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      “Do you think any talkative spirits are here tonight?”

      “Yeah, but I’m more concerned about the living.  You didn’t tell me there’d be so many friggin’ people here.”  Kelly glanced around the packed dining room at The Warehouse, wishing she was back at home with her cats, a good murder mystery podcast, and her knitting project.  Most people would find that boring as hell, but to her, it was a party.

      “It’s fine,” Carrie whispered at her side.  “Chase will give you a little introduction, and then you can deliver a few messages to entice the audience to interact with you.”

      “I’m not John Edward, you know.”  Kelly tucked a strand of her wild red hair behind her ear, but no amount of fidgeting would make her feel comfortable.  “I’ve only done this privately before.  Tell me again why I let you talk me into this.”

      “Because Chase is my friend, and he needs more live entertainment if his brewery is going to compete with all the wineries around here,” Carrie said, ticking the reasons off on her fingers.  “Also, because Jenna is a marketing guru, and she thought it was a great idea.  Then there’s the fact that you’re going to blow people away with your talent.  Oh, and because if you don’t get out of your house every now and then, you’re going to become the crazy cat lady all the neighborhood kids are afraid of.”

      “They’re already afraid of me, thank you very much,” Kelly retorted.  She tucked her hands inside her elbows so she wouldn’t feel them shaking.  “And I do get out.”

      “Buying cat food doesn’t count.  At least I’m not making you go out on a blind date,” she reminded her.

      “So that’s my alternative?” Kelly cracked.

      There was no more time to debate it as Chase turned on the mic and stepped out from behind the bar.  “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m so glad to see you all here tonight.  I know it’s rainy outside, and I can’t imagine a better time to get together with friends to share a brew or two.”

      A few people cheered from the back.

      Chase laughed.  “Or maybe a few more!  Please be sure to try our new ale, perfect for the season.  We have something else special for you tonight, something I don’t think you’re going to find anywhere else.  Kelly Chambers joins us from Hillsboro, and she brings along her remarkable talent as a medium.  If you have a friend or loved one who’s crossed over, she just may be able to pass some messages along.  We’ll start with a short demonstration.  Folks, welcome to Afterlife After Dark at The Warehouse.”  He flung his hand dramatically to the side.

      Kelly knew that was her cue.  Her entire body tensed, but she couldn’t make it move.  Carrie’s knuckle in her back finally thrust her forward.  Heat crept up her cheeks as she gingerly accepted the mic from Chase.

      “All your drinks are on the house,” he reminded her.

      “Then get me started,” she whispered back.  There was no way she’d get through this without a buzz to take the edge off.

      The audience stared at her expectantly, and her eyes flicked from one member to another.  Kelly took a deep breath, trying to relax into the right state of mind.  She had to be open and receptive.  That was normally an easy thing to do, but not when she was put on the spot like this.

      Her gaze landed on a man near the back.  He sat halfway turned in his seat, his elbow on the table and his chin propped on his hand.  The set of his steely eyebrows told her everything she needed to know about him.  He was a skeptic.  He’d probably just come in for a beer, not knowing they were having this event, or he was there to watch her make a fool of herself.  The joke was on him, though, because he absolutely had a spirit waiting to connect with him.

      It was easier to start with someone a little more eager, though.  “Hi, everyone,” she said shakily, realizing she’d damn well better start talking.  “I’m Kelly Chambers, as you know.  Before we get started, I wanted to let you know that I don’t have much control over the messages given to me.  Some of them might feel random or not make sense.  And please don’t be upset or offended if your loved one isn’t here tonight.  They’re most likely already at peace and aren’t looking for closure.”

      Chase handed her a foamy pint glass and arranged a small table at her side.

      She took a deep sip of the ale, determined to focus.  She’d managed to open herself up, apparently, because quite a few souls were already gathering around her.  Some she could see as mere flashes of light, and others looked more fully formed.  All of them had something to say, though.  “Is there someone here whose birthday is July twelfth?”

      A woman near the front with dark hair raised her hand slowly.  “Me.”

      “I’m getting an older woman who has…a very strong personality.”  Kelly listened for a moment.  It wasn’t as simple as just hearing a person speak in the same room.  These thoughts were coming from another dimension and pulsing through her mind.  “She’s showing me jewelry.  She says you were supposed to have the mother-of-pearl jewelry box.”

      The woman slapped a hand over her mouth.  “Are you serious?  That’s my grandma!”

      “She’s a very adamant woman,” Kelly replied.  She knew if she didn’t get the message across, this lady would probably be following her around all night.  “She also says she wants the ears off your chocolate bunny?”

      Now the woman at the table was crying and laughing simultaneously.  “That’s her!  That’s Grandma!”

      Grandma was done because she stepped back to let someone else through.  Kelly moved through the room, looking for the next strongest connection.  There was still that man at the back, but she wasn’t about to go there.  He’d just start an argument with her or push hard to make her prove herself, and this was tough enough as it was.  Kelly’s foot caught on someone’s chair, embarrassing her all the more.

      “Let’s see.  Sir, I believe I have your wife here with me.”

      The man looked stunned, and he gestured to the living woman next to him.  “I don’t think so.  My wife is right here.”

      But the spirit was sure, as they often were.  “Do you have a late wife?”

      The living woman leaned forward.  “We’ve been married for thirty years.”

      Kelly closed her eyes to listen more carefully.  “She definitely wants to talk to you, sir.  She’s showing me coffee and doughnuts and telling me about a Cancun cruise the two of you were supposed to take.  She has a J name.  I believe her name is…Jana?”  She opened her eyes to see the man staring at her in horror.

      His wife was shooting daggers at him in rage.  “Jana?  Your secretary?  You said you were just holding onto those Cancun cruise tickets for someone else!”

      “Well, I think Jana got her point across.”  Kelly turned away, moving back toward the front of the room and, hopefully, much safer conversations.  Half an hour quickly slid by as she relayed love, grief, and even frustration between the living and dead.  Fortunately, if anyone else had been having an affair with their now-late administrative assistant, the spirit wasn’t there to talk about it.

      “I think I’ll take a little break now, thank you.”  She practically collapsed onto a barstool.

      Chase handed her another ale.  “Please tell me you can come back again this weekend.  People are eating this up!”

      “It’s just the time of year.  They’re more open to it because we’re close to Halloween.”  Kelly was physically exhausted, but her spiritual energy was high.  The buzz she felt wasn’t from the beer but from communicating with so many people on both sides.  It was exciting at the moment, but she’d sleep like a rock that night.

      “Wow!”  Carrie came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  “I knew you were good, but I didn’t know you were that good!  How did you know the exact song that guy’s mom used to sing to him at night?”

      Kelly pressed her hand over her eyes, embarrassed all over again.  She hadn’t known the name of the song, and so she’d been forced to hum it out loud.  This was so out of her wheelhouse.  “She sang it to me,” she replied.  “I didn’t exactly do it justice, but at least he knew she was really there.”

      “It was incredible.”  Carrie lifted her glass in salute.  “I think you’ll have plenty of people interested in talking to you.”

      “We’ll see.”  As much as she enjoyed using her talent, it wasn’t easy to do in front of an audience.  She didn’t want to make any guarantees.

      Carrie patted her on the arm.  “I’ll give you a moment to rest while I catch up with a few friends.  Unless you want to join me?”

      Kelly knew this was another one of Carrie’s pushes to put herself out there, but she wasn’t up for the effort.  “You go on.”  She closed her eyes once again as she sipped her beer, losing herself in the noise of The Warehouse.  The gentle murmur of voices punctuated by the clinking of glasses and silverware could be comforting, and sometimes she used those sounds to drown out the spirits.  They could be so insistent, and while she wanted to help them, she’d learned to create barriers for herself a long time ago.  It was almost like having an ‘Open’ or ‘Closed’ sign on her forehead.

      “I need your help.”

      The deep voice startled her.  Her eyes flew open to find she was no longer alone and that her companion was very much alive.  The man with the steely, skeptical brows had taken Carrie’s place on the barstool next to her, and he looked at her with such intensity, she thought she might tip over.  How many beers had she had?  It didn’t help that he was so ruggedly handsome.  With his perfectly shaped lips, square jaw, salt and pepper hair, and nose that was just a smidge out of alignment, he looked like he belonged in a cologne ad.

      Kelly planted herself firmly back in reality.  “What’s your name?”

      “Hugh.  Hugh Grafton.”  He held out his hand.

      She took it reluctantly, not wanting him to think she was accepting his request.  A sizzle shot through his palm and up her arm, but that didn’t change what she saw in those stormy eyes.  “Hugh, you may have business to take care of, but I don’t think this is the right time.”  Kelly paused as she once again felt the presence of the spirit attached to Hugh.  It was crazy strong.  “Even if someone wants to speak with you, you have to be willing to receive the message.  I get the feeling you’re not ready to do that.”

      His brows knitted together as he studied the wood grain on the bar.  When Hugh finally looked back up at her, the storm in his eyes had grown into a full hurricane.  “I can’t say I’m exactly a believer, but I’m desperate.  I need your help to solve a possible crime.”

      Kelly blinked at him.  Not many people had come to her looking for help from the deceased.  Since she’d kept her talent a secret, she’d only dealt with close friends or family.  At times, spirits were so insistent out in public that she was forced to pass their messages along.  But this was a whole new ball of wax.  “A possible crime?”

      The tip of his tongue glided over his lips as he gathered his words, and she followed its motion with more intensity than she would’ve liked.  “I’m a firefighter here in Carlton.  There’s a case that we’ve never been able to understand, so I thought you might be able to reach out to the victim.”

      Ah.  That made some sense, then.  That explained his hesitation, or at least some of it.  “I see.”

      Hugh shifted a little on his barstool.  “Maybe it would help if I gave you some background on—”

      “No,” she insisted quickly.  “I’d much rather you not.  I want the details to come from the spirit, not you.  It’ll let you know that I’m not full of shit.”

      Those stormy eyes narrowed a little.  “I never said you were.”

      “You didn’t have to say it out loud,” she explained with a small smile.  “Give me just a second.”

      When Kelly had sat down, she thought she might’ve been done for the night.  She’d already handled all the communicating she could for the evening, and if one more dead guy tapped her on the proverbial shoulder, she was going to lose it.  But as she took a deep breath and connected to the spirit lingering around Hugh all night, she found that she was wrong.

      Sometimes, Kelly saw and heard messages as though ghosts were standing next to her, explaining everything.  She acted as a translator in those cases.  That was how the evening had gone until now.  The soul drifted into her mind, showing her images that flashed intensely and quickly before her eyes.  The Warehouse was still there in her vision, but only around the edges as in a daydream.

      She was standing in a burning building.  The flames licked brightly all around her, wrapping themselves around the boards.  Smoke hung thickly in the air, hot and acrid.  Kelly fought the urge to cough and had to remind herself of where she was in reality.  “I’m in a big building, and it’s burning badly.  The flames are everywhere, on every wall.  There’s a window, but it’s high up.  There’s no way to get up there.”

      Kelly heard a small grunt from Hugh.  She didn’t know if it was one of agreement, surprise, or disapproval, but she ignored it.  The man who was giving her these visions was desperate.  She’d let him in, and he wouldn’t leave her alone if she gave up.

      “I can see a set of double doors down at the other end of the building.”  Fear and sadness washed over her, yet she also felt acceptance.  It didn’t quite make sense.  Kelly knew that things didn’t always come through in a logical way.  She would shove thoughts like these aside until she had more context.  “I want to go over there and leave, but I know I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.”  Kelly continued to look around, trying to feel and see as much of the vision as she possibly could.  Her lungs burned.  Her skin was hot and prickly, and the air was so dry that she couldn’t even sweat despite the heat.  Her tongue was thick in her mouth.  She looked down and jumped, startled not to find hands and feet, but a massive set of bear paws planted firmly into the packed dirt of the barn.  Blood smeared the dark fur around the ends of her claws as though she’d already used them to try to get out.  The vision was beginning to fade.  Kelly tried to hold onto it, but it dissipated like a cloud.

      “Um, did this person have a connection to bears in any way?” she asked as she fluttered her eyes and returned to her own thoughts.  “Maybe something he collected or his favorite animal?”

      Hugh’s jaw tightened.  “Why do you ask?”

      She shrugged.  “I saw Daniel as a bear.  It’s probably just symbolic.  A lot of things come through that way.  I don’t always get the message as plain as you would if someone were writing a letter.  A spirit might show me a pan of cranberry walnut muffins because he really liked them or because his grandmother always used to make them, but he can’t tell me exactly why.”

      Now he was sitting up straight on his barstool, and the hand that held his beer was going white at the knuckles.  “Did you say Daniel?”

      “That’s the name he gave me.”  It’d popped into her mind just as clearly as the vision had.  He hadn’t stood there and introduced himself, though.  “I could have it wrong, but I think that’s at least close.  It definitely started with a D.”

      “No.”  He took a long swig of his beer while he stared at the opposite wall of the restaurant.  “You had it right.  Is there anything else?”

      “That’s all I’ve got,” she admitted.

      “Well, thank you.”  He got off the barstool and paused before heading back to his table.  “I appreciate your time.”

      “I hope it helped some.”  Kelly turned her back toward the bar, leaned her elbows on it, and let out a long sigh.  The information came easily, but it wasn’t easy information to handle.  She’d either upset Hugh or told him everything he needed to know.  She’d probably never know which.  The one thing she did know?  Her throat was killing her from the brief time she’d just spent in a burning barn.  Kelly lifted her empty glass.  “You got another one of these ales, Chase?”
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      The headlights of his SUV swept over the trees and the other houses on the drive home.  Hugh had a hard time waiting for the beer in his system to dissipate before he could leave.  He’d wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of there to process all of this.  He’d already had a long day, and digging up his guilt over Daniel didn’t help.

      He tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his entire body tense.  Daniel.  She’d found him.  Just like that.  For the last six months, Hugh had gone over the scenario in his mind.  He’d replayed his drive out to the scene, wondering if there was a clue he’d missed as to why things had happened the way they did.  Daniel was a damn good firefighter.  He knew his stuff, and he was passionate.  He was the sort of man who would fight as hard as possible to save a life, so why couldn’t he save his own?

      There was less time to contemplate it as he swung into the driveway.  Parker’s Chevy was just rumbling to a stop, and Chloe was hopping out of the passenger seat.  She squinted into the headlights and then sagged her shoulders, knowing they were in trouble.

      Hugh put his SUV in its spot right next to the truck.  He barely had his keys out of the ignition before he stepped out.  “What are you doing home so late?  You were supposed to be back at the house over an hour ago.”  He squeezed the keys in his palm, channeling his anger and frustration into the twinge of pain, trying not to let too much of it seep into his voice.

      “We just lost track of time,” Parker explained as he jiggled his own keys and stepped up to the front door.

      “That’s not an excuse, and we’ve been over it.”  Hugh followed his kids into the house.  The living room was warm and familiar, with the old hardwood floor, the soft leather furniture, and the massive fireplace.  There were a few dust bunnies near one corner of the couch, and someone had left a plate on the coffee table.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was home.  “You’ve got a watch, and you’ve got your face glued to your cell phone all day.  You can’t tell me that you lost track of time.  Again.”

      Parker rolled his head back as though Hugh was a complete idiot.  He had the dark curly hair of his mother, and it was starting to get a little too long.  “It’s a Friday night, Dad.  Who cares?”

      “I do,” he reminded him, thunder rolling through his voice and echoing in the house.  “Where were you this late anyway?  Carlton practically rolls up the sidewalks at eight o’clock.”

      Parker exchanged a look with his sister.  Chloe fidgeted as she leaned against the back of the loveseat.  “We were just hanging out with some of the Johnston kids.  No big deal.”  She tried to shrug her shoulders and look casual like Parker did, but she didn’t pull it off so easily.

      “Chloe!” her brother gritted through his teeth, his jaw tight and his dark eyes throwing sparks.

      All of Hugh’s breath escaped his lungs as horror crept over his skin.  It wasn’t as though this was news, but that didn’t make it easier to hear.  He fisted his hand and pounded it gently against his thigh as his bear snarled inside him with the protective instincts of a father and a loyal clan member.  He was barely hanging onto his temper at all now, and he wasn’t even sure he wanted to.  “Those Johnston kids are a bad influence.  You don’t need to be hanging around with them.”

      Parker flung himself toward the kitchen and whisked the fridge door open.  “They’re not bad kids, Dad.  We weren’t doing anything wrong.  You need to chill out.”

      “Chill out?”  Hugh stormed into the kitchen and slammed the fridge door shut as soon as his son was out of the way.  “You need to start learning how to talk to me with respect, and you also need to obey the rules I’ve laid out for you.  I’ve told you before I don’t want you hanging out with them.  That doesn’t mean you can just go doing whatever the hell you want, and it especially doesn’t mean you can drag your little sister along with you!”

      “He didn’t drag me!”  Chloe protested, now standing near the breakfast bar.  “I wanted to go!”

      “You’re not exactly helping your case!” Hugh growled, whipping his head back and forth as he looked from one child to another.  How did they get so out of control?  “Do you not remember those wild parties the Johnston kids were having a few months ago?  The ones where they lured humans into the woods and shifted right in front of them for the sole purpose of scaring them?”

      “I’m the one who told you about that,” Parker snapped.

      “Exactly.  Then you don’t have any excuse to think that these are good people.”  Hugh was beginning to feel desperate.  It was a feeling that came to him more often as soon as he’d become a single parent, and he didn’t like it.  “The Johnstons are nothing but scum.  They’ve hurt a lot of people, including plenty from our own clan.”

      “Your own clan,” Parker taunted.  He was backed up against the sink now, his hands folded in front of his chest and a snarl on his face.  “We’re part of the Johnston clan, too, you know.”

      “That’s exactly my problem!” Hugh exploded.  “Half of your blood is Johnston, and I’ve been trying to help you understand that it doesn’t mean you have to be like them.  I’ve worked hard, often at my own sacrifice, to make sure I could provide you with the best life possible so that you wouldn’t have to resort to their kinds of tactics.  You’re better than that, but you want to make me out to be the bad guy just for giving you every opportunity in life.”

      “And you just want to blame all your problems on Mom,” Parker mumbled.

      Other than a small gasp from Chloe, the room fell deathly silent.  Hugh took a deep breath and then another one.  He could sense their eyes on him as he stared down at the wood grain of the cabinet, trying to decide how to go on from there.  He’d never meant to get angry and yell at them.  Hugh had never dreamed that he’d be a single father with sole custody of his children at forty-seven, which meant he had to play the roles of both father and mother.  He had to be strong and disciplinary but also warm and understanding.  It felt like a difficult balance on even the best days, and right now, it felt impossible.

      “That’s not what’s going on here,” he finally breathed, angry all over again at Tegan for leaving him to raise their children on his own.  “This doesn’t have anything to do with your mom.  It has everything to do with making sure the two of you grow up to be good, responsible people who are functioning members of society.”

      Parker shook his head, refusing to understand.  “We were just hanging out, and you were the one who said we could pick which clan we wanted to be a part of.”

      “Yes, when you’re eighteen,” Hugh reminded him, knowing full well that they’d been over this numerous times before.  Being a parent was a matter of having the same conversation twenty times and still not being heard.  The conversation changed as the kids grew up, but the pattern was the same.  “Until then, you’re my responsibility and you’ll just have to do as I say.  You’re both grounded.”

      “Dad!” Chloe wailed.  “I’m supposed to go shopping with Harmony tomorrow!”

      “Then I guess Harmony will just have to shop with someone else,” Hugh replied.  Anger still raged and pounded inside him, but he felt somewhat better at having dealt with the matter at hand for the moment.  “And Parker, don’t think for a second I’m going to let you go to that track meet, so don’t ask.”

      “You are so unreasonable.”  Parker stormed past him and up the stairs.

      Looking torn between the two of them, Chloe finally followed her brother.  Her chestnut brown hair was the same color that Hugh’s had been, a long time ago before it’d started turning gray.  It shone briefly in the stairwell light before she disappeared toward her room.  Just as she passed out of his view, he noticed how tall she’d gotten this year.

      Hugh turned back toward the empty kitchen.  It was mostly clean, with only a pair of cups in the sink and a few crumbs that’d been left on the counter at breakfast.  Again, he thought he’d done pretty well for a single dad with a full-time job that sometimes required him to run out the door at strange hours.  So why did things suddenly seem so much harder?

      Moving through the kitchen, he stepped out into what used to be a garage.  The converted space had been one of the biggest reasons he and Tegan had bought this house in the first place.  It could be used for almost anything, and at the beginning, it’d been the perfect playroom for the kids.  Now that they were older and had donated all their toys except for the most sentimental ones, Hugh had turned it into a den.  It was the one concession he’d given himself, the one thing he’d done solely for his benefit.

      He sat in the overstuffed chair that faced a large TV, but he didn’t turn it on.  Instead, he looked at the old rolltop desk that’d been his grandfather’s.  On the wall just behind it were several framed black and white photos.  Hugh couldn’t see them well from there, but he didn’t need to in order to remember the details.  He’d memorized his grandfather’s grin as he stood in front of the city’s newest hook-and-ladder, an engine that was state-of-the-art for its time.  Next to it was a large downtown building with flames shooting out its windows.  A man stood on a ladder, reaching into the topmost window to rescue a child.  That was Grandpa, too.

      Hugh sighed.  His father hadn’t been interested in firefighting, but Hugh had dreamed about it throughout his childhood.  As soon as he was old enough, he’d started his training.  He liked the idea of running to the rescue, saving the innocent, and being a hero.

      These days, he didn’t feel like much of a hero at all.  His mate was gone.  His children were rebellious, stubborn things that he hardly knew how to handle.  And then there was Daniel.

      That Kelly woman had been right about his skepticism.  He’d come to The Warehouse thinking it would be nothing but a farce, some hippie with big crystal earrings and a flowing skirt who swore she could see beyond the veil.  Kelly had surprised him with her shy demeanor, and he’d surprised her even more with those deep brown eyes that seemed to look right into his soul.

      The corner of his mouth turned up a little.  Yes, her looks had certainly surprised him.  She was curvy in all the right ways.  Her red hair was completely wild, like a fire out of control.  Kelly had some sort of magnetism about her that he found impossible to resist.  She wasn’t the typical type out on a Friday night looking for a man.  She wasn’t relying on a bunch of eyeliner or a plunging neckline to get someone’s attention, yet she’d certainly grabbed his.  It wasn’t just because of her looks, either.

      He hadn’t wanted to believe her.  She couldn’t possibly know about Daniel, yet everything she’d said had been accurate.  The very fact that she wouldn’t allow him to give her any information had lent itself to her authenticity.  The burning barn.  His name.

      And then she’d mentioned a bear.  She didn’t seem to know that it was Daniel himself, a member of Hugh’s clan.  He could tell Kelly was a human, so unless she were one of the few humans who knew the shifter secret, she’d have no way of knowing.  Hell, even if she did know the shifter secret, that didn’t give her any reason to think Daniel was a bear.
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      “Even in the dark, this place is just gorgeous,” Kelly noted as she and Carrie pulled up the Two Birches Bed and Breakfast.  “I’m so happy for you.  Do you like running it?”

      Carrie smiled as she pulled to a stop alongside the old craftsman-style home.  “It’s different from anything I’ve done before.  I’d miss my practice if I’d quit it to become an innkeeper, so this is a nice balance.”

      “That’s right.  How else would you meet whack jobs like me if you weren’t a relationship therapist?” Kelly joked.  She swung her purse over her shoulder and followed Carrie through the front door.

      “You’re not crazy,” Carrie replied, leading the way into the kitchen.  “Want a glass of Pinot Grigio?”

      It wasn’t like she needed another drink.  Kelly felt like she’d been pounding beers back all night as she delivered messages from the other side, but she found herself in a tired-but-wired state.  “You don’t have to ask me twice.  Hey, you picked the perfect person to open this bed and breakfast with.  These cabinets are beautiful!”  She admired the finely sanded wood and the smooth finish that blew away anything you’d find at a home improvement store.

      Carrie’s smile grew as she took two glasses from the cabinet.  “I can’t argue with you on that.  Pax is really something.  Sometimes, he gets so lost in a project that he’d miss dinner if I didn’t go bug him, but it always means he’s turning out something great.”  She handed Kelly a glass of wine.

      She studied the pale, cold liquid.  “The two of you are very lucky to have each other.  And to have found each other, for that matter.  I was a little concerned when you said you were moving up here from Sacramento, even if that meant we’d be closer together.  It was a big change, but it looks like it paid off.”

      Carrie fished the remains of a charcuterie board out of the fridge and set it on the counter between them.  She raised an eyebrow as she picked up a cube of cheese.  “Perhaps I won’t be the only one.  It looked like there was quite the spark between you and Hugh tonight.”

      Kelly felt her cheeks turn as red as her hair and silently tried to blame it on the alcohol.  She’d certainly thought Hugh was hot, but at forty-nine, she noticed attractiveness in someone the same way she saw a flower or a sunset.  It was nice to look at and appreciate, but that was about as far as it went.  “It wasn’t a spark.  It was just business.  He wanted me to communicate with a dead guy, which is exactly what I was there for, as I recall.”

      Her friend pressed her lips together and tipped her head back a little.  “Are you sure that’s all that was going on?  Because even from the other side of the room, I swore I could sense the intensity between you two as you stared into each other’s eyes.”

      Kelly chewed thoughtfully on a strawberry.  After Hugh had gone back to his table, she’d spent some time analyzing what had just happened between them.  He had those incredible eyes, and his presence practically enveloped her.  His broad shoulders made her want to climb up his chest and wrap her arms around his neck, which was the most interest she’d shown in a man in a long time.  She still wondered what the bear symbolism in his session had meant, but she knew that spirits didn’t always come through directly. “I mean, it can be a pretty intense moment when you reach into someone’s past through a soul.  As a matter of fact, that’s exactly why I’m never doing another little performance piece like that.  I thought I’d die of embarrassment!”

      “You were fantastic!” Carrie urged.  “I know you were a little shy about it, but didn’t you see how everyone was eating it up?  They were all hoping they’d be the next person you’d pick.”

      Satisfied that she’d deftly changed the subject, Kelly nodded.  “I guess there’s that.  Just don’t tell my kids, okay?”

      Carrie frowned.  “Don’t tell me they still don’t think your talents are real.”

      “I believe the last thing my son Derek said to me about it was that if I was so determined to make this a part of my life, I should try to get my own TV show and rake in a bunch of cash.”  She shook her head.  “I know I ought to be proud of him for going into finance and doing so well with his money, but he drives me crazy when everything is about the almighty dollar.  I guess I can’t blame him, considering how much we struggled when he was little.”

      “Exes, right?”  Carrie twisted her lips.  “Not that they should matter anymore once they’re exes.”

      “They definitely don’t.”  Kelly raised her glass and clinked it against her friend’s.  “All three of mine can kiss my luscious ass.  I’m sure they all think I missed out, but they don’t realize I’m much happier with my cats, plants, and knitting needles.  The only balls I want to see these days are in my yarn stash.”  She downed a swig of the wine.

      Carrie’s Pinot nearly shot through her nose as she laughed, but then she tipped her head to the side thoughtfully.  “Your exes…”

      “The ones that ought to rot in hell?  What about them?”  Kelly wasn’t particularly sure that she even wanted to know.  For the most part, she tried not to think about them at all.  Her kids were grown.  She had a steady job with benefits doing administrative work for Renick Technical Labs. They even let her work from home, which meant she had the luxury of having a cat on her desk or her lap while she typed away.  No one was around to bother her, need her, or wonder why she hadn’t made them breakfast.

      “I was just thinking—and I’m sorry, because I know as well as you do that this is the therapist in me coming out—but is that why you aren’t interested in Hugh?” Carrie asked.  “I know you said you were just doing the same thing with him as you were with everyone else, and being a medium means you get closer to people than one might think.  But there was definitely some chemistry there.  I could sense it.”

      Kelly opened her mouth, planning to crush the idea instantly.  She didn’t need anyone in her life, and it was simpler to keep it that way.  She also knew, though, that this was what Carrie did for a living.  “He’s hot, and he seems nice enough.  But I don’t want to mess up what I’ve got.  Not everyone has to be with someone to be happy.”

      “I know.  I just have to wonder if there’s something there you’ve missed.  I know I wasn’t too certain myself when I met Pax.  I thought I was a complete failure.  What kind of couples’ counselor ends up divorced?  How could anyone ever take me seriously again?  He caught me off-guard, but I think it was all for the best.”  Carrie propped her elbow on the counter and her chin in her hand, smiling.  “Do you know, he carved our initials in a heart on the underside of the stair rail?”

      “What?  Get out.”  Kelly couldn’t imagine any man—especially one who seemed so macho—doing such a romantic thing.  “Is he from a Hallmark movie or something?”

