The Keepers of the Stone, Book One, The Guardian
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Islands vast with duties bound, twisting, turning sacred ground,

Guardians of a secret vow, she and I shall keep for now.

Sand and stone beneath our feet, dreams to spin, years to reap,

Stumbling down the road of life to serve you when the time is right.

 Stars illume a darkened sky, twinkling, spiraling before they die,

Praying when the days at end, blessed approval He will send.

Prologue

May 1803 

      The purchase of several parcels of land on an obscure little island off the Nova Scotia coastline was about to make Francis Eugene Cotter a very rich man.  As long as the treasure could be retrieved before nightfall.

      He watched his men grow restless with each passing hour.  Even his horse seemed a little unsettled today, wheezing and puffing for no good reason.

      Dark, brooding clouds gathered to smother out the heat of the sun as night approached. Waves crashed against the sandy shore a few hundred yards away, blending with the unbroken clang of shovels into dirt. 

     “Mr. Cotter!” a voice shouted from deep inside the dark hole. “We’ve found a large stone with engraving on it.” The excited digger tilted the lantern he held in his hand so that the light spread over the surface of the stone. 

     In the diminishing light of dusk, he could hardly make out the faces of the three men inside the shaft especially with a full day’s grime covering their skin but the mysterious stone seemed to glisten under the lamp light.

    He cupped his hands around his mouth and leaned his body over the shaft. “Bring up the stone!” Anticipation drummed through his veins.  He rubbed his hands together, hardly able to contain his bubbling excitement. “We’re near the treasure now, lads!  Start spending those gold coins!”

    Heads bobbed exuberantly in agreement but their eyes remained watchful of the dwindling light.  He knew greed gave them the courage to step foot on this island and only hoped it would be enough to keep them here.  His hand lightly patted his gun to make certain it still sat in his holster at his waist.  If need be, he’d use it on any man that hindered the progress of the dig.

     Several men hoisted the heavy stone up the ladder of the ninety-foot shaft, stopping several times to check the ropes to make sure they remained securely tied around the rock.  One slip of a stone that size from several feet up the shaft would kill a man below it.  

     When it finally made its way up to ground level, his fingers couldn’t resist smoothing over its cool flat exterior, noting its size and weight. He estimated it to be ten- inch thick slab of rock probably one by two feet wide.

     Two men dragged the solid stone to the base of the old oak tree a few feet away from the rim of the hole. He moved closer to the rock to examine it fully.  The men crowded behind him, trying to do the same. A wave of raw excitement surged through the cluster of burly men at their first important find.

     Torchlight illuminated its dark surface and for the first time, he could clearly see the writing, a combination of symbols spread across the stone’s surface. None of which made any sense to him.  Maybe one of them college professors in town could figure out what it said.

     “Do you think it’s a message of some sort, boss?”

     He tilted his head thinking, fingering the long rim of his hat.  “Yeah, we’re real close.  I can feel it in my bones.  Get back to work, maybe by morning we’ll have ourselves a treasure chest to open.”

     When the men didn’t move, he spun around, hand on his gun. They shuffled from foot to foot, looking uneasy.  

     Before he spoke, his eyes looked each man squarely in the eye to make certain they understood what he was about to say. “No work, no pay.” He stepped back a few paces and pulled out his gun, leveling the barrel on the group.

     One man stepped forward. An outspoken local he hired for his back, not his brains. “We never agreed to no digging at night.”

     “Get back to work!” he demanded.

     They had the audacity to turn their backs on him, ignoring his words.  Didn’t they know he would soon be one of the most powerful men in the entire region?  Hell, once that chest was found, he’d be the richest man in the entire country.

     He shot the gun into the air above their retreating backs to prove that he was serious. A flock of blackbirds scattered from the tree branches overhead.  

     That same mindless man glanced over his shoulder toward him, flashing a disgusted glance at the gun he held in his hand. “We don’t want no trouble.  We’ll be back at first light.  Don’t nobody should be staying on this island at night,” he grumbled.

     He should shoot the dimwitted man, teach him a lesson of who’s in charge here, but what would be the point?  It’d only leave him with one less pair of hands to dig tomorrow.  Irritated, he shoved the gun back into his holster.  He could see that threatening these ignorant men wasn’t going to work when they feared the dark more than a gun in the center of their back.

     Instead, he changed tactics and tried to reason with the men. “I sleep here every night.  Look- I’m still alive, flesh and bones intact.  How can you explain that?”

     Silence followed his question.  The men continued to walk away from him toward the shore.

     “I never seen a ghost on this island, no black dog or corpse of any sort!” he shouted to their backs. He offered to double their wages - even increased their share of the treasure but nothing would persuade them to stay on the island at night.

     They walked to the water’s edge as if they didn’t hear a word he said.  When they reached their rowboats, they pushed the wooden vessels into the water, stepped inside and sat down without a backward glance.

      The same muscular arms that dug the deep hole now slashed the boat’s oars through the dark waters. He stood on the shore, clenching his fists in frustration. Patience, he reminded himself, watching the men make their way to the mainland shore.  Soon enough, his fingers would be sifting through mounds of gold coins, exotic jewels, and enough money to last a lifetime.

     He knew the tales that chased his men away, heard enough of them growing up on the mainland.  Never gave them much thought.  However, the old timers enjoyed spinning their sagas about his little island to whoever would listen. Over the years, the black dog grew to be huge, scouring the land at night, hungry for human flesh while he guarded the contents of the island.  Probably instilled by the same men that buried the treasure, hoping to keep the locals off the island for as long as they could.  Or at least until they returned to retrieve their fortune.

     He drew on the patience he developed over the years.  Ten long years of waiting, scraping together every cent he earned to buy these parcels of land on this island. One more day wouldn’t make a difference, he told himself, forcing aside his simmering frustration.  Daylight would come soon enough, and with it, he would become a very rich man.

     With those pleasant thoughts in his head, he nestled on a soft spot of ground near the rim of the hole, tilted his Stetson down low over his face and slid his eyes closed. With the pungent scent of dirt wrapped around him and the rhythmic sound of waves splashing against the shore, he was lulled into a deep peaceful sleep. 

      As soon as the first light of dawn eased through the dark night, a gentle swishing sound nudged him awake.  His hand went to his gun, a natural reflex to being startled out of sleep. In one fluid movement, he stood fully awake, focusing on the area around him, looking for any sign of movement.  No one was going to get their hands on his treasure. 

     A light breeze rustled the leaves along the ground, squawking sea gulls dove into the water for their morning meal, squirrels gathered nuts and scampered up trees around him.  His eyes observed nothing unusual. 

      In the faint distance, men’s voices drifted over to him. His eyes scanned the early morning mists that hovered over the waters surrounding the island and spotted the small boats slowly making their way to shore.  

