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Close-up: A term used in television or movie with reference to a shot taken from a close distance in which the scale of the object is magnified, appears relatively large and fills the entire frame to focus attention and emphasize its importance. 
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Kill them all. Take everything and burn the rest!” Larticass, an armor-clad warlord, ordered from atop his horse. His bellowing laughs of triumph were heard over the cries of the villagers as his soldiers ran through the streets armed with swords, torches, and a mission of complete annihilation. Larticass smiled as he watched the fire begin to lick at the village. His smile widened as the smoke danced in the air and the villagers’ blood stained the ground. “Stupid fools. I told them not to hold out on me.” 
 
   “You did sire.” Larticass’ second in command confirmed from beside him. “I don’t think they will make the same mistake again.” 
 
   “No.” He chuckled. “It’s kind of hard to hold out from your grave,” he proclaimed, laughing louder, only to stop abruptly as he felt a slight vibration of the earth. He squinted through the smoke and watched as two dark figures emerged on horseback. 
 
   A flash of fear passed over the warlord’s face as he recognized the legendary intruders and their powerful steeds that came to a halt before him. 
 
   The stories began to pass through the lands many moons ago. They warned of a dark-haired, dark-eyed warrior and her fairer-haired companion who defended villages from pillaging warlords and greedy kings that were trying to build wealth and kingdoms by stealing, threatening, and killing the innocent. The stories of the crusaders were well-known now. Larticass and several of his fellow warlords had promised rewards for information about the two, and even more riches if they brought them their heads. Unfortunately for him today, the Dark Savior, as she was called because of the black-hooded cloak she wore to hide her face, and her companion who fought beside her, still had their heads firmly attached. There were varying myths told and believed as to their origins; tales ranged from avenging angels to Goddesses. Larticass assessed the two who were before him now and wondered which, if any, of the myths were real. It didn’t really matter because he knew he was in for a hell of a fight if even half the stories about their vengeance were true. 
 
   Dark Savior and her companion watched Larticass adjust nervously in his saddle. His discomfort meant their reputations preceded them and Larticass was likely pondering; Goddesses? Angels? Why else would two women’s presence cause concern to a man and his army of ruthless assassins? Only they knew their true identities and the fact that their blood was that of mere mortals, born to the same lands as the people they now defended. They did nothing to fuel the rumors, but they did nothing to combat the legends either. Instead, they used the misinformation to help conceal their identities from the countrymen who would have recognized the Dark Savior as their once loved Queen Artemisia, the Queen of Halicarnassus. She had ruled her kingdom well and with a firm, but generous hand after the death of the King. As Queen she had even gone to battle herself to protect her land and her people. However, she did not share the blood and power-lust of her fellow rulers who were engaging battles with no thought to the lost lives of their soldiers, or more so the villagers that got caught in the crosshairs. Their only desire was to expand their land and their kingdoms. So, with the assistance of her companion Freya, a slave-girl who Artemisia had saved from a neighboring abusive King, they staged Artemisia’s death. Together they fled the throne to become free to fight only in the wars they believed in; to be defenders of the innocent and to fight for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. 
 
   “This is no concern of yours!” Larticass finally cried out.
 
   He received no reply. He squinted in an effort to catch a glimpse of the mysterious Dark Savior, not only in an attempt to read the threat before him, but out of pure curiosity. The Dark Savior’s legend did not only speak of her unrivaled fighting skills, but of an unrivaled beauty. It was told she had the strong powerful stature of the fabled Amazon women; long black hair, an olive-toned face, piercing, nearly black eyes, and a beauty beyond that of all the goddesses combined. But the woman in front of him revealed nothing, not her face nor her intentions. Uncomfortable in the silence, the warlord yelled with as much menace and threat as he could muster underneath the woman’s stare. “Take your little harlot, leave now, and I’ll spare you from the suffering I plan to inflict on these worthless peasants.” 
 
   From beside the warrior, Freya adjusted in her saddle, confused in the lack of response from her Queen. She eyed her companion, then cleared her throat as to prompt the warrior into action. After a few more moments of awkward silence, Freya watched as the warlord’s soldiers became uneasy, shifting foot to foot, and then gathering closer. Okay, this is not good. I guess we’ll go with a little improvisation, Freya thought. She dismounted quickly from her horse and drew her sword in one fluid move, deciding to take charge of the situation. “Lord Lard-ass you will not cause any more suffering here today. I suggest you leave now. However, if you choose to stay, then I swear by my own hand, it will be you that will suffer,” Freya threatened. She quickly added a steely glare as her usually more vocal and combative companion often did in these situations.
 
   Larticass turned his confused look to the smaller, brown-haired, blue-eyed woman. The stories told of her too being one of great beauty and superior fighting skills. The beauty part was accurate, he surmised, and the way she handled her sword in smooth, almost rhythmic movements made him assume the rumors of her fighting skills were accurate as well. He glanced back at the other warrior, still statue-like on her horse. He thought they must be trying to throw him off; tricking him by changing up their attack because the Dark Savior should have been the one engaging him. He looked back at the other warrior, who gave him a jerk of the head, in a come get me fashion. At her prodding, Larticass signaled his army to charge the smaller warrior. 
 
   Freya, though not as intimidating as her Queen, was in her own right a fierce and effective fighter. She fought expertly, cutting down all that came at her. Between strikes, she stole glances at her companion, worried by her inaction because she had never known her to be the one to pass up a fight. 
 
   What game is she playing? Freya wondered as she continued to fend off the continuous line of attackers. Then it hit her, she had been joking about her sidekick status. Maybe this was her companion’s way of getting her back, teaching her a warped lesson by letting her fight solo and become the “hero.” Freya looked up briefly to see men, hundreds of them, still coming at her. Her poking was not so funny now she thought as she took down two more attackers. Turns out, I’m totally good with being the sidekick. She dodged another swing of a sword then began to strategically move her way closer to the warrior. 
 
   When Freya got close enough she yelled. “Probably ought to tell someone when you decide to change things up like this.” She knocked an attacker down with a spinning sidekick. “This really wasn’t the best time to switch things up.” Two more attackers went down with a sword strike to the chest and one to the thigh. The warrior did not move. It was like she was frozen, and she had never known the warrior to freeze in any situation. Something was wrong. “Ahh, I could use a little help here!” Freya yelled, trying to provoke her companion into action. She took down another attacker with a thrust of her sword and then shoved the attacker into a second. It was then, out of the corner of her eye, she finally saw the warrior move. It was only slightly at first, but then she began to slide from her saddle.
 
   “Oh crap!” Freya said as she dropped her sword and raced in an effort to catch her Queen, who she noticed, didn’t appear to realize she was now horizontal to the earth and in a direct collision course with the ground. Acting fast, Freya slid underneath the falling warrior just in time to catch her head before it struck the ground. 
 
   “What the…? CUT! CUT!” a man yelled, jumping from his director’s chair. “What the hell is going on?” he asked as he stormed over to his fallen hero. “Kanyon! Damn it!”
 
   “Oh. Hey, Arthur,” Kanyon said smiling from her prone position on the ground. “What are ya doin’ up there?” She tilted her head slightly and squinted. “Oh man, I can see clear up your nose from here. You really should do something about that. I got some wax back in my trailer if you wanna-” her head rolled slightly to the side. “I mean, it’s for my legs, but I’m sure it would work up there too.”
 
    “That’s it! I’m done! I’m tired of this Lindsay Lohan wannabe bullshit,” Arthur yelled as he threw the papers he fisted into the air. “Wyatt, come here!” 
 
   A young intern scrambled from an entanglement of camera cords and lighting rigs to catch up to Arthur as he turned and stomped off the set. “Ah yes, yes sir?” Wyatt asked with a little tremble in his voice.
 
   “Get with the special effects team, I want them to manipulate the last shot so it looks like an arrow went into her back, knocked her off her horse, and killed her.” 
 
   “Arthuurrr! Wait. Come back. Don’t be mad, it’s cool. I bet your assistant,” Kanyon used air-quotes emphasizing the word assistant, “probably doesn’t even notice the hairs. Her head is always facing the other direction,” Kanyon yelled after him. 
 
   “Make that a hundred arrows in her back,” Arthur growled through gritted teeth as he stormed out, leaving a wake of tossed chairs and equipment. 
 
   The Freya facade dropped now, Daylen looked down at Kanyon whose head still rested in her lap. “Kanyon, really? You’re drunk already? It’s not even ten in the morning.”
 
   “I’m not alllreeeeadyyy drunk. I’m STILLLLL drunk!” Kanyon answered with the grin she had learned that nine times out of ten usually charmed people and made them forget her misdeeds. 
 
   Daylen answered her grin with a roll of her eyes and then abruptly stood, causing Kanyon’s head to drop and hit the ground, effectively notifying her this was apparently the one time her charms weren’t going to work.
 
   “Ouch. Damn, Daylen. Geez… You are no fun.” Kanyon sat up, rubbing the back of her head.
 
   Daylen stood, looking down at Kanyon and sighed heavily, disappointment and frustration clear on her face. “I may be no fun, but at least I know I’m worth more than a good time and some bottle of vodka.” 
 
   “Just for your information, Miss Goodie O’Perfect, it wasn’t just SOOOMME bottle of vodka. It was the best, most expensive vodka. Top shelf. Like, the very top shelf. Like, get a really tall ladder to reach it, kind of top shelf,” Kanyon yelled at Daylen’s now retreating back.
 
   Daylen spun back to her with a smirk clear on her face. “Well, Miss Alkie St. Drunkerson, I’m glad to hear you’re not selling yourself out for the cheap stuff,” Daylen retorted then turned again and walked away. 
 
   “Ahh, damn it.” Kanyon slammed her fist into the set’s dirt covered floor, immediately regretting the exchange with Daylen. 
 
   Once the area was clear of all but a few people, a tall, slender blonde slipped from the shadows and knelt down by Kanyon, her lips close to her ear. “Well, that was quite the show,” she said softly as she slid her hand down the back of Kanyon’s hair. 
 
   “Yeah, some show,” Kanyon replied as she pulled her legs up to her chest. “Lexi, I don’t like this.” She sighed as she dropped her head onto her knees. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. That wasn’t me and this isn’t good. We shouldn’t have gone out last night. I have responsibilities here. These people depend on me and I keep letting them down.”
 
   Lexi rolled her eyes behind Kanyon’s lowered head. “These people exist because of you. You should be able to take a break and let your hair down every once in a while,” Lexi said, barely covering the annoyance in her voice as she continued to run her fingers through the locks of Kanyon’s hair. 
 
   “I’ve been letting my hair down a lot lately. Too much. I think it’s time to put my hair up.” Kanyon lifted her head and felt the alcohol fighting with her brain as the all too familiar pounding began. She turned to look at Lexi briefly and then turned away again. “I should definitely put it up, way up, like Cyndi Lauper 80’s on top of your head kind of up. Or a topknot. I can pull off a topknot. I’ll just stay at home, buy a polyester pantsuit, and wear my hair up in a topknot for a few days and-”
 
   Lexi placed her finger under Kanyon’s chin and turned Kanyon slowly back to face her, cutting off Kanyon’s senseless rambling. “I like your hair down,” she purred in a low, seductive whisper. 
 
   Kanyon swallowed hard, looked into Lexi’s eyes, and her body and mind went liquid. “Okay, hair down then, but-” Lexi placed a finger over Kanyon’s mouth stopping her next words. 
 
   “Shhh… No more silly ramblings. Okay?” Lexi ordered softly. Kanyon nodded in response. Lexi smiled. “Good.” She ran her finger over the outline of Kanyon’s lips. “Now let’s go get rid of that headache.”
 
   Though everything in Kanyon wanted to stay, to fix what had just happened, to find Daylen and apologize, she stood, a protest falling dead on her lips, and followed Lexi off the set. 
 
    
 
   Kanyon tried to let her body relax as a stranger’s hands worked expertly over the muscles in her back.
 
   “I told you this would get rid of your headache.” Lexi sighed, enjoying her own massage.
 
   Kanyon lifted her head to see Lexi stretched out only a few feet away. “Yeah.”
 
   “And it’s definitely better than worrying about the idiots on the show.” 
 
   Kanyon smiled, hoping it covered the guilt and the deep desire to go back to the set and put things right, to apologize to Arthur and to find Daylen. 
 
   Lexi moaned her satisfaction and then turned her head away to enjoy the rest of her massage. 
 