      “Come here,” Carrie laughed.  “I’ll show you.”  She led the way out to the main area of the house, with its stunning original trim work and hardwood floor.  Carrie turned around, sat on the third step, and laid back.  “Right there.”

      Kelly followed suit, easily finding the little carving in the custom rail.  “I’ll be damned.  You’re lucky, Carrie.  You really are.  But I don’t want you to worry about me or try to hook me up with anyone.”

      “You sure?  I’ve met all sorts of eligible men since I moved here, and I’ve already weeded out the crazy ones for you,” she laughed.

      Kelly laughed, too.  “I’ll keep that in mind, but I’d hate to disappoint all the eligible bachelors of Carlton.  I’m only going to be here for a few days, after all, and I wouldn’t want to leave them pining away for me once I head home to Hillsboro.  For now, though, I think I’m going to head to bed.  You’ve finally worn me out.”  She pushed up off the stair, feeling an annoying tweak of pain in her lower back.

      “Same here.  I’ve got a couple of clients first thing in the morning, but we can hang out after that.”

      “Works for me.”

      Kelly retreated to her room.  Carrie had given her one all the way at the end of the hall, where the gabled roof made for a nice high wall on one end of the room that was filled with windows.  She had to admit that not a detail was spared.  The huge bed was covered with a handmade quilt.  A smaller version of that same quilt was draped over the wooden rocking chair in the corner.  Vintage furniture provided plenty of space for putting her clothes away while she was there, and the original closet had been converted into a small but well-appointed bathroom.  She had the utmost privacy and felt completely at home.  It was no wonder Carrie and Pax stayed booked all the time.

      Swapping her clothes for flannel pajama bottoms and an old t-shirt, she snuggled under the covers and flipped on the TV, figuring she’d distract herself with some bad reality show before she drifted off.

      Instead, her mind drifted to Hugh.  She tried to push the thoughts away, but it was hard to ignore the way he’d looked at her.  Sure, he had a question.  It was obviously one that weighed heavily on him, considering it was about a crime.  That would make anyone intense.  That would make anyone lean a little closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne and see the smokiness of his eyes.

      Something inside her core stirred, reminding her of her youth.  Now she knew for sure she’d had too much to drink.  “I’m in a strange city, in a strange bed, and I just showed off my secret talent to dozens of strangers.  Of course I’m feeling different.”

      But it was easy to imagine what it might feel like to have Hugh’s arms around her.  She closed her eyes as she imagined him right there next to her underneath the quilt.  She traced her hands up his arms to his naked chest while his leg rubbed against hers.

      “Damn it, Kelly.  Stop.”  She snuggled deeper under the covers and took a deep breath.

      She was comfortable.  That was the thing.  It wasn’t just the physical comfort of being on a soft mattress in a cozy house.  It was a mental and emotional comfort, a certain type of safety that only came with being single.  Though it was far too easy to imagine how comfortable it’d be to snuggle up to Hugh, it was also easy to imagine what life would be like when he finally decided he didn’t want her anymore.  It would either be direct, with a sudden talk at the kitchen table that ended in tears, or a more subtle and slower pushing away.  The result was the same, and it’d already happened three times.  There was no point in ruining what she had for the sake of a few hot nights.  She’d forgiven, but not forgotten.
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      Hugh pressed the accelerator harder as he flew down the curvy roads toward The Warehouse.  Tension knotted his shoulders and stiffened his joints, even though his day hadn’t been all that hard.  There’d been a small kitchen fire later in the afternoon, which was far more than the homeowner could handle, but amounted to only a few minutes' work for the team.  In fact, it took them longer to get their equipment put away and the truck ready for the next call than it did to extinguish the flames and make sure everyone was safe.  The family would definitely need a new stove, and a few cabinets would need to be replaced, but it was small potatoes compared to some of the blazes he’d seen.

      Not having anything to do with his hands and body meant his mind was on overdrive.  He’d paced the firehouse as his mind whirled, constantly returning to two people.

      In the six months since Daniel had passed, there was rarely a day Hugh didn’t think of him.  The case had been put to bed, dubbed an accident by the local authorities, but Hugh knew better.  Daniel was an outstanding firefighter.  He was passionate about his job, and he was no slacker when it came to safety.  There was no way he could’ve died in that fire, not unless something had gone terribly wrong.  Clearly, something had, but Daniel wasn’t around to tell Hugh what it was.

      But there was one person who just might be able to help.  Kelly was unlike any woman he’d ever met.  Though she’d stumbled over her words a bit while giving her readings at The Warehouse, she had a certain magnetism.  Maybe it was because she had so many spirits around her.  It was also just as likely that the shy, uncomfortable act was a way of disarming people, hoping they’d set down their criticism of her talent.

      The curve in the road came faster than he anticipated, and he quickly slowed before turning into The Warehouse’s parking lot.  Only a few cars gathered there that early afternoon, though Hugh knew it’d be packed later that night.  With its cozy setting and handcrafted interior, the brewery was more inviting to customers in the autumn months than the light and airy wineries were, and Hugh was glad to know his clanmate was doing so well.

      Chase lifted a hand when Hugh burst through the door.  “Hey!  I just poured a frosty mug of one of my latest brews to try out.  Want to join me?  You’ll be the first, so you get to tell me if it sucks before anyone else.”

      Hugh’s eyes skimmed over the small group in the corner.  A couple of them had glanced his way when he came in, but they quickly returned to their conversation.  “Thanks, but I can’t today.  I plan to be hitting the road again in just a couple of minutes.”

      Chase’s brows wrinkled over his dark blue eyes.  “Aw, come on, man.  You ought to at least give yourself a few minutes for a beer or one of Drew’s hot sandwiches.  He’s got some awesome things coming out of the kitchen these days, more than I thought we’d ever be able to do here.”

      “I’ll take you up on that another time, but I just need to chat with you for a minute,” Hugh explained.  He’d been trying to think of the best way to bring this up, but it would sound weird no matter how he phrased it.  He might as well just come right out and say it.  If there was anything he’d learned in life, it was that hesitating didn’t usually pay off.  “I need to ask you about Kelly, the woman who was here doing the medium stuff the other night.”

      “Oh, yeah?”  A slow smile crept over Chase’s face.  “I thought I noticed some sparks flying between the two of you.”

      “What?”  That threw him completely off-guard.  He’d thought about those deep brown eyes and tempting curves of hers—a lot.  No doubt, she’d stirred something inside his bear, too, but surely because she provided an unexpected connection to Daniel.  “I was just asking her some questions about someone I know who passed away.”

      “Someone,” Chase repeated, knowing full well who he was talking about.  “Well, that may be, but she didn’t look nearly as intense talking to anyone else.”

      “Damn it, Chase!  That’s not what this is about.”  His heart twisted inside his chest, and his bear was churning even deeper inside him as he tried to talk about Kelly.  It was best to get right down to the matter at hand.  “I just want to ask her a little more about what she told me.  Since she performed here, I thought you might be able to tell me how I can get a hold of her.”

      “I see.”  Chase took a sip of the new brew, rolled it around on his tongue a moment, and swallowed.  “So you’re asking me to help you get her digits.”

      “For fuck’s sake!”  Hugh slapped his hand down on the bar, making a few people from the other side of the room glance over.

      “All right.  Sorry.  I was just giving you a hard time because it sure as hell seemed like something was going on between you guys.  I can tell you she lives up in Hillsboro, but she’s good friends with Carrie, and she’s staying at the B&B while she’s in town.  Does that help?”

      “Yes.  Thank you.”  Hugh took a deep breath, realizing that he’d overreacted.  “Sorry about all that.”

      “It’s not a problem.  I know men act a little goofy when they’re in love.  Hey, now.”  He put his hands up when Hugh growled at him, but he still had that mischievous grin on his face.  “I’m just messing with you.”

      Hugh shook his head.  “All right, I should get going.  Maybe next time, I’ll try one of those sandwiches.”  Chase could be just as much of a brat as Parker sometimes, but Hugh knew his heart was in the right place.  “Thanks again, buddy.”  He padded out of The Warehouse, got back behind the wheel, and headed to the other side of town.

      Chase’s words echoed in his head as he drove, and he tried to shake them off.  He wasn’t trying to hook up with Kelly.  It was a simple matter of contacting her to book a session and find out more from Daniel.  Hell, he could simply pop in and leave a message with Pax or Carrie, asking Kelly to call him.  There was no harm in that, right?

      Of course, that was only the logical side of him talking.  The other part of him that Chase had so intuitively tapped into had plenty of other ideas in mind.  Kelly was kind and warm.  She was gentle even when she had uncomfortable messages to deliver from the other side, and she seemed to truly care about both the people who’d passed on and their living loved ones who were waiting to hear from them.

      Despite how shy and awkward she’d seemed at the beginning of the night, she’d been very direct with him.  She’d flat out told him that she knew he wasn’t ready to hear everything, and that was admirable.  If Kelly were doing this just for money, she never would’ve refused him.

      Hugh tightened his grip on the wheel as he thought back to those brief moments with her at The Warehouse.  Something had been there, whether he wanted to admit it or not.  He’d found himself wanting to get closer to her, to lean a little further in.  She smelled of citrus and flowers, fresh and clean—not what he would’ve expected from someone who talked to ghosts.  He felt as though anything she said would be right from the heart.

      “Stop it,” he grumbled to himself as he slowed for the next turn.  It didn’t matter that he was attracted to her.  He’d already screwed up once when he’d had strong feelings for a woman, which was exactly why he was a single father.  He wasn’t about to mess up what he’d worked so hard to build for Chloe and Parker just because he hadn’t gotten any action in a while.

      That didn’t mean it would hurt to get to know Kelly a little better.

      At Two Birches, a homemade sign had been hung from the front door.  “Welcome!  Come on in!”  He glared at it in all its cheerfulness before slowly turning the knob.  He’d just leave a note with Carrie and be gone.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t going to be that simple.  The living room was full of people, and every single one of them turned to look at him as he walked in.  He didn’t recognize most of them.  An older couple sat near the fireplace, which wasn’t lit at the moment but probably would be later that evening.  They were grinning as they chatted with another couple, no doubt giving them advice on making a marriage last forever or something cheesy like that.  Carrie was perched in a wingback chair nearby, playing the host and looking happy.

      Then there was Kelly.  She had her back to him when he walked in, but there was no mistaking that wild red hair.  His fingers itched to touch her, a sensation he hadn’t felt about a woman in a very long time.  When she turned to look at him and the corner of her mouth quirked up, he felt his heart drop down into his boots.

      It was Carrie who stood to greet him.  “Hugh!  How nice to see you.  What can I do for you?”

      It was easy to get used to having humans in the clan when they were so accepting of them all.  Carrie had easily made friends with the rest of the shifters in the Thompson clan once she and Pax had gotten together.  For the most part, Hugh found her easy to be around.  Right now, though, he found himself forgetting how to talk.  “I, uh, was hoping to talk to Kelly, actually.”

      Kelly stood, dressed in a caramel brown cowl neck sweater and leggings.  No long witchy dress or glittering robes.  She was just a regular person, yet his bear practically leaped out of him as he took her in.  She looked curvy and warm, the sort of person he could snuggle up with in front of the fireplace well into the night.  When she smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkled pleasantly.  “Hey.”

      “Hi.  Um…”  He lost himself as he looked at her.  Hugh knew it was ridiculous, yet his eyes were frozen on her face and his words seemed to be stuck in his throat.  He cleared it in an effort to summon them.  “I was just wondering if we could talk sometime about…what we talked about the other night.”  He finished the sentence in a rush, not wanting to say it all out loud with everyone watching.

      Fortunately, Kelly seemed to understand exactly what he meant.  “I’ve got some time right now, if you’re available.”

      Relief washed over him.  She didn’t tell him that she’d already delivered the message from Daniel and there was nothing else.  Hugh realized he’d been worried about that, hoping for more but afraid it simply didn’t exist.  He looked at the big clock over the mantel, but the time didn’t register with him.  “I can do that.”

      “Um,” Kelly bit her lip before she headed toward the stairs.  “Why don’t you come up here?”

      He followed her, taking in the scent of her citrus and floral perfume as they ascended the stairs.  Damn Chase for having things right.  He couldn’t say what any other woman smelled like, and he longed to nuzzle his nose into the curve of her neck beneath her soft curls to inhale it more deeply.

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she let him into her room.  “I guess this is kind of awkward, but it’s the only private place I have for the moment.  I figured you didn’t want to broadcast everything in front of all the guests.  What exactly do you want to talk about?”  She gestured toward a quaint seating area near the window.

      Hugh sat, though he was undeniably aware of the bed just a few feet away.  This was just the room she was staying in for now, but it was filled with her scent.  His bear was whipping into a wild frenzy now.  What did he want to talk about?  The fact that she drove him crazy?  That he’d dreamed of her?  That he wanted to put his arms around her waist, feel the curve of her hips, and graze his teeth along her neck?

      “I just wanted to see if you could relay anything else from Daniel,” he forced himself to say.  It was true, even though being alone with her there was incredibly distracting.  “I know you said that was all there was, but I thought—I hoped—maybe I could make an appointment with you or something and see if there was more.  I’ll pay whatever the price is.”

      The tip of her tongue darted out to touch her lips and sent a shiver of pleasure down his spine.  She glanced off to the side, toward the window, before her gaze returned to him.  “There’s no charge, but I need to be honest with you about something.”

      Hugh hadn’t been able to sit with his back against the upholstery.  He was too tense, and he leaned forward a little further.  “About what?”

      Now her head tipped to the other side, and she sighed.  He felt her breath on his arm, a brief swirl of air that felt surprisingly intimate.  “I don’t normally do this kind of thing professionally.  I just have this freakish ability, and my friend Carrie thought I should let it out of the closet, so to speak.  I’m sorry.  I’m sure you don’t want to hear me ramble on about my backstory, but I want you to know that I might not be the best person for the job.  I’m sure there are much more experienced mediums out there.”

      He ran the tip of his fingernail across the denim of his jeans to keep himself from reaching out and grabbing her hands.  Hugh wanted to convince her that she was wrong, even though he knew nothing about talking to spirits.  He wanted to tell her she was incredibly talented, she shouldn’t doubt herself so much, and that he believed in her.  “Daniel has already spoken to you,” he said softly.  “That has to mean something.”

      “It might,” she admitted.  “I just don’t want to get your hopes up if I can’t actually help.  I’m willing to try, though.  I know he’s here, and he seems eager to talk.  I just can’t guarantee how much will come through.”

      This time his heart jumped for a different reason.  If Daniel was there, maybe he was trying just as hard to help Hugh understand what happened as Hugh was to find out.  “I’d appreciate anything you can get.”

      “All right, then.  Let’s see what we can find out.”  Kelly took a deep breath that made her chest heave pleasantly.  She looked just over Hugh’s shoulder, her eyes focusing in the distance.  Her hands relaxed on her lap, and she was silent for a long time.

      It was easy for Hugh to be patient, even though he was anxious to know what was happening.  There was plenty for him to do as he admired her.  She wasn’t a shifter, so she didn’t give him the same sort of reaction that Tegan had all those years ago when they’d gotten together.  He’d wanted his ex-wife with an animalistic desperation that he couldn’t fight, their inner beasts communicating on an intrinsic level.  Kelly had no animal side for his to reach out to, yet he could feel her just the same.  As the sun slowly sank outside and cast a golden glow over her face, being there with her gave him the feeling of being at home.  She melted away the strain and agitation of working all day and trying to raise two teenagers by himself.

      “I’m outside the barn this time,” Kelly said softly, breaking the silence between them.  “I can see the fire.  It’s not that bad yet—or at least, not as bad as what I saw last time.  It looks like it’s just on the backside of the barn.”

      Some of the tension came back to him now.  His muscles tightened as he stared at her face, willing the information to come to her.  Was there any way Daniel could understand what he wanted to know?  He wasn’t sure.  “Can you tell what set it on fire?”

      “I’m not thinking about that.  It doesn’t matter right now.”

      Hugh frowned.  Doesn’t matter?  How could it not?  Getting a fire put out was always the main concern, but Hugh knew that he and the other firefighters often had a clue as to how a blaze ignited in the first place.

      “I’m more concerned about the person inside.”  Her voice trembled slightly.  “There are a bunch of people standing outside, near the front of the barn.  They’re telling me that someone is trapped inside and needs my help.”

      A wave of horror and realization ran over his skin and left him cold.  That at least explained why he’d run into a burning building.  He would’ve done anything to save someone from dying in a fire.  They all would.  But the official reports had shown that no one was in that barn when it collapsed other than Daniel.  There also hadn’t been any witnesses.

      “I’m running inside.  My lungs are already burning before I’m in there…”  She trailed off and then blinked.  Her gaze focused on his face once again.  “That’s all.  He’s not showing me anything else.  I’m sorry.”

      “That’s all right.  It’s more than what I had before.”  Hugh rubbed a hand over his face.  He had a lot to think about, particularly how he would bring this up to the chief so they could start hunting down the witnesses they never knew about.
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      Kelly could see the disappointment on Hugh’s face, though the light had faded considerably since she’d brought him up to her room.  She reached over and pulled the chain on the lamp, casting a warm yellow glow over the both of them.  “I’m really sorry,” she repeated, suddenly embarrassed for all of it.  She never should’ve done that stupid event at The Warehouse, because all she’d done for this man was open up old wounds that she couldn’t fix.  And she definitely shouldn’t have brought him up to her room.  It was too intimate of a setting, and it only made her think about Carrie’s comments.

      She’d tried to deny that she had any attraction to him, but Hugh was handsome.  With his chiseled jawline and broad shoulders—not to mention the fact that he was an actual firefighter—he probably wouldn’t be interested in a crazy cat lady hermit.

      “What makes you think you have anything to be sorry for?” he asked as he leaned forward a little.

      Kelly realized just how close they were.  The storm in his eyes had calmed, and now the grayness that looked at her was sweater-soft.  Her blood pumped through her body a little too fast, making her dizzy.  Her mouth and tongue moved a few times before she could make them form any real words.  “I just wish that I had more to tell you.  At least I feel more confident in what I picked up on this time, since I saw him as a human and not a bear,” she joked, hoping to make him feel better.

      His mouth curled up a little, which gave his face a completely different look than the stern one he normally carried.  She was starting to think that maybe he wasn’t quite like that at all.

      It made Kelly recall what an intimidating man he’d been at first.  He looked like he would start throwing out orders left and right, but Hugh had come to her humbly, asking for help.

      “Tell me about yourself, Kelly,” he said, his deep voice rumbling through the room.

      “Me?” she replied breathlessly, unsure if she’d heard correctly.  “There’s not much to say.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true,” he replied.  He finally relaxed against the back of the chair.  The small amount of space it created between the two of them felt like a mile.  His gaze was steady as he focused on her.  “I mean, a woman who can communicate with the dead?  You must have an exciting life.”

      “Not really.”  She shook her head and looked at the floor, feeling a flush bloom over her cheeks.  This was exactly why she didn’t care for dating.  She didn’t like talking about herself or trying to convince anyone she was all that interesting.  At least with Hugh, she knew he was just being nice.  It didn’t matter if she made herself sound like a rockstar.  “I work from home doing administrative work, and the rest of the time I spend with Waldo and Wenda.”

      “Your children?”

      “My cats.”

      “Thank god,” he said with a laugh.  “I can’t imagine how much they’d get made fun of in school.”

      If his deep voice had been enough to make her aware of every part of her body, then his laugh was enough to set it on fire.  “When I first got Waldo, I’d come home every day and have to find the damn cat because he was always hiding somewhere different.  The name followed naturally after that, and then I got Wenda about a year later.  She wasn’t nearly as shy, but the names were too cute to pass up.  I do have three grown kids, but I think their names are better than that.”

      “I’m sure.  I agonized over the names of my kids.  I spent far too long thinking about all the ways that kids could turn their potential names into some bad word or body part,” he reflected, that hint of a smile still playing on his lips.

      She could feel her body relaxing.  There was just something pleasant about his company.  She’d already given him what he asked for by reaching out to Daniel again, but she found she didn’t want him to leave.  Not yet, anyway.  So much of her time was spent alone, and there was a certain comfort in this man that she couldn’t quite explain.  “How old are they?”

      “Parker is seventeen, and Chloe is fifteen.”

      Kelly sucked in a breath through pursed lips.  “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      He laughed again, sending a surge of energy throughout her body.  “Yeah, and I’m raising them alone.”

      “Doubly sorry then,” she laughed as well, the easy comfort she felt with him growing more exciting.  “Been there, done that.  They’re awful little beasts at that age, but there’s still a bit of that childlike need for you inside them.  Sometimes I wish I could go back to that age myself and do whatever I want all day.”

      Hugh nodded.  “It would be nice, wouldn’t it?  When all you had to worry about was a math test or who you would ask to the dance that week?”

      “There’s got to be a hint of that youth still in you,” she countered.  “Don’t all little boys want to grow up to be firefighters?  Being heroes while they put out flames all over town?”

      “Or starting them, if I get the chance.”  His eyes roved up over her hair and then glided down her body.  It was just a look, but he might as well have been touching her with those big hands of his.  “Once in a great while, someone happens to start one in me.”

      She swallowed, her throat thick.  It’d been too long, and she was out of practice.  Hell, she thought she’d closed up shop for good.  She’d always been awkward around the opposite sex, and for a moment, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to pull enough air into her lungs to reply.  “So what do you do when that happens?  Break out the firehose?”

      He laughed.  “Maybe.”  They were close now, having pulled together like magnets while they talked.  “Sometimes, I like to fan the flames and see where it goes.”

      Well, shit.  She couldn’t say exactly how it happened, and later, she’d debate with herself over who made the first move.  Either way, their lips were tangling, slow and tentative at first.  He was soft and velvety, so much different from the hard exterior he projected.  His fingers gently skimmed the curve just above her hips, and Kelly felt herself melting into him.  Her head had always commanded her body, but right now, it wasn’t listening to anything as it leaned firmly into what it wanted.  They were standing now, leaving the hindrance of the chairs behind them.  Her lips parted as she wondered just how far this would go.

      Hugh was more than happy to show her.  He deepened the kiss, meeting her tongue with his in slow, seductive swirls.  His hands curled around her and pulled her closer, and Kelly felt the strength and desire in his body.  He smelled of sandalwood with just the tiniest hint of smoke, and the heady combination easily added fuel to the fire that was burning inside her.

      He pulled back, just far enough to look down into her deep brown eyes.  They stood like that for a moment, and Kelly knew she was completely hypnotized.  Hugh devoured her with those deep gray irises of his, telling her everything he wanted to do to her with little more than a look.  Kelly felt the hunger awakening deep inside her, and she knew her eyes were telling him yes.  She wanted this more than she ever had with another man, even when she was young and dumb and didn’t bother to think about consequences.  Right now, the only consequences she was concerned about were those she’d suffer if she turned him away, if she took her hands off that rock-hard chest of his and headed for the door.

      Kelly ran her hands up his muscular arms and around the back of his neck, her fingernails spreading through his salt and pepper hair as their lips crashed together once again.  He let out a moan that echoed in her mouth and nearly made her lose control of her knees.  She leaned against him, reveling in the way his body felt against her breasts.

      His hands raced down her generous backside and cupped it firmly before they reached up for the hem of her sweater.  Warm and seductive, they moved slowly up her back, the pads of his fingers pressing in as he took his delight in the shape of her.  She let out a shy giggle against his lips as he expertly unclasped the four hooks of her bra, bringing his hands around to the front.  Kelly pulled herself back a little to give him room to explore, and she could barely concentrate on kissing him with the way he skimmed his thumbs over her nipples.

      Her core was alight with electricity, making her skin far more sensitive than usual.  Kelly felt the soft lambswool of her sweater over her bare breasts, and the arousal of it made her bold.  She raked her fingers down his back and just under his shirt to find the waistband of his jeans.  Slowly, Kelly traced the thick denim around to the front, lingering near the zipper.  She slowly worked at the button, the hardness underneath straining at the fabric.  His kisses grew deeper and more desperate as she pressed the back of her finger along his length, and a growl issued from deep in his throat.  God.  He was a man in every sense of the word, and she felt that rusty spring coiling to life inside her core for the first time in ages.

      Hugh obviously felt the same, because when he broke their kiss and stepped back, it was only far enough to pull her sweater over her head.  Kelly flicked her bra to the side, relieved that she’d worn a newer one that day.  The underwire made a thud as it hit the lampshade, and she reached over to pull the chain.

      “Don’t.”  He grabbed her hand and brought it to his chest, his eyes so intense, they were now nearly black.  Something had changed in him since they’d started kissing, something that made him seem less like a human and more like some wild beast.  “I want to see you.”

      Kelly blushed as she felt her desire ratchet up another notch.  She reached for his zipper, and the next thing she knew, they were falling onto the bed together.  Every inch of her skin was alive, ready to feel his against it.  His chest was covered in a silky soft layer of hair, and she arched toward him to feel as much of it as possible.  She slid her leg up and down the side of his, thinking she might die of ecstasy right then and there.

      He bent his head to kiss her again, tickling her tongue with his as he ground his length against her.  She moaned and rocked her hips, ready for him, aching for him.  His weight on top of her was deliriously pleasant, and with every stroke he made, she wanted to grab his waist and thrust him inside.

      When he finally entered her, he trembled as he moved deeper, groaning as he reached the hilt.  Kelly wrapped her legs around him and matched the long, languorous rhythm of his hips to her own.  She threw her head back into the down pillows, overwhelmed at the sheer delight of him.

      Her legs were already starting to spasm as her body looked for some way to release the passion that threatened to overflow.  Her breath came heavily, and she knew it wouldn’t be long.  Hugh plunged further as he bent his head to pull her breast into his mouth, and she was undone.  Kelly fought not to scream as wave after wave coursed through her.  She felt his body responding in kind, which only sent more ripples of intense gratification spreading to her limbs.

      Hugh pressed his forehead against hers for a moment before he rolled off to the side.  They lay there together, catching their breath.

      Kelly stared up at the unfamiliar ceiling.  Did that actually happen? If her body wasn’t still humming with satisfaction, she would’ve thought it was just a dream.
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      Hugh let out a long breath.  He hadn’t been able to get Kelly off his mind, and that was exactly why he was returning to the Two Birches Bed and Breakfast the next day.  His attraction for Kelly had been so deep and needful that it’d even overshadowed the information she’d given him about Daniel.  He’d managed to look through the case file to see if there was a note about witnesses that he’d missed before, but that was it.  If he wanted to find anything else out, he’d need to get August involved.  The fire chief was a good guy, but he wouldn’t crack a case back open just because Hugh had supposedly gotten a tip from their late comrade’s spirit.

      Because of that, his mind had readily wandered right back to Kelly.  The way she’d felt in his arms made him question things about himself, things he’d always known to be true.  Tegan had been his mate.  There were times when a shifter would find a second mate, someone who matched their soul in that undeniable bond, but he’d barely given a thought to it being a possibility for him.  After all, he had kids to raise.  A relationship of any kind was out of the question.  He could put himself through the ups and downs of wondering if what he had with Kelly was meant to be, but he wouldn’t drag Parker and Chloe along for the ride.  They’d already been through too much.

      As he pulled up in front of the bed and breakfast, he spotted Kelly right away.  She was loading a small suitcase into the back of a red hatchback.  His heart clenched as he realized she was leaving, but then it let go.  Maybe this was why he was willing to take a risk with her.  She didn’t live there.  He couldn’t possibly leave Carlton without giving up his job, his home, and making his kids switch schools.  All of that was impossible, so Kelly was a safe risk.  She was fun, but whatever they did together couldn’t actually lead anywhere.

      He hated the heaviness that sank into his bones at that realization.

      Hugh pulled up next to her and got out.  “Trying to get away from me as quickly as possible?” he teased.

      She smiled shyly at him, her eyes barely meeting his as she arranged a few things in the trunk.  “I’ve got to get back to the cats tonight.  Waldo and Wenda are being very kindly cared for by my neighbor, but I’m sure they’re going to dig up all my potted plants if they have to go another day without being constantly coddled.”

      He leaned against his vehicle, trying to decide if she was avoiding eye contact because she was ashamed of what they’d done or because that was just the way she was.  Considering they’d parted amicably the night before, he hoped it was the latter.  The only way to find out was to ask.  It was the reason he’d driven over there, after all.  “Do you think they’d last a couple more hours?  I was wondering if you’d come back to my place for dinner.”

      “Dinner?”  She looked up as she closed the trunk.  She left her hand on it, looking confused.

      While he absolutely wouldn’t mind if things went the same direction they’d gone the night before, the offer had been genuine.  “Yeah.  I’ve been thinking about what you’ve done for me with Daniel.  I know you said there was no charge, but I’d like to repay you—at least in a small way—for giving me a few more pieces of the puzzle.  Well, and for not thinking I was nuts when I said I wanted to talk to him.”

      Kelly laughed, which drained some of the uncertainty from her face.  “I’d be a pretty bad medium if I thought everyone else was crazy for wanting to talk to dead people.”