      When he heard the soft swishing sound again, he swiveled around, his eyes searching for the source.  The ocean’s edge lay several hundred feet from where he stood yet it sounded like the movement of water. 

     Something urged his eyes downward inside the hole. He stared, baffled at the sight right under his nose. Water filled the ninety-foot shaft nearly to the brim. Water so deep that it would be impossible for anyone to swim under to dig. 

     He rubbed his eyes, hoping the illusion would disappear.  Maybe he would wake up from this nightmare and find the hole empty of water. When he blinked his eyes then reopened them, the water still swished inside the hole.

     Frantic, he gathered buckets from the pulley and knelt on the side of the shaft to scoop the water out. He’d devise a system for the men to do the same.  With more than one man bailing, the water would be emptied out of the hole in a few hours. He clung to the idea even though he knew it to be wishful thinking on his part. 

     He heard the footsteps behind him, knew the men drew close but he ignored their presence hoping to empty out more of the water before they reached him.

     “Water?” a startled voice stated from behind him.

     “A little setback,” he stated, dipping the bucket into the water again.  “With all of us working together, it’ll be empty in hours.” When none of the men moved to help him, he stopped scooping water and glanced over his shoulder.  “We can do this,” he repeated stubbornly.

    The same witless man from the night before spoke up.  “Every time you scoop out a bucket of water, the hole fills back up.”

     Determination had led him to this point in his life, he refused to give up all his dreams.  What would he have left?  How could he have been so close to gaining the treasure only to have it slip through his fingers in a matter of hours?

     He grabbed the buckets that just yesterday were used for the rich soil and threw them at the group.  “Start bailing!  If you didn’t run with your tail between your legs last night, we’d be scooping gold coins instead of water this morning!”

     When not one man picked up a bucket, he pulled out his gun.  “Don’t tempt me,” he told the group, calmly.  “I’m itching to shoot something this morning.”

     This time they believed him because they all grabbed a bucket, leaned down low, and began bailing the water out of the hole.  He stood a few feet away to watch the progress.

     “Who’s missing?” he demanded.  “I hired six men and there’s only five of you here this morning.”

     One of the men turned his head up toward him. “Scottish lad.  Woke up early this morning and saw that his bedroll, clothes, everything gone. Don’t know where he went.  Figured he left sometime in the middle of the night.”

     Then Francis remembered the stone.  His concentration had been on the water in the hole while the stone…  He scrambled to his feet, his eyes automatically shifting to the base of the tree, the last place he remembered seeing it. Nothing.  No rock of any kind, only clumps of dirt and grass scattered between the roots of the old oak tree. He ran around the tree, front and back, hoping to find any clue as to where it went.

     Gone.  Everything gone. All his money sunk into a mud hole.

     He noticed the men stopped working and were staring at him.  “What are you looking at?” he shouted.  “Keep working!”

     “We scoop it out and it fills back up.  Like something is protecting the treasure.”

     He slammed his foot down hard on the ground.  “All of you and your stupid superstitions.  I’m going to get that treasure if it’s the last thing I do!”

     Before he could latch his hands onto anything solid around him, the ground shifted beneath his feet, then caved into the water-filled shaft with a resounding swoosh.  In his mind, it all happened in slow motion, he felt his flailing body crash into the water as it tumbled down inside the hole.  In a matter of seconds, sailing on the weight of the ground beneath his feet, he was pulled straight to the bottom of the shaft where his head smashed onto something hard, knocking him unconscious before the life drained out of his body.  

     The next hundred years or so brought many men to this little island, searching for the long lost treasure.  Some lost their lives, other’s their life savings, but the only thing ever retrieved from the hole was a stone.

Chapter One

Present Day

     Power pulsed its primeval rhythm through the Circle of Dark Knights.  He tasted the metallic edge of its evil sword swirling in the black void of the cave.  The hooded men stood in the center of the stone chamber, bodies draped in long flowing robes, faces cloaked in darkness with only the chanting of ancient hymns filling the silent night.

     He understood the need for clandestine meetings away from a modern world filled with suspicious people that wouldn’t understand the dark customs and beliefs.  Age-old practices handed down through the years from generation to generation.

     He stood away from the opening of the cave where candles cast dark shadows to dance along the stone walls. He knew once he entered the circle there was no turning back.  Distant thunder grew louder, stirring gusts of wind to ruffle his hair and jacket. Lightning slashed its threatening bolts across the black sky. His eyes glanced upward with an innocent shrug of his shoulders.  He made his choices long ago and no amount of persuasion would make him turn back, no matter how intimidating. 

     The stench of evil lingered inside the cavern, hovering like an ominous cloud above the group of men. He breathed in deeply to embrace the dark power as his foot stepped forward into the cave.

     Hands grabbed him from behind, stopping him from entering the circle.    

     “I’ve information!” he shouted, twisting to break free from their hold.

     Pain seared his skull before the world went black around him. 

     When his eyes fluttered back open, he blinked, trying to focus against the immense pain on the side of his head.  His eyes struggled to see through blurred visions of the room. He sat on a chair, hands tied tightly behind him. 

     A deep voice spoke out from the foggy mists that surrounded him. “What do you want with us?”

     He shook his head, squinting his eyes to see the voice.  He felt the sting of a hand slap across his face.  The voice repeated the question. 

     “I came here with information not to be beaten,” he mumbled.

     “We can never be too careful who visits the circle or leaves it.”

     He felt his first inkling of fear. “Why can’t I see?  What have you done?”

     The man ignored his question. “Who sent you here?”

     He fought to free his hands from the rope. “No one sent me.  I came on my own.” 

     Hands ripped open his shirt.  The tip of a knife teased a line down his flesh, hesitating over his heart.  

     “Are you a courageous man to come here or a stupid one? Give me a reason not to carve out your heart right now?”    

     His mind desperately scrambled for the right words to persuade them from killing him.  “I can tell you how to get the stone.”

     The man snickered pressing the tip of the knife into his skin.  He felt the sharp edge of it slicing downward while he spoke. “Others have come here boasting the same.”

     He struggled against his restraints, fighting for consciousness against the blistering pain.  This was not going the way he planned. “Stop,” he pleaded. “You have to believe me!  I know how to get to the guardian of the stone.”

     “A desperate man will say anything to save his life,” the voice whispered into his ear.               

     He licked his dry cracked lips.  “I’ve a plan that’ll bring him to you like a lamb to its slaughter.”

     “Go on,” the voice urged.

     A loud crash of thunder shook the ground beneath his feet.  A rumbling of falling rocks echoed against the stone walls of the cave.  He tilted his chin up stubbornly in response.  Nothing would deter him from the path he had chosen.

     Shouts came from all around him.  “We must leave!  This wall is ready to collapse!”