   Kanyon tried to relax as well, but she had never been one for treatments, massages, or strange people touching her. Again, her thoughts were of escape, but something stronger willed her to stay. She took another look at Lexi. Their relationship had started normally enough, approximately three months ago when they began shooting the fifth season of The Dark Savior. Lexi got the part of Raya, Artemisia’s latest nemesis. Lexi had asked Kanyon to go to dinner so they could get to know each other better and talk about their characters’ new rivalry. Dinner led to drinks and Kanyon had tried to resist Lexi’s invites, never being one for the going out scene, but Lexi had swayed her. Then eventually it had become their routine. They went out and they partied because Lexi stated she needed “to be seen” to build her career. 
 
   Sometimes they would meet up with Kanyon’s on-again, off-again boyfriend, Vance, Hollywood’s latest hot leading actor. She and Vance were technically “on” at this particular moment, or maybe it was “off”, it’s hard to remember when you kind of don’t care, and he had been out of town for six months filming his latest movie.
 
   At first, Lexi hung on Kanyon’s every word, followed her everywhere, and consistently sought her out. Kanyon normally shied away from people and their attention since she had been smothered in it all her life. But for whatever reason, Lexi was different. She found herself oddly drawn to her. Over the last month however, she couldn’t help but feel their relationship had changed. She began to notice Lexi wasn’t asking but more directing what they did, where they went, and who was allowed to join them. The biggest change of late had been the intimate touches here and there. Lexi would briefly lay her hand on her thigh; run her hand slowly down her back and through her hair, not to mention the suggestive looks and words. Then there was the other night when she had woken up in Lexi’s bed without a clear memory of what had happened. She wondered if that’s what was holding her captive, the possibility they had- 
 
   Kanyon was startled at the soft fingertips that caressed her shoulder. She flipped over quickly, holding the towel tightly to her chest. She looked up to see Lexi standing over her, smiling as she fingered the yellow stone pendant that she wore around her neck. 
 
   “Someone was deep in thought. What, or should I say who, are you thinking about?” Lexi asked, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. 
 
   Kanyon closed her eyes as a sensation of desire and need washed over her. She swallowed hard, fighting to keep her answer to herself. Lexi cupped Kanyon’s chin, lifting it. Kanyon opened her eyes. “You,” she heard herself whisper. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Kanyon sat at the unassuming dive bar she’d visited every night since being informed they’d killed off the Dark Savior, effectively making her unemployed. She found the small shabby bar by accident while driving aimlessly through the city attempting to elude the paparazzi, which had been relentless since the news of her character’s death. Although everyone in the bar knew her, they didn’t scream out her name or demand autographs. The only person that even approached her was the bartender, speaking the only words she was interested in hearing, “Want another?” It helped that she bought their silence by paying everyone’s bar tab. It was also helpful that it was the kind of place people didn’t ask questions and were more interested if the person walking in their little sanctum was a cop versus a celebrity. She figured a dirty barstool and tabs for ten or so regulars were small prices to pay for a little peace and quiet. 
 
   Kanyon didn’t have to look up to know who had just slid onto the barstool next to her. She had sensed his presence the moment he entered the bar. Kanyon didn’t have a reason for the special connection she had with Kiyoshi “Dodge” Moran. Just like she knew who sat down, she knew why he was there. She sighed heavily. “Not interested in what you’re selling, unless you have something stronger than this beer under your coat.” 
 
   Dodge was a nickname he acquired some thirty years ago after a bar fight. Rumors were the fight had been seven against one, and though Dodge had been the “one” he had been the only one who had walked out unscathed. He had successfully “dodged” the fury of fists, bar furniture, and if you listened to all the stories, some even said several bullets. Dodge could only be described as strikingly handsome with his mixed race heritage. He received the best of what both races had to offer; the coal black hair, long eyelashes, and light mocha skin of his Japanese mother mixed with the 6’4 height, strong athletic stature, and deep blue eyes of his American father. The studio had hired Dodge, a 4th degree Dan of Goju-Ryu karate, to be the show’s martial arts and weapons expert and trainer. For the last five years he trained and transformed Kanyon’s natural athletic abilities into the honed skills of the famed Dark Savior. 
 
   Dodge signaled for the bartender to bring him what Kanyon was drinking. “So are we drowning our problems with beer tonight?” he finally asked.
 
   “Trying, but apparently my problems come equipped with self-contained floatation devices. They are floaty little suckers,” Kanyon said, taking a long drink of her beer. 
 
   “I see you haven’t successfully drowned your charm and quick wit either.” 
 
   “Oh no, give me another couple of beers and my wit will be the life of the party and my charm might just get up and do a drunken striptease.”
 
   Dodge let out a soft chuckle then let a long silence settle between them as they both sipped their beers. It was Dodge who broke the silence first. “So Kanyon, are you ready to talk about what you're doing?”
 
   “I thought we already established that? My charm and wit are getting drunk and trying to drown my apparently overly buoyant problems.” She downed the rest of her beer and signaled for another.
 
   No laugh this time, instead he laid his hand on Kanyon’s shoulder. “Kanyon, it’s been two weeks. I don’t think this-” 
 
   Kanyon spun in her seat to face him. “If you came here prepared to spew your infamous words of wisdom; what doesn’t kill us, get back on the horse that kicked you,” she mocked, “then SAVE IT. ‘Cause if you haven’t read the papers lately, news flash, the horse didn’t buck me off, I was drunk and fell off the fucking thing, allowing the ever-so-eager Lexi to hop right on and ride off into the sunset. Oh wait, and the uber awesome part was my boyfriend, Vance, was riding bitch!” She turned and grabbed the new beer from the bartender before he could set it down, took several long swallows, then slammed the glass down on the bar. 
 
   “Well, that was a very well-delivered poor pitiful me story. Too bad they don’t hand out any of those fancy awards for solo pity party performances because you deserve one for that little act. Tell me, did you have to study a long time for this role or does it just come naturally to you?”
 
   Kanyon took another chug of beer and then turned slowly back to Dodge. “Comes naturally. Oh, and screw you. Why are you even here? The Dark Savior is dead.” 
 
   Dodge picked up Kanyon’s hand and held it. “Kanyon, I care about you. I’m your... friend.”
 
   “Friend?” Kanyon laughed. “I’m not really doing the friend thing right now, thanks though.” She pulled her hand away from his, stood, threw down more bills than needed, and started for the door.
 
   Dodge grabbed her arm, stopping her. His voice lowered to a commanding tone. “Friend or not, trainer or not, I’m still your Sensei. I expect you to be at my dojo tomorrow at noon and if you’re not I WILL come after you.” 
 
   Kanyon looked into Dodge’s demanding eyes. “It’s over. The Dark Savior's gone. She's dead,” she repeated coldly.
 
   “Yes, but you aren’t,” he replied harshly. Kanyon jerked her arm from his grasp and headed for the door. “I hope you’re taking a taxi home, not a horse!” Dodge yelled at her retreating back. He got a raised arm and an outstretched middle finger as a reply. Chuckling again to himself, he turned to finish his beer. She would be there. She would be late of course, just to remind him that no one told her what to do, but she would be there.
 
    
 
   At precisely 1:08 p.m. Kanyon dropped her equipment bag with a loud thud on the floor of Dodge’s dojo.
 
   “Right on time,” Dodge mocked.
 
   “I’m only here because I want to hit something,” she answered.
 
   “Well, then get changed and I'll meet you in the middle of the floor.” Dodge waved a hand toward the area behind him. 
 
   Changed into her traditional gi; Kanyon lowered her head in respect before stepping onto the wooden floor in the center of the dojo. Dodge was already waiting for her. No words were spoken. They bowed then began to circle each other in their familiar dance. Kanyon moved first, attempting to land two quick strikes to Dodge’s center. He easily sidestepped and gave her an open-hand knife strike just below her ribs as she passed him. She immediately lowered her stance and retaliated with a jumping, spinning back kick. Again, he blocked the kick, sweeping her back foot out from underneath her as soon as she landed. Kanyon hit the floor hard, but got quickly back to her feet. She came at him again and again. He could tell each time he diverted her attacks the anger she had been bottling up came boiling closer and closer to the surface. She punished herself taking blow after blow for nearly an hour until her arms and legs finally betrayed her by refusing to help her get up after the last kick to the back of her knees had taken her to the floor.
 
   “Finished?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t think I landed a single punch or kick,” she said, taking the hand Dodge offered.
 
   “Your anger blinded you. It drove you and controlled you versus you controlling it and the fight in front of you. It took you away from the warrior’s calm I taught you.”
 
   She sighed, knowing he was right. Since day one, he had taught her to completely clear her mind. There was no room for thoughts or emotions when engaged in a fight. It should only be you and your opponent. Emotions weakened and outside thoughts distracted. The only thought that should be allowed to exist in a warrior’s mind was survival. But she wasn’t a warrior anymore. 
 
   “Do you even know who or what you're so angry at?” he questioned as he handed her a bottle of water. 
 
   “Everyone. Everything,” she replied curtly. 
 
   “Angry at everyone, everything. That’s an awful lot of anger to be holding on to.”
 
   “Okay, maybe not everything exactly. I’m not angry with any trees or bunnies at this particular moment. And everyone…” She thought for a second. “I still like my gardener, but he doesn’t speak English and never talks to me, only smiles and nods.” She paused for another second trying to think of anyone else who wasn’t on her I hate list. “I’m not mad at Betty White or the barista where I get my coffee every morning, but she did skimp on the whip cream today sooo there is still potential there…” She trailed off, knowing she was being ridiculous. 
 
   She looked around suddenly, realizing Dodge had guided her, unknowingly, to an area of his dojo which he reserved for meditation and enlightening purposes. In this case however, she believed he had more punitive reasons for the area. She sighed heavily. He was so going to use it as her adult timeout corner. She had spent a good amount of time in the area, kneeling in seiza position, for hours at a time when she first met Dodge and began her training with him. She had been sent there frequently for disrespect, not paying attention, and not performing her katas; joking that they were just the Asian version of a bad line dance. Of course, this was before she realized the hidden fighting moves which flowed seamlessly from one movement to the next. Once she understood them, they became quite useful and an imperative part of her training. 
 
   Sighing again, she dropped her head in knowing resignation. “Why?” she asked, although she could come up with a long list of reasons she should be punished. 
 
   “You need to find the answers to your anger so you can let go and stop the inner battle with yourself. This is a battle you can’t afford to lose. Figure out who or what is the true source of your anger. Then, and only then, can you begin to deal with it.” He gestured for her to take a position in front of the wall where candles and incense were already lit and then he turned to leave her. 
 
   “Fine Mr. Miyagi, wax on, wax off, catch a fly with some chopsticks, blah, blah, blah,” she mumbled to herself as she pulled over a pillow to kneel on. 
 
   “I heard that. No pillow. Put it back,” he called over his shoulder.
 
   Damn. She tossed the pillow back and knelt bare kneed on the bamboo floor, resting her butt on the backs of her heels. Well this completely sucks. The last thing she wanted to do was kneel here and think about her anger. She liked her anger. She and her anger were getting along famously at the moment. They hung out together, drank together, and slept together. Anger was like the pet her mother would never let her have as a kid. She should name her anger. What’s a good name for anger? Humm… Fluffy? No, too sweet and would probably ask me to put a bow in its hair and carry it around in a little pink purse. Spot? Boring. Reginald? Way boring and I’d feel like I'd have to dress him in a sweater vest. I need something tougher and mean. Leather collar with spikes kind of mean, like… Titan or Maximus or ohhh… LUCIFER. Yeah, Lucifer. I’ll call my anger Lucifer. Lu for short… 
 
   Kanyon stopped herself with a groan. She knew she was just avoiding things again. Every time she was faced with something difficult, something real, she tended to avoid it. She was also well aware that on-screen wasn’t the only place she acted; she tended to do her best work in real- life. Her best tactic had always been to avoid and deflect with a smile and humor. She knew Dodge was right. She was angry and she better start facing it before she got completely lost in it. 
 
   So who or what was she angry with? She decided to start with an easy one, Vance, her whimp-ass, whore-sniffing, dishrag of an ex-boyfriend. It wasn’t like she really loved or even liked him most of the time; but really, he dumped her for that conniving, lying, role-stealing bitch, Lexi? And to do it right after the news and all the tabloid scandals of “why” she was killed off. The truth had been bad enough, but the tabloids completely exploited the situation and claimed everything from a near drug overdose to over the top diva behavior with abusive rants aimed at the casts and crew. Then Vance broke the news of their break up to the media, failing to mention that little fact to her first. The saga spun off into stories of drunken rages where she actually physically assaulted him. Of course that’s when Vance strategically decided to shut his mouth and “no comment” all their questions. Yep, she was definitely angry with him. 
 