      “I suppose that’s true, but I still appreciate what you did.  What do you say?  I’m not a five-star chef, but I do have a couple of salmon filets thawed.”  Hugh found himself wondering how much was too much.  He wanted to walk straight up her, grab her by the waist, and kiss her deeply.  After what they’d already done together, it wasn’t as though that was a stretch of the imagination. But their earlier tryst had been behind closed doors, and now they were out in the driveway where anyone who drove by or looked out one of the windows could see them.  It wasn’t the same, and he knew it.

      “When?”

      “Right now.”  He gestured toward his SUV.  “Your chariot awaits.”

      She glanced from the bed and breakfast to the car and back again.  “Well, I guess I do have to eat regardless.  Give me a second to let Carrie know I’ll be leaving my car here.”

      As she headed toward the house, Hugh felt his body relax.  It was just dinner.  Still, he felt a deep sense of satisfaction rising from his bear at knowing she’d be coming back to his place.  It only grew when she came back out and hopped into the passenger side.

      “You know, you don’t have to feel obligated to pay me back,” she said as he backed out of the driveway.  “As I mentioned, I don’t do this professionally.  Or at least not yet.”

      “You’re going to?”

      Kelly shrugged a little.  “Carrie is encouraging me to, anyway.  I guess I’ve complained a few times too many about my job being boring.  It isn’t gratifying work, but it pays the bills.  I’m not sure I’d want to give up a steady paycheck for something that might not work out.”

      “I can understand that.”  And he definitely could.  He knew that every interaction he had with Kelly right now was a risk.  Even a dinner that was simply a favor in return for her help could be the end of him.  His bear was certainly pushing him toward her, lashing out whenever he wasn’t near her, and only satisfied when he had her close by.  So far, he’d refused to admit there was a potential for the two of them to be more than just a one-night stand.  What if he dove in and his life turned upside down again?

      They chatted as they drove, and Hugh felt himself begin to relax.  He enjoyed just being with her, and he could appreciate their time a little more if he took the pressure off himself.  He pulled into the driveway and noticed the living room light was on.  Great.  The kids had gone to their Aunt Ava’s.  She was the only member of the Johnston clan whom Hugh trusted, and he often suspected the kids went as an excuse to be with their mom’s side of the family.  Either way, it meant he didn’t need to make arrangements to get them out of the house for the night, and they wouldn’t be questioning what he was doing while they were gone.  Hugh just wished they hadn’t left half the lights on in the house.

      “This is a nice place,” Kelly noted as she got out.  “It’s very secluded out here on the edge of town.”

      He felt his bear moving inside him again, agreeing with Kelly about just how alone they were.  Anything could happen that night.  They could have dinner, or maybe they’d let the salmon burn while he carried her up to his bedroom to pick up where they’d left off the night before.  The underside of his skin shivered as he fought the beast down, reminding it that this was no time to come out and play.  “It makes for a bit of a drive into town, but I like it this way.”

      “Have you lived here long?”

      He flipped his keys around until he had the right one and stuck it in the deadbolt.  He hadn’t realized just how intimate it would feel to bring her to his home, and now he felt an animalistic possession coming over him.  She was a human.  He barely knew her.  It shouldn’t feel like this, yet it did.  “Quite some time, actually.  I…oh.  Hey, kids.”

      Hugh stopped short in the foyer.  The living room light was on, just as he’d noticed from the driveway.  So was the television, and Parker and Chloe were sitting right in front of it.  Frozen with horror, Hugh fought to find his voice again.  “I thought you were going to your aunt’s house tonight.”

      Chloe was lying on the couch with her feet up over the back.  It was exactly what he’d asked her not to do, and she slowly took them down as she finished a text message.  “She got called in to work, so we came home.”

      “You could’ve told me so I’d know where you’d be.  Where’s your truck?”

      Parker was leaning forward, his elbows braced on his knees as he stared at his phone.  “Tucker and I are taking a load of firewood over to Mrs. Porter’s house tomorrow, so we took it around back to load it up.”  He glanced up at his father for a brief second and then back down at his phone.  Slowly, he lifted his gaze back up.  His entire body went stiff.

      Shit.  He’d caught them by surprise, which was even worse than if he’d sat down and talked to them about it.  Not that Hugh would’ve expected his cranky teens to take anything well, even if he and Kelly were simply coworkers.  “This is Kelly.  She’s a friend of mine, and I asked her over for dinner.”

      Chloe’s head whipped around now, finally distracted from whatever drama was happening in her chat group.  Her eyes widened a bit.  “Hi.”

      “Hi,” Kelly said with a little wave.

      Well, this couldn’t get any more awkward than it already was.  Hugh led the way into the kitchen, where he made sure the door was closed before he turned to Kelly.  “I’m really sorry about this.  I didn’t expect them to be here tonight.  Not that I’m ashamed of them meeting you or anything.  It’s just that I’ve never wanted to be the kind of guy who paraded random women in front of my kids.  Not that you're random.  I didn’t mean that.”  He was babbling now, but he didn’t know how to stop.  Everything sounded fine in his brain, but he knew it was completely wrong as soon as it came out.

      She laid a hand on his arm and smiled.  “Hugh, it’s fine.  I’ve been there, and I get it.  I can just get a cab or something and head back to the B&B, and we can catch up some other time.  I don’t want you to put yourself in an awkward position.”

      “I think it’s a little late for that,” he chuckled, embarrassed.  He could take Kelly up on her offer, but then what?  She’d go back to Hillsboro, he might never see her again, and his kids would still interrogate him with a full line of questioning about who she was and what she was doing there.  No.  Hugh had stopped himself from doing all sorts of things he wanted because of his children.  It was the right way to live as a father, and he didn’t regret any of it, but there was no reason he couldn’t live a little for once.  Right?

      “I think we could make this work.”  He skirted around her toward the fridge.  “The salmon will have to wait since Parker could probably eat five of them on his own, but I’ve got some frozen pizzas.  We could throw a few in the oven and make a night out of it.  What do you think?”  It wasn’t exactly the intimate evening he’d been hoping for, but at least it would mean he’d get to have Kelly at his side for a little longer.

      “Sure.  I’m game if you are.  Tell me what I can do to help.”

      It wasn’t at all what he wanted.  As much as he loved his children, Hugh had hoped to be alone with Kelly.  The idea of spending alone time with her to figure out what was happening between them had been enough to make him drive back to the B&B and practically scoop her from the driveway.  Now, the night seemed it could turn into a disastrous disappointment, yet as he worked alongside her, he realized it might not be that bad.  He cleared off the kitchen table while she put the pizzas in the oven, and she got cups out of the cabinet while he grabbed sodas from the fridge.  It was simple work, but they chatted as they moved in a synchronous, domestic dance.

      Dinner was a quiet affair, and after several attempts at forcing the conversation, Hugh had a better idea.  “Let’s have a game night.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes.  “Dad, we haven’t done that in ages.”

      “Exactly,” he countered.  “Why don’t you pick something out while the rest of us clean this mess up?”

      Parker stood slowly, moving like cold molasses as he took his plate to the sink.  “I think I have homework to do.”

      “If that’s the case, you should’ve already done it.  It’s not like you’ll be going to bed soon anyway.”  Hugh felt his face burning, and he turned away so there was no chance of Kelly seeing it.  He’d always taught his kids to be polite around company, but suddenly, they seemed to have forgotten their manners.

      “Here.”  Chloe returned to the room and shoved a game box at her father.  “I found something.”

      “Connect Four?”  Hugh handed the box back.  “Try again.  That’s only for two people.”

      “Seems perfect, then,” Chloe grumbled as she padded off toward the closet.

      As he refilled drinks and put away the last of the pizza, Hugh started to wonder if this was a bad idea.  The kids clearly didn’t want anything to do with whatever he was orchestrating.  But if he allowed them to go off and do their own thing, they’d probably think she was more than a friend.

      Chloe returned with Sorry.  The classic board game required the right number of players, at least, and Hugh started to relax as they all picked their colors.  Before long, he was sure they’d all fall into the easy pattern of drawing cards, moving pawns, and relaxing into the game.

      “Yellow always goes first,” Parker insisted as he drew his first card.

      Hugh shot him a look.  “Is that so?”

      “That’s always how we’ve played.”  He pulled his first pawn from its starting space.

      This was about much more than the game, he knew.

      The siblings shared a conspiratorial smile.  “And we always go counter-clockwise,” Chloe added as she drew a card.

      Hugh pressed his lips together.  He could argue with them.  He could point out that they were being rude, and that he’d raised them better than that.  And then what would happen? He could already see it.  They’d accuse him of bringing his ‘girlfriend’ home for a romantic night and imposing her on them.  That wasn’t the case, not really.  But how could he possibly explain it to them so they’d understand?

      There didn’t seem to be any way to win.
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      Kelly laid her card on top of the pile.  The game of Sorry had dragged out forever, with Chloe finally winning.  That hadn’t been the end of it, though.  The night was still young, and a deck of Uno cards had been dusted off and dealt.

      She glanced at Hugh.  He was no longer the calm, confident man who’d strode up to her at The Warehouse, nor was he the unflappable guy who’d walked straight into the bed and breakfast and asked for her time.  She’d been impressed with how well he’d dealt with the information from Daniel, even though it was obviously hard for him to hear.  Kelly had come to think of him as the kind of person who never got upset by anything.  He simply took a problem, studied it, and tucked it away.

      That wasn’t the case tonight.  He sat with his back stiff and straight.  His jaw was far tighter than a simple card game—especially one that was more chance than strategy—should’ve required.  He held the cards hard enough that his knuckles went white now and then.  Surely, a man who was used to running into burning buildings on a regular basis couldn’t be that upset by a mere card game.

      The kids weren’t doing much better.  Parker slouched in his chair, sinking so far down, she was surprised he could even see the surface of the table.  He kept a stern look on his face that only changed when he and Chloe shared some unintelligible joke that was clearly meant to make the adults in the room feel left out.

      Chloe was at least sitting up like a proper human being, but she was more interested in her phone than in the cards themselves.  She flung her cards without much thought about whether they belonged on the pile, and her father constantly had to correct her.

      “It’s blue, Chloe.  You have to play a blue card or a six.”

      “It is a six,” she countered, putting her hand down so she could text with both thumbs.

      Hugh picked up the card she’d played and put it in front of her.  “It’s a nine, actually.”

      She sighed and rolled her eyes in typical teenager style.  “Fine.  Here.”  She flicked another card onto the pile.

      It at least met the requirements of the game, so Hugh let it go.  He played another blue card.

      Kelly was just about to make her next selection when Parker slapped down a green six.

      “Parker, it’s not your turn yet.”  Hugh picked up his card and handed it back, leveling a glare at his son.

      Kelly could see exactly what was going on, and she didn’t need to be psychic to understand it.  Parker and Chloe didn’t want to have anything to do with her.  They didn’t believe their father when he told them she was just a friend, and why should they?  Kids were always suspicious of their single parents.  She remembered how her own had been.  Olivia had always been particularly protective of her mother, yelling at even a bag boy who happened to dart his eyes in Kelly’s direction.  These things weren’t easy, and having gone through three marriages, Kelly certainly understood that.  She also understood kids that age were more than capable of controlling themselves and being polite, even if they didn’t like the circumstances.

      After a few more rounds, Kelly tapped into the information always floating around her.  She ignored it most of the time.  Talking to the dead zapped her energy, so the rest of her psychic powers often went untapped.  She just didn’t have the headspace to deal with it.  But right now seemed like the perfect time.

      Parker slapped his last card down and yelled, “Uno!”  Now he sat with a smug look, flicking his final card with conviction.

      He had the color yellow written all over him.  Kelly had a couple of yellow cards she could choose from, but she played a green instead.

      Parker lifted his card, preparing to slam it onto the pile and declare himself a winner, but his face fell.  “Dang it!”

      Kelly pursed her lips to keep from smiling.

      A couple of more rounds passed, and Kelly wondered if perhaps she’d managed to put Parker in his place.  Then Chloe flicked down a Draw Four.

      Kelly narrowed her eyes at the young girl across the table.  A Draw Four could only be played if she didn’t have anything else that would work.  Young minds were remarkably open, so she easily tapped into Chloe’s energy.  It was difficult to see her hand exactly, but there were definitely cards she could’ve played.  The problem was that Kelly couldn’t challenge the play.  Only Hugh could.  She cleared her throat.

      “Do you need more to drink?” Hugh asked, his hand still resting on the top of the draw pile.  “I’ve got plenty more soda, and I’m happy to get you something.”

      “No.”  She flicked her eyes toward the wild card in question, wondering if he’d get the idea.  “I’m fine.”

      He drummed his fingers on the draw pile and slowly turned to his daughter.  “I think I’m going to challenge that.”

      “Huh?”  Chloe looked alarmed.  She frowned deeply and glanced at Parker.  “That’s not fair, Dad!  You’ve never challenged me before!”

      “Let me see your cards,” he said softly.

      “Forget it.”  Chloe drew the four cards without any further prompting.

      The game went much more quickly after that, with Hugh winning.  “You guys up for something else?  Maybe Clue?”

      “I’ve got that math homework,” Parker reminded him, getting up from the table and practically jogging out of the room.

      “I’m supposed to call Harmony.  She’s got guy drama.”  Chloe went after him, their footsteps thundering up the stairs.

      Hugh gathered up the cards and stacked them neatly.  He still looked stiff as he slid them into the box.  “I’m sorry about that.”

      “About what?” she asked innocently.  Kelly hadn’t missed a bit of it, not the eye rolls, the sighs, or the curious glances.  That didn’t mean she would point any of it out to him.

      “You know perfectly well what I’m talking about,” he replied.  “You’ve got kids of your own, and I don’t think you have to be a parent to see how rude they were being.  They’re just not used to this sort of thing.  I don’t really bring people home.”  Hugh paused as he realized just how much he’d revealed.

      Kelly hid her smile by taking her glass to the sink.  So, she was the first woman he’d brought home.  In how long?  There had to have been others, no matter how long it’d been since his ex had left.  Hugh hadn’t discussed that part of his life, and she hadn’t pressed him.  Even so, a handsome guy like him must have had girlfriends in the meantime.  She rinsed her glass and turned around, startled to find him standing there behind her.

      His eyes were steely as they zeroed in on her.  “I have something I want to ask you.”

      She couldn’t dodge around him without being incredibly obvious, so she leaned against the sink as casually as she could.  It didn’t feel casual, though.  Kelly was aware of every awkwardly placed bone and muscle in her body.  How could he possibly look straight through her like that?  “Of course.”

      Hugh took another step closer.  “When we were playing those games, did you…”  He hesitated for an agonizing moment as he gestured a bit with his hand.  “Did you use some sort of mental powers?”

      She knew exactly what he was asking.  The kids probably hadn’t realized it, but Hugh knew she had access to information that not everyone else did.  She’d done it because she thought Parker and Chloe needed to learn a lesson, although that wasn’t exactly her place.  Hugh would have every right to be angry with her.  Perhaps he wouldn’t want to be around her at all anymore.  Kelly lifted her chin a little.  That was the price she’d have to pay.  “I did.”

      The muscles in his jaw and around his mouth twitched.  His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared.  Then he burst out laughing.  “That was amazing.  If I could do the same, I would’ve pulled that a long time ago.”

      Relieved, Kelly laughed as well.  Tears started forming at the corners of her eyes.  “I’m so glad you’re not pissed at me.”

      “Pissed?  Did you see the look on Parker’s face when you kept him from winning?  He’d been cheating the entire time, and he absolutely deserved it.  Don’t think Chloe didn’t know what she was doing, either.  I was just going to let it go like I always did when they were kids, but they’re old enough to know better.”

      They were standing there in his kitchen, laughing and talking, getting closer by the minute.  Despite how uncomfortable much of the evening had been, they were finding their stride with each other once again.  It wouldn’t take but a small movement or two to find herself falling into his arms for a kiss.  She could see it in his eyes and feel it in her bones.

      And then what?  Then she’d still have to go back to her life in Hillsboro.  She had her job, cats, and routine, and she’d already completely messed up everything for Hugh and his kids.  There was no point in pretending this could be something more than it was.  Kelly glanced at the clock.  “I’d better get going.  It’s starting to get late.”

      He opened his mouth, looking like he would argue with her, but then he nodded.  “I’ll take you back to your car.”

      The drive back to the bed and breakfast didn’t take long enough.  They were cozy and warm there in his vehicle, protected from the cold and the darkness outside.  No one was there to judge them or wonder what a woman like her was doing with a guy like him.  Only she had to wonder, and she was happy to push that aside for the moment.  Kelly realized exactly why Carrie had been pushing her so hard to get back out into the world, but she also knew exactly why she hadn’t.  The excitement she felt for Hugh would only last so long, and then what?

      He pulled up next to her car and surprised her by getting out and walking her to her driver’s side door.  “Can I call you sometime?”

      Kelly’s lips tightened.  How could she answer that when she had so many questions?  Did he actually want anything to do with her?  Or was he more interested in what she could tell him about Daniel?  Granted, he hadn’t said anything about her talent as a medium that night, but Kelly knew how people worked.  Sometimes they were willing to play the long game if they thought it would get them what they wanted.  It was all too complicated, and the easiest thing would be to end it now.

      But a little something inside her didn’t give two shits about logic or sense.  It didn’t care that she had a nice, quiet life at home that she was perfectly happy with.  It only thought about the way he made her feel when he put his hands on her body.  Hell, he didn’t even have to do that to get her attention.  Just the way he looked at her was enough to set her on fire.  “Sure.  That’d be fine.”

      She drove off into the night, wondering what made him so irresistible.
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      “Sure.  I’ve got a few minutes before the next disaster strikes,” August said with a small smile as he shut the door to his office.  He sat behind his desk and rested his forearms on the battered oak.  “What’s on your mind?”

      “It’s Daniel.”  Hugh had given this a lot of thought, but he couldn’t leave it alone.  “I think we need to reopen his case and figure out what really happened.”

      The fire chief was known for his calm demeanor.  Even at the biggest fire calls, he gave out orders with a coolness that the other men hadn’t known in a leader before.  Hugh figured it had something to do with August being a dragon.  The reptilian shifters lived for a long time, and that meant August had tons of experience.  There was probably nothing Carlton could offer up that he hadn’t already seen.

      He folded his hands on the desktop and studied Hugh carefully.  “Why should we do that?  We’ve already looked into everything.  The evidence has been examined.”

      “I understand, but I have reason to believe that maybe we haven’t looked into everything.”  Hugh’s breath caught in his throat.  He knew what he was implying.

      “Hm.”  August rocked back in his chair a bit, the unopened file laying between them.  “If you’re suggesting that anyone in the department isn’t doing their job to the fullest, we definitely have a problem.”

      Hugh licked his lips.  “I don’t think that’s what’s going on here.  Everyone involved did what they could to the absolute best of their ability.  But what if a witness failed to come forward?  That would mean there was evidence that we simply weren’t presented with.”

      After a long moment, August pulled the file toward him and flipped through it.  “It looks like this barn was on Johnston land.  We interviewed the owner, who was nowhere near the property when it burned.  Our subsequent interviews didn’t show any relation between the property owner and Daniel, which we looked for in case there was some sort of foul play.  We found absolutely nothing, and no other witnesses were suggested.  I guess you’d better tell me what you’ve got.”

      “I know it sounds a little crazy, but I talked to Daniel.”  Hugh had prepped himself for this conversation about a hundred times, trying to come up with a response for any questions August might have.  He knew now that no amount of planning could make him feel ready to let this out into the world.

      August slowly lifted his gaze from the file.  “You do realize that Daniel is dead, don’t you?”

      “Of course.  I spoke to a medium.  Now just hear me out,” he said quickly when he saw the doubt fall over his boss’s face.  “I wasn’t sure I’d believe any of it either.  I was skeptical when I asked her about it, but she wouldn’t even let me give her any details.”  He stopped, realizing that he was about to focus way too much on Kelly’s part in this.  It never would’ve happened if he hadn’t met Kelly, but he was supposed to be focusing on Daniel right now.  Kelly had ruled his thoughts ever since she’d gone back to Hillsboro, though.  “Anyway, the only thing she knew was that I was trying to solve a crime and that it had something to do with a fire.  She saw Daniel in the barn, and she said he felt as though he couldn’t just walk out the door.”

      Tapping his fingers on the desk, August still looked doubtful.  “Let’s just say this really was Daniel talking to you through some medium.  It’s still not proof.  We know he didn’t get out of that barn, Hugh.  This particular scene you’re describing could mean anything.”

      “I know.”  He could hear the desperation in his voice, but he had to make August understand.  “I still wasn’t sure I believed her, but then she said she looked down and saw Daniel’s hands as bear paws.  This woman is human, and I don’t have any reason to believe she knows about shifters.  That has to mean something.”

      “It’s possible,” August acknowledged.  “I’ve been around for a long time, and I like to think I’m not the sort of person who dismisses things because they’re unusual or don’t make sense.  I know—just as every shifter knows—that things aren’t always as they seem.  But so far, this isn’t really telling me anything.”

      “There’s more.”  Shit.  Hugh had hoped the proof of Daniel being a shifter would be enough to convince him.  The rest was still important, but it wouldn’t mean as much without a solid foundation of trust and belief.  “This medium reached out to Daniel a second time for me.  She told me he was standing outside of the building, watching it burn, and other people were there.  They were telling him to go inside and save someone.”

      August’s brows furrowed.  “Who?”

      “I don’t know,” Hugh admitted.  “But if we can believe the first part of what she told me—and I think we can, considering it all lines up with what we know—then I don’t see a reason not to believe the second part.  Someone had to be there.  Someone witnessed this, and they didn’t tell us.  Someone knows what really happened to Daniel.”

      It was a long time before August said anything else.  When he finally did, his voice was slow and somber.  “I have to say I hope you’re wrong.  I don’t like to think that one of us would’ve died without anyone bothering to help.  It’s a disturbing thought.  The problem, though, is that if we don’t know who these people are, how are we supposed to track them down?”

      “I thought maybe we could interview the property owner again or check with some other people who live in the area,” Hugh suggested, fully aware that he was grasping at straws.  If someone had come to him with these notions, he probably would’ve dismissed them entirely.

      “You know as well as I do that any Johnstons involved aren’t going to cooperate on the off-chance they’re implicated,” August reminded him.  “That being said, I suppose I can authorize you to ask around a little.  Nothing big, nothing that’s going to get people talking.  Just make a few small inquiries to see if anyone is willing to work with you.  We’ll go from there, but I’m not promising anything.  I want to make that clear.”

      “Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir.”  Hugh stepped out of the office.  He’d thought he’d have a massive weight off his shoulders after that conversation, but the effect hadn’t been nearly as much as he’d hoped.  He felt a little better knowing he’d at least told August, but it was still hard to tell where things would go from there.

      He headed out into the break area and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge.  The cool liquid soothed his parched throat, but it did nothing to fight the inner turmoil that was burning away inside him.  Of course, he was concerned about how things might go with Daniel, but his mind constantly returned to Kelly.

      She was like a fire he couldn’t put out, no matter how hard he tried.  She was silly and strange, yet sassy and sexy.  Sometimes she seemed too shy to even look at him, but when she did, he thought he might be under her spell forever.  He found himself drawn to her like a moth to a flame, not caring if his wings got burned in the process.

      Especially not if it meant getting a repeat of that night at the Two Birches.  Their souls collided, unable to choose any other fate.  She’d come to him just as hungry and desperate as he’d felt, and he couldn’t stop thinking of how her smooth skin had felt against his rough hands.  His imagination had run wild thinking about all the fun they could’ve had if they’d had the house to themselves.  Forget the salmon.  Forget the pizza.  He would have taken her right there on the kitchen counter.

      “Earth to Hugh,” Dean said as he sat down at the table across from Hugh.  “You know, if you take a vacation, you’re supposed to bring your body with you.”

      “Sorry.”  Hugh blinked, somewhat embarrassed but relieved that Dean didn’t know what he’d been thinking about.  “I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Kids giving you trouble?”  Dean unpacked his lunch and added extra mustard to his Cuban sandwich.

      “No.  Well, yeah, actually.”  Hugh rubbed the back of his head.  “I can’t tell if I made a huge mistake with them or if they’re to blame.”

      “Hit me with it,” Dean offered.  “I’ve only been dealing with Madison for a few months, so I’m no expert on the mysterious creatures, but the one thing I’ve learned when it comes to teens is that it feels good just to get it off your chest.”  Dean had recently reunited with his mate Rebecca, a woman who ran a local chocolate shop and made the most incredible truffles in the entire state.  She also had a teenage daughter.

      Hugh knew Dean was right.  He wasn’t making any headway by keeping this all inside.  “I met a woman.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely listening,” Dean said with a grin as he put the top back on his sandwich.

      “Don’t get ahead of me.”  Hugh knew he was already ahead of himself when it came to Kelly.  His fantasies about her ranged from cozy snuggles in front of a fire to erotic trysts and everything in between.  He couldn’t quite figure out where he landed with her, or where he wanted to.  “The woman isn’t necessarily the problem here.  I just invited her over for dinner, no big deal.  I thought the kids were at their aunt’s, but I was wrong.  It turned into this big family game night, and it was a disaster.”  Hugh explained all the rude behaviors from his children, but he was forced to leave out Kelly’s psychic bit.  Yes, she’d displayed what she was capable of back at The Warehouse, but it wasn’t his secret to tell.

      Dean let out a low whistle.  “Did you ground them?”

      “No.  I guess I should’ve.”  He ran his fingers over his jawline and realized he hadn’t even bothered shaving that morning.  “I gave them a long lecture, but I think it went right over their heads.  I’ve tried so hard with them, but they’re at an age where they don’t care about that sort of stuff anymore.  They just look at this woman and wonder what the hell is wrong with me, but they refuse to understand how hard I’ve been trying to keep their lives stable after Tegan left.  I think Kelly might actually be good for Chloe and Parker if they gave her half a chance, but I could also be completely wrong.”

      “I see.”

      “You do?”  Because Hugh wasn’t entirely sure that he did.  It was all confusing.  Every time he thought he’d made up his mind, he found a reason to doubt himself all over again.

      Dean set his sandwich down and nodded.  “Seems like your problem isn’t really your kids.  It’s you.”

      “Me?”  Hugh didn’t like the sound of that at all.  He’d fought hard for his children, holding them when they cried for their mother in the middle of the night, rushing to pick them up from school when they were sick, and soothing them through the daily drama of teen life.  “Are you saying I shouldn’t have brought Kelly home?  Because like I said, I didn’t even think the kids were there.”

      He shook his head.  “Not at all.  You don’t need to figure out your kids or even this woman.  It’s you.  What do you want?  You need to figure out that part first, and then you can go from there.”

      Hugh took a swig of his water and shook his head.  “It’s not about me, Dean.  I have too many other things to think about, and the kids are always my priority.”

      Dean took a couple of cherry cordials out of his lunch bag.  They were in a small box from Claire’s Confections, looking perfect despite being handmade.  “I think a lot of us who are used to clan life tend to live like that. We think about family and loyalty first, but it can’t always be that way.”

      “I don’t know.”  Hugh didn’t want to put down Dean’s advice simply because he hadn’t lived with his mate and stepdaughter for all that long, but he doubted how much the volunteer firefighter truly understood his predicament.

      “Trust me, I get it.  Maybe not always for myself, but definitely for Rebecca.  She’s always put her family first, and I fully admire her for that.  She changed her entire life to come back here and take care of her parents, making sure that she still involves them in as much of the business as possible, even when it makes things more difficult for her.  Even these cherry cordials were a big deal, because Claire wanted to make sure that the same recipe got carried down through the family.”

      “This isn’t just a recipe,” Hugh countered.

      Dean nodded.  “Right.  It’s more like a lifestyle that you’ve come to live automatically because you care about someone else so much.  Rebecca has done everything she can for Madison, and she’s spent most of her adult life either caring for her daughter or her parents.  But Madison isn’t going to be at home with us forever.  She’s only sixteen, and that means we’re just a couple of years from her going off to college.  Then what?  Parker is already seventeen, isn’t he?”

      “Yup.  And reminding me almost every day about everything he’s going to do when he’s eighteen just to rub my nose in it.”  Hugh grumbled, thinking again about how Parker was likely going to run off with the Johnstons as soon as he was able, no matter what Hugh had to say about it.

      “Right.  Then it’s time for you to really figure out what you want.  I’m not talking about what you want for dinner, and I’m not even talking about the den you made for yourself at home.  I’m talking about what you actually want in life.  You need to trust yourself that you’re not going to pick someone who’s bad for Parker and Chloe, and then you need to go for it.”  Dean popped one of the cherry cordials in his mouth and then slid the box with the remaining one across the table toward Hugh.