     “Stay!” the voice demanded with authority. “A beloved Templar has angered God with his presence among us. The ground shakes only to discourage him from being here.” 

     He listened to another loud resounding boom of thunder, tasted blood on his lips, and breathed in the heavy smog of dust and particles kicked up by the falling stones.  Rocks clattered to the floor around him, teasing him with the threat of death. 

     “Tell us where the guardian is!”

     He began speaking quickly. “Jane Parker is the key.  Find her and the guardian will follow.”

     A different voice spoke.  “He knows nothing!  A wild goose chase that will only waste our time.”

     “I’m telling the truth!  You have to believe me!”

     “Why would you betray your own blood?” the voice asked, though he wasn’t sure if the words came from inside his head or another source.

     He knew this day would arrive since the day he was born into his ungrateful family.  His craving for power he deserved brought him here today and all the rumbling from above wouldn’t change his actions.

     When he opened his mouth to speak the words, a sudden silence engulfed the room as if the heavens above held in a collective breath. “I wish to be a part of the Circle of Dark Knights.”

     Hands yanked back his head so that his eyes could focus only on the black pupils that stared down at him through the foggy haze around him.  “So be it.”

      He screamed when he felt the tip of the knife slice deeper into his skin, forming a bloody X over his heart.

Chapter Two

     Mrs. Greenburg’s words succeeded in smoothing a thick layer of guilt over Jane Parker’s already uneasy conscience. 

     “Are you still there, Jane?” Mrs. Greenburg asked into the silent telephone line. “She misses you terribly. She’s so depressed that she hardly eats, and now she’s refusing to join us for bingo on Monday nights.  I’m afraid of what might happen if you don’t come for a visit soon.”

      Her eyes surveyed her tiny apartment, the stance of independence she chose over her only living family member.  Her hand smoothed over her first purchase at a local garage sale, remembering with sweet satisfaction the deal she bargained for the plump beige couch.  Walls, she painted herself, in the palest of blue, and the yellow and blue checked curtains she found to compliment the room perfectly. 

     All the pleasure she derived from decorating her little apartment seemed extremely selfish now compared to what she had done to her sweet Grandmother Rose, a woman that took her in and sacrificed her own wants and needs to raise her when her parents died in that car accident.  She pushed aside her morbid thoughts and tried to focus on the words Mrs. Greenburg was saying, cradling the telephone receiver closer to her ear.  Her grandmother was depressed not dead, she reminded herself.  

     “Yes, I’m still here.  Are you sure she’s okay?” 

     “Yes, now remember this stays between us.  If Rose Parker ever found out that I was calling you, well, I don’t want to think about that.  She’s too old to be able to talk any sense into these days.”

     She would have laughed at Mrs. Greenburg’s comment about her grandmother if she didn’t have that tight knot of worry in the pit of her stomach. Mrs. Greenburg was only a week younger than her grandmother. 

     “You’d tell me if you knew anything else about her condition, wouldn’t you?” she asked concerned.

     “Of course, dear.  She’s just not herself and I knew you’d want to know.  Nothing has been the same since you left to find yourself.  What day shall we expect you back?” 

     “I don’t know, this is all so sudden, not that I don’t want to be there for grandmother.  It’s just that I …” Jane began but Mrs. Greenburg interrupted her thoughts before she could finish.

     “I’m sure there are other things distracting you in your new independent life.  I just hope she’ll be around when you do make time to visit her, dear.”

     Her chest tightened painfully. Her doctor warned her repeatedly that high levels of stress would put her in the grave sooner than a car wreck. She knew the routine, deep breaths in and long steady breaths out until she felt the constriction in her chest loosen.   

     “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you.  Look out your window, dear, and see if Aidan has arrived.  He’s going to drive you over to us.”

     “What?!” Jane exclaimed.

     “Your grandmother told me all about your phobias, dear.  Nothing to be ashamed of in the least.  We all have our idiosyncrasies to deal with in our lives.  When I was a young girl, I used to have the oddest…”

     “Excuse me, Mrs. Greenburg, but did you say Aidan?”

     “You remember my grandson, don’t you, my daughter Helen’s eldest son?  The two of you used to play together in the sandbox between our backyards.  He offered to bring you over to us.  Isn’t that wonderful?  He’s such a good boy.  Remember he used to spend a few weeks in the summer at our house and then go back to his home in Scotland.  Poor boy just lost his grandfather not long ago. It hit him hard when my John died ten years back. Imagine my surprise when he telephoned from Connecticut the other day and said he had business he was attending to there.  Well, the timing was too perfect for me not to mention your special situation.”

     She closed her eyes in frustration and embarrassment.  Quickly, she calculated what she had left in her savings account for a train or bus ticket to her grandmother’s house.  Riding in a car with a perfect stranger was not what she wanted to be doing over her vacation.  She shouldn’t say stranger exactly since they did play together when they were – what four or five years old.  The only faint memory she had of him was that he continually had a runny nose that he wiped with the back of his sleeve and that he broke most of her toys. 

     “I really don’t want to impose on your grandson, Mrs. Greenburg,” she began but Mrs. Greenburg cut her off before she could finish what she was about to say.

     “Don’t you worry about that.  All you need to do is pack a few necessary items into a suitcase and be ready to leave when he arrives.  His only fault is that he lacks patience, dear, but I’m sure you’re a clever enough girl to work around that slight flaw. This is the first day of your vacation, isn’t it, dear?”

     Why did she feel ten years old whenever Mrs. Greenburg or her grandmother talked to her?  This, she reminded herself, was the very reason why she moved so far away.

     She cleared her throat. “Yes, how did you know?” 

      The doorbell rang and Jane froze with her hand on the telephone.  Her eyes flew to the door then down to her worn-out bathrobe with the two tea stains she dripped down the center of it this morning.

     “Do answer the door, Jane.  I warned you Aidan gets impatient.  Call me on the road.  He knows my number.”  

     Mrs. Greenburg hung up the telephone.   

     Jane rushed to the door with a quick glimpse in the mirror as she passed by it. Today was supposed to be the first day of a week vacation from work.  She had planned to do nothing but lie around the house and read the new romance novel she purchased yesterday.  

     She pinched her pale cheeks and glanced down the hall toward her bedroom.  Maybe she had time to throw on presentable clothes and harness her unruly brownish-red curls into a ponytail.  With a dab of blush, she might even look human.   

     She shook her head and stopped her frantic thoughts.  What was she doing?  Grandmother Rose needed her and she was worrying about the way she looked before a boy who had snot dripping down his face every time she saw him.  

     The doorbell rang again.

     She squinted her eye to look through the peephole on her front door and saw a set of beautiful blue eyes staring back at her, identical to old Mrs. Greenburg’s eyes. Somehow, they looked different on a male face. 