   Next obvious source of anger, but not such an easy one, was Lexi. She knew now that Lexi had manipulated her from the beginning. Lexi befriended her under the disguise of getting to know each other for the show’s sake. Then for her sake she wanted Kanyon to show her around and help her get to know the people in the business. Kanyon broke into the business at a young age and had the famous last name of her mother, so she hadn’t experienced the same struggles with making a name for herself like most actresses. She knew that was a difficult and sometimes an impossible task, so she agreed to show Lexi the scene and introduce her to people that could make Lexi’s chosen career a little easier. Kanyon let Lexi get close, which was rare. She usually liked people better at a distance but Lexi worked herself into Kanyon’s life and Kanyon had let her. She had begun to believe that Lexi… She let her thoughts trail off, no, she didn’t want to go there again. She felt stupid, letting someone use and manipulate her. She knew this business. She knew there were cold, callous, cut-throat people everywhere. Her mother warned her from childhood to not trust anyone. Another reason she usually kept her distance. But she hadn’t listened to her mother’s advice, hadn’t done the typical smile at a distance thing, because she thought… Well, she hadn’t thought, she had simply let it happen. 
 
   The anger felt good so she searched for another source and quickly found it; her father. If you could call an unknown, faceless man a father. He had never been a part of her life. She didn’t know anything about him, she had never met him, and her mother refused to speak his name, if she even knew it. For years she watched the movies her mother starred in around the time she would have been conceived. She figured at that time her mother was at the peak of her career, so it was very likely that one of the leading men was her father. She looked for her black hair and her blue eyes on the men that played opposite of her mother. There were a few possibilities, but her mother refused to confirm or deny.
 
   This brought another source of anger; her mother, the famous or to Kanyon, infamous, Katherine McKane. Her mother was, well she was just… too much. Too much of everything. Kanyon was the complete opposite of her mother, the legendary actress of the big screen. Where Kanyon was usually reserved, her mother was vivacious. Where Kanyon was uncomfortable in the limelight, Katherine lived for it. Kanyon had always been comfortable in or out of a relationship, but Katherine always had a man in her life. Though Kanyon had been told repeatedly she was beautiful, she thought she paled in comparison to her blonde-haired mother with her pale blue eyes and her classic womanly figure. Even now at her age, her mother still radiated a surreal beauty. 
 
   She knew her mother loved her and she loved her back, but ever since she had been killed off, her mother was either chastising her for the embarrassment she caused her or nagging her to find another role, maybe something softer this time. Katherine never really liked, well except for the residual fame she received from it, that Kanyon had played a tough, self-sufficient warrior who didn’t need a man to rescue her at the end of every show. The exact opposite of the roles Katherine played in the heyday of her career. Kanyon felt her mother was always trying to direct her career as she had done when she was young. Katherine had accepted, on Kanyon’s behalf, every cutesy, sappy, girly role that was offered to Kanyon. That was probably why she loved playing the Dark Savior so much. She wanted to be the self-created hero, a strong powerful warrior with a mission and purpose in life; someone who was in charge of her own fate. 
 
   She scoffed inwardly at herself. Crap. There it was; the real answer to Dodge’s question. Sure, maybe she was irritated at a few people in her life but the only real anger she had was directed at herself. Playing the Dark Savior had been important to her, not because she liked the fame she received, she had too much of that for her liking already, but because it let her be someone she wasn’t allowed to be in real-life. Not that she wanted to be a real-life hero, yielding swords and protecting people from the mean streets of Hollywood, but she simply wanted to be in control of her own life, her own fate. She wanted to live a life she created, not one driven by an image, the media, her mother, her agent, her fans, the paparazzi, or anyone else. But she had given it all away. She let Lexi cloud her judgment. She became someone she never wanted to be and though Lexi was out of her life, what really irritated her was that she still continued to be that person. 
 
   She took in a slow deep breath and opened her eyes, the first movement she had made in nearly an hour. Okay, so the first step is to realize you have a problem… done. So, Captain-of-your-own-fate, now what? she asked herself as she slowly uncurled her legs from beneath her and stretched them out in front of her. Owww. Owww. Owww. Mother fuc… I’m paralyzed. She looked toward the ceiling. “When I decided to take control of my life, I didn’t mean via the joystick of my wheelchair. Holy Christ,” she cried as she attempted to rub the feeling back into her legs.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 
 
    
 
   Three months later, Kanyon knocked as she entered her mother’s house. “Mom. I’m here. Where are you?” Kanyon yelled from the foyer. She had long ago learned to announce herself as she entered her mother’s home and to never ever go looking for her because you just might find her in the kitchen wearing nothing more than whip cream lingerie and a twenty-something pool boy. 
 
   “I’m in the kitchen,” her mother responded. 
 
   “Are you dressed?” She paused for a second then added, “In actual clothes made of some kind of non-edible material?” 
 
   “Yes! Geeez, Kanyon. That whip cream thing was years ago,” she retorted. “And only for a brief second last Saturday,” she said in a stage whisper to the other occupants of the kitchen. “I think it’s time you get over it,” finishing her statement out loud as her daughter entered the room.
 
   “That’s what my therapist says too,” Kanyon replied sarcastically before she noticed it wasn’t just her mother in the room. 
 
   Dodge was sitting at the table with his head down, holding his hands over his ears and shaking his head slowly from side to side. He was chanting something indistinguishable. Kanyon was pretty sure it was some prayer asking Buddha or some other Godly entity to cast out the visual demons Katherine had just put in his mind. She should probably ask him to teach her that prayer sometime.
 
   Kanyon glanced around and saw her agent, Rosilyn L. Robbins, Roz, as she called her. Roz was standing next to her mother, staring at Katherine through a narrowed gaze and gritted teeth. Since Roz’s lips were moving, but no words were actually coming out, Kanyon figured Roz was muttering a chant of her own. Knowing Roz, her chant went something more like “Ewww woman, I should pop you on the back of that loose-fitting white head of yours.”
 
   Taking a second visual drive-by at the selected attendees for this little event, Kanyon couldn’t figure out what exactly would cause them all to come together in the same room, but whatever it was, it was so not going to be good. Every time Dodge and her mother were in the same space for more than a few minutes it inevitably ended with one of them leaving in a huff. This had occurred since their first encounter with each other. Kanyon assumed Katherine had thrown herself at Dodge and apparently Dodge, being the only man on earth that possessed Katherine kryptonite, had turned her down. She remembered walking in just as her mother was storming out, throwing petty insults about Dodge’s manhood over her shoulder. 
 
   But this was nothing compared to Roz and Katherine’s relationship. There was nothing there but a pure mutual distaste for one another. Her mother, after Roz replaced her as Kanyon’s manager, had disliked Roz instantly and it only took Roz about thirty seconds to return the feeling. Then, to add insult to injury Katherine quickly realized her… charm, which was only slightly less potent on women than it was on men, had absolutely no effect on Roz. For Roz, she simply didn’t have any tolerance or respect for someone that chose to use their physical attributes over their mental ones. Kanyon had never been brave enough to tell Roz that yes her mother used her physical attributes successfully, but she was also one of the smartest and hardest working women she knew.
 
   Roz was a powerful African American woman with a sharp business sense, and an even sharper tongue. Roz stood six inches shorter than Kanyon and Katherine’s height of 5’11 and some would say she was thirty pounds over-weight, if measured in “Hollywood weight.” Roz was beautiful in her own right. She had light creamy brown eyes which stood out against her dark skin. Combined with her strong and un-wavering work ethic, Kanyon found her no less stunning than her mother. 
 
   Roz had been an easy choice as a manager. She started out her “why she should be her manager” spiel with, “Starting now, we are not getting you any more of those sissy-ass roles.” And never once during their conversation had she made ridiculous references to outlandish money, fancy cars, and only Oscar winning parts, which had been all she heard from the industry’s leading agents who had lavishly wined and dined her for several months. Roz’s speech, which earned extra bonus points for being delivered on a park bench, had consisted of her expectations of Kanyon and ended with, “…you work hard for me and I will fight to the death for you” before she slapped her contract down on the bench between them. “Any questions?” 
 
   “Nope, you had me at sissy-ass.” Kanyon laughed and they’d been together ever since.
 
   But now that strong-minded and even stronger-mouthed agent was here along with her overly-involved and opinionated mother, and her yin/yang, life lesson-giving... well, Dodge. She still didn’t know what their relationship was exactly, except for “ass-kicker” and “ass-kickee,” but they were all in her mother’s kitchen staring at her. Then reality clicked in. 
 
   “Oh no, no, no, no. Is this some kind of intervention? No way. I’m not an alcoholic. Sure, I was partying a little too much there for a bit, but that was just because…” Kanyon stopped, not wanting to try and explain what happened with Lexi at the moment or any future moment for that matter. “Well, just because. But I haven’t had a drink in more than a month so there’s really no need for this.” She began to backpedal out of the room.
 
   “Kanyon, sweetheart,” her mother started, “this isn’t about your drinking. Though you did go all temporary alkie on us for a bit, we know you don’t have a problem. Although,” she purred, “I have to say, a cute pool boy and a good martini in the afternoon never hurt anyone.” She glanced out the window to catch a glimpse of her latest twenty-something boy toy who was skimming the pool as she swirled the clear, olive-laden drink in her hand. 
 
   “Seriously Whor-tilda? This is supposed to be about your daughter and her…” Roz’s words faded off as she followed Katherine’s eyes out to the pool. “Holy sweet Jesus! Okay, maybe that wouldn’t hurt anything. Well, except maybe your back and your hoochie muscles,” Roz said, admiring the nearly-naked pool boy for herself.
 
   Katherine raised an eyebrow and scoffed at Roz. “Whor-tilda? Ha, says the slutty pot to the much more sexy and beautiful kettle.”
 
   Kanyon snapped her fingers to get the women’s attention. “Ahhh, hello? Can we get on with this little intervention so I can go wash my eyes and ears out with soap, please?”
 
   “This isn’t an intervention!” the women said in unison and then turned quickly to glare at each other. 
 
   Standing now, it was Dodge this time who attempted to get the intended conversation back on course. “Will you two please try to refrain from your bickering? You are like two fighting hens.”
 
   “Hens!” Katherine scoffed then aimed the rest of the retort toward Roz, giving her an up and down with her eyes. “A peacock and a buzzard, maybe.”
 
   “I’ll show you buzzard when I pick every living piece of flesh off those decrepit old bones of yours. That is, what’s not plastic or botox.” 
 
   “Botox, my ass!” Katherine protested loudly.
 
   “You said it, not me!” Roz glanced at Katherine’s ass and smirked.
 
   Dodge stepped between the two women who had now squared off at each other. “Roz, over there now!” He instructed, pointing to the seat at the table he had just vacated. “Katherine, knock it off. We’re here about your daughter,” he said with a little too much venom in his voice. Katherine huffed her displeasure at him and turned away to take a seat at the table across from Roz. 
 
   “You know,” Kanyon piped up, “I’m really fine. It seems those two have the real issues. Maybe this should be an intervention for them. Tell me, Roz, where does this deep-rooted seed of anger for Katherine come fro-”
 
   “Kanyon, silence!” Dodge interrupted, pointing a finger at her as a warning. He slowly spun, eyeing each one of them again. All three silent, he nodded in relief. “Better,” he said then turned back to Kanyon. “We are not here about your drinking. You had your reasons and those reasons are your own. We also know you haven’t been drinking lately.” 
 
   Kanyon jumped in when he paused. “Great, then it’s settled. All is good with me. Thanks everyone for coming, I really apprec-” Kanyon stopped at Dodge’s glare.
 
   “We're here because of what you're not doing,” he finished.
 
   Kanyon pretended to ponder the statement for a moment. “I tell you what, since I’ve never heard of an intervention for not doing anything, why don’t I just go out,” she hitched a thumb toward the door, “and get a real addiction? You know like… meth.” She turned to her mom. “I’ll grab one of your spoons real quick and go find me a trailer park chem lab.” She shook her head. “No, wait. I don’t like needles and I happen to like my teeth, so how about…” She tapped her index finger on her chin searching for an addiction that wouldn’t involve her eventually having to gum her food, have mood swings, paranoia, feel like spiders were crawling on her, make her wear White Snake concert t-shirts with no sleeves, or make her stand on a street corner with a tin foil hat ducking imaginary UFOs and dodging their “beam me up Scotty” rays. “I got it. I’ll start sniffing my brains out on Scratch ‘n’ Sniff stickers. I mean, that would be really bad.” She made a scratching motion with her finger. “I’d wear off all my nails and then there'd be rage issues because you know they really never smell like what they're supposed to and…” She stopped to look around the room to gauge her audience’s reaction. They were all looking at her completely unimpressed. “It’ll be bad. I’ll probably end up needing bigger fixes like… huffing flavored ChapStick and lip balms.” At her mother’s raised eyebrow, long familiar with Kanyon’s distraction techniques, Kanyon sped up her appeal. “Alllrighty, so I’ll go ahead and get a start on this addiction thing, grab up some sticker books,” she hitched another thumb over her shoulder as she started retreating from the room, “and start sniffing my brains out. Then we can all reconvene here, oh let’s say… next Thursday? Does that work for everyone? Heck we can even make an afternoon of it.” She raised a hand in school room fashion. “I’ll bring deviled eggs. You ladies can bring the covered dishes. Dodge, you good with dessert?”
 