      It felt like they were sharing lunch in grade school.  He stared at the chocolate, thinking that grade school problems were a lot easier than this one.  They didn’t feel like it at the time, though.  “I already messed up once with Tegan.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?  How do you figure?” Hugh challenged.  He’d spent the last ten years of his life dwelling on what a massive mistake that had been.  He’d thought for sure Tegan was his mate, regardless of the signs telling him he should’ve run in the opposite direction.  He’d caused himself plenty of heartache, not to mention his children.  That last part was unforgivable.

      Dean sat back, finally taking his attention off of his food.  “I lost a lot of time with Rebecca.  Once we got back together and I saw how good things were between us, I started beating myself up for what we missed.  We could’ve had so many more years together if I hadn’t been an idiot.  But then I realized that maybe it was how things were meant to be.  We each had time to mature and become the people we are today, and I think that’s the only reason we can be together now.”

      “How philosophical of you,” Hugh remarked, not sure how this guidance quite lined up with his own life.

      “I don’t know Kelly, but I do know that things have a way of working out the way they’re supposed to.  We don’t always like it, but it happens.  You and Tegan didn’t work out, but I’m sure there are some lessons the whole ordeal has taught you.”  Dean checked his watch.  “I’ve got to run.  You let me know how it goes.”

      “Sure thing.”  Hugh watched him go and then sat in silence for a long time.  Was Dean right?  Were there any lessons to be learned from his time with Tegan?  His anger toward her had never truly faded, so it was hard to see any good outcome from what she’d done.  But he did have Parker and Chloe, and even at their most unruly, he loved them more than anything in the world.  He’d gone for what he wanted at the time.  He hadn’t gotten what he wanted, but maybe he’d gotten what he needed.

      He tipped his head back as his thoughts returned to Kelly and the look on her face when they’d been in bed together.  She’d pressed her hips against his, telling him what she wanted.  He’d pegged her as an introvert, and he didn’t think he was wrong, but she was also the same woman who’d told him flat out that he didn’t believe in spirits talking from beyond the veil and that he might not be ready to hear what she had to say.  Perhaps she was more direct than he’d imagined.

      And what did he want?  Well, he was pretty sure he knew.  He just didn’t quite know how to get it.
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      “Yes, Mr. Corcoran.  I’ll have that over to you right away.”  Kelly got off the phone and popped into her email server, rattling away at the keyboard as she transcribed the information her boss wanted.  It was a quick chore, one that didn’t require a lot of brainpower.  That was the problem, though.  Anything that needed her full attention would be much easier to deal with right now, and it would keep her mind from wandering back to Hugh.

      Halfway through her email, she reached over and peeked at her cell.  Kelly sighed.  There was nothing to be mad about.  She’d told Hugh he could call her, but she’d also told herself that she didn’t want a relationship a dozen times.  Considering that she hadn’t thrown herself at him and demanded to see him again as soon as possible, she was sure Hugh had gotten the message.  So why would she have any reason to believe he’d actually call her?

      Perhaps, she thought with a shudder of horror, it was because she did feel something for him.  “I don’t get it, Waldo,” she said aloud as she stroked the purring cat in her lap.  “I’m happy here with you and Wenda.  I like everything about my life.  Then Hugh had to come along and shake it all up.  That wasn’t very nice of him, you know?”

      The cat tipped his face upward and slowly squeezed his eyes, looking perfectly content with his life, no matter what trouble his owner was having.

      “Thanks for being so understanding,” she replied sarcastically.

      She signed off her computer a few minutes later, ready to start her evening but unsure how.  Her normal routines didn’t feel as comfortable, and her typical meals had lost their flavor.  Everything was bland, and she longed for something to spice it up.

      She practically jumped at her cell when it rang, but it was Carrie.  “Hey.”

      “Are you all right?”

      Kelly snorted.  “I’ve only said one word to you!”

      “Yeah, but you sound unhappy.  What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, really.”  Kelly switched the call to her headset while she washed her hands and poked her head in the fridge.  “I’m just thinking about things.”

      “Like coming back to The Warehouse next weekend?  Chase got tons of people asking when you’d be there again.  They want to come back and bring their friends.”  She pressed on when Carrie hesitated.  “He’s even talking about finding you a separate space where you could charge for individual sessions.  I don’t know all the details, but we could always get Jenna in on this as well.  She’s the real genius when it comes to building a business.”

      “No.”  Kelly knew that if she didn’t come right out and say it, she’d find herself playing along again.  She tended to be a people pleaser, and some of that would have to stop.  She wanted her friends and family to be happy, but it couldn’t always come at her expense.  “I mean, no thank you.  It’s a great offer.  I know I could make some extra cash, and it’s nice to see people look at me with appreciation instead of just doubt.  But it was exhausting, and I’m not sure it’s the right thing for me.”

      Fortunately, Carrie was the type of person who knew when she’d reached someone’s limit.  “Okay, no problem.  I just thought I’d let you know the opportunity is there if you want to take advantage of it.”

      Kelly shut the fridge door.  She’d been staring inside, but the contents hadn’t registered in her mind.  “To be honest, I think being in the medium business has brought me more trouble than it’s worth.”

      “Hugh?”

      “How did you know?” Kelly skirted around Wenda, who’d fallen asleep in a patch of late afternoon sunshine near the back door.

      “Well, it’s not every day that a hunky guy shows up wanting to talk to one of my guests and the two of them just disappear into her room for a few hours.”

      Kelly’s face reddened even though no one was there to see it but her furry companions.  Carrie had been too polite to bring it up in person while she was still at the bed and breakfast, and Kelly had thought she’d gotten away without having to rehash it all with her friend.  She thought it might be nice to get it off her chest finally.  “He’s something else, that’s for sure.”

      “That good, huh?” Carrie laughed.

      Sliding onto one of the stools at the breakfast bar, Kelly was no longer concerned about finding dinner.  “Good.  Like really good.  After Jared, I didn’t think I’d give two shits about being with a man again.”

      “Maybe you’ve underestimated yourself after being divorced.  People do that all the time.  They swear off the opposite sex or relationships, thinking they’ll never be interested.  Then the right person comes along, and everything changes.”

      Kelly knew that Carrie’s experience as a therapist wasn’t inaccurate, but she felt there was so much more to her situation.  “This is different.  I mean, with my exes, it…took a lot of work to get me where I needed to be, if you know what I mean.  With Hugh, it was practically instantaneous.  I’ve never experienced anything like it.”

      “Maybe you’re more in tune with what you like in bed now,” Carrie pointed out.

      “I don’t know.  I haven’t even been…”  She broke off.  She was a fully grown woman who could say anything she wanted, yet it suddenly felt crass to talk about this over the phone.  It just wasn’t the sort of thing she’d grown up doing.

      “Polishing the pearl?” Carrie supplied with a giggle.

      Kelly’s face was on fire now.  “Oh my god, stop!”

      “Well, have you been doing Kegels?  Or a lot of women take black cohosh and other natural supplements when they hit menopause.  Maybe those would’ve helped you enjoy things more?”

      “I haven’t been good about keeping up with that stuff, so it’s not those,” Kelly admitted.  “It’s just this weird, sudden transformation whenever I’m around him.”

      “So, that means I was right when I said I thought something was going on between you two,” Carrie pointed out.  “I knew it!  I couldn’t have just been imagining it.”

      Kelly sighed.  “I guess.”

      “Why do you sound so disappointed?”

      “It’s just hard,” she admitted.  “I feel different when I’m around him.  Different in a good way, but at the same time, I don’t want to give up everything I’ve already got going on.  I’ve lived my whole life for my kids and my ex-husbands.  Now I’m getting to do what I want without any complaints.”

      “You know, you don’t have to make any big decisions right at this second,” Carrie replied gently.  “I’m sorry to keep pulling out my therapist tropes on you here, but people tend to get excited and jump in.  It’s like they think they’ll be missing out on something if they don’t.  But there’s nothing wrong with taking it slow.  Maybe when you do come back to Carlton—even if it’s just to spend time with me—you and Hugh can hang out a little and see where things go.”

      “Maybe.”  As she said it, she hated herself for it.  It seemed like her life was full of ‘maybes’ right now, and that was exactly what she didn’t like about this whole situation.  She was starting to theorize that people jumped into relationships not because they were afraid they’d miss out on something but because they didn’t like being caught up in the air and wondering what would happen next.  “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course you can.”

      “What do you think of Hugh?  I usually trust my intuition when it comes to meeting new people, and spending time with him literally feels like curling up on a bearskin rug in front of a fire.”  She’d just embarrassed herself all over again by admitting that, but it was true.  She had yet to forget the feeling of his body against hers.  “Am I way off?”

      Carrie snickered briefly.  “I don’t think so.  I haven’t known him for all that long, just since I came to Carlton and got together with Pax.  He does seem like a pretty good guy, though.  He cares a lot about his kids and family, and I think that says a lot about him.”

      “That’s true.”

      Since Carrie and Pax were getting ready to go out to dinner, the women said their goodbyes.  Kelly sat there for a while, thinking about Hugh.  Carrie was right.  He did care a lot about his kids.  It was clear, even in the short time she’d spent with him, that he made Parker and Chloe his priority.  It was sweet, but that wasn’t the only reason she was attracted to him.

      She really did need to make dinner, but the only thing her body and mind truly craved was Hugh.  That night at The Warehouse, he’d been the first person she’d noticed.  Her eyes had roved back to him over and over again, and she’d pushed him off because it was easier.  In the end, she hadn’t been able to avoid him.  Kelly could tell herself that was only because Daniel had something he needed to say, but she knew better.  It was fate.  It was the universe nudging them both toward each other.  Was there any guarantee that the universe was right?

      Just as she got up from the barstool and was about to force herself to make dinner, Kelly realized she wasn’t alone.  It was Daniel.  Some spirits were particularly pushy, poking at her until she did what they asked because they understood she was one of the few living people who could speak to them.  Daniel hadn’t been like that.  He’d made his presence known at the brewery, but he’d hung back until Hugh had asked about him directly.  Even when Hugh had come to the bed and breakfast, he’d simply been available to her.  Both times, he was patient, waiting for her to be ready.

      Now, it was different.  His presence hovered all around her, pressing at the edges of her mind.  He was insistent, almost angry.  It was a strange and uncomfortable feeling.  Even Wenda woke up from her nap, glanced crankily around, and sauntered out of the room.

      “Hugh isn’t here,” she reminded the spirit out loud.  “If you have something to say, maybe you should’ve said it earlier.”  Kelly made a conscious effort to shut him out of her mind, taking a deep breath and visualizing herself pushing him away.  It’d worked in the past with particularly tenacious souls.  She marched into the kitchen with determination.

      Daniel didn’t seem to care that she was pulling random ingredients out of the fridge and putting pots and pans on the stove.  He pushed at her again, desperate to be let in.

      “I’m not doing this.  I can’t help you.  Whatever it is that Hugh needs to know will have to wait until I see him again.  If I see him again.  Just be patient.”  She had no idea what the hell all these ingredients would add up to, and she furiously put some of them back in the fridge.

      I didn’t understand.

      She straightened.  Kelly heard him clearly, as though he was standing right next to her.  Many times, the messages she translated for the living were indirect.  There were words sometimes, but it was also about feelings and images.  “You didn’t understand what?”  She could see him now, a vague outline of a tall man with a similar build to Hugh.  He was younger, though.

      I didn’t know I was dead.

      “Oh.”  Her heart broke.  Despite the fact that she didn’t really tell anyone about her abilities, she’d done some research, and there were a few different schools of thought on the subject.  In general, the consensus was that most of the spirits either knew they had passed on and had come back to check on things or that they’d become too entangled with their most recent identity and had chosen not to move on yet.  But someone who didn’t understand that they’d died felt like the saddest thing in the world.  “I’m sorry.”

      It was hard to tell you the things I needed to say.  There was so much.

      “It’s all right,” she said softly.  “It’s difficult for a lot of people.”

      But this is important!

      She could tell him that all spirits felt that way, whether they were scolding their grandchildren for not splitting up the inheritance the way they ought to or simply reminding their spouse that the spare key was under the gnome statue in the yard.  All those messages felt important to them, even though they could be solved just fine by the living without any intervention.  Telling them that, though, didn’t give them the peace they were seeking.  “All right. Tell me.”

      I have to show you.

      In an instant, Kelly was swept back to the scene with the burning barn.  She inhabited Daniel’s body again, just as she had before.  Her lungs burned, even though the wind was taking the smoke off in another direction.  She knelt forward, her hands on her knees and her body covered with sweat.  Her muscles carried the dull but pleasant ache of a workout, like she’d been running a long distance.

      Though she might be looking through Daniel’s body, she had no control over it.  Her head turned to see the group of people standing to her left.  They were young, probably teenagers.  They hopped up and down, pointing at the barn and screaming, their faces twisted in fear.

      “You have to get him out!”

      “He’s stuck in there!”

      It didn’t make any sense.  Kelly knew that Daniel was the one who’d eventually gone into the barn, but they couldn’t be talking about him if he was still standing out there.  She wanted to ask them who it was, but again, she had no control.  She was just a passenger, along for the ride.

      “You have to save him!”

      The urgent cry sent her feet flying up from the earth, and she charged toward the barn, racing past the group.  She turned her head just before barreling through the barn doors.

      Two kids who stood at the back edge of the crowd weren’t pointing and yelling like the others.  They looked horrified and pale, the flickering orange glow of the flames drawing long shadows across their young faces.  Kelly felt a pain in her stomach like a punch in the gut, but this time it wasn’t because Daniel was feeling it.  This was completely from her, and she could tell.  She knew those faces.

      As Kelly/Daniel rushed through the barn doors, she blinked and was back in her kitchen. At some point during this vision, she’d sank to the floor and was now leaning against the lower cabinets, trying to catch her breath.  Daniel was still there.  She could sense him, but he wasn’t nearly as strong and pushy as he’d been a few minutes ago.  In a daze, Kelly fished her cell out of her pocket and called Hugh.
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      Hugh’s heart lurched when he saw Kelly’s number.  He’d told her he would call her, but he hadn’t yet.  He was still pondering his conversation with Dean, wondering exactly what he wanted.  Deep down, he knew it was Kelly.  But whether or not he could make the sacrifice it would take to have her was another problem.

      Now, as he saw her name on the screen, he realized what an idiot he’d been.  He’d even been a bit of an asshole, waiting long enough that she’d been forced to be the one to call.  He’d find a way to make it up to her.  “Hey,” he said casually as he answered.

      “Hugh.”  Her voice was breathless, shaky.

      He was instantly on full alert.  His muscles tensed, ready for action.  His bear snarled inside him, wondering who the hell was responsible for making her upset.  “What’s wrong?”

      “I…I have something to tell you.”  She was breathing heavily now.

      It was killing him.  He could feel part of him coiling up in pain to hear her like this.  “Kelly, what’s going on?”

      “I can’t tell you over the phone.  I just can’t.  I’m sorry.  I’m still trying to figure out how to handle this.  It will be a while before I think I can get on the road, but maybe later tonight or tomorrow morning if you’re available.  I could meet you at Carrie’s or something.  It’s about Daniel.”

      “I’ll come to you.”  The solution was right there on the tip of his tongue, and Hugh knew he would drive across the country if that’s what it took to get to her.  “Are you at home?  Just give me your address.”

      “I don’t want you to have to do that,” she whispered.  Her voice was thick with tears.

      He’d heard her shy and embarrassed.  He’d seen her come to life, both at The Warehouse and when he’d held her in his embrace.  She’d been playful and flirty as well as serious.  This was new, though, and he didn’t like it.  Hugh charged through the firehouse, grabbing his things and barely even registering what he was doing.  All he knew was that he had to get to her as quickly as possible.  “I’m already on my way, Kelly.”

      She gave him her address and tried yet again to tell him he didn’t have to come, but he ignored the request.  Whatever this was, it was clearly upsetting her, which meant it was bothering him, too.  As he jumped in his SUV and roared down the highway, Hugh knew what it meant.  This wasn’t the typical empathy that any decent person would feel for another.  This was something so much more.  It was the feral instinct to protect one’s own at any cost.

      Despite all his efforts to deny it, it meant that Kelly was his mate.

      His head would’ve spun if he’d given it a chance to.  She was human.  He’d already met his mate before in Tegan.  There was only one person to whom he could belong, and she was gone.  But here was Kelly, a stranger from another town who’d stumbled onto his life path to give him the information he so badly wanted about Daniel, and so much more.

      As he flew along the highway, he realized he still had some things to take care of.  He hit the button on his speed dial.  “Parker, I need you to pick your sister up from color guard practice.”

      A long, begrudging sigh came through the line.  “I’ve got things to do, Dad.  And you said you would just get her on the way home.”

      His muscles were already tight with worry, but now they tensed even more.  “And sometimes things change, Parker.  You want to talk to me all the time about how grown up you are, but you’re going to need to start acting like it.  Go pick your sister up from practice.  If I have to get someone else to do it, you’ll be grounded from your truck for at least a month.”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “I’m dead serious, son.  And make sure the both of you get dinner.”

      “What’s going on?”  Parker had finally picked up on the urgency in his father’s voice.  “Are you going out on a fire call or something?”

      “I have a different emergency I need to take care of.  I’ll tell you about it later.  Right now, just do as I ask.”  Hugh knew that in most circumstances, he’d let his kids get by with too much.  Sure, he’d yell a little when they came home late or didn’t do their chores, but there had never been any real consequences.  He could see it now when he needed Parker most, and the boy still acted like a stubborn child.  That would have to change if Parker ever wanted to live a successful life of his own.  There were some things that people just had to deal with in life, whether they wanted to or not.

      “Okay, Dad.”  That was it.  No further arguing or whining.  It was progress.

      “Thank you.”

      He called the firehouse and explained to August that he was heading out of the city limits and wouldn’t be available.  The old dragon was a much quicker study than Parker, and he didn’t press any questions.  Another quick call to a few of his clanmates to ask them to keep an eye on his place and his kids, and then it was nothing but highway.

      And his thoughts.  Something had happened with Kelly, and it was about Daniel.  Hugh had felt guilty for Daniel’s death, starting the very night the barn burned.  He should’ve been there.  He should’ve done something.  It was his job to save people’s lives, wasn’t it?  And shouldn’t that include his coworkers?  There’d even been a few days after that dreadful fire that had Hugh wondering if he should quit his job and do something else for a living.  All the dreaming of being a hero as a boy had added up to a life of loss once Daniel had died.

      He found Kelly’s home easily enough, which felt like a miracle considering how much adrenaline was pumping through his system.  He swept his vehicle into her driveway behind her car, barely getting the engine off and the door shut before he raced up the walkway.  “Kelly!”  He banged on the door, but his patience had already worn down so thin it was transparent.  Trying the knob, he flung open the door.

      His eyes darted around the living room, assessing it much like he did when entering a burning building.  Hugh didn’t pay attention to the cozy throws on the back of the sofa or the vintage Tiffany lamp on the end table.  He was only looking for living creatures that needed to get out.  Kelly was right there on the couch, stretched out under a blanket.

      Hugh darted over.  The big tabby cat on the back of the couch stood up on all fours, arching his back and hissing.  Another one with similar looks was perched on a nearby chair.  She looked at Hugh with sheer alarm in her eyes before hissing and diving underneath the sofa.

      “So rude!” Kelly said weakly, pushing her hands beneath her in an effort to sit up.  “I’m sorry.  They’re usually a little shy around strangers, but not like that.”

      “It’s all right.  I’m used to it.”  Hugh knew they sensed the animal inside him, one that was much bigger and more ferocious than they were.  He wasn’t too concerned with how well he got along with her cats right now, though.  He knelt on the floor.  “Don’t try to sit up, Kelly.  Just tell me what I need to do to help.  Are you ill?”

      She stopped fighting to sit up and sank back down into the cushions, looking exhausted and defeated.  Bruised half-moons sat under her eyes, and her skin was pale.  Her wild red hair was a tangle over the arm of the couch.  “Only the kind of ill that comes from being beyond tired.”

      Hugh pulled a chair up to the edge of the couch and sat, not wanting to loom over her.  “You mentioned that it wore you out to talk to spirits, but it didn’t do this to you.  Maybe I should get you to a hospital, and then we can talk about whatever it is later.”  His heart thundered with the fear of losing her.

      “No.”  She put her hand around his arm.  Her grip wasn’t strong, but it didn’t need to be in order to stop him.  “I’ll be all right with time.  This was just a very different experience.”

      “You’ve really got me worried,” Hugh admitted.  He’d raced up there like a madman, and now he was dying to understand what was going on.

      The large cat that’d been on the back of the couch peeked out of the hallway across the room.  He sniffed the air curiously before he moved forward, making a wide circle around Hugh and jumping up on the opposite end of the couch.  He crouched protectively over his owner’s feet, never taking his eyes off the stranger.

      “It’s all right, Waldo,” Kelly reassured him softly before lifting her eyes back up to Hugh.  “I have to tell you something, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      It couldn’t be any worse than what he’d already experienced, as far as he was concerned.  “Whatever it is, I can handle it.”

      She pulled in a deep breath and let it out.  “Daniel came to me this afternoon.  I was surprised because he’s only come around when you’ve asked for him before.  He’d say his peace and go, and he wouldn’t give me much detail.  This time was different.  He told me he hadn’t realized he was dead, and then he showed me some things.”

      Hugh was new to all of this, so he didn’t know what should or shouldn’t surprise him.  He tried to take it all in as Kelly told him, reminding himself that he could always ask her questions later.  So far, this didn’t seem all that different from the other two times Daniel had spoken through her.  The people outside the barn were what he was most concerned about, though, and as soon as she mentioned them, he latched on.

      “The people,” he said, closing in on that all-important detail.  “What can you tell me about the people, Kelly?  I’ve been thinking about that since the last time you talked to him.  We don’t have any witnesses on record.  If he knew who any of those people were, or if you could describe them, I might have a chance of opening this case wide up.  Maybe even solving it.  We have no idea who lit that fire or why Daniel died there.”  He was desperate, and he knew it.  Hugh could see just how spent she was already, and there he was, demanding more of her.  He hated himself for it, especially now that he was starting to understand just what she meant to him.  It was tempting to tell her about that.  But no.  She’d already been through enough for the day.

      Tears ran down her cheeks and soaked into the throw pillow beneath her.  “Oh, Hugh.”

      “Please, Kelly.  I’m so sorry to ask this of you, but I have to know.”  He slipped his fingers into hers and held her hand, feeling her pulse thrumming beneath the surface of her skin, high and thready.  Whatever Daniel had shown her disturbed her to no end.

      “Hugh, there were a lot of young people there.  Teenagers, I’d say.  A group of them, maybe about a dozen, but it was hard to count.  The memories that Daniel shared with me were exactly what he knows from the incident.  That means that some parts are blurry, and some are crystal clear, just like a real memory any one of us would experience.  I can’t tell you much about most of the people who were there.  I see them with his eyes, and I don’t really sense who they are as I’m heading into the fire.”

      Disappointment washed over him and threatened to turn to anger.  He wanted to know, and he felt like he’d go crazy until he did.  This was his only chance to find the right witness and reopen the case.  In the back of his mind, he knew there was still a possibility that he’d never discover what happened to Daniel.  But he had to try.  “That’s all right.  Just tell me anything you can.”

      She sucked in a deep, shaking breath.  “As I said, he didn’t know most of the people there, but he definitely knew two of them.  And I did, too.  Hugh, I don’t know how to tell you this, but Parker and Chloe were there.”

      His entire body froze.  He could swear that even his blood stilled in his veins.  It was impossible.  When he finally spoke, his voice felt like it was coming from someone else.  “That can’t be right.”

      “It is,” she insisted.  “Hugh, I’m so sorry.  I know that’s not what you wanted to hear.  I hope you can understand why I couldn’t just tell you that over the phone.  It’s too much.”

      “And it’s wrong,” he whispered as his fingers slipped out of hers.  “It has to be.  You said yourself that sometimes things come through symbolically, that they’re not a literal translation of what the dead are trying to say.”

      Fresh tears shone in the lamplight.  “It’s not like that this time.  This isn’t the same experience I usually have with the dead.  Daniel took me through everything he saw and felt until he went into that barn.  It’s like he’s figured out what’s happened to him and that he’s dead, and he wanted to share that part with me so that I’d understand what to pass on to you.  It was like watching a movie.”

      His back was as stiff as a board.  All the worry and passion he’d felt for Kelly had died back to a cool neutrality as his heart iced over.  “I don’t know about this.  Maybe I was wrong for ever wanting to use information like this in a case.  It’s not as though it would serve in a court of law.”

      Her face crumpled, and he knew he’d hurt her.  But he had to latch onto the things that made sense right now, and this definitely did not.  “I’m sorry.”

      “I should go.  Is there anything you need?”

      She opened her mouth and then closed it again, shaking her head.  “No, I’m fine.  Just lock the door on your way out.”

      Hugh paused for a moment as his bear attempted to reach out toward Kelly again, but he reined it in.  The damn beast would just have to deal with it, because he couldn’t possibly stay there.  He flicked the lock on the door as he walked out.

      Back behind the wheel, he glanced up at the house.  The picture window in the living room was dimly illuminated from the lamplight inside, glowing through the thin curtains.  Wenda sat there on the sill, her head forward and down on her shoulders as she watched him carefully, staring him down like the wild brute he was.
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      “Are you sure you’re doing okay, Mom?” Savannah asked over the phone.  “You don’t sound quite like yourself.”

      “I’m perfectly fine, honey.”  It wasn’t entirely a lie, but it wasn’t the truth, either.  Kelly had slept the night away on the couch after Hugh had left, though it was a fitful sleep full of guilt.  She’d hurt him with that information, and she felt it stab into her chest every time she thought about it.  She hadn’t even wanted to tell him, but there was no way she could keep that secret to herself.  Even if she’d been able to justify it in her mind, Daniel wouldn’t have let her.

      She ended up taking a sick day from work the next day.  Her boss was concerned, knowing she rarely called out unless it was a true emergency.  Kelly assured him she would be all right, but she avoided going into any details.  No one would’ve believed she was recovering from the most traumatic experience she’d ever had as a medium.  Waldo and Wenda had stood watch, at least one of them on her bed with her at all times.

      But then, as soon as she’d finally started to feel a little better, her mind nagged at her.  What if Hugh was right, and Daniel was just showing her something symbolic?  The vision had felt totally different from anything she’d ever known, so how could she trust she was accurate?  Kelly had been operating purely on gut instinct.  That had gotten her through so far, but was it still the way to go?  What if Daniel was just trying to solidify some connection between himself and Hugh?

      More importantly, she wondered if Hugh would ever speak to her again.  She’d seen the warmth and affection in his eyes turn off like a switch, leaving her cold and aching inside.  All the doubts she’d had about how she felt about him had disappeared in that moment, because her reaction was almost enough to make her curl up on the couch for another solid day.

      “Okay.  You just sound tired or something.  Usually, you’re a lot more talkative,” Savannah noted.

      Kelly stirred the slow cooker full of spaghetti sauce she had going on the countertop.  If she couldn’t get any work done, she could at least feed herself.  When it was finished, she’d have it for dinner and then split the rest into freezer containers for later meals.  It was just the right amount of work to keep her busy, though nothing could distract her enough to keep her from thinking about Hugh.  “I’m fine.  It’s just been a long week, that’s all.”

      “Well, I’d tell you to take another trip to visit your friend down in Carlton, but I may have other plans for you.”  There was a conspiratorial note in Savannah’s voice.  “You don’t have anything going on this weekend, right?”

      “What if I did?”  Kelly added a little more garlic and put the lid back on.  She didn’t have any plans for the weekend at all, other than curling up with the cats and catching up on even more sleep.

      “Then I suggest you clear your calendar,” Savannah replied.  “There’s this guy in my building—”

      “Savannah.”

      “He’s right about your age, and he has a cat.”

      “Savannah.”

      “I’ve chatted with him a few times while getting my mail, or sometimes I see him on the stairs.  He’s really nice, and he’s single.”

      “Savannah, honey, I can see where this is going.  I’ve told you I’m not on the market.  You can’t just sell me off like a steak on manager’s special.”  Kelly pulled a box of garlic bread out of the freezer, trying not to be irritated with her daughter.  She knew Savannah meant well.

      “Oh, come on, Mom!  It’s not like that.  He’s just a sweet guy, you have some common interests, and you’re about the same age.  I think you should give it a shot.”

      “Like I did the last time?”  Kelly had played along a few times, not because she was interested in dating but to appease her daughter.  The ‘nice guy from her book club’ had turned out to be a condescending asshole.  It was easier just to avoid dating altogether.

      “I know that guy didn’t work out, but it doesn’t mean you won’t have luck with someone else.  Please?”

      Kelly pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes.  “Did you already tell him about me?”

      “Yes, I did!” Savannah replied in a singsong voice, happy that she might be getting her way.  “He seems really interested.  I get the idea that the two of you have very similar lifestyles.  He’s widowed, and he’s got some hobbies.”

