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  Introduction




  Shadows have always fascinated me. In equal turns, they can be both frightening and soothing. A place to fear. Or a place to linger when the light is just too bright.




  Shadows hold secrets, and what they possess will continue to intrigue me long after you’ve enjoyed these two tales.




  Out Of The Shadows




  by




  Crystal Inman




  Amanda’s heart beat rapidly in her chest. They were after her, and they would kill her. The simplicity of the reasoning made her blood run cold. She forced herself not to scream, the sound still trapped in her closed throat. Footsteps echoed hollowly in the dark, abandoned building, and she knew she was running out of time. Where are the police? Why isn’t anyone helping me?




  A sliver of light shone through the strip of windows overhead. Amanda hurriedly ducked down behind a row of barrels and tucked herself tightly against the wall. Maybe she could wait them out.




  It was the sound that frightened her. She didn’t know what it was, but it sounded like two rocks being struck together. And it was coming closer. Amanda squeezed tighter against the wall and felt a tear slip down her cheek. Helpless. She was utterly helpless. How long had it been since she’d felt so vulnerable?




  The sound stopped in an instant. And somehow, the silence was even more frightening. There was a glint of silver, and she knew it was over.




  “Ah,” she heard. And then two point-blank bullets were fired into her body.




  * * * *




  Amanda’s eyes flew open, and she cringed against the light. Her hands were curved in claws above her face, and her breathing was ragged. She tried to speak, but no words would come.




  “Easy.” A man’s voice tried to soothe her. He bent over her and flashed a small light into her eyes.




  She tried to fight him, but he pushed her hands down effortlessly.




  “Miss Cross. Please. You’re in the hospital. I need to examine you.”




  Amanda blinked rapidly and opened her mouth. Her throat was dry and scratchy. No sound came forth. She grabbed the doctor by the arm and pointed to her mouth.




  “It’s okay. You’ve been out of it for quite awhile. I’ll have the nurse bring you some water.” He patted her arm and smiled. “It’s good to see you, Miss Cross.” He smiled gently. “I’ll be back in after your interview.”




  Interview?




  A young nurse hurried in seconds later and smiled reassuringly at Amanda. Two men followed her in and waited expectantly. The nurse helped Amanda sit up and put the straw between her dry lips.




  Amanda cringed at the pain but fought against it. Her chest hurt like hell, and she had pain radiating from her right shoulder to her fingertips. The water burnt a path from her tongue down her throat. She couldn’t seem to quench her thirst. When she finally took a breath, the nurse placed the water on the bedside table beside her.




  “These two men would like a word, Miss Cross.” She nodded once and left the room.




  Amanda studied the two men and found them a study in contradictions. The older man had salt-and-pepper, thick, wavy hair. His steel blue eyes were completely emotionless as they studied her. He was dressed in a silver suit and tie with a brown overcoat hanging low on his powerful, tall frame. He reminded her vaguely of a private investigator on a show she used to watch.




  The younger man was blonde with green eyes, and he was smiling down at her. He was dressed casually in tan khakis and a light green shirt. His jacket touted his favorite football team. A notebook was in his left hand, and he looked expectantly at her. He reminded her of a fraternity boy.




  “Miss Cross.” The older man’s voice rumbled through the room. “I’m Detective James Hopkins, and this is my partner, Detective Steven West. We have a couple of questions.”




  “So do I,” she rasped painfully.




  The older man’s bushy eyebrows shot up. A slow grin spread over his austere face. “Fair enough.” He paused and studied her closely. “Do you know who shot you?”




  “Shot?” she echoed. Her gaze lowered to the bandages across her chest and down her arm. “I’ve been shot?” The shock was clearly written across her face.




  Detective West’s pen was still poised above the notepad. “This is a rather delicate situation, Miss Cross. It’s obvious that someone attempted to murder you. All we want to do is help. What do you remember?”




  “Remember?” she repeated softly. Amanda’s eyes grew blank as she scrambled to remember what happened to her. Her left hand clenched into a fist as she struggled with her memories and came up empty. She looked frantically from one man to the next. “I don’t remember anything.” Her heart lurched in her chest. “I don’t know.”




  “Think,” Detective West prompted. “There has to be something you can recall. Someone tried to end your life.” He stepped closer and looked deeply into her eyes. “I know it’s a shock, but we’re trying to help.”




  Amanda grimaced as the pain in her right arm and hand grew. “I can’t help you. What do you want from me?”




  Detective Hopkins stepped forward. “We want justice for you, Miss Cross. You were in a coma for a month. We’ve put your obituary in the paper and buried you. For all intents and purposes, you’re dead.”




  * * * *




  The detectives stepped into the hallway a couple of minutes later. Steven promptly took his lighter out of his pocket and flicked the lid open and shut. Jake popped a piece of gum in his mouth and sighed.
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