   Katherine stood, stepping quickly to grab Kanyon’s arm, stopping her escape. “Nice try. What Dodge was trying to say is you have just fallen off the face of the earth. Ever since you were let go from The Dark Savior, you haven’t done anything. Well, except avoid the situation, avoid everyone, and bury your head in the sand.” 
 
   “That is something, well technically three things, which I have to say, takes a considerable amount of effort.”
 
   Katherine continued as if Kanyon hadn’t spoken. “You haven’t gone out in public. You haven’t made any appearances. You haven’t made any statements.”
 
   Roz picked up the conversation. “You didn’t let me fight to save your job. You wouldn’t let me hang that weasel-dick Arthur up by his perverted little toe nails. You haven’t let me threaten the tabloids with bodily harm.” 
 
   “This is not how I raised you, Kanyon McKane. You need to get back out there, get a nice role that shows your softer, sweeter side so your fans will see how beautiful and lovable you are.”
 
   “Or, I can get you a kick-ass action flick where you can show everyone that no one screws with Kanyon McKane and lives to tell about it,” Roz interrupted. 
 
   Roz and Katherine went back and forth for a while, both trying to out-advice the other on what Kanyon should do with her life. Being the two women had both moved to block her escape route, Kanyon backed away to hop up and sit atop her mother’s elongated kitchen countertop to watch the exchange, happy for at least the moment that their focus was off her and back to each other. 
 
   As the women’s voices rose, Kanyon turned to Dodge. “See, I really think we could be focusing on their anger issues.” 
 
   “Katherine,” Dodge barked. “Your daughter!”
 
   Katherine glared at Dodge before turning her focus on her daughter and her choice of seating. She sighed a long suffering sigh of a mother. “Kanyon, really? That is not very lady like.”
 
    “Take your pick, Mom, un-lady-like qualities or my non-addictions. You only get to butt in on one area of my life per day.” 
 
   While Katherine contemplated her choices, Dodge moved to stand in front of Kanyon. “My warrior would never give up and walk away from such an important battle, especially without a fight.” 
 
   It wasn’t that she had given up; not exactly. She wasn’t drinking. She wasn’t going out. She was back to normal-ish, she just wasn’t working and was actively avoiding people. And she wasn’t exactly walking away without a fight; she was simply sitting out a round or two. She would go back to acting eventually. She just wasn’t eager to get back in the limelight and stir up the Lexi and Vance rumors and headlines again. She wanted more time for people to forget, for her to forget that... “I’m not a warrior anymore,” she replied simply.
 
   “You are whoever you want to be. You can become whoever you want to be.”
 
   “What if I want to be a sticker-sniffing crackhead who bumps off third grade girls for their stash?”
 
   “Kanyon,” Dodge replied softly which only made her drop her head. 
 
   “I’m just saying I’m not a warrior. I’m not strong enough. I don’t know what I-” Kanyon stopped, uncomfortable with her words. She’d never allowed herself to show, let alone confess, any kind of weakness. 
 
   Dodge put a knuckle under her chin, encouraging her to lift her head. His gentle blue eyes met her now tear-filled ones. “I know better and you know better. But you have to believe in your own strength because if you perceive yourself as weak, it will quickly become your reality. Look at this as an opportunity to find a new way, follow your heart.” He tapped his chest. “Seek your passion, find your happiness. Then, and only then will you find yourself and who you really are.” 
 
   Katherine pushed Dodge aside, taking his place in front of Kanyon. “Oh my God, Mu Shu Pork, where do you get all that philosophical, inspirational poster crap? Your wisdom of the day desk calendar?” She waved him away. “Go play with your feng shui or something.” 
 
   Facing Kanyon now, Katherine took her daughter’s face in her hands. “Kanyon, you're a McKane and you are my daughter.” She threw a quick glare over her shoulder toward Dodge then Roz and looked back at Kanyon. “You cannot and will not let this little hiccup get the better of you. You are strong and beautiful. I’m going to take you out and get you some new clothes which will make that good-for-nothing Vance regret he ever dumped you for that second-rate, dirty-legged bimbo.”
 
   Kanyon was in mid-chuckle, “Dirty leg? Nice, Mom.” 
 
   “Then we'll get your good-for-nothing agent to-” 
 
   Roz hip checked Katherine to take her turn in front of Kanyon. “The queen of the dirty legs is right for once. Screw that bimbo and screw Vance. He might have a pretty face but he’s dumber than a box of doorknobs and he’s a good for nothing-” She hesitated briefly and lowered her voice. “Well, maybe not nothing. He was easy on the eyes and was probably a good lay.” 
 
   “Yeah, not really that good,” Kanyon inserted into the silence.
 
   “Right. I figured, but was just trying to give you an excuse for seeing that good-for-nothing, gutless, weasel-dicked-”
 
   “What’s with all the weasel-dick comments today, Roz? Kanyon smiled. Arthur’s got a weasel-dick and now Vance’s got a weasel-dick. I mean it’s true and all, but-”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe it’s ‘cause I haven’t gotten any in a while. Henry is being a weasel-dick and therefore every man has become a weasel-dick.”
 
   Katherine scoffed. “Well, that explains why you’re such a tight-ass bitch. You’re dating ferrets. You know, I could probably help you out.”
 
   “Is that an offer, Ms. Sex-buffet? I know that wasn’t an offer ‘cause if it was I would tear your white-ass up!”
 
   “No, it wasn’t an offer! I was going to toss you one of my leftovers in hopes they would pull the stick out of your ass while they were down there! And just for the record, Ms. McSuper-size, it would be me tearing your ass up. You could soooo not handle this.” Katherine waved her hands over the curves of her body.
 
   “As much fun as it is picturing the two of you sexually tearing each other’s asses up, please stop. I think we've already established I have more than enough issues to discuss in therapy,” Kanyon interjected.
 
   Roz lowered and slowed the cadence of her voice. “I may not be able to handle all the diseases I’d catch from the experience, but I could so handle you.” Roz pointed her finger at Katherine. 
 
   “Only if I forgot to load my elephant gun,” Katherine retorted, matching Roz’s lowered tone.
 
   “Mom! Roz! Seriously!” Kanyon yelled.
 
    
 
   Kanyon was finally able to escape her mother’s house and fortunately, it had been without the added task of having to bury any dismembered bodies. However, burying a dead body seemed like a good alternative to what she had ultimately agreed to after an hour of guilt-ridden threats. Though Roz and Dodge both gave her some good verbal lashings and a few veiled threats, it had finally been her mother who laid out the most persuasive ultimatum. After giving some motherly and some not-so motherly advice, Katherine realized Kanyon was not going to be easily swayed back into the public eye; so she did what every good mother would do, she resorted to good old fashion blackmail. Frustrated with Kanyon’s willingness to just roll over and play dead, Katherine finally threatened the one thing she knew would force Kanyon into action. “Kanyon, if you don’t get out and face what you have done, show a little dignity, and turn this little situation around then I will release a sex tape on the internet and show you what real embarrassment is like.” 
 
   Remembering the pool boy and the fact she had seen her mom’s camcorder charging on the kitchen counter when she first walked in, Kanyon finally buckled and turned to Roz. “Book me something now!” 
 
   Roz wanted Kanyon’s first appearance to be on a late night talk show so Kanyon could laugh and make fun of herself, but still set the record straight. Katherine, on the other hand, wanted Kanyon to attend a movie premiere or a red carpet event where she could look fabulous and smile real big to show the cameras and the world she was still beautiful and therefore couldn’t be a drunken, abusive, out-of-control diva. Kanyon however, despite both women’s argument otherwise, would only agree to do a one-hour appearance and then a brief signing session at an upcoming Comic-Con. 
 
   Kanyon told them she wanted to start off with something more low-key; somewhere there was less of a chance the paparazzi would attack her. This was true, but what she didn’t add was that she wanted to avoid Lexi and Vance, who were making the rounds at all the to-be-seen events. Plus, given the choice she actually preferred Comic-Cons to red carpet appearances. Besides getting a small amount of amusement from the attendees, it was a more casual setting. There wasn’t the expectation of glitz and glamour. There was no pressure about what designer dress she was wearing, nor the ridiculous amount of time and effort which went into the make-up, the hair, and the big who-to-be-seen-with dilemma. There wasn’t the added stress of making sure you were always smiling and that your boobs were still in your dress, or avoiding the TMZ photo frenzy. So given the choice, she’d take jeans, a full boob covering shirt, and casual conversations with the not-so down to earth people of a Comic-Con any day. At least the people there, or the majority of them, are interested in The Dark Savior: the TV hero, not Kanyon: the failure. 
 
   She was thankful that, despite her actions, the writers had done right by Artemisia. They rewrote the script so the last battle with Larticass played out as a trap where all her foes came together to end her once and for all. She and Freya, despite the odds, had been victorious in ending the reign of terror that plagued their homelands. Unfortunately, not before a bar maiden had poisoned her food under threat of a warlord who had kidnapped her children. In epic hero actions, Artemisia had chosen to save her murderer’s children versus seeking medical treatment to save her own life. 
 
   If only, like Artemisia, she had chosen the well-being of others over her own selfish needs, she wouldn’t be in this situation. Kanyon sighed heavily as she opened her car door. So she was going to have to go back to acting sooner than she’d hoped, at least this act was only going to have to last an hour. There were worse things, she guessed, like having your mother release a sex tape.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Kanyon thought she had chosen the least of all evils for her first public appearance but now she realized she had failed to consider one small thing; one small, blonde-haired thing. Her heart dropped when she spotted Daylen across the staging area and an enormous wave of guilt washed over her. As if Kanyon needed to be any more uneasy about things today, now she was going to have to face Daylen. She should have known she would be here. Daylen had always been loyal and gracious to their fans. She happily accepted invitations where she could show her appreciation by giving them some of her time and attention. She watched as Daylen moved through the crowd. She noticed she had let her hair grow out a little and where Freya’s hair had always been a mousey brown, Daylen now had golden highlights accentuating her natural blonde hair. 
 
   Kanyon’s guilt grew as she watched Daylen smile at a woman who approached her with an outstretched pen and piece of paper in hand. Roz had informed Kanyon that Freya had been written off the show shortly after the Dark Savior’s death. The writers had only given Freya two episodes to mourn for her Queen before they sent her over a cliff in grief. Kanyon assumed the writers thought it was a poetic end for Freya, being it mimicked the ruse Artemisia and Freya used to escape from the title of Queen and servant, freeing them to fight for the greater good. 
 
   The woman walked away with a smile still on her lips and Daylen spun slightly to meet Kanyon’s gaze. Kanyon turned away quickly, the guilt too much for her to face. She not only caused Daylen to lose her job, she hadn’t even reached out to apologize. She meant to call, but for the first few days she had stayed in a drunken stupor. Then there had been the Lexi thing and that drunken stupor. Then there was the Vance thing and another drunken stupor. Then well, there was the whole completely dropping off the face of the earth as she tried to pull her head out of her butt thing. Kanyon sighed heavily, maybe it’s not too late to escape and avoid the situation all together. How bad could a sex tape of her mother on the internet really be? She had a flash of herself when she was about six years old, innocently hitting the play button thinking her Beetlejuice tape was still in the VCR. She shuttered at the visual flashback. Okay, it can be bad, very, very bad. 
 
   “Kanyon?” Kanyon jerked her head up, shocked at the sound of Daylen’s voice. “I didn’t know if you were actually going to come. They said you might, but… well, I guess I’m still surprised.” 
 
   “Yeah. You know me, always full of surprises. Surprise, I’m drunk. Surprise, I’m going to fall off my horse. Surprise, I’m going to get us both fired.” Kanyon rambled nervously. Kanyon smacked herself in the forehead then let her hand slide down her face, coming to rest over her mouth in an effort to shut up. Daylen looked at her curiously until Kanyon removed her hand and started again. “Daylen, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just… I don’t know… I suck and you…”
 
   Daylen reached out and softly grasped Kanyon’s forearm, trying to ease her discomfort. “It’s okay, Kanyon,” she said with a soft smile.
 