      “What kind of hobbies?  Recreating serial killer documentaries in his basement?” Kelly teased.  Waldo trotted into the kitchen and stood up on his hind legs, bracing his front paws against the cabinets as he sniffed the air near the slow cooker.

      “No, like painting and reading.  He works, and he comes home to his cat.”

      “Sounds like the two of us would be too exciting for Hillsboro to handle,” Kelly remarked.  She thought about Hugh, not for the first time and almost certainly not for the last.  Would she feel differently if someone had tried to set her up with him?  Probably.  Of course, he didn’t want anything to do with her now that she’d practically incriminated his children.  That ship had sailed, and she hadn’t realized how much she wished she was on it until it was too late to jump off the pier.

      “Just give him a shot,” Savannah begged.

      Kelly wiped off her hands and frowned down at the counter.  “Why are you so determined to set me up with someone?  You know I’ve already been married three times.  A drunk, a cheater, and someone who secretly played for the other team.  That’s a Triple Crown achievement, don’t you think?”

      Savannah sighed.  “I just want to see you happy.  And don’t even say it.  I know you think you’re happy right now.  You probably are.  But what’s going to happen when you get older?  I’m worried you’ll be lonely and will have missed out on opportunities to be with someone.  All I’m asking is that you have dinner with him.  You don’t have to get swept off your feet, and you don’t have to agree to a second date just to give it a fair shake.  Just sit there and eat a meal with him.  No movies, nothing else.”

      She pulled in a deep breath to explain why this was such a bad idea, but then she shook her head.  Maybe Savannah had the right idea.  Kelly's brief time with Hugh had shown her that something was missing in her life.  She hadn’t known it until she’d met him, or else she’d been purposely ignoring it.  Being single was easier in many ways, but that didn’t mean it was always the case.  “Fine.”

      “Yes!” Savannah squealed.  “I’ll give him your number and have him call you.  He’s going to be super excited!”

      “So glad I could offer my services,” Kelly retorted.  She felt a ball of metal form in her stomach and sink to the bottom.  For some reason, this felt incredibly wrong.  She knew it couldn’t be due to Hugh.  He might not have said it out loud, but he’d made it clear that he didn’t want anything to do with her.  It was all in his eyes.  The only thing she could do now was cherish the moments they did have together and know that she was much more alive than she’d realized.

      “There’s just one thing.”

      “For the love of…”  Kelly closed her eyes and let out a deep breath.  “What is it?”

      “You can’t tell him about the medium thing.”

      Kelly’s mouth gaped.  The ‘medium thing,’ as her daughter had so lovingly put it, had been nothing but a source of trouble lately.  It certainly wasn’t the type of thing that would come up on a first date.  ‘Nice to meet you.  Do you mind if my dead friends sit with us?’ wasn’t exactly a great conversation starter.  But why should she keep it a secret?  “What?”

      “Well, you know, it’s kind of…weird.  I have no idea how Louis feels about that sort of thing.  And I mean, it’s not like you’re actually talking to dead people.”

      Her mouth formed a hard line, and she pressed her fingers against the counter's edge until her knuckles turned white.  Countless times, Kelly had tried to explain her abilities to her kids.  They thought it was neat when they were younger, but before long, they brushed it off as a way for their crazy mother to get attention, and it was obnoxious as hell.

      But being told to hide it?  “I know you don’t believe me, Savannah.  That’s up to you.  I can’t make you understand, but I’m too old to start lying now.  If you don’t think this Louis guy—who is so perfect for me on any other aspect you’re willing to examine—can handle me being a medium, then I’m not interested.”

      “You’re overreacting, Mom.  I’m just saying it might not be a great opener.”

      That wasn’t what she was saying at all. “I think you don’t want me to tell him because you’re embarrassed.  If you think I’m crazy or that my abilities are bullshit, fine.  But if that’s the case, stop trying to set me up.  I’m not going to hide my identity just to make someone else comfortable when I’m more than happy on my own.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom.  I didn’t mean it that way.”

      No matter how offended she was, she couldn’t stay angry for long.  She knew Savannah was just worried about her, and her heart was in the right place, even if her head wasn’t.  “It’s fine, dear.  But for now, I’m just going to keep things the way they are.”

      They got off the phone amicably enough, but Kelly was left with a hole in her heart.  Most people hadn’t truly accepted her for who she was, not when it came to this.  She called the one person who had hardly batted an eye when Kelly had told her what she could do.  “Hey, Carrie.”

      “Whoa.  What’s the matter?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.  I don’t know if something’s wrong or if everything’s worked out the way it was supposed to.”  Turning the slow cooker to low to work its magic, she sank onto the sofa and told Carrie about her last encounter with Hugh.

      “That’s a lot to handle,” Carrie said softly.

      “I know, and he didn’t exactly take it well.  Not that I could expect him to, but it made me wonder if he was just using me to talk to Daniel.  He got the information he needed—or perhaps more information than he’d ever wanted.  I hated to tell him, but I had to.”  She felt the ache in her chest all over again.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll manage, I guess.  I don’t like any of it, but I’m starting to wonder if he was just using me for my ability after some other things that have happened lately.  I’d had some doubts along those lines before, and I brushed it off.  But he came to the bed and breakfast because of Daniel, and he came rushing up here because of him, too.  Now, once again, because of Daniel, he’s probably not going to talk to me anymore.”

      Carrie let out a long breath.  It was something she often did when she was thinking, trying to put her words together in just the right way.  As a therapist, she had a penchant for making even the most awful problems sound like they could be tackled if you just looked at them the right way.  “Do you really think Hugh would be like that?  Or is it just that he’s one of the first people who’s been able to accept you for who you are?”

      Her throat was packed tightly with uncertainty.  “I don’t know.  He didn’t look very accepting when he stomped out of here.”

      “He probably wouldn’t have taken the news so hard if he had reason to doubt you,” Carrie pointed out.  “He believed what you said about his children because he knows he can trust you.”

      “Trusting in my ability doesn't mean he's not just using me, though,” Kelly countered, stubbornly determined to see the negative side.  Hugh didn’t want her, and she wasn’t going to pretend to be someone she wasn’t for the sake of some stranger that her daughter thought would be a good match.  She’d just be alone with Waldo and Wenda forever, and that would have to be fine.

      “He did have you over for dinner,” Carrie reminded her.  “I don’t think that had anything to do with Daniel.  And he didn’t have to sleep with you to get you to raise some spirits.  Seems to me like he’s interested in more than just your mind, hun.”

      Kelly wasn’t convinced.  “I don’t know.  I just need to stop thinking about it for a while.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with giving yourself a mental break.  Just…”  She broke off, hesitating.

      “What is it?”  Kelly had known Carrie to speak her mind without fail.  She might take a moment to put together what she was about to say, but she was always direct.  For her to stop midsentence like that was unusual.

      “I just want to say that Hugh is fairly open-minded.  A lot of people around here are.  They’re more accepting and understanding than you might think, especially for such a small town.  I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

      It sounded like there was more to that story, but Kelly wasn’t sure she was up for it at the moment.  “I’ll keep that in mind, but we’ll have to see what happens.  The one thing I know is that I’m not calling him.  If he decides he wants to see me, it’ll be on him.”

      “I understand.  Hey, you should come see me again this weekend.  I can’t leave to come up to your place because I’ve got guests, but we should hang out.  It might make you feel better.”

      It would also give her all the excuses she needed not to go out with Louis that weekend.  “I’ll be there.”
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      Hugh’s bear had been restless for the past twenty-four hours.  It warred with his mind and heart until the battle inside him was almost intolerable.  There were too many things to think about, too many guesses as to how this could all go.  He could swear it was killing him.  Parker and Chloe were his children.  His bond with them was a strong one, but it was the kind that would be impossible to mend if it were broken.

      What if Kelly was wrong?  That was the question—and the hope—that had been spinning in his mind ever since she’d told him.  He had no proof that anything she said was accurate.  Sure, he’d justified what he’d told her so far.  She could also just be really good at what she did.  Someone from Carlton could even be in on it, feeding her information about the people in town and making it look like she knew more than she did.

      He swiped his hands over his face and tried to brush off the notion.  Someone who was faking it would’ve gotten money out of him.  She wouldn’t have called him all the way from Hillsboro and given him such horrifying news.  She wouldn’t have cried so hard over something she knew would hurt him.

      None of it added up.

      There was only one thing to do.  He didn’t have any proof.  He didn’t have anyone else he could ask.  The only witnesses that had been named would simply have to be questioned.  Hugh tried to harden himself for the task.  This was his job.  They put out fires and tried to figure out how they’d been started so they wouldn’t happen again.  In a way, parenting was much like that.  He was constantly running around, putting out the flames as best he could before another blaze ignited behind him somewhere.

      Hugh’s stomach jumped as Parker’s truck rumbled up the driveway.  He wasn’t typically a nervous man.  There wasn’t much that could rattle him, but this situation was unprecedented.  The front door opened.

      “You didn’t have to tell her that,” Parker grumbled as he chucked his backpack down onto the couch.

      Chloe grinned at her big brother.  “Maybe I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t told Andrea who started that rumor about her.  Her friends were going to beat Brianna up in the locker room for it.”

      “You girls are terrible.”

      Hugh listened to them for a moment.  Typical teenage drama.  It felt like a lot to them, he was sure, but it was barely a drop in the bucket compared to the troubles of the rest of the world.  He hoped that he’d be able to return them to their bubble after this conversation.  That hope was a thin one, though.

      Parker stepped into the kitchen and spotted him at the dining table.  “What’re you doing home?” he asked, rifling through the cabinets for something to eat.  “Did you get off early or something?”

      “I took the day off, actually.”  He’d hated to do it, knowing that the time was essentially wasted.  All he’d done was sit around and think, and he wasn’t sure how far that had gotten him.  “I need to talk to you guys.”

      “Can it wait?” Chloe asked, pulling a bottle of soda from the fridge.  “I’m supposed to call Harmony so we can do our math homework together.  She gets it so much more than I do.”

      “It can’t.”  He watched them.  They were nearly grown already.  Chloe had a few more years to go than Parker, but they’d both be out of the house and on their own before he knew it.  It made him think of what Dean had said, about how he needed to live his life for himself since the kids wouldn’t be around forever.  That was true, but it was also hard to believe that the babies he’d once held in his arms were these same creatures.

      “What’s the matter?  Am I grounded again?”  Parker took up the defensive position as always.

      “We just have something we need to talk about.  Sit down, please.”  He kept his voice calm, although he was so tired from thinking, he wasn’t sure he could do much else.

      The two of them exchanged looks before they came to sit across from him.  Parker had a sandwich on a plate.  He took a massive bite that amounted to almost a quarter of the sandwich.  Chloe poked more daintily at her bowl of cottage cheese and pineapple chunks, and her brows were scrunched with concern.

      “What I have to say isn’t easy.”  That was no exaggeration.  He’d run through various conversations in his mind, trying to find the best way to bring it up, but none of them had felt right.  “I ask that you listen to me and then be honest with me.”

      “Look, Dad, if this is about my grades, I’ve already figured it out,” Parker started.  “I flopped the history test, but I already asked Mr. Powell about retaking it or doing some extra credit.  I can bring it back up by the end of next week at the latest.”

      Hugh shook his head.  “I can’t say I’m happy to know you failed your test, but a grade in high school history is chump change compared to what I want to talk about.  This is much more important.  Life or death, in fact.”

      Chloe paled.  “Did someone die?”

      “How about you guys just let me get on with it?”

      They nodded.

      “I’m sure you both remember when there was a barn fire on Johnston land several months ago.  Daniel, my friend and coworker, passed away in that fire.  None of this is new to you.”  He watched them carefully.  Their faces were almost too neutral.  He didn’t like it.  “This fire has bothered me for a long time.  I don’t know what started it.  I don’t know why Daniel went inside, and I can’t figure out why he didn’t come back out.  As far as all the evidence on the property showed, there was no reason for him not to save himself.  It bothers me.  It haunts me,” he corrected, grimacing at just how accurate that statement was.

      “Lately, it’s come to light that there were some witnesses.  We didn’t think there were initially, so I’m guessing whoever was there ran away.  I’m trying to track them down.”  And they were possibly right there in his own kitchen.  Hugh had experienced plenty of painful things in his life, but nothing quite as bad as this.

      “Wait, how could you suddenly find out something like that?” Parker asked, setting down his sandwich.  “It’s not like someone is just going to call the fire department and claim they suddenly remember what happened.”

      “That’s true.”  This next part was also something he’d heavily debated.  It was silly.  It was a stretch of the imagination, yet he knew it was also incredibly real.  They didn’t have to believe him to understand it.  “I spoke to Daniel.”

      Chloe, her mouth hanging open, turned her head toward her brother.  “Should we call Chris?”

      “Your father’s not going crazy, so you don’t need to go to the Alpha,” he assured them.  “I spoke to him through a medium.  You met her, actually.  Her name is Kelly.”

      Both kids stared at him for a long moment until they burst out laughing.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Chloe asked.  “She thinks she can talk to dead people?  I guess she’s even nuttier than I thought.”

      “What a total freak!” Parker added, howling with laughter.

      Hugh slammed his hand down on the table, making the dishes jump.  “She’s not a freak,” he corrected them firmly.  “She has a remarkable talent, and I invited her over here for dinner that night to thank her for it.  But what thanks did she get?  Both of your snotty attitudes and ridiculous attempts to cheat at something as stupid as a board game!”

      “Did she cheat, too?” Chloe asked.  “That’s not fair if she’s a psychic.  Or is a psychic the same as a medium?”

      Hugh waved his hand through the air in irritation.  “That’s not the point!  You two make yourselves incredibly difficult to talk to, and this is hard enough.  I don’t care about the games, and even your miserable behavior is something that can wait for now.  The most important thing is that Daniel revealed to me more of what happened on the night he died through Kelly.  He said…He said the two of you were there.”

      Silence as heavy as lead settled over the room.  Parker and Chloe simply stared at him for a long time.  Hugh stared back, almost wishing he could pluck his words out of the air and stuff them in his pocket.  If he were wrong, they’d be furious with him for even dreaming that they could do such a thing.  If he were right, he’d find out what kind of people his children truly were.

      “We were there,” Chloe whispered.  A thump sounded from under the table, and she jumped and glared at her brother.  “Well, we were!  We should’ve told him in the first place!”

      “You just wait,” Parker snarled.  “You’ll wish you’d kept your trap shut.”

      “Stop it,” Hugh barked.  “You’re not in charge of her, and we don’t keep secrets from each other in this family.”

      “What about Kelly being your girlfriend?  How long were you going to keep that secret?” Parker retorted.

      His blood was boiling now.  “I already told you exactly why I invited her over here.  Even if she were my girlfriend, it wouldn’t be any of your business.  Not unless you wanted to act as mature as you claim to be.”

      That cut him to the quick, but Parker didn’t want to show it.  He was in that stubborn age that boys go through when they think they know everything but still want approval from their elders.  Hugh knew it was hard on Parker, but it was no walk in the park for him either.

      “Whatever.  You’re obviously just going to be on her side, no matter what we say.”  Parker abandoned the last half of his sandwich and sat back in his chair, looking defiant as ever.

      “It’s not about sides,” Hugh explained, attempting to pull back his irritation.  Parker deliberately made this hard, which didn’t bode well for him.  “The only thing I want is the truth.  What evidence I have—whatever you might think of its source—says that the two of you were there that night.  Now tell me what’s going on.  Were you there?”

      Chloe fidgeted in her seat under Parker’s glare.  She, too, had completely forgotten about her food.  She swallowed, and when she spoke, it was barely above a whisper.  “Yeah.”

      Damn.  He’d believed Kelly, even though he hadn’t wanted to.  Daniel had only shown her accurate details thus far, but he wanted so badly for this to be a mistake.  Hugh blinked back tears, terrified of where this was going.  “Tell me the whole thing.”

      “We were hanging out with some of the Johnstons,” Chloe admitted. “It wasn’t a big deal.  We were just talking and chilling, and then some of them got bored.  Riley was starting to get restless.  He’s one of those kids who’s always trying to impress everyone else, and he said his dad always hated the old barn.  So he got a lighter from someone else and set it on fire.”

      Hugh’s guts were churning, and his bear itched to burst forth and go find this Riley kid.  It sounded as though he was the property owner's son, and Hugh had to wonder if the man knew what his child had done.  “Go on.”

      Parker looked like he was going to throw up.  He swooped a hand through his floppy hair.  “It was kind of funny at first until we realized just how dry that old barn wood was.  It went up quickly.  Chloe and I were going to get out of there, but that’s when Daniel came running up.  He was all sweaty like he’d been out for a run.  Daniel started asking where he could find a hose and a spigot because he was going to put it out.  Then Riley and some of his buddies started screaming about how there was someone trapped in the building.  They told him he had to get in there and save him.”

      So far, this lined up with what Kelly had told him.  That didn’t make it easier to hear.  “There wasn’t anyone in that building, though, was there?”

      Chloe shook her head.  “No.  And when Daniel went in there, Riley barred the door.  He picked up this old piece of timber lying in the grass.  I told him to stop, but he just pushed me away.”

      Anger flashed across Parker’s face, making Hugh wonder if that had led to further conflict between the boys.

      “They were laughing,” Chloe said, now sounding like a little girl instead of a teenager who constantly asked to go out with her friends and stay out late.  “They said it was just for a minute, to mess with him.  Then he took the wood off the door, and we all ran away before he came out.”

      “Except he never did come out,” Hugh added.  His body was heavy.  His mind had finally settled down, but it was only because it was stuck in the loop that’d been Daniel’s last few minutes of life.  “He went in there to save someone, to do his duty.  He got locked in, and by the time the door was open again, he was too weak to go through it.”

      “We didn’t know.”  A tear dripped down Parker’s face.  “We ran as soon as we could, and we thought he got out.  It wasn’t until the next day that we found out what really happened.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Hugh whispered.

      Chloe was crying now, too, her face beet red.  “The Johnstons thought we’d snitch.  They found us the next day and swore us to secrecy.  They said we’d get kicked out of the clan if we said anything, and we’d never get to be a part of our mom’s family.  We really did try to stop them, Dad.”

      “Fucking Johnstons.”  He usually limited his cursing in front of his children, but he didn’t care about propriety right now.  His bear was writhing violently inside him now, and he hunched over the table as he fought to control it.  How long had it been since he’d let it out?  How good would it feel to just set it free?  To run straight over to whatever Johnstons were responsible and rip every single one of them limb from limb?  The fuckers deserved every bit of it and more.  They raised their kids to be just like them, flouting authority at every turn and having little regard for anyone but themselves.  They were the constant bane of the Thompson clan’s existence, and there was nothing he’d like more than to exterminate every single one of them with his own hands.

      “They didn’t mean anything by it,” Parker insisted.  “It was all just good fun.”

      “Good fun that got my friend killed,” Hugh snapped.  “I understand that you were outnumbered.  I understand that these other kids would do what they did regardless of what you said.  But it’s more than obvious to me that they’re a horrible influence on your lives.  You won’t have anything to do with them again.”

      “Dad!” Parker exploded.

      Chloe just cried.

      “No.  Don’t even bother arguing with me.  They’re scum.  Yes, I’ve said it out loud.  You can look at me with all the hate you want, but I’m only speaking the truth.”

      “You just hate them because of Mom,” Parker returned.

      “How can you say that after what we just discussed?”  Hugh could feel the fire simmering in his eyes, sure that he looked just as vehement and hateful as his son.  “Yes, I have issues with your mom.  She ran off and left us.  She and her clan are completely separate issues in my mind, but they’re both problems for me.  It’s taken every ounce of strength and patience to raise the two of you on my own, and I’ll be damned if I let the Johnstons yank that out from under me.”

      “What’s going to happen?” Chloe asked.  She didn’t seem nearly as worried about her relationship with the Johnstons, though Hugh had no doubt it’d come up later.  “Are we going to jail?”

      “It’d be fine with me,” Parker fumed, standing up so quickly that his chair fell backward.  “They’d treat me better in jail!”  He stormed up to his room.

      Hugh let him go.  There was no talking to the boy.  He was too hot-headed, a product of his mother’s genetics and his age.  Someday he would see the truth.  Hopefully.

      “Dad, I’m scared.”

      Hugh pulled Chloe into his arms.  She didn’t fit into the crook of his elbow like she did when she was a little girl, but she was still his baby.  They both were, even if they didn’t want to admit it.  “I’m sorry, honey.  I hope you understand why I’m upset about this.”

      She nodded as she soaked his shirt with her tears.

      “But there’s no need to be scared.  We’ll get this figured out.  I promise we will.  I’m right here with you, and I wish I could’ve been all along.”

      “I know.  I should’ve told you.  I’m sorry.”

      He kissed the top of her head and held her close, rocking her gently as he used to when she was little and couldn’t sleep.  He wasn’t sure where he’d go from there.  Parker might not talk to him for a long time.  He’d already carved himself out of Kelly’s life with the way he’d treated her.  Still, he knew he couldn’t give up.  He’d never be able to, as long as he had two children depending on him.  “It’ll be okay, baby.  It’ll be all right.”
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      Kelly tapped the brakes when she saw the orange flashing lights and cursed over the babble of the radio.  It wasn’t as though the drive to Carlton was all that long, but she felt impatient now that it was hindered by road construction.  She could’ve just come down for the day and headed back home, but something was appealing about staying at the Two Birches again.

      Pulling off onto a side road, Kelly tried to be excited about her mini-vacation, even though it was guaranteed to make her think of Hugh.  She’d returned to Carlton to visit Carrie, and she’d tried to compartmentalize that in her head.  Being there didn’t have anything to do with him.  It was a free country, and if she wanted to stay with her friend, she certainly had every right to.

      It would just be easier if she didn’t feel like there was a possibility of running into him.  There were only a couple thousand people in Carlton.  In typical small-town fashion, as soon as you didn’t think you’d see someone you knew, you’d see everyone.  She might bump into him in a restaurant, at one of the wineries, or even at a gas station.

      The thing was, Kelly couldn’t quite decide how she felt about that.  The way they parted had left her thinking he didn’t want anything to do with her, so she felt the same way about him.  But the mere fantasy of spotting him somewhere around town could get her heart racing in a matter of seconds.  An even more exciting notion was the idea of him flying up to the bed and breakfast, bursting through the front door, and apologizing for everything.  He carried her up to her room in that little daydream, where they made love all afternoon.

      It was a nice thought, but it was undoubtedly hindered by Daniel.  His spirit had yet to revisit her since he’d shown her Parker and Chloe’s faces at the scene of the crime.  Kelly wondered if the experience had worn him out as much as it had her.  Or had it prompted him to cross over completely, never to visit this realm again?  There was so much she didn’t know when it came to the departed, which was ironic considering she was one of the few humans who could talk to them.  She’d have to sit down and chat with one of them sometime soon.

      The sound of an engine roaring behind her had her checking her side-view mirror.  A black sports car buzzed up alongside her, filled with leering teens.  They had their windows down despite the cool fall breeze.  The stereo bumped and buzzed, and they threw their hands out the window as they darted back into the right lane at the last minute before a truck came barreling down from the other direction.

      “Kids,” she muttered, not caring if it made her sound old.  One of the greatest challenges she’d faced as a parent was not teaching her kids to drive, but letting them out into the world once they had their licenses.  Even if she had complete confidence in them, she couldn’t trust everyone else out there.

      She expected the black car to go blazing off into the evening, leaving her in its dust, but instead, it slowed down.  Mile by mile, it decreased its speed until she was slogging along behind it.  Great.  They were playing with her.  Just what she wanted.  Kelly tipped the steering wheel to the left to peek around them and see if she could pass.

      The black car also dodged to the left, but with a more exaggerated movement than she’d made.  Its wheels thrummed against the textured spots in the center line as it moved to obstruct her view.

      Kelly sighed.  So that was how this was going to go.  She glanced in her rearview mirror as another car came racing up on her bumper.  She cringed as the silver sedan closed in behind her, tailing her with an uncomfortable amount of space between them.  Holding her breath while she waited for it to pass, Kelly wondered if the black car would allow it, but this new one didn’t attempt to get around the two cars in front of it.  When she checked her mirror again, Kelly was pretty sure that this car was also full of kids.

      She knew teens liked to get out and have their fun, but something wasn’t right.  Kelly thought of Carlton as a sleepy little town, and this didn’t line up with any of the other experiences she’d had there.  She thought about calling the police, but she wasn’t sure it was worth wasting their time and effort.  They’d have to get all the way out there, and she wasn’t even sure of the road's name.  The police probably knew the kids’ parents anyway and would let them off without even a slap on the wrist.

      She could handle this.  If life had taught her anything, it was that hard or impossible things came to an end eventually.  She’d made it through three children, three husbands, and almost fifty years of talking to the invisible.  She could shake off these brats, too.

      The trees on the left side of the road fell away as they passed a large farm field.  It gave her just the vantage point she needed to spot a smaller side road, but she didn’t want to give away her strategy.  Kelly kept her foot steadily on the gas.  She chewed her lip as she watched for oncoming traffic, hoping some random circumstance wouldn’t keep her from executing her plan.

      Kelly slammed on the brakes and yanked her wheel to the left at the last moment.  The tires and brakes fought against her, stuttering against the asphalt as she pulled off onto the side road.  Adrenaline shot through her system as she gritted her teeth.  A bush brushed against the passenger side of her car, but she slammed the gas, straightened out the vehicle, and was off.

      “Woo hoo!”  She pumped a fist in the air.  That felt like something out of the movies.  It was also probably completely unnecessary, but she’d enjoyed the hell out of it.

      A minute later, a roaring sound rose over the noise of her own engine and radio.  She looked in her mirrors, but the only vehicle on the road was a fair distance behind her.  It was far enough that she couldn’t tell if it was one of the cars that had been pursuing her.

      Just as she returned her attention to the windshield, a black car burst out in front of her.  Its back end wagged as it squealed.  She slammed the brakes, barely missing the back bumper of the other vehicle.  “Son of a bitch!”  Kelly tightened her grip on the wheel.  She underestimated these kids, and she hadn’t factored in how well they knew the roads.  The brats had intercepted her.  To them, it was probably all just fun and games.  To her, it was starting to get scary.

      Her arms shook with all the unused adrenaline firing through her bloodstream.  Kelly reached over to the passenger seat for her cell, ready to call the police this time, but her fingers only met upholstery.  Daring a glance down, Kelly saw that her purse and phone had toppled onto the floorboard, probably during one of the times she’d so generously applied the brakes.  “Shit!”

      Okay, this wasn’t funny anymore.  There had to be a farm or a house nearby, a driveway where she could pull over and call the police.  She let her foot off the gas, done with their games.

      That’s when she saw the silver car come flying up on her rear.  If she pulled over, they would just follow her.  There was no telling what their intentions were, and she was stuck.  If only she’d called the police in the first place.  Kelly racked her brain.  There had to be something she could do.

      The other two cars on the road had more immediate plans than she did.  The black car ahead of her slowed down.  There wasn’t enough room on the narrow side road to get around it, not unless she wanted to end up either in the tree line or a steep ditch.  Kelly was forced to slow as well.  Apparently, the silver car wasn’t as quick with the brakes because it bumped her slightly forward, pushing her until she was pinned between the two vehicles with barely a few inches between them.  Whoever these kids were, they obviously didn’t care about their paint jobs as they nudged her onto a narrow farm track.

      The car bumped and bounced along.  She glanced at the fields on either side of her, muddy and murky in the dimming light.  Wherever she was, she could bet these kids knew the area much better than she did.  She wasn’t in the type of vehicle that could handle a quick turn through the fields to launch back out onto the roads and lose them.  She was in hot water; that much was certain.

      Hugh.  Fear and adrenaline were making for a sickening mix in her body now.  She longed for something safe, for some guarantee that she would get out of this.  Hugh was the first one to come to mind.  Even now, when her very life could be in danger, she thought only of his handsome face and those deep gray eyes.  She wanted him to be there.

      And now she might never see him again, depending on what happened.  She was out in the middle of nowhere, and she was screwed.

      Hugh.  I’m sorry for everything.  I need you.

      The silver car pulled up along her driver’s side, pushing her off into the field.  A voice echoed faintly in the back of her head.  For a moment, it felt the same way the spirits did when they were trying to reach her.  It was different, though, a voice that echoed in her bones.

      And she could swear it felt like Hugh’s.
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      Once more, Hugh found himself racing along the roads.  He couldn’t explain it.  It didn’t make a lick of sense, especially since Kelly wasn’t part of his clan.  Hell, she wasn’t even a shifter!  But she was his.  He knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt, or else he wouldn’t have heard her voice in his head so clearly.  She was within him, and she needed him.

      It disturbed him to know that the message had come through while he was in his human form.  Such a telepathic connection was unheard of, even among clanmates.  That was something he’d have to address later, though.  Right now, he just had to find Kelly.

