision with this man.




  



  Skepticism washed over the detective's face but thankfully, he left it at that, at least for the moment.




  



  Scott was a different story. He quirked his eyebrow at her, but she shook her head.




  



  Kevin watched the silent exchange. Alexis could almost feel his mind cataloging her and Scott. Figuring who they were, their relationship, and if they were hiding anything. It was obvious this man missed little.




  



  His body stance relaxed, in total opposition to the sharpness of his attention, and damned if her contrary hormones didn't find that attractive. What the hell was with that?




  



  "Do I need to move the memorial? I just felt that the grave needed to be respected and marked." Her fists clenched deep inside her denim pockets. She wanted to wipe them dry on her jeans, but didn't want to arouse his suspicions any more than they already were.




  



  "I'll see. There will be a crew here later today to map out the gardens to compare to aerial photographs." He glanced over at Scott and gestured to the spot above the ditch. "Scott, you've been here awhile… How long has this garden bed been here? Do you know?"




  



  "Since forever, it seems. I can't give you an exact year, but I've been working on it for over twenty years."




  



  Kevin nodded. "Right. And in that time, has any major work been done? Work that would have brought the skeleton to light if one had been here then?"




  



  Both Alexis and Scott turned to study the bed. A beautiful blue spruce stood close to twelve feet tall in the center with weeping maples and begonias filling in the bulk of the area beneath. Bulbs flowered and went with the seasons, and annuals were planted each spring for bright cheerful color.




  



  "Even if we dug it over, like we do in the fall, we wouldn't go that deep," Alexis said.




  



  "Ay, that's true enough. But Cardinal Park was upgraded with this spruce and new perennials around twelve to fifteen years ago. I'll have to check the records." He paused, a frown twisting his face. But that spot where the body was found was part of this big bed here," he motioned to the spruce bed. "We moved all the smaller plants at this end of the bed last year when we were notified about this job with the pipes. There weren't many big plants, so we didn't need to go very deep. It wasn't a big area, and was fairly easy to shorten up to make way for the construction." He walked around the garden bed, studying the plants flourishing in the rich mulch. He pointed to the end where the grave sat. "And that spot had originally been put in about a decade…maybe even fifteen years or so ago."




  



  "There will be pictures and plans on file," Alexis offered.




  



  Kevin smiled. "Pictures and plans would help a lot. Help establish a timeline. Scott, send over anything you have and I'll add it to the file." He glanced at the large silver watch on his wrist. "I'm short on time. Make sure nothing else is disturbed in the crime scene. Don't be surprised if you come in one day to find your memorial has been moved. We need to have full access to the entire surface." He nodded to both of them and headed back over to the grave.




  



  Alexis watched as he stood in front of the memorial for a long moment. Don't touch the plant, she pleaded in her heart. Instead, he pulled on thin rubber gloves and moved over to the open grave, where he sifted through the lightly packed dirt close to the surface. He filled several small vials, and then repeated the process from lower, inside the ditch. Back on top, he pulled out a notepad and started writing.




  



  "Now what the hell is he doing?" she muttered. It shouldn't matter, but everything to do with this case affected her. She needed him to do his job and find out who this little girl was. It was important. She just didn't know why she felt it so strongly.




  



  Finally, he must have finished, because he tucked his notebook back into his pocket.




  



  With each sign that he'd soon be leaving, Alexis could feel her tension drain away. It had been years since any male had rattled her cage like this one did.




  



  The detective walked toward the parking lot, but instead of going to his car, he strode down a path that looped through the trees.




  



  She relaxed. In the distance dark clouds gathered. Rain threatened.




  



  "What's going on now?" Scott asked.




  



  "I hardly know how to explain it." How could she explain? "It's like the little girl is real. Trying to say something to me…through me. Only I don't know what she wants me to say." She cast a glance his way. "Scott, what if I'm losing my mind?"




  



  "Why? Because the dead are speaking to you? They only do that when they have something important to say. They aren't going to leave you alone until you give them voice." He shrugged, helpless to offer more comfort. "Maybe you should go study up on it?"




  



  Alexis nodded. "I can do that easily enough. The Internet is full of information." She silently wondered if she should do more…like book an appointment with her doctor.




  



  "Internet, now that's bad stuff. How can all that information float around in the air?" The huge man looked around uncertainly, as if words and pictures from the Internet were going to jump out of thin air and attack him. "That can't be good for you."




  



  Alexis snorted. "Listen to you. It's okay for dead people to be speaking inside my head, but it's not okay to send data through cables or fiber optics. Yeah, that makes sense."




  



  "Don't you go being disrespectful of the Sight. It'll get you if you do," he warned.




  



  "Get me how?" This new worry stopped her cold. She rubbed her arms, brushing the first summer rain drops off her bare skin. She always carried rain gear in her car, but didn't bother to go after it. The horizon showed bright blue. This could just be a short squall.




  



  "No way to know. Mostly, it's demanding that you listen – or else." Scott studied her face.




  



  "Like I need more to worry about." She changed the subject. "What do you think about the detective?"




  



  He looked sideways at her. "In what way?"




  



  At his teasing tone her face warmed. "Do you think he's a good cop? You obviously know him, so what's he like?" she asked, exasperated.




  



  "Oh, is that what you mean?" he drawled. He nodded as if he believed her, but his cheeky grin said otherwise. She rolled her eyes at him. He shook his head. "He's a good man. Driven. Stands for the victims and their families, and bulldogs through to see they get justice. Doesn't think much of politics, politicians, or any superior for that matter. Made himself a few enemies because of that. A loner, too, just like you. He doesn't talk much about his past." Scott thought about it for a moment. "Come to think of it, rumors have it he's a bit odd himself."




  



  "Odd how?"




  



  "He gets things done. No one questions him too much, because they like the results."




  



  That could mean anything. Not that it mattered to her. She didn't want to know the detective's methods, or his secrets, for that matter. He meant nothing to her and that was how she wanted to keep it.




  



  "The energy around you two fair crackles. Be a shame to waste it fighting."




  



  "What?" She rounded on him, caught his grin, and smacked him on his shoulder. She held her hand up to stave off any more comments. "Don't even go there. I've got enough problems to deal with, thank you."




  



  "Can't ignore it, though. Almost made me want to offer me van for a couple of hours."




  



  He couldn't go unpunished for that one. She raised her hand and smacked him lightly on his shoulder again.




  



  A great shout of laughter was her reward.




  



  "You damn well better be joking," she muttered.




  



  "About the van? Maybe. About the crackling of energy going on around you two? No way."




  



  Alexis shot him a dirty look. "He pisses me off."




  



  "That's passion, too."
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