   Kanyon’s heart lightened a little but she hadn’t said enough. “It’s really not okay. I screwed up and I’m so sorry that my poor decisions affected you.” 
 
   “I appreciate the apology.” Daylen patted Kanyon’s arm then dropped her hand. “But really-”
 
   “But really nothing. Daylen, you should be mad at me. You should never want to speak to me again. You should cuss my name, punch me, yell at me; do something,” Kanyon pleaded. 
 
   “Sounds like you’re punishing yourself enough for the both of us.”
 
   “I caused you to lose your job!” Kanyon tried to invoke some kind of heated response, knowing she could deal with anger much more easily than kindness.
 
   “Yeah, you did,” Daylen agreed. 
 
   “They threw you off a cliff in grief because of me!” 
 
   “They threw Freya off a cliff in grief because Artemisia was dead. I do have to say, I didn’t really care for that ending. I think Freya would have mourned deeply for sure but she would have gone on to fight despite Artemisia’s death.”
 
   “Artemisia died because of me,” Kanyon quickly threw out. 
 
   “Artemisia died in like 580 B.C. I think you’re being a little overdramatic and stretching this guilt thing just a bit too far,” Daylen countered. 
 
   “You know what I mean.” Kanyon sighed heavily and hung her head again. “I didn’t even call you, Daylen,” Kanyon said, her voice weighed down with guilt. 
 
   “Now that, that was pretty crappy of you,” Daylen decided to say in an effort to throw Kanyon a bone, sensing she needed some kind of anger from her. 
 
   Kanyon looked up hoping for the verbal assault she needed Daylen to unleash on her so she could feel better. “Way crappy. Probably one of the crappiest things I’ve ever done.” 
 
   “Ladies we are ready for you,” a man called out to them. 
 
   “We’ll be right there,” Daylen responded for them, then turned back to Kanyon to give her another desired verbal jab, but stopped when she caught the fear and reluctance in Kanyon’s eyes. Daylen knew this had to be hard for Kanyon. She, like every other person in the world, had seen the headlines, heard the rumors about Kanyon’s continued drinking, about Lexi, about Lexi and Vance, and a few about her and Lexi. She knew at least a few of the stories had some underlying truths in them. She felt her own bit of guilt for not calling and reaching out to Kanyon. She couldn’t imagine how Kanyon had dealt with it all. And now here, she didn’t know what Kanyon was going to face on the other side of the stage. For the first time since Kanyon had been fired she would be willingly exposing herself to the world again, not knowing what the price would be for them to take her back or if they would even take her back at all. Daylen reached out and grabbed Kanyon’s hand. “Ready?” 
 
   Kanyon looked down at Daylen’s hand clasping hers, forced a smile, straightened her spine, and followed Daylen onto the stage. 
 
   Daylen did not drop Kanyon’s hand until the waving, greeting, and cheering had subsided and they took their seats at the panel table where they would be taking questions from their fans.
 
   For the most part, Kanyon and Daylen’s fans were loyal, true, and apparently very forgiving. There were only a few critics in the crowd who threw out questions about Kanyon’s drinking and questions about her and Vance or her and Lexi. Kanyon handled the questions by taking self-inflicted potshots at herself to distract the crowd with a few laughs. But most of the questions were from true fans who asked about episodes and events in which they wanted a better explanation or either Daylen or Kanyon’s opinion. Many threw out hopeful questions that the unexpected and sudden ending was actually a set-up for a big plot twist or maybe a big screen movie. Then, like always, there were the various questions about their characters’ true relationship and the familiar pressure to reveal the true depth of the feelings shared between Artemisia and Freya. Kanyon, who had always been the one to answer these questions, was prepared to give her well-rehearsed “non-answer” that would keep the fans guessing, but Daylen spoke first. She laid a hand on Kanyon’s leg and looked at her while she spoke. “I don’t know if Freya ever had a chance to tell Artemisia her true feelings for her or if she even knew the depth of them herself until she lost her.” Daylen winked at Kanyon. “But I do know she loved and respected her. And the love and friendship they shared never ends no matter what happens to them or between them.” 
 
   Daylen’s comment sent the crowd into a frenzy as Kanyon could only look disbelievingly at Daylen. Daylen immediately turned back to the crowd and stood while thanking them for coming as she waved her good-byes. Kanyon rose as well, waving, although she was in a little frenzy herself, knowing that Daylen’s message wasn’t just to stir the imaginations of the crowd, but felt it had been directed at her, Kanyon, not Artemisia. 
 
   Kanyon had worked with Daylen for a little over five years. Though Kanyon hadn’t let down all her walls around Daylen, she considered Daylen to be one of the kindest and most giving people she knew. Daylen’s generous heart had allowed forgiveness, despite her pathetic apology. That fact was hard to swallow since Kanyon was still working on forgiving herself. Maybe she was reading into it; she ran Daylen’s comment through her mind again. Respect and love. Kanyon was shaken from her thoughts as they were swept away to a signing table where they would meet and greet with their eagerly awaiting fans. 
 
   As they got settled in, Kanyon leaned over to Daylen. “I don’t deserve-” but stopped at Daylen’s disapproving look. “Fine.” 
 
   They fell into the routine they had developed over the years at similar events. Kanyon greeted the fans first, took the item they wished to have autographed, signed it, and then slid it to Daylen. Daylen would sign and return the item with a smile and a “thank you” for their support and loyalty, mixed with a few other niceties. It was the perfectly efficient meet, sign and smile assembly line. 
 
    
 
   A long fifty-seven minutes later, Kanyon’s head, hand, and smile muscles were exhausted. Her patience and welcoming demeanor reserves were on empty and although she was truly grateful for her fans’ love and support, she couldn’t wait to be out of the crowd and back to the peace and quiet that she had surrounded herself in the last few months. 
 
   Kanyon found one more smile for the last guy in line. “Hey there, big guy, what’s your name?” she asked the walking, talking beanpole of a guy who was sporting thick-rimmed glasses and an “I “heart” The Dark Savior” t-shirt under a vest that Kanyon had only seen on fly fisherman.
 
   “Theodore Eugene Wincliff the third,” he replied, smiling widely as he handed her one of the books that had been published alongside the TV series. 
 
   “Of course it is.” Kanyon swallowed a small chuckle.
 
   “But you can call me Thor,” he quickly interjected. 
 
   Daylen caught Kanyon’s expression, which was lit with amusement. “Don’t even think about it,” Daylen growled under her breath.
 
   “What?” Kanyon questioned in her perfect portrayal of innocence, her pen poised over the book’s inside cover.
 
   “Excuse us just a minute,” Daylen said to Theodore as she grabbed Kanyon’s arm and spun them out of earshot of the eager fan. “DO NOT write whatever you're thinking about writing in his book. He’s the last guy. Please just stick with thanks for being a fan.”
 
   Kanyon furrowed her brows. “Now what makes you think I was going to write something inappropriate?” 
 
   “Ohhhh I don’t know, because you always get slaphappy at the end of signings when you start getting tired and bored. And because you have the same shit-eating grin and evil gleam in your eye as you did when you wrote, “How do you get Chewbacca fur out of your teeth?” to the chick dressed as a slutty Princess Leia a couple years ago. And the time you wrote “Spock got space crabs from Uranus” to the rude Trekie guy.” 
 
   Kanyon laughed. “Come on. He was totally-”
 
   Daylen punched her in the arm. “You just have one guy left. Just one more short and simple signing with no rude comments. I know you can do it.” She gave Kanyon’s arm a placating pat. “Just behave a few more minutes.” 
 
   “Okay, fine. Geez,” Kanyon agreed, still rubbing her arm as if Daylen’s punch actually hurt. “I won’t make any funny-” 
 
   Daylen raised her fist again, threatening another punch in the arm.
 
   “Fine. Geez, any rude comments.” Kanyon turned back to Theodore and smiled. “Sorry about that.” She took her pen to his book and then handed it to Daylen so she could do her thing. 
 
   Daylen looked down at what Kanyon had written, To Theodork. Daylen looked back up and met Kanyon’s playful eyes. 
 
   “You said no rude comments. You didn’t say anything about salutations,” Kanyon said as a simple explanation. 
 
   Daylen gave Kanyon a chastising look then took her pen to the k making it look like an e as best as she could. She added her own inscription and handed the book back to Theodore. 
 
   Theodore read the inscriptions, then eyes wide with excitement; he looked back up at Kanyon. “You think I’m sexy?” He glanced back down at the book and quickly back up to a surprised Kanyon. “Is that your REEEAAALLL phone number?” he asked excitedly.
 
   Daylen quickly responded before Kanyon had the opportunity. “It is and she doesn’t just give that out to anyone. You should totally give her a call.”
 
   “Oh, I WILL. I DEFINITELY WILL!” he said before running off excitedly.
 
   Kanyon turned slowly to Daylen. “Tell me you didn’t,” Kanyon growled in a low I’m-going-to-kill-you voice.
 
   Daylen smirked. “What’s that old saying? Oh yeah, payback is a bitch.” 
 
   “I can’t believe you did that,” Kanyon started, but trailed off as a commotion erupted on the far side of the convention center. All Kanyon could make out was a sea of excited people and lights and sounds of photos being rapidly taken. 
 
   “Wow. Someone important just showed up,” Daylen said as she stood.
 
   “Probably Will Wheaton,” Kanyon replied as she also stood to leave but froze as her eyes caught a glimpse of who had just entered the convention hall. She watched as Lexi and Vance took the same stage which she and Daylen vacated an hour ago.
 
   “Hello ladies, gentlemen, and visiting space creatures,” an announcer said over the loud speaker. “We have some unexpected guests today. Lexi Cruze, the new star and leading actress of The Dark Savior series and Vance Fleming, of the big screen, have decided to surprise us all today with a guest appearance.” 
 
   Daylen reached out for Kanyon who was obviously visibly shaken. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, totally.” She waived Daylen off. “I’m fine. It’s fine. I’m good. But I do need to run to the restroom. I drank too much water while we were signing. Do you mind wrapping things up here and getting us checked out and everything?”
 
   “Sure,” Daylen agreed, knowing Kanyon was definitely not okay. Kanyon’s face had lost all its color and she caught the underlying tremble in her voice before she could hide it. “No problem. Take your time. I’ll take care of things here.”
 
   “Thanks,” Kanyon said hurrying away.
 
   The sudden appearance of Lexi and Vance had dazed her. They weren’t supposed to be here. She had assured herself of that little fact when, using her best Roz imitation, she’d called Lexi’s agent to ensure Lexi wasn’t booked at the convention at the same time as her. “What the hell is she doing here?” Kanyon mumbled to herself as she bypassed the bathrooms, fleeing to a back hallway in an effort to find some solitude to settle her racing heart. She hit the back staging area, darting down a corridor as she gripped her stomach which suddenly felt like it had just done a keg stand then bungee jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge. Four times. She was still reeling when she heard voices coming toward her. She looked and moaned. “You have got to be freaking kidding me.” 
 
   “Hey, it’s the old Dark Savior chick,” a guy dressed in full Ghostbusters garb, complete with Bill Murray’s receding hairline, proclaimed. 
 
   “I bet she’s back here to sneak a drink. I heard she liked to, you know,” a second Ghostbusters guy, also in full costume and black-rimmed glasses of Harold Ramis’ character, said in a loud whisper as he leaned his head back and raised his right hand and tipped it, simulating someone chugging a beer.
 
   There was a third guy, who was similarly dressed as the other two. She assumed he was Dan Aykroyd’s character, although he had more of the stature of the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. “Hey, if you’re looking for a party, I’ve got my own special concoction of demon banishing juice in my proton pack,” Stay Puft Dan offered excitedly. 
 
   Kanyon looked at the three guys and assessed her options. She could go back in the convention hall and chance running into Lexi, Vance, and their hundreds of adoring fans, puke, make a complete idiot of herself, confirming to the world that she wasn’t the strong warrior that she once pretended to be or she could stay here with the wannabe Ghostbusters and drink some demon banishing juice. Hum, I do have a fair amount of demons currently haunting me. 
 
   “Sure, why not? Give me some juice,” Kanyon said. Stay Puft Dan pulled a cup out of a hidden compartment in his proton pack. “That’s pretty convenient.” 
 
   “Yeah, I know right? But don’t tell anyone about it,” he said as he started to fill Kanyon’s cup with a green liquid from the end of the proton pack’s gun. “You’re not supposed to have liquor in here and we don’t want to get kicked out. So no telling you partied with us, okay?” he asked while handing her the cup of green liquid.
 