      He punched the redial button on his dashboard, listening impatiently as the sound of the ringtone echoed throughout the cabin of the vehicle.  He’d already reached out to her at least five times; he’d lost count.  Hugh would call her a hundred times if it meant he’d find out where she was and that she was safe.  A small click got his heart up in his throat, but it was just her voicemail again.

      “Come on, Kelly.  Where are you?”

      One of the challenges of living as a shifter in modern days was having to spend so much time as a human.  Hugh was constantly repressing his inner beast, but right now, he needed it.  He obviously couldn’t drive in bear form, but he needed to tap into the intrinsic ability he had for finding one of his own.  He took a deep breath, trying to force himself to relax and let his internal compass show him the way.

      He couldn’t have explained exactly how it worked, nor would he attempt to.  He only knew that it did.  Hugh took a left and then a right, winding around on the country roads.  Why the hell would she be out there?  Kelly had to be back in Carlton.  He was sure of that.  But why wouldn’t she be at Carrie’s place?  Or The Warehouse?  This wasn’t anywhere near those places.  He could only follow his instincts and hope they were right.

      As the road narrowed and he nearly turned around, Hugh spotted headlights in the distance.  He pressed the accelerator, ignoring the flying dirt and gravel, and charged forward.  The scene before him practically made him shift right in the driver’s seat.  Three cars were in the field, their fenders covered in mud.  Kelly was standing next to her vehicle, but she had mud all the way up the side of her jeans.  Her hair was always a bit untamed, but now, half of it had been pulled out of her ponytail.  The tear in the hem of her shirt only confirmed what he was starting to think.  These little bastards had somehow gotten her out there alone, and they’d pulled her from her car.

      His headlights shone on the teens, and he knew exactly why they’d done it.  These were Johnston kids.  There was Riley, who’d set the barn on fire, and he recognized several of the others.  He didn’t know how it’d happened.  Hugh hadn’t even done anything about the new information on Daniel’s case just yet, preferring to think things over and speak privately with August before he took any action.  Someone else hadn’t taken that long, though, and these kids were clearly willing to do almost anything to keep their names out of the spotlight.

      “Where the hell are your parents?” Kelly barked at them as they crowded around her.  “Do you really think you can just come out here and shove me around like this?”

      “We don’t like nosy freaks around here,” Riley spat.

      “Your grandmother wouldn’t want you to talk like that,” Kelly returned.  “She says if she were here right now, she’d bend you over her knee just like she did when you stomped her irises.”

      Even in the dim light, Hugh thought he saw Riley’s eyes bulge.  “Your creepy tricks aren’t going to get you out of this.”

      “Let her go,” Hugh thundered, striding forward.  He should’ve called the rest of his clan for backup, but he couldn’t pause to grab his phone now.  It would only be seen as a weakness, and he couldn’t risk them doing something stupid when they didn’t think he was paying attention.

      “What are you going to do about it, old fart?”   One of the other boys stepped forward.  He was tall and broad, already grown into his adult size even if his brain hadn’t caught up yet.  Hugh’s skin rippled slightly as he thought about shifting.

      “Nothing has to be done at all,” Hugh said carefully.  He glanced at Kelly.  She was dirty and pissed off, but she seemed unharmed.  But if this kid did what Hugh thought he would, she’d be absolutely terrified.  “She’s coming with me, and the rest of you are going home.”

      “I don’t think so.”  Riley stepped up, standing between Hugh and Kelly.  “This doesn’t have anything to do with you.  It’s clan business, and you can get your Thompson ass out of here.”

      He stood his ground.  “I’m not leaving without her.”

      Riley rolled his shoulders forward.  “Suit yourself.”  He was young, and it didn’t take him more than a couple of seconds.  He threw himself on all fours as his bear burst out of him in a wave of dark fur and sharp teeth.  Riley charged, his thick paws digging into the ground.

      Kelly screamed.

      As the sound dissipated into the night, Hugh didn’t have time for regrets.  He might’ve told her eventually, but this wasn’t how he wanted her to find out.  His bones cracked and popped as his body expanded, making room for his new anatomy.  His muscles vibrated, and his skin itched where his fur emerged.  The face was always the worst part, making the loudest sounds inside his skull as his human face stretched forward into a snout.  Hugh refused to look at Kelly, not wanting to see her horror as he became the other side of himself.

      Riley crashed into him.  He had a head start and inertia on his side, but he wasn’t an experienced fighter.  Hugh met his force with the brunt of his shoulder and then rolled back, making the younger bear go tumbling down to the ground.

      The others saw that their leader wasn’t going to get this done on his own, and they were ready to attack.  Humans shifted into bears all around Kelly, and Hugh could feel her terror filling him.  He willed her to stay by the car, hoping against all hope that she might even get into it and drive away.  That was her best chance right now.  That was when Hugh noticed the back tire was nearly off the rim, which had probably happened as she’d pulled off the farm road.  Her only escape would be on foot, and she’d never be faster than the shifters.

      “Hugh!  What’s happening?” she cried as two more bears barreled toward him.

      How could he possibly explain?

      He could only fight.  Hugh swiped out with one paw, his claws gashing deep into a hide, drawing thick, hot blood that ran down onto the freshly-harvested field.  On his other side, a young bear dared to sink his teeth into the soft spot just behind Hugh’s front leg.  He roared in pain as he twisted, falling toward the attacker to knock him off balance.

      They were all over him.  He was holding his own, but there were a lot of them and only one of him.  He wasn’t going to last long.  Hugh reached out with his mind, hoping one of his clanmates was in bear form so that they could hear him.  He didn’t care if he got hurt.  Wounds would heal.  But he had to get Kelly out of there.

      Riley had recovered from his initial blow.  He’d been hanging back some, waiting for his turn to take a stab at Hugh, but now he turned and raced back toward Kelly.  Saliva hung in long strings from his teeth as he roared his fury at her.

      She was crumpled against the side of the car.  Her eyes darted around her, looking for a weapon, but found nothing of use.  Kelly backed around the car's front end, trying to put the vehicle between herself and the attacking bear.

      That wasn’t enough to stop him.  Hugh watched in agony as he struggled to get out from underneath the rest of the group.  Riley pursued her, taking his time.  His shoulder bones protruded under his furry back as he took one step and then the next, hunting her down like a wild animal.

      He was going to kill her.  The only bears Hugh could communicate with were those from his own clan, but he didn’t need a voice in his head to understand Riley’s intentions.  The bastard had made a huge mistake, but he wanted Kelly to pay for it in his stead, even though she’d been nothing more than an innocent messenger.  Hugh bellowed as he shoved a bear aside with his shoulder, taking only a small amount of satisfaction at the rush of air that came bursting out of his opponent.  Knocking the wind out of him would only keep him down for so long.

      Riley was at the front of the car now, still stalking Kelly as she cowered around the passenger side.  In this form, he’d only have to leap over a corner of the hood before he was on her, and his sharp teeth and claws would be shredding her to bits.  Hugh knew he had to get to her.  He struggled forward, determined to carry all these bastards with him if he had to.  They had the advantage in their sheer number, and it was now clear to Hugh why Riley had gathered so many friends to teach Kelly a lesson.  The Johnstons never did anything in a small way, and they always had backup.  Riley was confident as he put a paw up on the grill.

      But a dark shadow came flying out of the tree line, its paws thundering against the ground.  The bear was bigger and faster, but lean.  It crashed into Riley, sending him onto the hood of Kelly’s red hatchback as metal crumpled around him.  The youth screamed in protest and snapped his teeth but missed, catching only the air.  His new opponent returned the favor and bit down hard just behind his neck, pinching him like a puppy that needed discipline and holding hard until he submitted to her.

      Hugh continued his battle, but he kept an eye on the newcomer.  He couldn’t see her well now that she was out of the direct line of the headlights, but he recognized the shape of her head and the subtle pattern of her colors.  She stepped down from the hood of the car, and his heart raced.  She was going to come after him next, or she would take Kelly for herself.  He knew it.  To his surprise, she turned her back to the human, sucked in a breath, and roared.

      Several of the bears scattered, taking off straight into the woods and leaving their vehicles there.  Two were still trying to take Hugh down, thinking that the blood leaking from his shoulder was enough of a weakness to spell victory.  Hugh slammed his head into the jawline of the one on his left, seeing stars after the bone-on-bone contact.  He then swiped his dangerous claws through the air on his right and narrowly missed his nemesis's jugular on that side.  Seeing that they were no longer on the winning team, they followed their brethren, loping off into the night.

      Now it was only Kelly, him, and the newcomer.  Hugh moved slowly forward, not sure of what was happening.  He knew her, but her actions didn’t make any sense.  She was a Johnston, and by all rights, she should be attacking Kelly, but Hugh would end her if she tried.  There was no question in his mind.  It would make certain people hate him, but some sacrifices simply had to be made.

      The other bear glanced around, and he thought she might come for him.  Her dark eyes met his, and she dropped her attack position.  After a long moment, she let her bear form go.

      Shaggy fur and thick limbs dissolved, leaving a slim woman with dark curls that tangled down her back.  Her eyes were the same shade as her hair, deep and penetrating.  She put one hand on her hip and gave a little smile as though they were old friends, like the battle scene that’d just happened was an ordinary event.  “What’s happening, Hugh?”

      He, too, cast off his animal form and traded it in for the other, ignoring the pain that always came with it.  Hugh was tempted to remain as a bear so he could act quickly if the newcomer should decide not to protect Kelly after all.  He knew he couldn’t trust her, and he couldn’t even understand why she was there.  “Hello, Tegan.”
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      Kelly opened her eyes.  She’d been absolutely certain that this was the end.  Somehow, against all odds, Hugh had shown up.  That meant that at least she’d gotten to see him one more time.  She wasn’t entirely convinced he wasn’t some hallucination brought on by fear.

      But as soon as his rugged good looks had appeared in her sight, everything had gone sideways.  If she could trust her mind and eyes, the rotten teens who had circled her had turned into bears.  She’d watched as their bodies spasmed and jerked, with dark fur erupting from their skin.  They quickly became indistinguishable from each other in the dim light, and the air was full of their roars.

      Even worse, Hugh had transformed as well.  That was perhaps the strangest part.  She’d seen him change, a shift that made one side of his face twinge up in pain, yet that seemed so natural for him.  The way he’d stood there, fending off their blows, as though he’d done this a hundred times before.  It was difficult to believe.

      It was clear that no matter what species the kids were at the moment, they were after her.  She knew she couldn’t run.  She’d never been very athletic, and her feet were frozen to the ground regardless.  She actually wished for the comfort of spirits because talking to the dead felt a hell of a lot more normal than any of this fuckery.  There was a good chance she’d be joining them soon enough anyway.

      But then the noise stopped.  The roaring and banging, the horrific crushing of her car.  It was nearly silent, and when she looked up, she wondered if she’d fainted and imagined it all.  There were no bears around her.  There was only Hugh and a strange woman with long dark hair.

      Hugh was looking at her, and his face was impossible to read.  His graphite eyes were the color of the sky as the sun sank behind the trees, leaving only a rim of orange lining the horizon.  He watched the new woman carefully, but gave her a slight nod as he moved around her toward Kelly.  He crouched on the ground next to Kelly, putting his hands gently on her arms.  “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t think so.”  Her throat was raw, and her voice scraped against it.  She touched him, splaying her fingers on his chest, feeling the warm muscle underneath.  His shirt was damp with cooling sweat, and he smelled of the earth.  “Are you really here?  Is this actually you, or did I just hit my head really hard?”

      “Yeah.”  He let out a breathy laugh.  “It’s me.  I guess I have a few things to explain.”

      The woman, who was still a mystery to her, smiled at them.  “I’ll give you two some space.”  She glided off toward the road, still as confident in her body as she had been when she was a bear a moment ago.

      The fact that Kelly could even make that comparison was hard to handle.

      “Hugh, I think I must be sick.  I’ve seen some things here tonight, things that make my ability seem completely normal.  I might need…I don’t know what I need.”  She allowed him to help her to her feet, though her legs felt shaky beneath her.  She leaned against the car, feeling the cold metal against her backside and grounding herself on something that felt solid and real.  The rest of the world sure didn’t.

      He rubbed his hands slowly up and down her arms.  “You’re not sick, Kelly.  I want to tell you all about this, but first, I need to know if you’re hurt.  What did they do to you?”

      It wasn’t as though she’d forget her encounter there anytime soon.  Kelly could replay every second of it in her mind, from the triumph she felt when she thought she’d gotten away to the horror of realizing there was no escape.  “Not much, really.  They battered my car around to get me out here, and they pulled me out of the driver’s seat.  I’m a little bruised and cold, but I’m okay.”

      He slipped off his jacket and put it around her.  “I can get you to a doctor if you need it.”

      The jacket smelled of his cologne and the earthy scent that lingered on him.  It was still warm from his body, and she held that warmth tightly against her skin, but fear was beginning to pump through her veins again.  She pressed herself more tightly against her car, even though it was cold.  “If that was real, if I actually saw all that, then that means that you…”  Kelly couldn’t bring herself to finish that sentence.  She wanted so badly to be wrong.

      “I’m a shifter.”  The words were just as solid as his body in front of her, spoken without a hint of doubt or hesitation.  “I’m sorry, Kelly.  I’m not sorry for being what I am, but I am sorry that you had to find out this way.  I know it isn’t easy to understand, but other humans know about us, too.”

      “Us?” she echoed.  “You mean to tell me there are more?”  Kelly tried to swallow, but her throat was as dry as a desert.  She remembered all the sci-fi and fantasy novels she’d read when she was younger.  She’d always dreamed of something like this happening, of discovering that there was more to the world, but she’d dismissed those notions long ago.  Hell, weren’t departed souls enough?

      “Why don’t you come back to my car?  We can sit down and I can turn the heat on.”

      “No.”  For reasons she couldn’t quite explain, being in an enclosed space with Hugh was the last thing she wanted right now.  When she looked into those slate eyes, she wasn’t sure if she could see a trace of the beast he’d been a few minutes ago or if she imagined it.  “That’s okay.  Just tell me.  Tell me how you were like this, and then you were like…that.”

      Hugh took a step back, sensing her discomfort.  “It’s how I’ve always been.  I was born that way, as were the rest of my family.  It’s not like in the movies, where it has to be a full moon or something.  We have control over it.”

      “Does it hurt?”  She shouldn’t care.  She’d come out to Carlton just to have a little fun and try something new.  It felt as though the whole world had betrayed her, especially Hugh.  She’d slept with him, and he wasn’t even actually human.  If anything, she should be hoping the transformation from man to bear and back again was the most painful thing ever, yet she didn’t.  She didn’t want him to hurt, not physically, and not the way she was hurting right now.

      “It is if I haven’t done it for a while.  Most of the time, I am as you see me.  For all intents and purposes, in my day-to-day life, I’m a human.”

      “Except that you’re not,” she whispered.  Kelly tried to force her brain to wrap around this, but it refused.  She wasn’t sure that she would ever truly understand.  “And those kids?  They’re the same way?”

      He nodded.  “They are.  They’re from a different clan.  We shifters tend to stay close with our extended families.  It’s not like the rest of the world understands us, after all.  Sometimes, as with the Johnston clan, those families don’t exactly get along.  They’ve been warring with us for a long time.”

      “So is that why they did this to me?  Because I’ve been spending time with you.  Oh.”  All the breath went rushing out of her lungs as the puzzle pieces started to fall into place.  She’d met Hugh when Daniel wanted to speak to him, and she vividly remembered that first vision.  As Daniel, she’d looked down and seen her hands as enormous, brown bear paws.  It hadn’t made sense at the time, not unless she took it as being symbolic.  That was exactly what she’d done at first, but now she felt like an idiot for not seeing the bigger picture.  Everything else Daniel had told her was blatant and straightforward.  He’d shown her what he’d seen when he’d come upon that burning barn.  That included the kids who were there tonight.  “How did they find out?”

      Some of the softness left his eyes for a moment.  “I still have to figure that out.  Kelly, even though I know this is all very overwhelming for you, I want you to understand that there’s a lot I don’t quite know myself when it comes to Daniel.  I can say that these kids will be dealt with.  I’ll be speaking with my Alpha first thing in the morning, and then to theirs.”

      “Alpha?”

      “Like a patriarch of the family,” he explained softly.

      “This is all nuts.”  She rubbed her hands over her face, wanting to scour away all the exhaustion and confusion she felt.  It didn’t really help, and when she looked up at Hugh again, she only had more questions.  “It’s just wild.”

      “Kelly.”  He had his hands on her arms now, his fingers resting gently against her sleeve, but she could feel the despair trembling in his palms.  “I know it is.  I know it’s a lot to take in, and I don’t expect you to understand it all tonight.  I just want you to know that I’m still the same person you met back at The Warehouse, the same one who spent an amazing night with you.  I know it’s asking a lot, but I just don’t want you to be angry with me.”

      “Angry.”  The word was a heavy statement on her tongue, but it wasn’t one that she felt within her soul.  “I’m not.  How could I be?  You’re…not what people consider normal, but neither am I.  I’ve spent most of my life trying to keep my ability a secret because I don’t want to be judged and ridiculed.  I can’t even imagine what would happen if you came right out and told everyone that you’re a part-time bear.”

      A deep breath escaped his lips, and he closed his eyes.  “Oh, good.”

      “But I do need some time to process this,” she added quickly.  “I do understand, but I also need you to understand.  You knew who I was from the get-go.  I never tried to hide that from you.  As sympathetic as I am, it doesn’t make any of this particularly easy.  I need to go home and think.”

      “You can’t take your car.  Not like this.”  Hugh frowned at the large dent in the hood and the flat tire.  He pulled his keys out of his pocket and pressed them into her hand.  “Take mine.  I can call someone and get a ride home tonight, and then I’ll get it from you later in the week.”

      “I can’t do that.”  She’d felt such strong things for Hugh.  She’d really questioned herself on whether or not she wanted to change her life around just to be with him.  Nothing had been as it’d seemed, though, and she just wanted to get away.  She needed to return to normalcy, her cats, knitting, plants, and her work-from-home job that hardly ever got her out of the house.  That was what she needed right now, even if it meant driving her rather battered car to get there.  “I’m sure it’ll still start.  I just need to change the tire.”

      Determined, Kelly marched around to the trunk and popped it open.  She shoved aside a few plastic bags of clothes that she’d meant to take to the thrift store and lifted the floor mat.

      “Kelly.”  Hugh was at her side.

      A tear leaked from her eye, and she swiped it away on the shoulder of her shirt.  Damn it.  She didn’t want him to see her cry.  She’d been weak enough when she’d cowered in front of all those beasts.  No one could blame her for that, but it didn’t make anything easier.  “What?”

      “You don’t have to do this.  You don’t even have to go home,” he said softly.  “I can take you to Carrie’s place.  Is that where you were heading?”

      Hell.  This whole wild ride had been so distracting that she’d almost forgotten where she was heading in the first place.  It felt like hours since she’d come across that construction zone.

      “We can leave your car here.  I’ll take you to Carrie’s.  I can even stay there with you if you’d like, if you’re worried about your safety.  Anything you want, Kelly.”  His voice was soft and smooth, like gravel or whiskey or any of the sexy things she’d always wanted a man to sound like.

      She paused, but she refused to look at him.  His suggestion had only given her more questions.  “Does Carrie know?  About you?”

      He rested his hand on the lid of the trunk.  “She does.”

      “Then if I get anything I want, I just want to go home.”  She lifted the spare tire out of the trunk.  The damn thing was a lot heavier than she’d imagined, and she nearly dropped it as she wrestled it to the ground.

      “At least let me do that.”  He easily took it from her as though it weighed no more than a feather, which only pissed her off more.

      Kelly stood off to the side while a man-bear changed her tire.  It was the most bizarre thought she’d ever had, and she didn’t know how she would deal with it.  Maybe she wouldn’t.  Maybe she’d go home, sleep off the damn weird night, and then forget any of this had happened.  She could even go on that blind date with Louis, and if he were incredibly quiet and dull, she’d just marry him and pretend there weren’t any other options.

      The skin on the back of her neck prickled as Hugh tightened the tire in place.  She turned around, but she could see nothing in the darkness.  There’d been that other woman, though, that bear who’d come running out of nowhere and pinned Riley down before he could do anything to her.  Kelly had yet to know if she was a friend or foe, but she decided it didn’t really matter.  She was leaving anyway.

      When Hugh had finished, she climbed behind the wheel and cringed as she turned the key.  It started, much to her relief.  And disappointment.

      Hugh shut the trunk and came around to her window.  “I really don’t want it to be like this, Kelly.

      “I just…”  She just what?  She didn’t even really know herself.  She needed to think.  She needed to leave.  She wanted to stay.  She wanted to believe that this was all real and incredible, but she also wanted it to just be some crazy nightmare.  No words were the right ones when her mind was still so confused.  “Thank your friend for saving me, okay?  I know she did.”  Putting the car in drive, she turned a slow circle in the soft ground around Hugh and made her way back out to the farm road.

      More tears heated her cheeks as she emerged on wider and more familiar roads.  She should be thrilled to be leaving the scene of such a terrifying incident, especially since she might not have gotten away with her life if Hugh hadn’t shown up.  She should even be angry with him, but all she really felt was sad.

      “This is why you don’t get involved with people,” she reminded herself as she finally started heading north again, leaving Carlton behind.  “They’re never who they say they are, not when they’re humans, and not when they’re something else.  You try to be honest and come right out and tell people who you are, but it never pays off.  Not really.”

      Kelly knew it wasn’t as simple as that.  Would she have told Hugh about her ability if she’d met him under different circumstances?  Or would she have kept it under her hat until she’d figured out a bit more about him and decided if he could be trusted with her secret?  Tears streamed down onto her lap, which only made her angry.  She didn’t want to be sad, not over a man.  That wasn’t what her life was supposed to be about these days.  She was the one in control, who decided how she felt and who she spent her time with.  And who the hell was that woman, anyway?  She’d just appeared out of nowhere to help him.  People didn’t risk life and limb just for the hell of it, so what was their connection?  Kelly wasn’t even sure she wanted to know.  It was easier just to leave him in the past.

      But Hugh had looked devastated as she’d driven away.  She’d glanced in her rearview mirror a few times before she’d pulled onto the highway, half-expecting to see his vehicle behind hers.

      There were no easy answers, so she went home to her cats.
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      Hugh watched her taillights bounce off into the night.  His bear was flailing inside him, furious about how that had gone.  It wanted to follow her, to bring her back and keep her in Carlton, where she belonged.  He’d fought for her.  He would’ve sacrificed his life for her.  So how could she be driving away right now?

      The logical part of him understood.  It was the risk that had kept him from admitting just how important she was to him.  She was a human.  Medium or not, it would be difficult for her to accept the other side of him.  Kelly had only asked for some time to think, but Hugh knew better.  She’d refused as much of his help as possible, and she’d hardly been able to look at him.  He’d lost her for good.

      “Well, that was interesting,” a smooth voice said from behind him.

      Hugh turned slowly to see that Tegan had returned.  It’d been seven years since he’d last seen her.  His former mate still had the same trim body and long curly hair that she always had, but the deep lines around her eyes and lips showed she’d been living a rough life while she was away from her clan.  “At least there’s one thing we can agree on.”

      She stepped up next to him, her hands in her jacket pockets as she stared down the farm road in the direction Kelly had gone.  “So, you’re into humans now?”

      Anger bubbled inside him.  “Whatever I’ve got going on in my personal life doesn’t have anything to do with you.  I’m pretty sure you gave up that privilege when you packed up your shit and left us.  As a matter of fact, I don’t even understand what you’re doing here after all these years.  If you hadn’t helped save Kelly’s life, I’m not sure I’d tolerate you standing here.”

      Casually, as Tegan always was, she put up her hands.  “I deserve that.  I’ve been an asshole, and don’t think I don’t know it.  Sometimes, though, you have to turn around and do the right thing.”

      “If you think that means suddenly showing back up in Parker and Chloe’s lives and just picking up where you left off, you’d better think again,” he warned.  He hadn’t realized just how angry he’d been with her until this business with the Johnston clan had blown so far out of proportion.  Though his bear had once found her irresistible, it now wanted to get as far away from her as possible.

      “The right thing, in this case, means trying to fix all this business within my clan,” she corrected him.  “And with my kids, too, even if I haven’t exactly done right by them.  You see, Parker and Chloe told their friends they were grounded thanks to Kelly.  Don’t get mad yet,” she said quickly when she saw him ball his fists.  “I know how it sounds, but you weren’t in their heads.  Don’t forget that I’m still a Johnston even if I don’t live with my clan anymore.  I still have my telepathic link, and I heard all of this through Riley and his buddies.”

      “Go on,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Parker and Chloe are genuinely sorry about what they’ve done.  They were upset that they were grounded, of course.  They’re kids.  But it was more than that.  They’re really good kids, and they know it was wrong to keep the secrets they did about the fire.  They went to Riley, and they told him he needed to confess.  They tried to talk him into going to his dad, or Fred, or even you, because the longer he waited, the worse it would be,” Tegan explained.

      Hugh wasn’t sure where the teens had run off to, but he was eager to get a hold of them.  “And I’m guessing Riley and company decided not to take that advice.”

      “Not at all,” Tegan agreed.  “They were pretty pissed at our kids for fessing up.  At first, I thought they might go after them.  But Kelly was the one who brought the truth to light.  That’s why they went after her instead.”

      “And you?” he pressed.  “Why would you come back from wherever the hell you’ve been to save a stranger?”  Tegan had never been the most generous person on the planet, and it was hard to believe she’d show up and jump into a fight out of the goodness of her heart.

      Her face softened a little.  “I didn’t want our kids to get hurt.  It was a short leap from going after Kelly to going after them, especially if they didn’t think anyone would step in and stop them.  Even when it came to Kelly, I didn’t see any reason for more blood to be shed.  Parker and Chloe definitely wouldn’t need to feel that on their hands, either.”

      Hugh took a moment to think it through.  It made sense.  His kids had been subdued, to say the least, ever since he’d confronted them about the fire.  They’d tried to get Riley to do the right thing, but he’d chosen to make things worse in typical Johnston fashion.  “I see.  And why did you have to be the one to stop them?  Why not just tell Fred?”

      “Please,” she snorted.  “As if my almighty Alpha would’ve done anything about it.  That bastard is lucky he even has a clan anymore, considering how loosely he runs it.  He’s more interested in fucking around with his mistresses than doing anything useful.”

      “Well, I appreciate it,” he said stubbornly.  Hugh didn’t want to have to thank Tegan for a damn thing.

      She was quiet for a long moment, looking down at her boots.  “I owe you an apology.”

      She owed him a lot more than that, as far as he was concerned.  But it was a start.  “I’m listening.”

      Tegan flicked her hair out of her eyes again.  “I shouldn’t have run off the way I did.  I was feeling restless, like there was something out there I hadn’t discovered yet.  When I met Dominic, I thought he was the key to everything.  I let that cloud my thoughts and make my decision.  It might’ve been the right thing for me, but it was a shitty thing to do to you and the kids.”

      It was an old wound, and even though it had angered him quite a bit lately, it wasn’t the same hurt he’d felt when it was fresh.  Hugh didn’t miss Tegan, and he would be more than fine if she stayed out of his life.  But when it came to Parker and Chloe, he realized he might not have a choice.  She was their mother, even if she wasn’t a stunning example of one.  “I guess this means you want to start seeing them again.”

      To his surprise, she shook her head.  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      “For them or you?”

      “For any of us, actually.  I have my regrets, Hugh.  Don’t think otherwise.  I should’ve done things differently, but it’s too late to go back and fix things.  Parker and Chloe seem like they’re doing really well with you as their father,” she said quietly.

      “The incident with the fire points in the opposite direction,” he countered.

      “But they did come clean,” Tegan argued.  “Even if they needed some prompting, they did tell you. Then they turned around and tried to get their friends to do the same thing because they knew it was right.  Peer pressure is incredibly tough on anyone their age, and I imagine it’s even worse since they’re caught between two clans.  Even with the divided loyalty and all the conflict they must be feeling, they still tried to do the right thing.”

      He sighed.  “That’s true.”

      “I think coming back into their lives will only confuse them more.  I’m sure it’s been difficult for you to handle everything, and I don’t want you to think I’m saying this just because it’s the easy way out.  It’s not.  Turning around and leaving Carlton again will probably be one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I want to do what’s best for these kids.”

      His heart hurt for his children.  “It’s been hard on them.”

      “I know.  And on you.”

      He couldn’t deny that, and he wouldn’t.  “Don’t you think they’ll be even more upset when they find out their mother was in town but didn’t bother to at least see them?”

      She rubbed the back of her neck as she turned her gaze to the ground.  “Perhaps.  I just don’t think I can do it.”

      Hugh wanted to be surprised by that, but he couldn’t be.  Some things would never change.  “Well, just promise me that you’ll come back to them someday.  Even if you wait until they’re older and mature enough to have a real conversation about this.”