     When the doorbell rang again, she decided that she had better just open the door with as much dignity as she could muster with no make-up on and her ragged bathrobe.  She would politely introduce herself, then kindly turn down his offer of a ride. 

     She fixed a huge smile on her face to cover her embarrassment and pulled open her front door only to find the most gorgeous man standing on her front step.  She blinked, thinking he was a mirage standing there with his golden blond hair feathering back in smooth silky waves behind his ears.  She studied his serious blue eyes, noting the small scar above his left brow, the rugged line of his jaw with the shadow of a beard, and the most sensual lips she had ever seen on a man. Could this possibly be the same drippy-nosed boy she remembered?     

     Her eyes traveled down to his broad shoulders, ran across his muscular chest, then came to a shrieking halt at the sight of the little white collar tucked firmly around his neck.  

     “Father Aidan?” 

     He glanced at her disheveled appearance then looked over his shoulder down her empty neighborhood street. “Didn’t my grandmother call you?” he asked annoyed as if she was late for an appointment or something.  

      She noticed the dark suit he wore, elegant, yet commanding in its presence.  It reminded her of poor Mr. Tolway’s funeral passing suit.  

     Jane leaned out the door and curiously followed his gaze down the street.  “When did you become a priest?” 

     All annoyance dropped from his face as his eyes traveled over the length of her. “When did you grow into a woman’s body?”

     If it weren’t for the white collar, she’d be deeply concerned about the way her body was reacting to his gaze. “Probably, the same time you grew into a priest.”  

    His hand reached out and tugged on a strand of her hair. “I pictured you with two long pigtails and that scraggly doll you carried with you everywhere.”

     “Oh, my Muffy doll.”  She smiled, remembering.  “This is so nice of you to offer to do this, Aidan, I mean Father Aidan, but I’m sure you must have more important things to do.  Do you know anything more about my grandmother’s condition?”

     “Condition? No, I haven’t seen her in years.  Well, are you ready to leave?” His foot began to tap on the floor as if he’d been waiting hours for her instead of just seconds.

     She noticed the way he glanced at his watch, then back down the street again.  Mrs. Greenburg was right, her grandson was impatient, which she mused, was not an attractive characteristic for a priest.  She wasn’t the regimented religious sort but weren’t priests supposed to listen patiently to confessions and visit hospitals with some sort of bedside manner? 

     “Listen, Father Aidan, I think I’m better off looking into train tickets or bus tickets to travel to Florida.  This is too much of an imposition on you and I can see you’re in a hurry to take off.  I haven’t even begun to pack.  Your grandmother just relayed the news to me about my Grandmother Rose a minute ago.  I need time to decide what I want to do next.” 

     “Trains have a higher percentage of accidents than airplanes, and I don’t even want to tell you what the accident rate for buses is.”  

     Her jaw dropped at his announcement.

     “I’ll give you fifteen minutes to pack and then we’ll be off.”  When she hesitated, he added, stepping into her apartment and closing the door firmly behind him, “I’m a careful driver, there was only one time when I ran off the road but that was because the woman I was with was distracting me with her…”

     “Woman?” Jane interrupted shocked.  She pulled her robe tighter around her, positioning her arms at an awkward angle to cover the stains down the front.  

     He glanced into the mirror beside the front door. “Before my collar days, of course,” he corrected.  “If you can’t trust a priest, who can you trust.”  

     His lopsided grin spread across his perfect face, showing his perfectly straight sparkling white teeth.  How could she say no to such a handsome face?  Her eyes skidded back down to the collar around his neck.

      She knew she was going against every safety rule she set up for herself involving situations with men but this didn’t seem to fit into her normal routine life rules.  Mrs. Greenburg was her grandmother’s oldest friend, a sweet old woman that felt like family to her.  Her grandson was a priest, which made him a perfectly safe escort and saved her from dipping into her savings account to purchase a ticket.  Just to be certain that her hormones weren’t controlling her decision, she decided to ask him a few questions.

     “Do you have any form of identification on you?  A license, priest I.D. card, something that proves you’re who you say you are.”

     His mouth dipped into a deep frown, making her feel bad for questioning him.  “You don’t remember me?”

     “Of course, I do,” she replied, not wanting to make him feel even worse. 

     He dug into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, revealing his license that clearly stated Aidan Templar across the top.  One more question would make her feel completely confident in her decision.

     “Recite the Our Father prayer in Latin.”

     Without hesitation, he recited the entire prayer.  At the end, he stood waiting, eyebrows raised high in question.  “Any other questions before we leave?  Maybe you’d like me to conduct Mass in your living room?” 

     “No that won’t be necessary.  I’ll pack as quickly as I can.  Please make yourself comfortable.” She rushed down the hall and into her bedroom.

     She decided this particular situation called for the need to use her packed emergency suitcase she kept in the corner of her closet filled with nutritional snacks, pocket healthcare book, personal care items, undergarments, a fresh change of clothing and a toothbrush.  Now, all she needed to do was change into a comfortable outfit for traveling.

     When she reentered the room, her nose detected a light scent of smoke.  Automatically, she grabbed the fire extinguisher on the wall opposite the kitchen and stood stock still stunned at the sight in front of her.  

     The manila envelope she received in the mail today lay open on the counter with flames eating away at the beautiful sketches Mrs. Greenburg sent her as an apartment gift.  How could she have been so careless?  Where had her mind gone this morning?

     Father Aidan hurried into the kitchen behind her, grabbed the extinguisher out of her frozen hands and pointed the nozzle at the hopelessly destroyed sketches.  

     She stared at the counter. “I must have left on the burner on the stove when I answered the telephone earlier.  I was making tea when it rang.  I’ve never done anything so careless.”

      His face turned a deep shade of red as his hand fisted a handful of the ruined slips of fragile paper. Why was the man so devastated over her loss?

      She took a step away from him when his eyes looked up from the counter and settled on her.  The pale blue of his eyes deepening to that of hot steel in a matter of seconds. “These were my grandfather’s sketches.  What are they doing here?”

     Her eyes filled with liquid threatening to fall at the thought of destroying something that meant so much to him. Especially since Mrs. Greenburg told her his grandfather died recently. She swallowed down the lump of remorse that formed in the middle of her throat. “It’s all my fault.  I placed them on the counter after I opened the envelope.  I’m so sorry.”  Her eyes shifted back to the crisp pieces of burnt paper in front of her.

     “You’ve destroyed them.”  He took a step toward her. 

    “I’m really sorry,” she repeated, reminding herself that the man was a priest.  Surely, it was against his religion to kill someone over a ruined set of drawings but she knew grief was a powerful emotion making people react irrationally to the littlest of things.  His grandfather’s death must have effected him deeply.