   Kanyon looked at the green drink and then back up at Stay Puft Dan. “Not to worry. I promise I won’t say a word about drinking demon banishing juice in a back hallway with the Ghostbusters.” 
 
   “Cool,” he replied. 
 
   Kanyon smiled. “So what are your names?”
 
   “I’m Peter,” the receding hair guy said. “He’s Egon,” he pointed at the black-rimmed glasses wearing guy, “and the guy with the juice is Ray.” 
 
   “I kind of figured that out from your costumes. Nice job by the way, but what are your real names?” Kanyon asked, thinking she might need to know so she could find them again if this demon banishing juice really worked. 
 
   “Oh those are our real names, we had them legally changed,” Ray said as he nodded toward her cup. “Go ahead, try it.” He pulled out more cups to fill for the rest of them.
 
   Kanyon sniffed it then took a hesitant drink. She coughed for a full minute, sure the juice had burned her throat all the way to her stomach. “Holy crap. What the heck is in this stuff?” Kanyon managed to get out after she regained the use of her voice. 
 
   “It’s a secret. But it’s good, right?” Ray asked eagerly. 
 
   “It’s something alright. It’s strong for sure. I definitely think it’s powerful enough to banish demons.”
 
   Just when Kanyon had almost recovered from her sip, they all filled a cup and raised their glasses in cheers. “Here’s to banishing demons,” Ray toasted.
 
   Kanyon cringed as a far off roar of cheers came from the convention hall. “To banishing demons,” Kanyon toasted, then took a deep breath, blew it out slowly, and chugged. “So where’s your fourth guy? Wasn’t there a black Ghostbuster in the group?” Kanyon inquired, asking more out of curiosity if her vocal cords still worked rather than genuine concern as to the fourth guy’s whereabouts.
 
   “He’s around here somewhere. Last time we saw him he was trying to hook up with a vampire,” Peter said as Ray filled her cup back up before she could stop him.
 
   “He’s kind of a player,” Egon said. 
 
   Kanyon looked at the demon juice and thought what the heck? If she couldn’t live up to her warrior reputation today she could always live up to her drunk, irresponsible reputation. She slammed down the second cup. 
 
   Kanyon chugged another cup of the demon banishing juice for good measure, being she had several little demons that had decided to take up residence. She said her good-byes to the trio of Ghostbusters and made her way to the bathroom, actually needing to use it now for more than just an excuse to escape conversation. 
 
    
 
   Kanyon was washing her hands when she glanced up at herself in the mirror, didn’t banish this demon, she thought. 
 
   “Hello, Kanyon,” an all too familiar voice purred from behind her. “You decide to finally come out and play again?”
 
   Or that one apparently. Kanyon managed to turn off the faucet and grab a paper towel as she scrambled to think of how to play out this little scene, Linda Hamilton, Terminator, should work. It took her a second to get into character.
 
   Lexi moved up close behind Kanyon to whisper in her ear. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
   Kanyon shook her off, pivoting slowly to face her real-life demon standing before her. She tried to take a step back to gain some distance between them, but was stopped by the sink. “Missed me? I didn’t think you would notice my absence since you’ve been so busy stealing my role and my boyfriend,” Kanyon said, managing to deliver the line with a calm, cold, indifference. 
 
   “Now Kanyon, you’re not going to let a little thing like that get in the way of what we had, are you?”
 
   “What we had? We didn’t HAVE anything,” Kanyon snapped. 
 
   Lexi closed the short distance between them. “You’re telling me that night-”
 
   “Nothing,” Kanyon interrupted. “I don’t even remember half the nights we spent together, since we spent a good number of them drinking. Was it even we or was it just me that spent the nights drinking? Cause now that I think about it, you were always feeding me drinks, but I really don’t remember you-”
 
   Lexi laid herself against Kanyon’s chest and ran her finger down Kanyon’s cheek. “Don’t blame me because you have a drinking problem,” Lexi retorted with a well-practiced innocence. 
 
   “I don’t have a drinking problem,” Kanyon lashed out harshly, grabbing Lexi’s wrist to stop her caress. 
 
   Lexi leaned in close to Kanyon’s mouth. “Right, and that’s why I smell alcohol on your breath right now.”
 
   Kanyon’s facade broke for second. “I don’t have a drinking problem! I simply had a-” She didn’t finish her statement, knowing it sounded exactly like what someone who had a drinking problem would say. She took a deep breath and found her Linda Hamilton again. “Forget it. I don’t have a drinking problem, but what I do apparently have is a lying, conniving, bitch problem.”
 
   Lexi laughed. “Oh how I’ve missed your sense of humor, Kanyon.” She reached out, took a lock of Kanyon’s hair and twirled it in the fingertips of her free hand. “I also miss your-”
 
   “Don’t you have a boyfriend waiting for you?” Kanyon swatted at Lexi’s wandering fingers, untangling them from her hair. 
 
   “Vance? Please!” She scoffed. “He’s merely a cute, temporary necessity.” 
 
   “So this has all been just one big elaborate scheme to a leading role, the fame, the leading man?” Kanyon said more as a statement than a question. She scoffed. “And I played right into your hands.” 
 
   “Yes, you did. Rather perfectly, actually. But it’s nothing personal.” She moved in so her lips were next to Kanyon’s ear. “You have to admit, it was rather fun at times.” She took a quick nip at Kanyon’s earlobe. “So no hard feelings, okay sweetheart? It’s just business. Plus, I don’t remember you complaining at the time.” 
 
   Kanyon took a hold of Lexi’s biceps and moved her back to arm’s length. “It wasn’t business to me. It was personal; very personal. It affected a lot of people. You’re acting as if this is just some game you’re playing. You can’t toy with people’s lives like this. People aren’t here to be your little pawns. You can’t move them around in your little Make Lexi a Star chess set.” 
 
   Kanyon stepped past Lexi to leave. “Well, being I am the new Queen, it appears I can move any which way I want and can take anyone I want.” Lexi smiled as Kanyon froze at her last jab. Lexi’s voice lowered, becoming more ominous. “Oh and Kanyon, you should probably know I like playing games and when I play… it’s winner takes all.” 
 
   Kanyon was shaken, but willed herself to move again. She pulled open the restroom door and was met with a fury of camera flashes and a rush of questions being thrown at her. Lexi came out behind her, holding her cheek, freshly conjured tears in her eyes and a victimized look across her face. Kanyon spun to take in the scene unfolding around her. Lexi had done it again. She had set her up to walk right into another well laid trap. Her mind quickly ran through the scenario: Lexi had followed her into the bathroom, cornered her, after dropping a few well-placed tips beforehand to the paparazzi, of course, then intentionally worked her up so she would exit the bathroom visibly irritated, with Lexi following with tear filled eyes. She knew immediately what the paparazzi would make of the situation. She would be portrayed again as the out of control, violent, alcoholic. Kanyon turned back to Lexi. 
 
   Lexi dropped the “poor abused me” act for a brief second to mouth, “Checkmate.” Then just as quickly, the victim face was back on and she fled dramatically from the scene.
 
   Kanyon stood trying to figure out her next move but it was quickly made for her. The crowd started to move in on her, hurling their questions and thrusting their cameras into her face. She felt trapped. She needed to get out, needed to run. She started pushing back, fighting her way through the crowd, throwing out “no comments” in her wake. Her head began to spin as the shock of the situation and the effects of the three cups of demon banishing juice started to kick in. She felt her legs go heavy and her vision start to blur. 
 
   She was finally pulled away from the crowd as security guards responded to the commotion. She ducked under their arms and ran, cutting through a couple of waiting rooms and found herself back in the hallway where she had left the Ghostbusters trio. They were still there, slouched on the floor. Apparently, they had started to feel the effects of the juice as well because it appeared the wall was the only thing keeping them semi-upright. 
 
   She stopped when she got to them and three wobbly heads looked up at her and grinned. “Hey, back so soon? Wanta ‘nother shot of DBJ?” At Kanyon’s confused look, “We shortened the name, ‘cause… whoa, my tongue is heavy,” Ray slurred. 
 
   Kanyon glanced behind her to see if anyone had followed her, surprisingly there wasn’t anyone. Kanyon leaned up against the wall and slid down, coming to rest next to the guys on the floor. “Here you go, we ran out of cups,” Ray said as he raised the nozzle of the now half-full proton pack above her head.
 
   She looked up. “Wait, no I’m go-” Her words got drowned out by the green liquid now hitting her in the mouth. Kanyon swallowed, gasped and sputtered a few times in an effort to keep from drowning as she finally found the nozzle and took it away from him. She gulped for air and coughed several times before she could speak. “For God’s sake-” She coughed again as she rubbed her burning throat. “What in the world is in that stuff?” She finished as she looked down at her chest, figuring she had just taken another three or seven shots and her shirt had taken a good twelve. 
 
   He smiled drunkenly at her. “Basically, every clear alcohol I had in the cabinet; Everclear, Vodka, Peppermint Schnapps, and a couple of other things, then I put in green food coloring for effect.” 
 
   “That stuff could kill someone,” she rasped.
 
   “Just demons,” Egon replied with the same stupid drunk grin plastered across his face. 
 
   At the burning feeling in her throat and her stomach she started to question her true origins, but stopped when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned to find a group of paparazzi headed her way. 
 
   Damn it. “Guys, you think you could help me out?” She nodded her head at the camera welding hunters heading their way. “Demons.” She wiggled her eyebrows, then stood, swayed, caught herself and took off in a half run-half swerving dash to the other end of the hallway. Several steps down, she glanced over her shoulder and saw the drunken pack of Ghostbusters standing, blocking the hall, as they sprayed the green liquid at the paparazzi. The first few cameras went down, causing the ones behind them to go toppling over them. “Damned if it wasn’t demon banishing juice,” she said, laughing as she continued to run and watch the chaos behind her. Her head was still turned when she broke out into the back staging area and slammed into something hard. Her feet went out from under her, causing her head to crack on the cement floor. Everything went black.
 
   She woke with a jerk and her eyes flew open. The room was spinning so she slammed them shut again. “What the-?” The back of her head was throbbing. She reached around to rub at the soreness only to find her head being held up by someone’s lap. She slowly opened her eyes again and a quick flash of déjà vu hit her as she looked up at Daylen. 
 
   “Crap.” She closed her eyes again. “What the heck happened?” Kanyon moaned.
 
   “You successfully took out a procession of Stormtroopers, Conan the Barbarian, and Buffy.”
 
   Kanyon laughed weakly, lifting her head enough to see several Stormtroopers trying to stand up in their stiff costumes. “Not exactly thieving warlords, but it looks like I still got it.”
 
   Not amused, Daylen asked, “Do you want to tell me what led to this massacre?”
 
   “I don’t know. I was-” She stopped, deciding to skip the bathroom encounter and the demon banishing juice. “I was running from-” Kanyon diverted her eyes to look down the hall. The trio had managed to hold off the paparazzi for a good bit, but she saw guys starting to break through their line and run in her direction, cameras flashing away. 
 
   “Get me out of here. Please,” Kanyon whispered desperately. 
 
   Daylen followed Kanyon’s eyes down the hall and although she didn’t know the start of the story, she could see how it was going to end. Daylen looked back down into Kanyon’s pleading eyes. She was momentarily struck by the drastic contrast in the eyes she looked into now as opposed to the nearly black eyes she had spent so much time staring into on the set. She had gotten so used to looking into dark eyes she had nearly forgotten that Kanyon had worn contacts to change her eye color to fit the writers’ image of a beautiful, dark-eyed, powerful warrior Queen. Though they were currently radiating fear and desperation, Daylen found the depth of Kanyon’s natural steel-blue eyes, far more alluring and powerful. 
 
   “Daylen, please,” Kanyon pleaded, snapping Daylen back.
 
   Sighing with resignation, Daylen knew she was going to regret this, but she pulled Kanyon up and over the laid out Buffy wannabe. “Come on. I have a car out back.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Ex-Warrior Attacks! the headline read. Daylen scanned the accompanying photos of Kanyon. She hadn’t known the domino that set the chain of events off yesterday, but she had a pretty good idea now. She studied the photo of Kanyon which caught her coming out of the bathroom. The blurb below it accused Kanyon of being in an angry rant, but she didn’t see anger in Kanyon’s eyes, what she saw was frustration overlaying fear. Her eyes moved to Lexi staged in the background, the perfect picture of a poor helpless victim. “Whatever,” Daylen growled as she flipped to the next paper. Sidekick Now Saving the “Hero”? The headline strategically staged over two photos this time. One picture was of a pile of Stormtroopers with a Conan and a disoriented Buffy mixed in while the second was of her helping a stumbling Kanyon into her car. “Good morning, Regret. I was expecting you,” Daylen said as she slid the paper away, not wanting to see anymore. 
 