      “When I’m ready,” she admitted, her eyes shimmering a little.  “Yes.  They deserve that.”

      Tegan nodded her head toward the road.  “As far as Kelly goes, I’m really happy for you.”

      Hugh narrowed his gaze.  “I’m sure you’ll understand if I don’t quite trust everything you say.”

      She shrugged.  “Believe me if you want to.  Or don’t.  That’s entirely up to you.  All I know is that I could definitely sense something going on between you.  It’s the bond you and I thought we had, but never actually did.”

      “I’ve thought about that a lot,” he replied honestly.  “We were so young.  It’s funny that we could’ve fooled ourselves into thinking we were fated.”

      “Or that people can fool themselves into thinking they’re not.”  Tegan smiled, and there were a few new lines around her thin lips as she once again nodded in the direction Kelly had gone.  “Don’t do that to yourself.  She’ll have a tough time accepting that you’re a shifter, but it’s not like it’s never been done before.”

      He grunted.  “I’m not sure if she’ll ever talk to me again.  That’s going to be quite the stumbling block.”

      “Give her the time she needs,” Tegan advised.  A breeze kicked up, and she tossed her head to fling her hair behind her shoulders.  “In the end, we always know where we belong.”

      Hugh eyed her curiously, knowing that she was talking about herself just as much as Kelly.  He didn’t like to compare the two of them, but maybe there was some truth in what she said.  “I suppose you know this because you’ve found where you belong?”

      “I have,” she said with a nod.  “I also know you.  We might not be what we once thought we were, but we did spend a lot of time together.  I saw your eyes when you looked at her.  She’s got to figure out where she belongs, but I’m pretty sure you already know the answer for yourself.  I’ll see you around, Hugh.”  Tegan turned and moved off into the night, slowly at first.  Her footsteps quickened, her shadow rippled, and then she disappeared into the nearby field on all four paws.

      Hugh stood there alone for a long moment, thinking.  Things had a strange way of turning out.  He now knew what had happened to Daniel, even though it didn’t make him feel better about his death.  Tegan’s visit had been a surprise, but it had offered him closure that he hadn’t even realized he’d needed.  Now he just had to figure out Kelly.

      As he fired up the engine in his SUV, he considered following her.  He wanted to hold her close and tell her everything she wanted to know, and he wanted to make her understand.  But maybe—as much as he hated to admit it—Tegan was right.  She’d asked for time, and he had to give it to her.

      It was all up to her now.
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      Kelly.

      Her eyelids flew open, and she sat up in the tub.  She’d nearly fallen asleep, which was no surprise considering how long she’d lain awake in bed for the last couple of nights.  Wenda had been sleeping on the rug, and she woke with a start when she heard the splashing.  Slung low to the ground, she slipped out the crack in the door before she got wet.

      “Damn it!  Don’t do that to me.  You scared me.  Again.”  Kelly thought she was getting used to Daniel’s presence, but it wasn’t that easy.  Most of the time, spirits left as soon as they’d said their peace, but Daniel had more to say than others.  He also sounded much clearer than the soft, whispery voices she usually heard.  When he had something urgent to say, she definitely knew it.

      At least she didn’t have to worry about the fact she was in the tub.  The dead didn’t care if you were naked.  That was something she’d come to terms with a long time ago, or else she’d never be able to take a shower again.  Kelly drained the tub, rinsed off, and wrapped her softest robe around her.  She tucked her wet curls up into a towel.  “Did you need something?”

      We need to talk about Hugh.

      She barked out a laugh right as Wenda peeked back through the bathroom door, sending the cat scurrying away again.  “We’ve done nothing but talk about Hugh,” she reminded him as she patted anti-wrinkle cream on her face.  “You’ve been rather insistent about that.”

      It’s because you need to know.

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure I do.”  Daniel had practically moved into her mind ever since she’d gotten back to Hillsboro.  He’d given her a day or so to recuperate, and then his sudden presence had surprised her.  Kelly had thought she was completely done with Daniel, just as she was with Hugh.  The spirit had other plans, though.

      No.

      “No?”  Next came the eye cream, which felt so soothing around her tired eyelids.  “You’ve been quite the chatty Cathy, you know.  You explained how the clans work and how they’re loyal to their families.  You told me what it felt like to turn into a bear and back again.  You even explained that there are other species of shifters out there, which once again blew my mind all over the place.  You’ve practically made a documentary on them strictly for my private use.”

      That’s because you wanted to know.

      In truth, the information was fascinating.  He’d told her a lot, but he’d also been able to show her.  In an experience unlike any other, Daniel had given her a vision of himself when he’d shifted.  It wasn’t the same scene with the fiery barn that she’d seen so many times now.  This time, Daniel was in a wooded area near a trail.  He’d explained how they liked to get out into nature in their animal forms to satisfy their more feral side, and then he’d had her go through the experience herself.  Joints popped.  Her skin burned.  Everything in her body from her face to her toes ached, and then she was no longer a human.  Granted, this was the bear that was Daniel.  It wasn’t her, and she’d never know what it was like to actually be a shifter, but she doubted that any other humans had been able to understand people like Hugh in quite this way.

      “I’m pretty sure I didn’t ask.”  Kelly kept the towel around her head as she came out of the bathroom and into the kitchen.  One of the many perks of living with no one but cats was wearing whatever she wanted around the house, and not a soul would care if her robe accidentally slipped open.

      You didn’t have to.  It was on your mind, and I wanted to help.  You’ve done a lot for me.

      Kelly sighed as she filled the coffee pot.  “That’s very kind of you, but it’s not as though you owe me anything.  I came to terms with the fact that I could talk to people in your particular predicament a long time ago, and I’m happy to do what I can to get their messages across.  That’s just how my life is.”

      But you want to know more.

      She pressed the brew button on the coffee pot and drummed her fingers on the counter impatiently.  “It’s not exactly fair that you can just get in my head and see what’s going on.  Maybe I do want to know more, but you can hardly blame me.  All of this is so new, and so…different.”  She flicked the stove burner on under a frying pan.

      A sound like a soft laugh came through.  I don’t mean to intrude.  You don’t exactly hide your thoughts.

      Her stomach rumbled.  Kelly grabbed two eggs out of the fridge and scrambled them angrily in a bowl.  “Fine, then.  By now, I know you’re not going to leave me alone until you say what’s on your mind.  So please, do tell me what I’m thinking about.”

      Shifters and humans.

      That was enough to make her pause for a moment before she poured the egg mixture into the pan.  “What about them?”

      It’s not the same, you know.

      “I haven’t even had my coffee yet, Daniel.  You might want to be a little more direct with this one.”  She added some seasonings to her eggs, but she was suddenly much more interested in what Daniel had to say than in her food.

      Humans are attracted to each other, which makes them decide to be together.  It’s not the same for shifters.  We believe there’s only one person out there who’s right for us.  One person who is the other half of our soul, the person we were separated from when we came into this world.

      She shrugged.  “Okay.  Soulmates.  That doesn’t sound all that different from what some humans believe.  Or at least, what we want to believe.  I think we tell ourselves that it’s true even when it isn’t.”

      That happens for us, too.  But when we feel it, when it’s really true, we know it.  It won’t leave us alone.  It affects both sides of us, and we can’t possibly be happy until we’re with that person.  It’s a physical reaction as well as an emotional one.

      Nearly forgetting to stir her eggs, Kelly tried to concentrate on her breakfast.  “But that means that shifters only feel that way with other shifters, I assume?”

      No.  It happens with shifters of different species, sometimes.  Or humans.  We still feel that pull to our mate.

      Mate.  What a strange sound that had to it.  Appealing, but strange.  “What about you?  Did you find your mate?”

      There was a sense of regret swirling in her mind then.  No, but I think I know someone who has.

      “And now I’ve got a ghost teasing me,” she retorted, transferring the egg onto a plate and grabbing a muffin to go with it.  “I don’t think I want to go over any more of this, Daniel.  I know everything I need to for the moment about shifters.  You’re wearing me out.”

      There’s more I have to tell you, though.

      “About mates?” That was a notion she was more than ready to push away from her mind, even if she couldn’t move Daniel out of there.  It made her wonder what was really happening with Hugh.  Was there a reason the two of them kept getting drawn together?  She couldn’t deny the magnetism she felt when she was near him, and it wasn’t the same as what she’d felt when she’d met any of her exes.  Attraction and interest, sure, but those were dull by comparison.  Hugh made her body come to life in a way that’d never happened, even when she was younger.  He made her feel like she was home, even when she was in a strange place.  Was that what it felt like to find the other half of your soul?

      She didn’t want to know because she and Hugh couldn’t be together.  They just couldn’t.  It was out of the question.

      No.  Not about mates.

      “Good.  Then can it at least wait?  I’m supposed to be logging in for work.”  She glanced up at the clock, not realizing how long she’d already taken to get ready.

      I need to tell you this before I can’t anymore.  I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to stay here.

      Kelly felt a surprising sense of panic at that notion.  She’d gotten used to having Daniel around, even if he did drive her a bit crazy.  He was the only one who could help all of this make sense.  She’d even ignored the calls from Carrie, taking only a moment to text her and tell her she was fine before she put her phone on silent.  If she had more questions and Daniel was gone, she’d have no one to turn to.  “You’re leaving?”

      It feels like it.

      There normally wasn’t that much discussion about it.  Spirits talked to her, and then they left.  They never gave her an itinerary.

      “Hang on a second, then.”  She grabbed her phone and called the office.  “Hey.  I’m sorry, but I’m going to need to take some time off today.”

      “Everything okay?” her boss asked.  “Do you need to go to the doctor or something?”

      “No, I’m all right.”  There weren’t any doctors that could help her with what she had going on, and if she told them, they’d put her in the nuthouse.  She spoke with specters and had sex with a man-bear, which was certifiable as far as anyone else was concerned.

      “Okay.  You’ve got plenty of time on the books, so just keep me posted if you need to take another day.”

      “Thanks.”  Kelly got off the phone with that feeling of guilt deep in her stomach.  She always felt that way when she called out of work.  Even if she was puking up a storm, she felt like she was getting away with something by not going in.

      That’s how he feels.

      “What?  Who?”

      Your guilt.  I can feel it.  Hugh feels the same way.

      Taking her breakfast over to the kitchen table, Kelly sat down.  She was getting too used to Daniel being in her head because she found herself wanting to ask him if she could get him anything or if he’d like to have a seat.  “What does Hugh have to feel guilty about?”

      He certainly didn’t need to feel remorseful about her if that was the problem.  They were two adults.  Given the circumstances, they’d done the best they could, and it hadn’t worked out.  He had to deal with his kids, job, and clan, and she had her own life to live.  Kelly felt a little guilty, both for having to tell him the truth about Daniel’s death and because she hadn’t been all that receptive when he’d tried to explain his life to her.  He was a grown man, though.  He’d survive.

      He feels guilty about me.

      “I don’t understand.”  She ate quietly.  Waldo jumped into the chair opposite her and peered over the edge of the table, hoping for a bite of egg.  Meanwhile, Daniel talked.  He’d spoken to her those first few times in only images, which had evolved into shorter sentences.  Now, the guy could go on and on.  He didn’t leave out the slightest details, and she didn’t bother interrupting him as he described all that was on his mind.

      When he was done, and Kelly had been finished with her breakfast for quite some time, she sat and silently looked at Waldo.  “Are you sure about all that?”

      Very.  I remember every bit of that day, and I can feel what’s happening inside Hugh every time I’m near him.

      “Then why didn’t you just tell him that?  I mean, obviously you can’t just open your mouth and speak.  But those other times I spoke to you when he was around, why didn’t you explain it if you knew that was what he really wanted to know?”  She rinsed her dishes and put them in the dishwasher before heading down to the bedroom.

      It’s just not that simple.  I didn’t even know how to tell you.  It’s much harder to tell him.

      She pulled on a pair of jeans and a green sweater that was a nice contrast to her hair.  “I don’t know if you remember from when you were alive or not, but some things are just hard to explain, whether you’re talking to the living or the dead.  I can’t say I was too thrilled about telling him that his kids were witnesses when you…well, you know.”

      Parker and Chloe are all the more reason I need you to tell him.

      She sighed, something that she seemed to be doing an awful lot of lately, and leaned forward to slick on a coat of mascara and some lip gloss.  Kelly wasn’t sure how much difference it really made in her appearance, but it always made her feel better.  ”I’m not sure if he even wants to see me.”  She grabbed a pair of shoes out of her closet and slipped them on.

      I haven’t been able to talk to him directly for what feels like a long time, Daniel said slowly.  I think he’d be happy to see you.  I also think you’d be happy to see him.

      “Hmph.”  Kelly petted each of the cats and told them to behave while she was gone before she locked up the house.  “So now you’re trying to play matchmaker.  Is that what’s going on here?”

      More than anything, I just need Hugh to understand.  I can’t be at peace until I know he does.  Please.

      She grabbed her purse and hopped in the car.  The route down to Carlton was getting to be more familiar at this point, and she was grateful that it wasn’t all that long of a drive.  Most of what Daniel had said to her had been matter of fact, almost slow.  Now he was starting to sound distressed, as though he worried that Kelly wouldn’t follow through on what he’d asked her to do.

      That just meant he didn’t know her as well as someone who lived in her mind should.  Even though the thought made her incredibly nervous, Kelly couldn’t just let this go.  That wasn’t how she operated.

      I’m worried about him.

      “I know you are.  He was lucky to have a friend like you, Daniel.”

      I can say the same.  Hugh is a good guy.  I need you to understand that.

      The only reason she didn’t laugh was because she knew how sincerely he meant it.  “I do.  I don’t know what I’m going to do about it, but I do.”

      Daniel’s presence receded somewhat as she drove, giving Kelly time to think.  She knew there was no point in rehearsing this conversation before it happened because it would be strange, no matter what she said or did.  Despite Daniel’s confidence in the situation, she wondered if Hugh would even see her.  She’d been rude to him.  He’d bared his soul to her, and she’d practically run away.  Kelly wouldn’t blame him if he slammed the door in her face.  Then again, she reminded herself, she didn’t have to tell him everything on her mind.  He only needed to get Daniel’s message.  The rest would be what it would be, and she had to trust fate on that.
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      Hugh had the day off, but he considered going in anyway.  It wasn’t as though he had anything to do.  Or at least nothing that made him feel very productive.  Hugh had been worrying like hell, but that hadn’t helped him feel any better.  Questions still bounced around in his mind like a game of pinball.  What should he do about Tegan?  Would the Johnston kids tell his children, and then would they be angry that their mother hadn’t come to see them?  Would they be upset with him for not making her?

      Daniel hadn’t been very far from his mind in any of this, either.  He had a good idea of just what had happened on that fateful day, but it didn’t make him feel at peace with it.  He still should’ve been there.  He should’ve been able to save him.  He would’ve saved his friend’s life, and Parker and Chloe would’ve felt better about it, too.  None of that was meant to be.  At least, Hugh had gone to Chris and explained the Johnstons’ role in Daniel’s death.  Something would happen to the teens who’d been responsible for Daniel’s death, his Alpha had assured him.  Hugh could only hope that Tegan was wrong about how capable Fred was of managing the Johnston clan.

      Then there was Kelly.  No matter how important his family life and clan business were, he couldn’t get her off his mind.  She was the most amazing person he’d ever met.  She pulled at his soul, making him ache when she was gone and revel in pure pleasure when she was near.  It wasn’t just her body, though he certainly enjoyed putting his hands on those generous curves of hers.  It wasn’t even about her powers.  It was just her.  Both sides of him wanted to keep her safe, to have her close, to wake up in the morning and find her in his bed.

      He'd debated calling her.  He could dial her number, and she’d have every right not to answer the phone if she didn’t want to.  That last part was exactly what kept him from doing it.  If she didn’t pick up, he wasn’t sure he could handle it.  He’d waited long enough, though, and it was time to at least do something.

      “Two Birches Bed and Breakfast.  This is Carrie.  How can I help you?”

      He felt like a heel for calling her instead, but he knew the two of them were good friends.  “Hey.  It’s Hugh.”

      “Oh, hi.  I think Pax is in his woodshop.  I can get him for you if you hang on a second.”

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you.”  No one was there to see it, but Hugh’s cheeks were reddening.  This wasn’t like calling a girl back in high school or getting a mutual friend to tell a girl he liked her.  It was much more important than that, yet the difficulty level was about the same.  “Have you heard from Kelly at all?”

      There was a moment’s pause.  “I haven’t.  I was kind of hoping you had.”

      “Is there a reason you’d think I would have?”  As soon as he asked it, he realized how dumb it sounded.  So much for this not being like high school.  “Never mind.  I was just concerned.  I don’t know if she told you about what happened the other night.”

      “I wish she would.  She was on her way to our B&B, but she didn’t show up.  I tried to call her a few times, but she didn’t answer.  She finally texted me later that night and said she wasn’t going to be able to come after all, but she hasn’t picked up my calls since then.  I’m worried about her.”

      “Shit.”  That wasn’t the answer he was hoping for.  Not at all.  “Me, too.  She got caught up in some business between the clans.”  Perhaps even worse than that, his ex had shown up.  Kelly hadn’t been formally introduced, but Hugh had seen the questions in her eyes.

      “Is she okay?!” Carrie practically screamed.  “Pax didn’t say anything!”

      “He probably doesn’t know.  I just went to Chris today, and he’s going to get together with Fred Johnston to determine what should be done.  Kelly’s all right, at least physically, but I think she might be upset with me.”

      “So she knows, huh?”

      He thought about the look on her face when she’d seen him shift.  It was unforgettable.  “Definitely.”

      “It’s not an easy thing for us to understand,” Carrie replied gently.  “God, she’s probably angry with me for not telling her, but I couldn’t.  I’m sure she’ll come around in time.  The rest of us all have.”

      “I hope so.”  Gravel crunched in the driveway.  Hugh got up and went to the window, thinking it might be a delivery truck that couldn’t find the right house.  It was a tiny red hatchback that looked like a bear had stomped on its hood.  “She’s here.  She just showed up.  I’ve got to go.”

      “You tell her to call me!” Carrie shouted before he hung up.

      Hugh flung the front door open and raced outside.  He probably looked desperate as hell, but he didn’t care.  He met her at her car just as she got out.  “Kelly!”

      “Hi.”  She hadn’t run there on foot, but her chest was heaving.  Kelly licked her lips as she looked up at him and then glanced away.  “I’m sorry to show up like this.  I should’ve called you or something.  I just…”

      “It’s all right,” he assured her.  “I don’t mind.  Not at all.  In fact, I’ve got some things I’d like to tell you.”

      She hesitated, but then nodded.

      “The woman who showed up the other night was my kids’ mom, Tegan, and she left several years ago.  I haven’t seen or heard from her since, and it was just as much of a shock for me that she showed up and saved you from Riley as it was for you.”  He paused, realizing he was hardly even breathing as he tried to get it all out.  He wanted her to know everything in his heart, but some things were so hard to translate into words.

      “I see.  I assumed there was probably some history by the way she looked at you.  If something’s going on between the two of you, don’t worry about me.”

      His heart sank into his shoes.  “It’s not like that at all,” he corrected quickly.  “In fact, she probably won’t be coming back for a long time.  She’s part of the Johnston clan, the same one Riley and his friends are in.  Clans are…wait.  I already told you about that, right?”

      To his surprise, she let out a little laugh.  “You did mention it, but Daniel has filled me in about them quite a bit, too.”

      He blinked.  He’d thought all the business with Daniel was behind them, at least as much as it could be.  “Daniel’s still around?”

      “For the moment, but not for much longer.”

      She shivered, and he longed to reach out and pull her into the warmth of his chest.  Hugh wasn’t sure how she’d feel about that, though. She was there and talking to him, but that didn’t mean she wanted anything more than that.  He didn’t dare ruin his chances by moving too quickly.

      “He’s been spending a lot of time with me,” she pressed on.  “It’s been a bit different than it was before.  He still shows me some things, but it’s not about the fire.  He’s been tutoring me on shifters, essentially.”

      Hugh had missed Daniel since the day he died, but right now, he wished he could talk to him directly and thank him.  When Hugh couldn’t reach out to Kelly and try to explain himself, Daniel had stepped in and done it for him.  It didn’t mean she’d accepted who he was, but at least he knew she understood.  “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “That’s not why I’m here, though,” she said, and he could feel some of his hope starting to crack around the edges.  “He wanted to give you one last message.  He was starting to get really upset at the idea that you might not know, and that’s why I drove out here.  I didn’t want him to miss out on the chance to tell you and finally rest in peace.”

      “Tell me what?”  He took her hand now.  What else could there possibly be to say?

      Kelly got that faraway look in her eyes that she did when she spoke to the dead.  He was coming to recognize it, and it was just one of the things he loved about her.  “At first, he spoke through me because he knew you wanted to know what happened to him.  He was still trying to figure some of that out himself.  He was confused, and he was having a hard time getting his message across.”

      She breathed deeply and tightened her fingers around his.  “You already know that he was accidentally trapped in that building.  Once the doors were no longer blocked, he didn’t have the energy to get out.  He’d inhaled so much smoke, and there was nothing he could do.”

      “I know.”  He hated it, but he did know.  It was the one thing he’d feared himself as a firefighter, and to know that it’d happened to one of his good friends was even worse.

      “Daniel is worried about you,” she continued.  “He knows you feel guilty for what happened.  He told me he can feel it in you, but he doesn’t want it to be that way.”

      “I can’t help that,” Hugh replied softly.  “How can I not feel badly for his death?  We were firefighters together.  I should’ve helped him.”

      Kelly nodded, and her voice grew more determined as she went on.  “But he’s the one who chose to go into that building.  He was out for a run when he saw smoke.  When he thought someone was trapped inside, Daniel knew in that instant that he would gladly sacrifice his life for theirs if that’s what it took.  That was the promise he’d made when he started working for the fire department.  The fact that no one was there didn’t make a difference.  He did what he knew was right, and if he hadn’t, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself.  Daniel doesn’t blame you for his death, and he doesn’t want you to, either.   This was meant to be, and he asks you to let go of your guilt.”

      It stabbed through Hugh’s heart like an arrow.  He could see it now, the way that Daniel did.  He would’ve done the same thing if he’d been in that position. “Is he still here?”

      Her eyes flicked off to the side.  “Barely.”

      “Then I hope he can hear me say thank you.  Thank you for telling me what happened, even though it hurt.  And I’ll stop blaming myself.  I promise.”

      Kelly’s gaze seemed to drift over the bushes near the walkway, and she wore a sad smile when she looked back up at Hugh.  “He’s gone, but he’s happy.”  She pulled in one last deep breath and let it out slowly, as though she were cleansing herself of all the energy it’d taken to speak to Daniel.

      Hugh took her other hand now.  They’d been getting closer as they talked, both of them feeling the urgency of the conversation, but he couldn’t possibly give up what chance he had to make this right.  “What Daniel said was true.  Firefighting isn’t just a job.  It’s something we enter into knowingly, like an agreement with the universe that we’re going to do everything we can to keep people safe.  It’s our destiny.  And I believe you’re my destiny, too.”

      Fear and hope rippled through her eyes.  “I wasn’t sure where we stood, to be honest.”

      “There’s so much I need to tell you.”  Simply knowing that shifters existed wasn’t enough.  “We believe that there’s just one person out there in the world for us.  Our mate.”

      Kelly dropped her eyes from his and smiled.  “Daniel told me about that, too.”

      “Did he now?  It seems like he’s been quite involved,” Hugh replied, still pleased to know that his friend had his back even from beyond the grave.

      She shrugged.  “It’s kind of like he introduced us, in a way.”

      “I suppose you could say that.”  He looked into her eyes and pulled her close.  “I can’t thank him enough for that.  Kelly, I’m crazy about you.  I know you’re the person I’m meant to be with.  I know it’s crazy.  I know it would mean a lot of change for both of us, but it’s something I’m more than happy to figure out as long as you’re by my side.”

      Her thumb rubbed gently over the side of his.  “Daniel insisted that I tell you not to feel guilty, but there was something else that he was rather adamant about.”

      “What’s that?”  He’d never had anyone make him feel like his life depended on what they said, as if his very fate hung in the balance of what words came from her lips.

      Her eyes focused on his, and Hugh felt a shift in his body.  It wasn’t the same as when he was about to transform into a bear.  It was a vibrational shift, his energy coming into alignment with hers.  “I love you.  I’ve tried to deny it because I didn’t want anyone or anything to get in the way of the life I’ve built for myself.  But that life isn’t going to mean much without you in it.”

      “I love you too, Kelly.”  He pulled her tightly against him now, no longer hesitating.  He would tell her he loved her every day, and he was going to show her.  Hugh wrapped his arms around her, feeling her curves and ready to explore them further.  Her lips were soft and pleasant against his, but they pressed hard enough to let him know she was thinking the same thing.

      Hugh pulled back and looked down at her, waiting just long enough for her to wonder what was going on.  Then he bent down, put his arms around her waist, and threw her over his shoulder.

      “Hugh!” she screamed, her hips wiggling against him as she laughed.  “What are you doing?”

      “What I’ve wanted to do ever since I met you,” he replied honestly.  He burst through the front door and kicked it behind him.  His bear was pleased as he charged through the house and up the stairs.

      “I thought firefighters were supposed to do this when they carried people out of the house,” she joked, still squealing as he started the ascent up the stairs.

      “That’s when the house is burning.”  Right now, only his soul was on fire.  It’d been burning for her for a long time, even before he’d met her.  Now was his chance to fan those flames higher and build them into a blaze.

      He flung her down onto the bed and backed up long enough to slam the door.  As he flung his jacket from his shoulders, he saw Kelly sitting there waiting for him, her lips damp and pink from his kisses.  She looked sweet and demure the way she held herself up on her hands with her legs pressed together, but he could see the passion in the brightness of her eyes.

      Like the beast he was inside, he threw himself down on her, kissing her hard and long as he traced his hands down her body.  He could be with her every day, and still, it would never be enough to satisfy him.  Hugh was ignited more than he’d ever been before, slipping his hands underneath her sweater and finding her bra strap.

      She rose to meet him, her body pressing against him with the same tenacity he felt growing inside.  Her hips ground against the hardness that had already taken up residence in his jeans.  Kelly had kicked off her shoes at some point, and her toes glided along the muscled edge of his calf.  He could feel her breathing underneath him, hot and heavy and yearning.

      Hugh pulled away her clothes, flinging them to the side and hardly paying attention to where they landed as long as it meant he got to experience more of her skin.  He dropped his kisses along her neck, relishing the shiver of pleasure that ran through her as he moved past her collarbone.  She hissed through her teeth when he zeroed in on her breasts and caressed her nipples with his tongue.  He could’ve lingered there longer, but there was so much more he wanted to explore.  Wrapping his fingers around her luscious hips, he moved further down to let his lips play against the softness of her stomach.

      She gasped when he reached the apex of her thighs.  Her hips and back arched, bucking against him.  Kelly’s fingers raked through his hair as her legs tangled around his waist.  She was glorious, and he knew he could bring her to new heights.  He wanted to do that for her and more, to make her feel the same passion he had inside for her.

      He rolled and flicked his tongue, tasting her, pushing her until her muscles tensed around him.  He wanted more, more for her and for himself.  The way this made her breathe, the way it made her more of an animal than a human, was building him up in ways he never could’ve imagined.  He indulged in the way her soft flesh felt against him, and the way she moaned and quaked when he ran his fingers down her inner thighs was nearly enough to make him come undone.

      Kelly pulled him up to her, and he sank into her heated depths.  He was at home there, in her arms and inside her core.  His bear could feel it.  His only regret was that it’d taken him so long to find her.  She molded herself around him, her legs bracing against him as her hips moved to his rhythm.  He found her mouth once again, their tongues entwining with the need they felt for one another.  He could feel his body clenching as she stroked her palms along his lower back and slowly up either side of his spine.  The velvety texture of her tongue pushed him even further.  If there was a heaven, then this was it.  She created a heady rush inside him that made both his human and bear sides dizzy.  The euphoria of lying there with her was more than his body could handle.  With every movement, with every sweep of her fingers, he grew closer to his release.

      But he wanted to hold back.  Hugh wanted this to last forever.  His whole life had culminated in finding his mate.  Once he did, he thought he’d lost her.  Now that they were together, right in his bed where they belonged, he couldn’t stand the thought of being anywhere but inside her.

      She shivered inside, her tremors building as she dug her fingernails into his back.  Kelly’s walls constricted around him, and the howl of pleasure that escaped from her lips was exquisite.  It drove him home, and he took as much as he gave until they collapsed together, tired and sweating.  The flames may have subsided for the moment, but their passion was a hot coal waiting to be ignited once again.
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      Kelly pushed her plate away.  “That’s enough!  I can’t eat any more!”