     She really began to worry when he took another menacing step toward her.  The poor man was in a lot of pain.  She could tell by the look on his face.  

     “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

     She shook her head, tears balancing on the rims of her eyes.   

     He opened his mouth to say something then quickly put a finger to his lips at the sound of a car passing in front of her apartment. His hand took hold of her arm, urging her out of the room. Irritation lined his voice when he stated, “We need to leave.”

     She nodded and followed him out of the apartment, too upset to speak.

     Jane knew the altitude was affecting her rational thinking.  She reminded herself that the distance between the road, and the sharp drop to the city below, had to be at a normal required footage, and the two-foot high steel guardrails would be sufficient to prevent a car from crashing over the edge.

      She knew she was overreacting but she couldn’t stop her hands from gripping the sides of her seat as the car rounded yet another curve on the road. “Aren’t priests supposed to drive at a reasonable speed?”

      The way he constantly glanced in the rearview mirror was making her extremely nervous. What sort of name was Aidan, she asked herself for the hundredth time. 

     “I don’t want to end up like Mr. Sanducci,” she added, her fear reaching a breaking point.  

     He looked over at her, his brows slanted downward. “I know I’m going to be sorry for asking this, but what happened to Mr. Sanducci?” 

     Instead of looking out the window, she turned her head to watch his hands carefully maneuver the steering wheel of the car around yet another sharp curve.  She sighed in relief as the road straightened out before her and wondered for the hundredth time how someone so irritable could be a priest. 

     “He ran his car right off a cliff identical to the one you just passed.”  Why didn’t she think to gain his driving record before agreeing to join him?   

     He stepped on the gas pedal and her heart leapt into her throat. 

     Her eyes filled with liquid threatening to fall. “Please.”  

     He rolled his eyes upward and pulled the car over to the side of the road.       

     “I just don’t want to die.  I’m sure it’s not the same for you, a man of the cloth, to worry about dying but I can’t help but think about it daily.  Life to me is too precious.”  She took a deep calming breath.

     “And this Mr. Sanducci was a friend of yours?” 

     “Mr. Sanducci?  He ran a shoe store in town,” she replied.

     “He died recently?” 

     “Yes.” 

     Why the sudden interest in poor Mr. Sanducci? She pulled out the small bag of chocolate covered raisons from her purse and offered him some.  

     “You were close to him?” he continued, ignoring her offer. 

     “No, are we going to stop soon?” 

     “We have stopped.” 

     “No, I mean overnight.  Where did you make reservations?” 

     “Reservations?  I didn’t make any reservations,” he stated. 

     “Didn’t you map out our route?  What if there isn’t a gas station or motel for miles?  The car could run out of gas and we’d be stranded out in the middle of nowhere!  I need to get to my grandmother’s as soon as possible.”  

     He started the engine, ignoring her.  Now she was becoming annoyed.  Fine pair of traveling companions they had become. 

     “So?” she asked after a moment of silence.

     “You worry too much.”  He stepped on the gas pedal.

     “Obviously, somebody has to.” She stretched her hand behind her seat onto the floor of the car.  Then plopped her exit authority booklet onto her lap.  After flipping through a few pages, she located their position.  “Take the next exit, there’s a gas station but no motel for another fifty miles.”

      Surprisingly, he followed her instructions and pulled into a gas-station at the end of the exit ramp. While Aidan pumped gasoline into the car’s tank, she stepped outside to stretch her legs. She wandered inside the convenience store attached to the gas station and bought an armload of snacks and bottled water, then walked back outside.  Aidan stood in the shadow of the building waiting for her.  

     Before she knew the man’s intentions, he pulled her into his arms. His lips covered hers in an intimate kiss that made her toes curl and her body sink deeper into his arms.  When she peeked open her eyes, she found him glancing over her head at the pump of the gas station behind her.  Abruptly, he pulled away from her, leaving her dazed.  

     “Change of plans.  We’re going to take a taxi to the nearest motel.”  When she didn’t respond fast enough for him, he grabbed her shoulders and shook her a little. “Jane,” he said, his voice breaking into her dreamy state of mind.

     “I’ve never been kissed like that.” It was all she could manage to say. Her fingers reached up to touch her tingling lips. 

     “We need to get out of here.” His words flew by her, making it difficult for her to understand what he was saying.

     She shook her head to clear it.  “No, we need to talk about what just happened.  I may not be Catholic but I know that priests aren’t supposed to be kissing women.”

     He pulled out his cell phone.

     “You can’t ignore what just happened because my tingling lips are proof that it did!”

     “Tingling?” His blue eyes slid over her with a half smile.

     Something about his smile made her feel uncomfortable.  “More like a prickle,” she corrected quickly.

     “Hah,” he replied.

     “Did you conveniently forget about the white collar around your neck?” she asked sarcastically. 

     “Will you stop shouting?  I’m trying to order a cab.”  He turned his back to her, talking into his cellphone, which only irritated her more. 

     “Why can’t we use your car?” 

     “Engine trouble,” he whispered out of the side of his mouth, while listening to the voice at the other end of the telephone.

     This trip was beginning to feel like a nightmare.   

     Jane’s eyes stared at the one bed in the center of the room, which happened to be a waterbed.  The small room’s decor reminded her of the funeral parlor on Center Street.  One small lamp on the table beside the only bed in the room dimly lit the interior, letting her imagination run wild with endless possibilities of filth and bacteria.  The hour was too late to worry about specifics so she laid her coat across the top of the bed and prepared to sleep.  

     Aidan bent over to sit on the opposite side of the bed.  

     “You’re not thinking of sharing this bed, are you?  The couch looks very comfortable to me.”  

     “Listen, I already explained to you that this is our only choice for rooms.  We were lucky to get this one and I’m not going to sleep on that oversized chair they’re trying to pass off as a couch.”

     “Yes, I understand the predicament you put us in when you didn’t make advance reservations or properly maintain your car, but a priest cannot sleep in the same bed as a woman.  There must be some sort of law in the priest handbook against it!”

     “I’m tired, hungry and not just a little irritable so don’t push you’re luck, lady.  These are the accommodations we have to deal with, so try to get over your infatuation with me and get some sleep.”  

     He dropped his body down onto the bed, which sent a wave of water to her side of the bed, nearly flinging her onto the floor if she didn’t grab hold of the bed frame in time.

      Without a word of apology, he slipped beneath the sheets beside her and to her added irritation began to snore not more than a minute later.  She, on the other hand, had all kinds of difficulty maintaining her equilibrium on the waves of the bed.  Quietly, her hand searched through her purse she set on the floor beside the bed and pulled out her wristbands for motion sickness.  She slipped them on and prayed that they would allow her to sleep without becoming nauseous.