   Daylen took her coffee out to the porch, wanting to distance herself from what she had willingly gotten drawn back into. She sat and looked out toward Los Angeles, unable to keep her mind from yesterday’s events; Kanyon, The Dark Savior, and her former life. She didn’t miss Hollywood or the things that came with working there. She thought it was ironic there had been a time when that was all she wanted. When she was eighteen she ran away, if you can call an eighteen-year-old moving twenty miles south of her family’s home to be a big star, “running away.” Actually, even at the time, she hadn’t really cared about being a big star; she only wanted to make her own way. She wanted to decide her own career rather than buckling to the pressure of joining the family business. The “family business,” she laughed, was the exact thing she came running home to and where she found her destiny and fulfillment. 
 
   She liked Freya, loved playing her actually, and she would have continued to do so until the show itself came to a natural end. But she hadn’t been upset when Kanyon’s actions killed them both off unexpectedly. She wished for a better ending for the two heroes, but she wasn’t really upset about being written off the show. Over the last year especially, a growing desire to go home and work with her Aunt Ruby had taken root in her mind. Aunt Ruby said it was “the calling” but Daylen thought there was a more natural explanation for her wanting to distance herself from Hollywood. As much as she liked playing Freya, she didn’t like the price that came with it. Sure, playing Freya allowed her to meet a lot of good people, her fans for instance, who for the most part were happy, friendly people who only wanted a minute of her time for an autograph or a photo. It was the ruthless part of Hollywood she didn’t like; people using people to get ahead, a place where someone always wanted more and took it, no matter the cost. She blew on her coffee to distract her from that train of thought, but the coffee had long gone cold. 
 
   Though Hollywood wasn’t her intended destiny, it had provided her a lot of things. She had saved a nice nest egg that she could live comfortably on for a long while. She learned a lot of new skills while on the show, the foremost being she had become a somewhat proficient fighter, thanks to Dodge. She enjoyed the training and even asked Dodge to work with her during down times on the set. But she paled in comparison to Kanyon when it came to fighting. She remembered sitting in pure awe while watching Kanyon and Dodge practice. Kanyon took to the training like a natural athlete, no, like a natural warrior. 
 
   She glanced over her shoulder back into the house at the thought of Kanyon, another real thing Hollywood had afforded her. If she was being honest with herself, another reason she had wanted, needed, to get away from Hollywood. 
 
   She thought of the photo in the newspaper again, the one of a seemingly scared Lexi fleeing from an angry Kanyon. She knew there had to be more to the story than what the photo captured. In the five years she had worked with Kanyon, unlike so many leading actresses, she had never once seen Kanyon treat anyone poorly. She kept everyone at a distance but she was not a self-aggrandizing diva, as the papers had recently begun to portray her. Kanyon actually seemed more comfortable with the crew and everyday people than she did with stars. To Daylen, Kanyon seemed uncomfortable with her own fame, her talent as an actress, and even more so with her breathtaking beauty. Kanyon had never acted like the world famous actress she was or the subject matter that every magazine cover craved. That was, until Lexi arrived on the set. 
 
   Lexi. Daylen felt her anger rise at the thought of her. Unlike Kanyon, Lexi wanted fame and all that came with it and didn’t care who she’d hurt to get it. Daylen met Lexi shortly after she’d gotten the part of Raya. She had seemed nice enough on the surface but Daylen distrusted her the moment they met. Lexi was calculating and had a cold and cunning air that Daylen had seen as clear as if Lexi’s intentions were written on her shirt. Her Aunt Ruby called it Daylen’s “special gift” but Daylen thought it didn’t take a special gift to see beyond Lexi’s mask. Anyone who looked into Lexi’s eyes could see the bitter darkness within them. 
 
   Daylen’s dislike only grew the more she was around her; fortunately, the time had been limited to the set. She’d turned down Lexi’s repeated invites to go out to dinner, until Lexi finally gave up and stopped asking. Daylen was relieved at first, but then noticed Lexi turned her invites to Kanyon. Kanyon accepted Lexi’s offers and that's when Daylen started to see the change in Kanyon. She started going out excessively. The late night adventures resulted in Kanyon being late to the set, often tired and hung over. Daylen tried to talk to Kanyon, but every time she caught Kanyon alone, mysteriously Lexi would appear, sweeping her away with one urgent excuse or another. 
 
   Daylen thought of Kanyon’s frustration yesterday when she had forgiven her too easily. What Kanyon didn’t know was she was harboring a significant amount of guilt of her own. Kanyon thought it was her fault for getting them written off the show. Sure, Kanyon’s actions were the ultimate cause but she had known Lexi was a predator and she failed to protect Kanyon as Kanyon had once protected her so many years ago. She stood uncomfortable with the memories and turned to the door that separated her from Kanyon, who was now the vulnerable victim lying passed out in her bed. The guilt washed over her again in waves. 
 
    
 
   Kanyon woke in an unfamiliar bed. Not necessarily a new predicament, but still an uncomfortable one. She reached out cautiously to feel if there was anyone else sharing the sheets with her. Nope. Thank you, God. She took a mental inventory of the clothes she felt herself wearing. Shirt? Check. Underwear? Check. Some kind of pants? Check. So that was a good sign. Now that just left the little mystery of if, at some point, she had become unclothed and then at some other point she had re-clothed. She groaned. 
 
   She couldn’t readily remember going out drinking and going home with anyone. She hadn’t done anything like that since... ugh. She didn’t want to think about it, but being in a strange bed with a pounding headache, what other explanation could there be? She pinched the bridge of her nose. “What the heck happened?” She grabbed her head as the sound of her own voice caused it to pound even harder. What the heck happened? Still drawing a blank, Kanyon rolled over and pulled the pillow over her face, attempting to mentally rewind the evening’s events.
 
   She had gone to the Comic-Con. She and Daylen had done their question and answer session. They signed calendars, t-shirts, swords, a couple of boobs, biceps, books... Then she got a mental picture of Thor, the comic book hammer wielding God in a fishing vest? What the…? What the heck had she drank? Liquid ‘shrooms? She put the strange image away and searched for what had happened next. There had been a large ruckus and then… She groaned, pulling the pillow down harder across her face. Then Lexi happened. She searched for more memories. Things were hazy, but she had a flash of a fat guy wearing a tan jumper, a backpack, and some kind of green liquid. It hadn’t been liquid ‘shrooms. She had been attacked by her TruGreen Lawn Care guy. She knew he looked shady. Of course that didn’t explain her sore throat and retching stomach. Unless… he had forced her to drink liquid fertilizer? Whatever. She wasn’t making any sense. She mentally shook the images away and tried again. Ghostbusters? Then a few more memories found their way through. Yeah, a group of guys dressed like the Ghostbusters, well three out of the four anyway, had found her hiding in the back hallway. Then instead of admitting she was a big chicken-shit coward hiding from Lexi she had chosen to live up to her other illustrious reputation of being a drunk. She’d had a couple of drinks with them. A couple drinks from a nozzle of a garden hose? What the… She thought as her stomach heaved at the memory. 
 
   She flipped over, her face smashed into the mattress. How had her life come to this? She couldn’t possibly sink any lower. She laid there in her self-pity until her mind decided to torture her with a scenario that could be lower. God, had she gone home with one of them? Despite the nausea and the throbbing in her head she flipped over and sat up. She quickly scanned the floor for tan coveralls or anything that looked like a proton pack. Nothing. She felt a little bit of relief, but scanned the walls for any Sigourney Weaver posters for additional reassurance. 
 
   When she didn’t find any posters on the wall, she fell back in relief and pulled the pillow back over her head. So what happened? The events began to slow-mo in her mind. She had left the ghost hunting wannabes and gone to the restroom and… Lexi. Lexi had set her up again. She squeezed her eyes more tightly as she remembered the camera flashes hitting her as she left the restroom. She ran then got drenched in more… demon banishing juice, totally not effective, she thought. The images came faster. There were a lot of stinky, white clad men on the floor with a smelly, hairy guy and a sprawled out vampire slayer. Then she remembered Daylen’s eyes as her head lay in her lap. The image of her gaze was burned into Kanyon’s mind. 
 
   She grabbed the pillow next to her and engaged in a quick one-person pillow fight with herself. Exhausted by the recollection, Kanyon’s head pounded as if a church bell was going off in her skull. She dropped back on the bed and put a pillow back over her face. Why did Daylen have to witness her screwing up again? To make it worse she had pleaded with Daylen to help her. It had been hard enough facing her yesterday at the convention. She should have just walked out and dealt with the horror of her mother releasing a sex tape. 
 
   Kanyon laid there for a long moment then finally pulled the pillow aside and sat up. The situation wasn’t going to get any better, so it was time to face the inevitable. Kanyon slowly rose from the bed. Maybe she could just escape out a window so she didn’t have to see Daylen and then she could move to Jamaica or something and never have to face her again. Kanyon quickly scanned the room for an escape route. Her eyes circled the room, nothing, but skylights. Damn, she had to start carrying a jackhammer or a grappling hook. 
 
   As her eyes continued to roam the room for another possibility, she suddenly realized she had never been to Daylen’s house before. It was a simple yet elegant room, neat and warm, exactly what she would expect. Her eyes fell onto a set of shelves on the far side of the room that held several photos. Regretfully, she also realized of all the years she and Daylen worked together she not only hadn’t been to her house but she didn’t know much about her. 
 
   Kanyon walked over to look at the photos. They appeared to be pictures of Daylen’s family. She picked up the closest photo, which showed a middle aged man and woman with a younger Daylen tucked under one arm of the man and a teen-aged girl under the woman’s arm. The family resemblance and cozy intimacy of the scene made her assume it was likely Daylen’s mom, dad, and younger sister. There were a couple more photos of the same people at various ages and poses. The sister was apparently now married with two little girls. She leaned down slightly to take a closer look; the sister looked happy with a baby bundled in her arms. The assumed husband, though smiling, she could tell his patience was being tested by the wiggling young blonde girl, pinned tightly to his hip. 
 
   Next she picked up a picture which captured a fifty-ish woman with wild red hair and a look that exuded life; the same troublemaking persona of the squirming toddler of the other photo. The woman also had an all-knowing intelligence and kindness that radiated from her smile and light, liquid blue eyes. Daylen’s eyes, Kanyon thought, the ones that always reminded her of the clear waters of a Caribbean beach that made you want to dive in and soak up the pleasure. She shook off the thought as she replaced the photo. 
 
   She skimmed over the other photos lining the shelves. Her eyes stopped on a picture which took her by surprise. The framed photo was tucked within the crop of family photos as if it belonged there. It was one of her and Daylen. It wasn’t one of the thousands of posed pictures they had taken together, but rather a candid shot of the two of them. The photographer had caught them in a rare, casual, and somewhat intimate moment together. She had her arm draped over Daylen’s shoulder, looking down at Daylen with her infamous shit-eating grin. Daylen was looking back at her and was caught in mid-laugh, obviously at whatever she’d just said. Kanyon hadn’t allowed too many of these moments to occur between them and seeing that particular photo in the middle of Daylen’s family photos took her back. She was still holding the picture, staring at it, when Daylen cautiously opened the bedroom door.
 
   “I was... I’m sorry. I was just looking at…” Kanyon trailed off, setting the picture back down.
 
   “Feeling better?” Daylen said, picking up the conversation. 
 
   “Oh yeah, I’m good… better,” Kanyon corrected quickly then stole another glance at the photo of them. “Daylen, I, I-” 
 
   “You need something to eat. I have some breakfast made if you’re up for it,” Daylen interrupted. 
 
   “Right. Yeah. That sounds good. Can I have a minute to use the restroom to freshen up first?” Kanyon asked, trying to buy another minute to collect her thoughts and prepare another apology.
 
   “Absolutely. Right through that door.” Indicating the door behind Kanyon. “I laid out a toothbrush and towels if you want to take a shower.”
 
   Kanyon lowered her gaze. “Thanks.” 
 
    
 
   Kanyon came out a short time later, showered and wearing the robe Daylen left for her. Daylen glanced up at the sound of footsteps, a jolt of electricity ignited, shot through her body, and slammed into her heart. Kanyon stood with wet hair resting on her shoulders and tan skin exposed low in the v of the robe. Daylen had to force her feet to stay put and her eyes to turn back to the stove. “I, uhhh, cooked you…” she stared at the skillet for a second before her brain registered what was there, “eggs, eggs. I cooked you some eggs. I also have some fruit and toast.”
 