      Carrie agreed as she took her last bite.  “I have to say I didn’t think all-you-can-eat barbecue sliders would go over that well.  I was wrong.  I was so wrong.”

      “I told you I know what I’m doing,” Jenna joked.  She’d had her last slider a few minutes ago, but she was still munching on the homemade chips.  “The funny thing is that Chase doesn’t think he’s much of a cook.  As soon as he made me one of these, I knew he’d been sitting on a gold mine.  They’re not even that hard to make, and Drew was able to put an extra special twist on them.  People are going crazy for them, and now they can barely keep them in stock.”

      Rebecca chewed thoughtfully.  “You know, Jenna, I’ve got some new truffle recipes I’ve been playing with.  Maybe you should come down to the shop and do some taste testing to see which ones the public would go crazy for.”

      The marketing consultant lifted a shoulder.  “I don’t tend to think of myself as a chocolate expert, but I’m not going to turn down free sweets.  Are the Five-Alarm Truffles not selling well anymore?”

      “They are.  I’m just ready for something new.”

      “What about you, Kelly?” Liz asked from across the table as she drained the last of her wine and reached for a glass of water.  “How are things going now that you’ve had to move your job into Carlton?”

      Kelly smiled.  Carrie had been inviting her to their girls’ night out dinners once a week, and though it took her a while to come out of her shell, it was quickly becoming one of her favorite things to do.  She hadn’t known quite what to expect from strong female professionals living in a small town, but it turned out they were the absolute best.  Jenna had her eye on the cash flow in any situation.  Carrie really understood people like no one else did.  Rebecca was warm and friendly, all about food and family.  Then there was Liz, who had a knack for knowing how to help people with energy healing.  It wasn’t too dissimilar from Kelly’s own psychic powers, and she could tell they were all growing closer.  It was incredibly nice to know that these women had been through many of the same experiences she had, being mated to shifters as they were. This definitely wasn’t the quiet, boring life that she’d become used to in Hillsboro, and she loved it.

      “Things are going pretty well, actually.  I can work from almost anywhere as long as I’ve got a little space, and Hugh fixed up the sunroom on the back of the house for me.  I was mostly worried about the cats.  They hadn’t lived with anyone but me before.  They were freaked out at first, but they’re adjusting.”  She smiled to herself, thinking how close she’d come to not having this life at all.

      “And what about your other job?” Carrie asked.  “I still say you should do another Afterlife After Dark party here at The Warehouse.  It went over so well.”

      “People really were nuts about it,” Jenna agreed.  “Chase’s numbers were crazy that night.  He had a huge turnout, and people were ordering almost twice as much as usual.”

      “Nothing like thinking about hovering spirits to make you drink a little more,” Kelly noted.  Her power had brought her there in the first place, and she had a dead man to thank for changing her life.  Still, that didn’t mean she was ready to turn her life into a show.  “I’ve been giving that some thought, actually.  I like being able to help people, both the living and the dead.  There are so many messages that need to be passed on, but I’m not sure I like the idea of doing it in front of an audience.  It’s a little embarrassing for me, and then sometimes it’s even worse for them.”

      “Like the guy who’d cheated on his wife?” Carrie asked with a giggle.  “I’m sure he thought his girlfriend had taken their secret to the grave with her, but the bastard deserved what he got.”

      “I can’t argue with that.  For now, I’m just going to look into doing some freelance work.  If someone comes to me, then I’m happy to help.  We can do it privately, and it won’t be a big performance.”  It was something she’d given quite a bit of thought to.  Kelly knew she couldn’t completely abandon the idea of being a medium, not really.  It was something she was meant to do, just as she was meant to be with Hugh.

      “Either way, Chase needs to look into getting some more regular entertainment in here,” Jenna noted.  “I think a band or a comedian could be good.  I’ll have to keep my eyes open.”

      Kelly checked her watch.  “And I’d better get home before I can’t keep my eyes open anymore.  Everyone had different dinner plans, but we’re supposed to have a family night.”

      Carrie caught her arm as she stood from the table.  “I’m happy for you.  I know it hasn’t been easy, especially with the kids and everything, but I’m glad it worked out.  I’m also glad you’re not mad at me anymore.”

      “I never really was,” Kelly explained.  “I don’t blame you in the least.  It’s a secret we all have to keep now, and I can handle that.”

      Her phone rang as she got behind the wheel.  At Hugh’s insistence, she’d traded in her red hatchback for a new one.  Kelly preferred to live frugally whenever she could, but her vehicle literally looked like it’d been attacked by wild animals.  She pressed the hands-free button.  “Hey, Olivia.”

      “Hey, Mom!  Did I catch you at an okay time?”

      She smiled to herself.  Savannah wouldn’t have even asked a question like that before diving into whatever she wanted to talk about.  Her kids were each a different part of her, and she loved that about them.  “Perfect timing, actually.  I’m on my way home.”

      “Good.  I actually wanted to talk to you about that.”

      “Oh?”  Her children had all been nothing short of surprised when Kelly had announced not only that she had a man in her life but that she was moving in with him right away.  Hugh had asked her on that day when she’d raced down from Hillsboro, and they’d spent the entire afternoon in bed together.  At first, Kelly had wondered if he was just riding high from the afterglow, but then he’d started talking about where she could put her office, and even a litter box.

      “I thought it was about time we came down to see your new place,” Olivia explained.  “I’ve got to make sure that we can all get off work at the same time so we can come together.  That’s the only real challenge, but if you’re available next Saturday, we’d like to see you.”

      “I think we can arrange that.”  Kelly wondered what it’d be like to introduce her grown children to her new stepchildren.  Chloe would undoubtedly latch onto Savannah and Olivia without a problem, looking up to the young women simply because they were older.  Derek was reserved and reasonable, and he’d probably be more interested in how much Hugh paid for his mortgage and whether or not they were doing everything they could to make their energy consumption as efficient as possible.  It was hard to imagine him getting along with Parker very well, but she knew they would all manage.

      “That would be great.  I’ll be sure to check with them and call you back to let you know for sure.  I think it’ll happen, though.  We’re all so excited for you.  Well, maybe Savannah a little less so.”

      Kelly frowned.  She’d brought Hugh up to Hillsboro to meet her children once already.  Her relationship with him was still new, but it felt like the right thing to do since she knew it would last a lifetime.  She hadn’t noticed any problems between her children and her new partner.  “Why’s that?”

      “She’s still in the habit of wanting to fix you up,” Olivia said with a laugh.  “She and I were out shopping the other day, and she had to ask for help finding a book in the store.  The guy who helped us was about your age, and she automatically started thinking about how she could get the two of you together.  Then she remembered you’re not exactly available anymore.”

      “Sorry to ruin all the fun,” Kelly replied with a grin.  Her kids wanted the best for her, but she already had it.  If they didn’t see it just yet, they would soon enough.

      “You should be, because now she’s focusing on me.”  Olivia sighed.  “She’s constantly pointing men out to me.  We can’t go out to lunch in a restaurant with a cute waiter without her thinking she hears wedding bells.”

      “She means well.”  Kelly took a left turn, the route to her new home already automatic.  “Eventually, she’ll meet someone who absolutely knocks her socks off, and then she’ll figure out that these things can’t always be rushed.”

      “I’ll let you tell her that,” Olivia chuckled.  “All right.  I’ll let you go, but I’ll see you soon.  I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, dear.”  She pulled into the driveway, putting her car into the newly graveled space next to Hugh’s SUV.  It was going to be interesting.  Her children already didn’t think her psychic powers and mediumship were real.  It would absolutely blow their minds if they ever found out about shifters.

      Wenda wasn’t in the front window as usual, but Kelly could see why as soon as she walked in the door.  Chloe was on the couch, cradling the pudgy cat in her arms like a baby.  She looked up as soon as Kelly walked in.  “There you are!  Look at her eyes!  Is she okay?”

      The cat blinked up happily from Chloe’s arms.  “She gets allergies a few times a year.  You can just wipe the corners of her eyes with a warm washcloth, and she’ll be fine.”

      “Aw, poor sweet girl.  Let’s get you taken care of.”  Chloe headed off to the bathroom with Wenda still in her arms.

      Stepping into the kitchen, she found Hugh cleaning up from poker night.  “Hey, honey.”  He stopped wiping off the table long enough to plant a kiss on her lips.

      “Ew, guys.  Geez.”  Parker shook his head as he came into the room.  “Do you ever quit?”

      “Would you if you had a girlfriend?” his father challenged with a smile.

      Parker’s face turned a deep red.  He ignored the jab and bent to pull the bag out of the trash can.  Waldo, curious about the vast amount of chicken wings the guys had gone through, put his paws up on the side of the can.  Parker gently moved him out of the way.  “Not for you, buddy.”

      “What’s that look on your face?” Hugh asked Kelly as Parker headed out with the trash.  “You look like you’re all warm and mushy inside.”

      “Because I am.”  She kissed him again as he passed by her.  “I had a great night with the girls, and then I get to come home and see how well the kids and the cats get along.”

      “Let’s just see if we all still get along after tonight.”  Hugh held up the box of Uno cards.  “It’s time to see who the new champion is.”

      “I get to deal!” Parker called as he came back inside.

      “Wash your hands first,” his father reminded him.

      They all settled down at the table.  Wenda remained cuddled in Chloe’s lap, knowing exactly where her bread was buttered.  Waldo took turns winding between everyone’s legs, begging for pets from anyone who wasn’t busily studying their cards.

      “Are you cheating?” Parker asked when Kelly put down a blue five that stopped him from going out.

      She raised an eyebrow.  “Are you?”

      “No!”

      “Then I’m not, either,” Kelly beamed.  “It’s your turn.”

      She and Hugh shared a look.  Parker and Chloe had been through a lot.  They’d been upset that the Johnston kids had betrayed them the way they did, and even more so when they’d heard through the grapevine that their mother had made an appearance in town.  It wasn’t all that easy for them to get used to Kelly, but it was getting better, day by day.  The fact that they could sit around and joke about it now meant a lot to her, and she could see that it did to Hugh, too.

      When the kids had gone to bed, Kelly gathered the cards and put them back in the box.  “That was fun.”

      “I think they really like you,” Hugh noted.

      “Chloe only likes me because of my cat.”  She glanced under the table.  “I think she even took Wenda to her bedroom with her.”

      Hugh rubbed his jaw.  “I guess we’ll have to get her a cat of her own so she’ll give yours back.”

      “No, it’s fine.”  She stood up and put the card deck back on the shelf.  “I think it’s sweet, and I don’t mind knowing that the cats get all the attention they can handle.  Sometimes I feel like I’m ignoring them while I work.”

      “You ignore me, too.”  He put his arms around her waist and pulled her close, nuzzling the side of her neck.  “I can’t get enough of you, you know.”

      She put her hands on his shoulders and pulled back, her eyes distant.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Kelly shook her head.  “Nothing.  I’m getting a message from the future.”  She looked up at him through her eyelashes as she pressed her hips against him.  “I predict that you’d like to take me up to the bedroom.”

      “Is that so?”  Hugh raised his eyebrows appreciatively.  “And in this future you’re seeing, do I ravish you until midnight?”

      She tipped her head to the side, thinking.  “Oh, I’m pretty sure you do.  And then maybe again until dawn.  It’s not like either one of us is working in the morning.”

      Hugh put his fingers through hers and pulled her toward the stairs.  “I always knew that talent of yours would come in handy someday.”
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      “This…is not what I was expecting.”

      August stood in the doorway of Fred Johnston’s bedroom.  He and the other Carlton firefighters had made it to his house in record time, despite the fact he was their enemy.  As public servants, they responded to all calls for help, no matter who they came from.

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re here!”  A blonde woman in a leather bustier came trotting over, a crocodile tear clinging to her heavily lined eyes.  “I can’t find the key anywhere!”

      August opened his mouth, ready to tell this woman that she’d called 911 for all the wrong reasons.  But then again, if she hadn’t, they never would’ve seen this.  He folded his arms in front of his chest and looked down at Fred Johnston, the Alpha of the Johnston clan, who was handcuffed to the headboard.  It was an amusing scene on its own, but Fred’s black latex teddy with pink trim really topped it off.  “Looks like you’ve got yourself in a bit of a bind, Fred.”

      The rival clan leader thrashed his head from side to side as he fought against the necktie that served as a gag.  His face purpled as he shouted at the blonde, though none of it made sense until she trotted back over to him and pulled it down.  “Dammit, I told you not to call them, Rosalie!” he shouted.

      She shrugged her bare shoulders innocently.  “I couldn’t understand you with that gag in your mouth.”

      Hugh showed up behind August.  “We’ve got the second engine here, and the ambulance is on its way.  Where’s the fire?”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s right in here, but it’s not the kind we normally take care of,” August advised.

      The look on Hugh’s face as he saw Fred was priceless.  He widened his eyes and then looked away.  “I guess I won’t need to worry about having lunch today.”

      Sirens cut through the air as more emergency vehicles flooded into the area by the second.  “What the hell is half the county doing here?” Fred barked.  “Just cut me out of here!  The stupid bitch lost the key.”

      “Hey!” Rosalie countered, balling her manicured hands into fists.  “I could’ve just left you there, you know!  That’s the last time you’ll ever ask me to spank you like a bad boy!”  She marched into the bathroom and slammed the door.

      August and Hugh burst out laughing, even though this was far more information than they ever wanted.  “Come on, Fred.  You’re a well-known man around these parts.  Everyone’s just concerned about you.”

      Fred wasn’t amused in the slightest.  “Can you please just cut me loose so we can get this over with before Doris comes home?  You can understand, can’t you?”

      “I don’t know.”  Hugh swiped a hand through his hair, not making a move to help the bound man.  “You guys have caused us a hell of a lot of trouble lately.  Every time we turn around, you’re doing something to screw us over.”

      “That’s true,” August agreed with a nod.  “Your name seems to come up an awful lot in our meetings.”

      “I’m sorry, okay?”  Fred was getting desperate as he struggled against his handcuffs.  “We’ll leave the Thompson clan be.  We’ll lay low.  Just get me the fuck out of this!”

      August pulled in a long breath and scratched his head.  “Hugh, do you think we have any bolt cutters in one of the trucks?  Or did we leave those back at the station?”

      Playing along, Hugh tapped his fingers against the doorframe.  “I’m not even sure if we have any.  We might have to get some from the store.  Of course, that means I’ll have to run at least as far as McMinnville.  That’s going to take a while, but I’ve been meaning to pick up some pies from Shari’s.  I could make a whole trip out of it.”

      “You bastards!”

      This place was about to turn into a circus, and August knew it.  The emergency crews in small towns like this tended to travel in flocks, whether they were needed or not.  Even more of them were likely to show up than usual once they figured out the address on the scanner belonged to the asshole Alpha of the Johnston clan.  As much as he enjoyed watching the man squirm, he’d have to do something about Fred’s predicament sooner or later.  “All right,” he relented, though he had no sympathy for the man.  “Hugh, go find some bolt cutters.”

      “If I have to,” Hugh agreed with a grin.  He headed back down the stairs to see what was available in the truck.

      August tossed a blanket over the scantily clad man.  “I really don’t need to see any of that,” he explained.  “And I’m sure you’re determined to keep this to yourself.  I can’t make any guarantees, not in a place like Carlton where the rumor mill is the smoothest running machine in town, but just remember that I won’t forget about this anytime soon.”

      “Why do you care, you conniving old dragon?” Fred retorted.  “It’s not like you’re actually part of their clan, anyway.”

      He simply shook his head.  “That kind of talk might work on someone else, but when you’ve been around for six hundred years, you don’t tend to give a flying fuck if people accept you or not.”  August didn’t doubt the Thompson clan’s approval of him.  They might be bears, but they were the closest thing he’d had to a family in centuries.

      Hugh returned then.  “I’ve got the bolt cutters, and I’ve brought up the paramedics.”

      A massive crash sounded from the bathroom, followed by a scream.

      “Shit,” Fred grumbled.  “She’s throwing another one of her fits again.”

      August turned to the two female paramedics who had come up behind Hugh.  “Might want to check on her.”

      Nancy glanced at the man on the bed and turned to her coworker.  “Sorry, but you’re the newbie.  You get him, and I’ll take care of the banshee in the bathroom.”

      Hugh carefully began to cut the handcuffs off their cranky patient as the new woman went around to the far side of the bed.  August studied her, noting the name on her uniform.  Perez.  Her dark, curly hair was streaked with highlights, and she had it tamed back into a tight ponytail while she did her job.  Her dark eyes were full of amusement as she watched Fred slowly get free, and she stood at the ready to tend to his wounds.  Nancy had referred to her as a newbie, but she carried herself like someone who’d done this job for a long time.  She was entertained by the scene in front of her, not rattled.  With the final snap of the bolt cutters, August realized how hard he’d been staring.

      “Let me see those wrists,” she directed, with antiseptic and gauze in her hands.  She clucked her tongue as she looked over the raw skin where he’d pulled against the cuffs.  “Looks like someone forgot the safe word.”

      “You, too?” Fred exploded.  “Can’t you just do your job and fix me up?”

      “Sure, of course,” Perez replied calmly.  “Can I give you a helpful hint, though?  If you get a pair of those fuzzy pink handcuffs for next time, they’ll not only be more comfortable if you lose the key again, they’ll match your outfit.”

      August was laughing again, appreciative that even a newcomer could be bold enough to tease the man for his strange sexual exploits.  His dragon began to awaken from its slumber as he studied her, intrigued.  There were things he needed to be doing.  He could be calling off the rest of the emergency services and sending everyone home, and there was never any end to the amount of paperwork he had as fire chief.  Right now, though, he wanted only to watch her as she carefully tended to Fred’s wounds.

      When she was done and had stripped off her gloves, August stepped up next to her as she closed her medical kit.  “I thought I should introduce myself.  I’m August Hill.”

      “Lisa Perez.”  She smiled as she shook his hand, and warmth radiated up his arm.  She sucked in a breath, making him wonder if she’d felt the same thing.  Lisa looked at him a little more closely, her dark eyes burrowing into his very soul.  “Do I know you?”

      “I don’t think so.”  He didn’t know her name, and he wasn’t even sure it was her looks.  She simply felt familiar.  The depth of her gaze made him wonder if she could see the dragon inside him, which was going absolutely wild at the moment.  She was human, though, and even if she somehow knew about shifters, she’d have no way of knowing exactly what he was.

      “Another lifetime, right?” she laughed as she turned toward Nancy, who’d finally gotten Rosalie to come out of the bathroom.

      “Perhaps.”
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      “I’m so friggin’ done with this week.”  Liz grabbed a comfy pair of sweats, whipped off her bra, and pulled a faded George Michael t-shirt over her head.  She padded into the kitchen, where a chilled bottle of Moscato was waiting for her in the fridge.

      “Did you finally get the sign changed?” Jenna asked into Liz’s Bluetooth headset.

      “Yep.  The guy showed up today.”

      “Was he cute?”

      Liz rolled her eyes as she coaxed the cork out of the bottle and started pouring it into her favorite glass.  “Don’t start with me on that.”

      “But you and Greg got divorced, like, five years ago.  Don’t you think it’s time to move on?” Jenna argued.  “You can’t be single forever.”

      “Actually, I can,” Liz replied.  It was something she’d thought about a lot.  She’d had the whole world in her hands when she and Greg were together, or so she’d thought.  Once she’d realized what an ass he was and what a lie she’d been living, Liz was determined never to do that again.  “It’s a lot easier to be single, you know.  Or actually, to be single and be fine with it.  When I see a hot guy in the produce section, I can just appreciate his hotness instead of checking his finger for a ring.”

      “Oh, come on.  You know you’d want him to handle your melons to see if they’re ripe.”

      “Pfft.  My melons were ripe a long time ago,” Liz huffed as she headed into the living room.  “But who knows?  Maybe I’ll let a guy handle them again someday.  Does that make you feel better?”

      “Much.”

      “Great.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a date with Netflix.  I need to unwind a little before I pass out for the night.”  She put her glass on the coffee table and picked up the remote.

      “What are you going to watch?”

      “Eh, maybe some new true crime documentary or Supernatural.  I can never decide.”

      “I know, those menus are never-ending.  Are we still on for lunch next week?”

      “You bet.  I’ll talk to you later, hun.  Night!”  Liz hung up and sank into the sofa.  No matter how much Jenna seemed to think she needed a man in her life, Liz appreciated just how peaceful it was to be there alone.  No one could criticize the fuzzy pink throw she kept draped over the back of the couch.  No one could question her choice of wine.  No one could tell her her sweats were getting too tight.  Best of all, she was the queen of the remote.

      After flipping around a bit, Liz settled for Forensic Files.  Her lifelong geek-out over medicine and the human body had led to an interest in crime scene investigation, but only when it came to TV.  While finding out how far blood could splatter from a knife wound fascinated her, she’d been much happier delivering babies in real life.  In fact, she knew she’d miss that part of her life now that she’d closed her midwifery practice, but she had a new calling.

      Liz had nearly drifted off when a loud pounding at the back of the house startled her.  She sat up straight on the couch, tossing the pink fuzzy blanket aside.  She listened for a moment, but only heard silence.  Maybe her neighbors were working on something in their barn.  They were way out on the other side of the field, but even out there in the boondocks, they managed to make a lot of noise.

      But then she heard it again, and it was definitely coming from the other side of the house.

      Grabbing her cell from the coffee table—and nearly spilling her Moscato in the process—Liz slipped it in her pocket and tiptoed down the hall toward the addition she’d turned into her office.  She stopped in the kitchen to peek out the window, knowing the angle of the house would give her a discrete view of whoever was at the door before they saw her.

      Ho-ly shit.  Jenna would definitely need to hear about this fine specimen.  He was gorgeous, with broad shoulders and muscular arms that bulged from his tight black t-shirt.  No wonder he was able to bang on her door until it damn near fell off the hinges.  His dark hair was brushed back from his forehead, but under the security lighting, Liz spied the faintest hints of silver at his temples.

      She swallowed.  He obviously wasn’t going to be leaving anytime soon.  She reached over to the counter for some sort of weapon, but her hand closed only on a wooden spoon.  Great, Liz.  Just stir him to death.  There was no time to rethink her choice, though.  He was pounding on the door again, and the whole house was bound to come down if she didn’t answer it soon.

      Moving the last bit of distance down the hall and into her office, she poised herself just inside the door.  “What do you want?” she barked in her best attempt to sound fierce.

      “My sister-in-law’s in labor and needs your help.  I think she’s dying.”  His booming voice was only slightly muffled by the door.  It was deep and gravelly, making Liz’s toes curl.

      “Shit.”  Liz opened the door, but only a crack.  She left the chain on, even though this guy looked like he could just bite through it.  “I don’t do that anymore,” she explained.  “See the sign?”

      He glanced at it only briefly before looking quizzically at the wooden spoon she’d gestured with.  “Look, lady, I don’t care if you’re part of the Psychic Friends Network now.  I was told you’re the best in the county, and Brandy needs your help.  Now.”

      “That’s very flattering, but you should really just call 911.”  Liz started to close the door.

      His fist pounded into it, sending a shudder down the wood and making the screws on the hardware strain.  “I can’t get the authorities involved in this,” he pleaded, his brows drawing together.  “I need you.”

      There was something about the way he said it that made Liz think of something far different from a medical emergency.  She ignored the heat that spread through the center of her body.  “All right, hang on.  I just need to get dressed and get my bag and my keys.  I’ll follow—"

      “There’s no time for that.  Just get your bag and I’ll take you.”

      Christ.  Despite her better judgment, Liz soon found herself being ushered into the passenger seat of a luxurious sedan, tucking her medical bag between her feet.

      “So, um…”  She hesitated, not having a clue as to his name.  She’d lived in Carlton for five years, but she was quite sure she’d never seen him.

      “Tyler.”

      “Tyler,” she repeated.  “I’m Liz, but I guess you probably knew that.  Don’t worry.  Most labors go just fine.  I’m sure she’ll be okay.”  With his tense jaw and stiff shoulders, he looked like a bomb of anxiety just waiting to go off.

      “I don’t know about that.  My family usually does home births without a problem, but this one isn’t going so well.  Don’t ask me for the details.  I don’t know about that stuff.”  He made a hard turn onto an unnamed back road.

      Liz grabbed the oh-shit handle to stabilize herself.  At that moment, she realized she was still braless, and Jenna’s remarks about melons floated briefly through her mind.  “I’m sure I can help…if we make it there alive,” she grumbled.

      “What the hell is energy healing, anyway?” he asked as he raced into a curve without slowing down.

      Never in her life had she stomped the imaginary brake on the passenger side of the car so hard, not even when Jenna was driving back when they were in college.  The dried corn stalks that hadn’t yet been cut down for the winter whizzed by.  “I use reiki, an ancient Japanese form of alternative medicine.  It’s about transferring energy to different parts of the body to encourage it to heal.”

      “You can do that?”

      Her shoulders scrunched in a little toward her neck.  “Well, sort of.  It’s something I’m working on.”

      “But you’ve got that sign outside your place.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was genuinely asking her about it or if he was just giving her shit.  He sure as hell wouldn’t be the first person who thought she was a total nut job, even though Liz knew the old practice could do some miraculous things.  “It just hasn’t gone quite as well as I’d hoped so far, but I’m still new at it.  I’ll get there.”

      Slamming on the brakes and taking a hard left, Tyler thundered up a narrow driveway.  He turned to her despite the fact that his foot seemed to be all the way down on the gas.  “Listen, whatever happens here tonight, you can’t tell anyone about it.  Ever.”

      A wave of alarm moved through Liz.  “Uh, what do you mean?”

      “I can’t really explain it.”

      Scenarios swept through Liz’s head.  Was this guy a drug dealer or something?  Part of the mafia?  “Am I in danger?”

      He rolled his shoulder as he brought the car to a screeching halt in front of a large brick home.  “Let’s go with no, for now.  Just promise not to talk.”

      What the actual fuck?  It was too late to turn back now, anyway.  Whatever kind of trouble her good heart had gotten her into this time, she sure as hell hoped she’d find a way to get back out of it.  A woman’s screams burst through an open second-story window and ricocheted out into the trees.  “Sounds like we’d better hurry.”

      It was hard to keep up with Tyler.  Once he’d practically pushed her into the grand foyer, he bounded up the stairs.  He was huge, with the body of a bouncer instead of an Olympic runner, but he sprinted up the stairs so fast, it made her think otherwise.

      “Got her,” Tyler announced as he entered a room at the end of the hall.

      The scene before Liz was complete chaos.  About a dozen people were milling about, far more than necessary for a simple home birth.  They were whispering to each other in concern, but they all turned to stare at her with disdain as soon as she stepped over the threshold.  It was disconcerting, to say the least, but it created a part in the crowd that allowed Liz to see a woman on the bed in obvious labor, curling her fists in the sheets and screaming in pain.  She had her dark hair pulled back, but loose strands were plastered to her skin with sweat.  The sheets were completely soaked with blood.

      A man just as big as Tyler but with dark red hair gripped Tyler’s elbow.  “This isn’t supposed to be happening yet!”

      Liz pushed forward, elbowing the others out of the way.  Blood was inevitable when it came to birth, but she didn’t like the amount she was seeing.  Even if she successfully delivered this child, a trip to the hospital by ambulance might be necessary.  Talking about it wasn’t going to make the mother feel any better, though.

      “You’re going to be all right,” Liz soothed as she crossed the bedroom and stepped into the bathroom to wash her hands.  As soon as she came back, she had her bag open and whipped on a pair of gloves.  After so many years in the industry, she had no qualms about looking between a strange woman’s legs.  She was glad to see the very top of a head of dark hair emerging.  “All right.  Looks like you’re on your way.  Do we know if this is a boy or a girl?”

      A few of the others in the room gave her odd looks for her perky attitude, but the ginger next to Tyler shook his head.

      “Well, the good news is that the little one’s head is crowning.  I’m going to need you to push when I say so.  And I know you’re tired, mama.  I can tell.  But we can push through this and get it over as quickly as possible.  Okay?”  She waited for another contraction.  “Now.  Push, push, push!  Really bear down!  That was a good one.  Now you just have to do that for me a couple more times.”

      The mother nodded.  Her face was completely twisted in terror, but at least she was listening.

      Good god, this kid is hairy, Liz thought as she readied for the next round.

      Liz turned to the father.  “You get behind her.  Really support her head so she can focus on what’s happening down here.  All right.  Here we go again.  Push like you mean it!  That’s it!  Just a little more!”  She started to smile, pleased at the progress they were making, but any semblance of joy disappeared as soon as she saw the next few inches of the child that appeared.

      It had a lot of hair, all right, but this wasn’t just a baby blessed with a full mop.

      The ears, the eyes, it was all wrong.

      She looked up at Tyler, who stood in the back corner of the room.  Their eyes met, and she now understood exactly what he’d meant when he’d said she couldn’t tell anyone about what happened that night.

      Liz hadn’t just delivered a baby.

      At least, not a human one.
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