     Unfortunately, the priest tossed and turned throughout the night sending ripples of waves her way, rendering her wristbands useless. She dragged herself off the bed and into the bathroom while the room swirled around her. She gripped the side of the bathroom sink and tried to focus on anything but her churning stomach.

     With her eyes closed, she felt a cool cloth placed on her forehead. She managed to open her eyes to slits to see Father Aidan standing beside her.

     “Why didn’t you tell me you felt queasy?”

     She swallowed hard and whispered, “Why would you care?”

     He ignored her sarcastic tone, lifted her into his arms and placed her on the couch in the bedroom, replacing the cool cloth on her forehead.

     “Try to sleep.  I’m going to see if I can get a cup of tea for you at the diner down the road.”

     She croaked out a thank you and closed her eyes before he left.

     Just as promised minutes later, he brought her a strong cup of tea.  His fingers lifted the cup to her lips, helping her to drink from it.  After only a few sips and probably the fact that she was no longer on water, she felt much better until his next words.

     “Ah, a whole bed all to myself.”  She opened one eye to see him stretch his long limbs out across the bed.  He gave her the grin of a satisfied man guaranteed to make her pulses race.  She threw her pillow at his head.

     “Hey, don’t blame me if you have a weak stomach,” he teased.

     “This was all your fault in the first place.  If you didn’t toss and turn all night long, I wouldn’t be ill in the first place!”

     He only grinned back at her.  

     “And I still can’t believe you took off your collar before you walked into the motel’s office.”

     “If I didn’t do that, do you think we could have acquired their last vacancy and this being the only motel in town?”

     “It still doesn’t make it right,” she huffed.

     “Go to sleep, Jane.  We’ve got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

     The next time her lids slid open, it was still dark in the room.  Her eyes made out Aidan’s silhouette spying out the front window of the motel room.

     She sat up straight. “What’s the matter?” When he didn’t answer, she moved beside him and whispered, “Who’s out there?”

     He ignored her question, which was becoming an annoying habit with him.  “We need to leave.”
     “Leave, what do you mean, leave?  It’s the middle of the night.”

     He held a finger to his lips. “I don’t have time to explain.  Grab your things.”  

     He hurried over to the bathroom window and removed the screen.

     She stamped her foot in frustration and said in a hushed whisper, “I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me what’s going on!”  

     Someone pounded on the door of the motel room.  She turned to Aidan who shrugged in answer, gathering up his own bag. 

     “Who’s out there?!” When he continued to ignore her, she grabbed hold of his arm, desperate for an answer.

     “I don’t know.  You can stick around to find out if you want.”

     She scooped up her purse and small emergency bag and followed him to the bathroom.

     The knocking on the front door turned into louder thuds against the wood. 

     She glanced at the front door, willing it to remain closed.  “They’re going to break through the door!  Call 911!” 

     “No time.  Hurry, step into my hands.”  He linked his hands together in front of the bathroom window.

     She did as she was told but knew that once she was safe, she’d tell Mr. Aidan Templar exactly what she thought of him for putting her in this situation.  

     He boosted her through the window where she fell face first onto the ground.  Her hands grabbed hold of her bags, scrambling upright. She couldn’t stop the rush of adrenaline that pulsed through her veins waiting for Aidan to join her while her eyes scanned the dark woods for movement.  He shimmied out, then took the time to replace the screen back into the window.  

     “Follow me,” he whispered as if she was insane enough to step more than an inch away from the man.

     Her heart pounded so loudly in her chest that she could hardly hear herself think.  She tried frantically to follow his stride but it was much wider than her step.  Leaves and branches slapped against her body while she hurried to keep up with him.  She kept glancing over her shoulder, worried whoever broke into the motel room, was right behind her.

     When she noticed that she had fallen too far behind him, she ran blindly ahead and slammed straight into his rock-hard body.  She swallowed the scream that threatened to leap from her throat.  His hands steadied her shaking body while she tried to gulp in air.  

     “Are they following us?” she whispered.

     “I’m not sure.  We better keep moving.”  

     This time he took her hand and guided her through the brush.  Her body felt numb with fear, blindly being led into the black woods behind the motel.  Her bare feet stumbled over the rocky terrain, one sensible shoe lost in her tumble out the bathroom window, the other fell off in a tangle of brush.  

     She was relieved when his arms came around her aching body and lifted her off the ground into his arms. They traveled for quite a distance through the woods before he stopped to rest.  Dark silence engulfed them.    

     “Are you all right?” he asked, his concern evident. His voice sounded different, deeper, more commanding.  With sharp, assessing eyes, he scrutinized her body in the dim light of the moon.

     Even with her body numb with fear, she still felt the warmth of his gaze when it slid over her, which only made her angry. “What did you get me involved in?  I don’t know who you are but you can’t go around dragging innocent…”

     With a soft caress against her skin, his hand gently brushed back errant strands of hair that had fallen onto her face.  Her mind went blank.

     They stood in the middle of the woods with her body nestled in his powerful arms. Masculinity oozing from every cell on his body.  A cloud of desire emptied her mind of all thought. Her hand reached up to smooth along the edge of his jaw and her finger traced over the line of the scar above his brow, making her wonder how he had received it.  

     At a tiny noise behind them, he turned, his stance more like a warrior than a comforting priest.  His eyes searched through the darkness, their blue color deepening to the hot hue of flickering flames, matching the intense heat of a roaring fire.

     When those same turbulent eyes settled on her, a jolt of longing raced through her body and had her struggling to break free from his arms. What was she doing here? Where did her common sense go?  Since when did she throw away her rules concerning men?  This was a perfect example.  She needed to get to a telephone and put an end to this little adventure.

     All plans escaped her mind when his head bent down toward her.  His soft lips touched hers in a light sweet kiss that had her sighing with pleasure. She sensed his tight coil of impatience begin to unravel when he deepened the kiss, urging her to relax.  

     The kiss had the opposite affect on her, pumping her with adrenaline that made her feel like she was living dangerously for the first time in her life.  She ached with anticipation of his light touch. The words proceed cautiously were erased from her mind when his fingers caressed her face, combing through her long locks of hair until her mind clouded with desire. 

      He cradled her in his arms and she savored his strength, clung to the shield of protectiveness he built around her. This must be what it felt like to jump off the ledge into the cool water below, without thinking or worrying about what could happen, just living in the moment. His hands moved over her skin, lightly, expertly, making her feel things, she had never felt before with a man. 

      Abruptly, his arms placed her on the ground. She struggled to steady her breathing while her mind tried to make sense of what had just occurred. 

     He walked a few paces away with his back to her.

     Irritation lined his voice when he asked, “Did I harm you?” 

     “No, of course not.  I’m so sorry, this is all my fault.  I never should have allowed you to kiss me.  I’m the one to blame.  I tempted you beyond what any priest should have to endure.” 

     She watched his shoulders begin to shake, his face deep in shadow.  She had done this to him, lured him into sin without knowing she had such power over a man.  Her arms gripped her sides, agonizing with him.  One hot tear rolled down her cheek.

     Finally, after what seemed like forever, he turned back toward her. Her heart sank when she saw the tears in his eyes and the somber expression on his handsome face. 

     “You’ve ruined me?” he stated into the silence of the night, his expression grim.

     She blinked away tears.  “I’ll try to be less tempting in the future.”

     He burst out laughing. “Less.. tempting,” he choked out between peals of laughter. “It…was…just..a kiss.” 

     He could hardly speak around the roar of his laughter. And to think two seconds ago she felt sorry for the man.  Now, she wanted to ring his religious neck!

     She slapped her hands on her hips, embarrassment and anger heating up her face.  Was he insulting her, telling her she was without appeal?  Without thinking, her hands grabbed hold of his shirt and she violently tugged him toward her. She’d make him eat those words! 

     “I’m not a priest.” He spoke the words softly but even in her agitated state she heard them.  Her hands dropped to her side. 

     “What?!” she screeched.

     His head swiveled around them, looking for any signs of movement in the woods.  “Ssh, someone will hear you.” 

    “Why would you lie to me?”

     “Look, I never said I was a priest.  You assumed because of the collar around my neck.”

     “You purposely presented yourself to me as a priest. Why?”  She narrowed her eyes and spoke before he had the chance.  “You wanted me to trust you.  That was it, wasn’t it?  You knew I’d trust a priest that’s why you wore the outfit.  Why?  And what did those men at the motel want?”

     He continued walking through the woods with her in his arms. “There’s a road up ahead.  Let’s see if we can get a ride out of here.”

     He was ignoring her again. Here she was in the middle of the woods with a complete stranger.  For all she knew about the man, which she now knew was very little, she could be in the arms of a mass murderer.  She could hardly keep a thought in her head with all the possibilities that kept racing through her mind.  What sort of situation did she get herself into trusting this stranger?  And how well did Mrs. Greenburg know her own grandson?

      Fiery mahogany curls danced down the curve of her sensuous back.  His hand raked through his hair.  Where the hell had that poetic phrase come from?  He didn’t have a creative bone in his body. 

     Seductive would be a better word to describe any part of that woman’s physique from her slender white neck covered in creamy rose-scented skin to the tips of her delicate toes. 

     He blocked the thoughts from his head.  She might have sweet curves to tempt him but the woman had been a thorn in his side since the minute he laid eyes on her. Why did he think his grandfather was looking down on them right now, enjoying the situation he placed him in?  

     If the woman didn’t hold such important information in her head, clues to the location of the stone, he’d leave her in this motel to find her own way back to her grandmother.  He still couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw the ancient sketches and all the information they held reduced to ashes.

     His grandfather’s words came sailing back to him – protect Jane Parker.  How did his grandfather know Jane would have the sketches in her possession?  Did he send them to her or was he trying a little matchmaking before he died?  The old man knew he’d carry out his last wishes – no matter what the situation.  

     When Jane Parker opened her apartment door and leveled those cautious deep brown eyes on him, his body came alive for the first time in nine years.  She stood in front of him in a ragged bathrobe and not a spot of makeup on her pale face but his body reacted to her like she was a goddess.  He fought the sensation, hating the warm feel that surrounded his heart, knowing it came hand in hand with emotions that he never wished to feel again.

     Not that the woman held that many charms.  Her worrying filled her every waking moment.  She didn’t know how to have a good time if it killed her, which it probably would if she did.  She worried about the way he drove, the foods he ate, and if he pre-planned his every move. First, she fretted over the fact that he was a priest now she fretted that he wasn’t one.

     He’d love to dump her perfectly shaped little rump on the side of the road and take off before the skid marks met the pavement. He needed to stop thinking about those curves because it made him let down his guard.  He needed to stay focused on getting her out of the country alive then he’d drill her irritating little head for the information he needed to find the stone.

     He popped a few of the chocolate covered raisons into his mouth.  The woman did come prepared, he admitted, savoring the chocolate morsels. She was unique in her own idiosyncratic ways. How many people get nauseous on a waterbed?  Not many he imagined.  Or came prepared with an emergency suitcase equipped with an exit authority map and an assortment of snacks.

     He relaxed back on his chair and stretched his cramped legs out in front of him.  His eyes watched her slim body dart about the room.  Slim, on the edge of thin, though her long legs made him think things he’d kept buried for the past nine years. Buried for a reason, he reminded himself.

     She peeked out yet another window then glanced over at him. “How can you sit there so relaxed?” 

     The woman worried too much.  They’d still be sitting on the edge of the woods if he had listened to her rambling about not hot-wiring a car and how it was illegal, blah, blah, blah. Jane Parker was one straight-laced lady.  

     His hands caught hold of her arms to stop her pacing through the room.  “I told you things like that happen all the time at motels.  Thieves probably thought the room was vacant since there was no car parked in front of it.  We’re perfectly safe here.” 

     Her eyes filled with tears. “Mrs. Swadlewski died in her motel room all alone.”

     “Another friend of yours?”

     She frowned at him. “No, she was an elderly woman that lived down the street from me.”

     “Did an intruder kill her?”

     “She had a heart attack in her room.  I can only imagine what caused it.”

     He shook his head and tried to follow her train of thoughts.  The woman was seriously obsessed with death and dying.

     She burst into tears, covering her face with her hands.  “Look, I don’t know who you are or why those men are after you but I really need to get to my grandmother. Your grandmother told me she’s not eating because she misses me.  I should have never moved so far away from her but I felt smothered there.  I thought this was going to be my big chance to begin my life after college.  I went to a local college so that she wouldn’t worry and then got it into my selfish head that I needed to live on my own, make my own way in this world.  Now, I’m worried if I don’t get to her soon, I don’t know what will happen.”

     He squirmed with guilt. No one warned him that this task would involve a woman with tears.  He patted her back awkwardly. “There’s no reason to get yourself in a lather.  You know who I am, I showed you my license. You’ll be back with your grandmother soon enough.”

      She pulled a handkerchief out of her purse and blew her nose with it. “I’m going to buy a bus ticket.”

     “Forget it,” he flatly stated. Now that he had her, he wasn’t letting her out of his sight. She was the only lead he had to the stone.  Without her, he had nothing. He’d need to keep her alive until he gained the information he needed from her.

     She lifted confused red-rimmed eyes up to him. “What did you say?”

     He led her to the bed in the center of the room, and urged her to lie down on it. In his most reasonable tone of voice, not wanting to get her anymore upset than she already was and not needing a hysterical woman on his hands, he said, “I’ve already rented a new car that will be delivered in about an hour.  Why don’t you try to get some rest?  This has been quite an ordeal.”

     “You’re right.  What happened at the motel has left me exhausted.  I think I’m going to take a long, relaxing hot shower,” she said bouncing off the bed, gathering her bag and purse to bring into the bathroom with her.

     He followed her to the bathroom and then leaned his shoulder against the wood of the door.  “Are you sure you’re going to be all right in there?  You’re not going to faint or something?”  Stupid question, he thought to himself.  Did he really want an invitation to share her shower and complicate the situation even more than it already was?

     When she glanced toward him with her round tear-filled puppy eyes, that uncomfortable feeling of warmth spread around his heart again.  His fingers unconsciously rubbed the spot with his fingers while his eyes never left her face.  Just walk away, you’ve been in situations like this before and handled them fine.  He thrived on self-control, he reminded himself.

     The kiss they shared earlier replayed in his mind. A big mistake.  It shook him more than he cared to admit and took every ounce of will power he possessed to act as if it didn’t affect him.  He tried to forget the way her body swayed toward his waiting arms when his lips plundered her mouth. Soft rosebud lips that tasted like spring, fresh, warm and moist after a morning shower of rain.  Again, his head began spewing out poetry.  What was wrong with him?

     “Are you all right?” she asked, making him feel like a fool standing there staring at her.

     “Yeah, just thinking.”  He pulled the bathroom door closed.  Seconds later, he heard the click of a lock sliding into place and heaved a sigh of relief.

     An hour later, he began calling her name, at first softly, to make sure she was okay.  When she didn’t reply, he raised his voice and began knocking on the door.  Again, only silence and the sound of the shower.  Should he break the lock?  His hand banged louder on the door.  Nothing.  He pulled a credit card out from his wallet, jimmied the lock, and whipped open the door.

     Empty.  His hand absently turned the knob of the shower water off.  The plastic curtain remained pulled back on the empty shower.  Only one way out of this room other than the door and by the look of the half-torn screen, she had taken advantage of it.  He stuck his head out the window, his eyes searching through the morning mists. He hurried to the front door and ran around to the back of the building. 

     Damn, this task was turning out to be much more difficult than he expected it to be.  The information she held was too important to let her to slip out of his hands.  On foot, she couldn’t have gotten very far in this little of time.  

Chapter Three
      Evil begot evil. 

      In the early morning hours, his hotel room door burst open and hands tossed his body out of bed onto the floor. How did they find him here?  They must be tracking him, following his every move, keeping him on a short leash until he got hold of the woman.

     He fought the urge to cower before them. The Circle of Dark Knights thrived on fear, smelled it like an animal prowling for its next prey.  Instead, he forced himself to sit upright on the floor, certain that showing any sign of weakness would end his life prematurely. Without thought, his fingers came up to rub over the scabs of his barely healed wound.  

      Soon it would be his time to reign and all the powers in heaven and earth wouldn’t be able to control his dominion.  He’d play the martyr until the time was right for him to inherit the power due him.  He was beginning to tire of this cloak and dagger game.  His fingers itched to hold the grail in his hands. 

     A hooded figure stepped out from the shadows of the room, startling him. He recoiled when familiar black eyes pinned him to the wall.

     “Where is she?” 

     The deep voice stirred dark memories that he struggled to forget. 

     He slid his fingers through his hair. “Aidan arrived at her apartment before me.  Then I tracked them to a motel but lost them in the woods behind it.”

     The man’s booted foot slammed into his stomach, keeling him over in excruciating pain. He swallowed his anger, fighting the urge to strike back.  

     The same cloaked figure lowered his lips to his ear. A chill ran down his spine at the feel of his breath on his neck. “Slipped through your fingers?” he asked with a deadly edge to his voice.  “Need I remind you of the bargain we made recently?  Bring us the woman and we spare your life. Without her you’re worth nothing to us.”

     He hated threats.  Especially hated them when they were directed at his life. His anger simmered below the surface of his skin.  “I will get her but it’s going to take time.” 

     The edge of a knife brushed across his neck.  In the darkness of the room, it happened so quickly that his hand automatically reached up to clutch his throat to stop the bleeding but to his amazement his fingers came away clean.  

     “Time!  You ask for time when hundreds of years have passed by already.  The stone needs to be found – now!”

      Moonlight beamed a dim light through his bedroom window.  He slowly edged away from the group to sit with his back against the wall in a corner of the room, his eyes never leaving the men.

     “Pray to the dark angel below to aid you in your task or prepare to leave this world permanently.  Without the stone, you are no use to us,” he stated before he strode out of the room.  The others followed behind him.

     He didn’t breathe until the door shut and they had all left the room.  His mind concentrated on the pain in his gut, allowing the fury that raged inside him to blend with it. 

     The time would come when they would all be made to pay but now he needed to check in with all his sources in the area and see if he could track down where they were headed.

     The telephone rang interrupting his thoughts.  He picked up the receiver and listened to the person on the other end.  A slow smile spread across his face. Jane Parker had been spotted not far from here. It looked like his day was getting brighter by the minute.

Chapter Four

     The woman would drive him stark-raving mad before this little adventure ended.  Didn’t Jane Parker know that he dropped everything, flew across an ocean, and rushed to her side to keep her safe?  All that before he even knew she had the sketches.

     It irritated him more than he cared to admit that this scrawny little woman didn’t think that he was capable of keeping her from harm. She didn’t have any idea of the danger she was in because of the information she held in that head of hers. He only hoped he could find her before someone else did.  

     He jumped into the car he hot-wired earlier.  How could she think to wander off on her own in an unfamiliar city with only the clothes on her back?  When he found her, he’d give her a lecture on the many things that could happen to a woman traveling alone. That would keep her safely tucked by his side. 

     His hand rubbed the back of his neck at the base of his skull where the beginnings of a headache began to pound. He maneuvered the car around yet another curve – shaking off her words, silently voicing in his head to slow down.  

     He drove through the small town, up and down streets, his eyes searching for any sign of her.  The more worried he became, the angrier he became not wishing to feel any of these emotions.  

     He reminded himself that this woman was nothing to him but a childhood playmate.  A means to an end as soon as he got her out of the country and to his home where he planned to question her thoroughly about what she saw in those sketches. After that he didn’t care what happened to her.

     With each empty alleyway, his hopes of finding her were beginning to diminish until he spotted the bus-station at the edge of town. 

     Her eyes stared at the entrance door, waiting for him to arrive.  

     Jane sat on the bench in the bus-station clutching her purse to her waist with her heart pounding nervously inside her.  She struggled to take a deep breath with her chest so taut with fear.
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