   “That sounds amazing, thanks,” Kanyon replied as she walked over to the table and slid into a chair in front of an empty place setting. 
 
   “Coffee or orange juice?” Daylen asked. 
 
   “Orange juice. I don’t think my stomach can handle coffee just yet.” 
 
   “Yeah, you had quite the day yesterday,” she replied, trying to laugh so it came across as no big deal. 
 
   “Listen, Daylen, about that, I am so sorry. Not just about yesterday, but about it all. I need you to know I’m not the same. I don’t dr-” Kanyon’s words died off as Daylen turned with a plate of food. 
 
   “Kanyon, it’s okay.” She held the spatula up when she saw Kanyon’s mouth open to protest. “Stop. You don’t have to apologize or explain anything to me.”
 
   But she did, an apology was all she had to offer. She couldn’t walk out of Daylen’s life without at least that small thing done right. “I need to, want to...”
 
   Daylen started to stop Kanyon again, but held back as she read the look in Kanyon’s eyes.
 
   “What I did was selfish. Irresponsible. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I didn’t mean to hurt you. You lost your job because of me and I can’t tell you how sorry I am. If there’s anything I can do to make it up to you, I will do it. I know I screwed up again yesterday, but you have to believe me, I’m not…” She followed Daylen’s eyes down to the table and realized she had apparently reached out and clasped Daylen’s hand. She retracted it quickly, thrown off by her actions. She looked down, searching for her words again. “I’m not…” Her eyes ran over the newspaper lying nearby, ‘Sidekick Now Saving the “Hero?’. “I’m not the same person,” Kanyon whispered, barely audible to herself. 
 
   Daylen flipped the newspaper over; irritated she had been so careless. “Kanyon, look at me.” She tried to distract Kanyon from staring at the overturned paper. She took Kanyon’s hand. “Look at me.” 
 
   Kanyon raised her gaze slowly and met Daylen’s.
 
   “So you messed up and I lost my job because of it, but I also got my life back. I’m happy now. Hollywood and that scene isn’t for me. The people were fake. They lie. They cheat. They use others. They’re selfish and they are-” 
 
   “People like me,” Kanyon interrupted as she gently pulled her hand from Daylen’s grasp. 
 
   “That’s not what I was saying Kanyon,” Daylen interjected.
 
   “It’s okay. You don’t have to say anymore.” Kanyon gave a half grin. “Just know I am truly sorry.”
 
   Kanyon let silence fall between them as she pretended to eat her breakfast. Despite her discomfort, her earlier eagerness to leave, and now the knowledge of what Daylen thought of her, she had an overwhelming desire to stay. She couldn’t explain why, but something within her, deeper than the shame and remorse, wanted to stay with Daylen. It was probably just an ego thing; her wanting to prove to Daylen she wasn’t really like the people she had described. Kanyon swallowed her pride. “So you’re not planning to go back to acting then?”
 
   “No, that part of my life is over,” Daylen said with a smile. “I learned a lot and it afforded me a lot of good opportunities, but I think I've finally found something I’m more suited for, and…” 
 
   Kanyon watched Daylen as she spoke and she thought she saw true happiness. Daylen seemed to have found something that fulfilled her and excited her. Kanyon couldn’t help but be curious and a little envious. She liked acting, but like Daylen, she didn’t necessarily like all that came with it. The only satisfaction she received from it was being able to be someone else, if only for short periods of time, but acting definitely didn’t fill her with the light and passion she now saw in Daylen’s eyes. 
 
   “…is my place in life,” Daylen finished.
 
   “You look happy and I’m happy for you. So tell me more about this mystery job that's taken the place of the mighty Freya.” 
 
   “Well, it’s kind of a family business. I work with my Aunt Ruby.” Daylen thought briefly about telling Kanyon the truth, but then Aunt Ruby and I are part of an ancient bloodline of people called Seekers who have been born throughout the centuries with special gifts and the responsibility to use those gifts to find articles, relics, and/or people which have the potential to harm someone, humanity, disturb future events in some way, or simply need to be found to set the world back from being askew still sounded crazy, even to her. “We find things.”
 
   “Find things?” Kanyon asked skeptically. 
 
   “Or people.” 
 
   “Things or people? So, are you a metal detector or the back of a milk carton?” Kanyon joked. 
 
   Daylen relaxed, enjoying that Kanyon appeared to, at least momentarily, be setting aside her guilt and regrets and settling back into their normal casual rapport. “More like a detective agency.”
 
   “So you’re like the Charlie’s Angels?” 
 
   Daylen laughed. “Ish. Well, minus the bell-bottom jeans, feathered hair, Bosley, a millionaire that talks to us through a box, and we don’t always solve our cases in a one-hour time slot.” 
 
   “Slackers.” Kanyon smiled. “So, finding things or people; this makes you happy?”
 
   “Yes,” Daylen replied as she stood and picked up their plates, taking them to the sink. “Very happy,” she said, turning back to Kanyon.
 
   “Good. Then I’m glad I got you fired,” Kanyon said smiling. 
 
   “Me too,” Daylen returned with a laugh.
 
   Kanyon rose from the table. “So I guess I better get out of your hair and let you get to finding things or people. I’ll just change and call a taxi.” 
 
   “No need for the taxi, I can give you a ride. I’m actually going in your direction.” 
 
   “Okay.” She started for the bedroom she’d slept in, then turned back to Daylen. “Could I ask for one more small favor?” 
 
   “Sure,” Daylen offered.
 
   “A shirt? Mine is a little, ahhh-”
 
   “Green? Yeah, I noticed and I don’t want to know the explanation. I’ll get you something.” Daylen said, following her into the bedroom.
 
   As Daylen searched through a drawer, Kanyon asked, “So are you going my direction for work or pleasure?” 
 
   “Work.”
 
   “Hot leads in a big case?” 
 
   Daylen pulled out a simple gray long sleeve shirt and got an approving nod from Kanyon. “Not a big case, but yeah I have to check out a couple of addresses for a guy I’m looking for.”
 
   “Got ya. Like Dog the Bounty Hunter kind of stuff. Cool…” Kanyon winked conspiratorially, holding out her hand for the shirt.
 
   “Not at all like Dog the Bounty Hunter.” Daylen chuckled and she tossed the shirt playfully at Kanyon’s head.
 
    
 
   Kanyon and Daylen made idol conversation on their drive back to the convention center, but when they fell silent, Daylen contemplated if she should ask Kanyon about the rumors swirling around her the last few months. She really didn’t think it was her business, but the questions ate at her. She wanted to know just how or why Lexi had so much influence and power over Kanyon. Her heart flipped at a particular possibility and she suddenly thought maybe she really didn’t want to know. Her thoughts were cut off when her vision blurred and a wave of emotional energy hit her. She got a quick sense of fear and pain before she was able to guide her SUV to the side of the street. 
 
   Kanyon spun in her seat, looking out all the windows for the cause of Daylen’s impromptu parking job. Seeing nothing obvious, she turned to Daylen whose eyes were fixed straight ahead in a distant stare. “Ahh, everything okay?” Kanyon asked hesitantly. 
 
   Daylen closed her eyes. “Sorry, I just need a second.” 
 
   “Daylen?” Kanyon laid a concerned hand on her shoulder only to jerk it back quickly when she felt a jolt of an electric vibration run through her hand and up her arm. She rubbed her hands together, confused. The shock hadn’t really hurt, it only surprised her. She was more worried about Daylen who had lowered her forehead to the steering wheel.
 
   Daylen was having a hard time focusing on the images as they were only vague shapes. She wasn’t shocked by the visions, but they were a new experience for her, compounded by the discomfort of it happening for the first time in front of Kanyon. She forced herself to relax and clear her mind and slowly the images began to sharpen. She could make out a building or warehouse. She took in as many details as she could, knowing it was likely the vision would vanish as quickly as it came. When it was gone she opened her eyes abruptly and began looking around at the buildings surrounding them, searching for the address. She found it, 227, in large blue numbers. “Are you in a hurry?” she asked Kanyon in a rush. 
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   Daylen pointed at the building. “That’s one of the addresses I need to check out. It will only take a minute or two.”
 
   “Okay…” Kanyon stretched out the word, confused by Daylen’s actions. “Go for it. I’d like to see Daylen P.I. in action.” And I'd like to know what the heck just happened. 
 
   Daylen drove around to the rear of the large tin-sided warehouse, parked alongside the far wall, and unhooked her seatbelt. “Okay, I’m going to leave the car running. I won’t be long.” 
 
   “Whatever! I’m coming,” Kanyon argued, unlatching her own seatbelt. “I want to see you shake down someone, rough someone up, get the skinny, the lowdown, the word on the street.” 
 
   “I’m not a 70’s street cop. Geez. There isn’t going to be any action to see. I’m just going to take a look around, see what I can see. Stay here and I’ll be right back.”
 
   “If there isn’t going to be any action then why can’t I just come with you?” Kanyon asked as Daylen got out.
 
   Daylen shut the door then leaned over to speak through the open window. “Because you haven’t been the best at staying out of trouble lately.” 
 
   Kanyon couldn’t exactly argue the point, but it didn’t keep her from trying. “The likelihood there are any Stormtroopers, Conans, or Buffys in there is slim to none so…”
 
   “Stay here and behave,” Daylen ordered before she took off down the side of the building.
 
   “Fine.” Kanyon relented briefly then rolled her own window down and leaned out. “Just so you know, I liked it better when you were my slave girl and I was giving the orders,” she yelled. 
 
   Daylen turned back to her with a grin. “And I liked it better when you were passed out and not talking.” 
 
   “Rude!” Kanyon said with a scowl and slid her head back in the window, crossing her arms in an exaggerated pout.
 
   Daylen’s smile widened and she gave Kanyon a playful wink before she started back down the side of the building. At Daylen’s turned back Kanyon’s pout changed to a quick grin. Though she'd always kept Daylen at arm’s length, not allowing them to even develop a real friendship, she and Daylen always had an easy, playful banter between them. She hadn’t realized until now how much she had enjoyed it and now how much she missed it. She watched Daylen cautiously make her way between the two buildings, peek around a corner, then disappear. Well, she looks like she knows what she's doing, Kanyon thought. 
 
   Kanyon took her own survey of the area. The place was empty. There were no cars or people in sight. Weeds grew in the cracks of the pavement. A few pieces of paper had freed themselves from the overflowing trash containers and blew lazily in the wind toward the end of the lot. Kanyon couldn’t imagine what kind of information Daylen was going to receive from such a desolate place. 
 
   She took another look around and finding nothing of interest, she laid her head back and closed her eyes to keep the sun from further irritating her hangover headache. She had almost drifted off to sleep when she felt a prickle at the back of her neck. She adjusted her head on the headrest, settled back in, and attempted to relax. This time a breeze flicked at her hair and tickled her ear. She bolted upright, quickly scanned the empty lot, and although she didn’t see anything she had an overwhelming sense that something was wrong. She tried to shake the feeling off, but it wouldn’t leave nor would it come into focus. She made another scan of the area. Nothing. Maybe she'd actually fallen asleep and just heard something; she strained her ears to pick up any sounds. Nothing. Restless now, she got out and moved to stand in front of the vehicle. She listened hard as she searched the area. Uneasy, she paced in front of the SUV as a sense of danger tugged at her thoughts. Daylen is in danger. 
 
   She debated only briefly if she should stay with Daylen’s vehicle. She took two quick steps in the direction Daylen had gone when a large, balding man with a comb over and enough gold jewelry around his neck to drown a whale, came darting around the corner headed in her direction. She stopped as he continued to run directly at her; all hairy, sweating, and red-faced. She saw Daylen round the corner ten steps behind him. She had a busted lip with a small streak of red running from the right corner of her mouth. Kanyon's blood went hot as she locked onto her target, squared her stance, lowering quickly as she did a sweeping leg strike to the guy’s shins. He dropped like a rock, face first to the ground, knocking him out cold. Kanyon stepped over him and caught Daylen by the shoulders as she came running up to her. She took a closer look at Daylen’s facial injuries. “What the heck happened?” she asked as she wiped the blood away with her thumb. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
   “I’m fine. I’m fine.” She shook out of Kanyon’s grasp. “Why’d you take out Lenny?” Thrusting a hand toward the open passenger door. “And why are you out of the car?” Daylen questioned through panting breaths. Daylen didn’t wait for an answer, bending down to help Lenny who still had his face planted in the dirt.
 
   “You were chasing him. You were hurt. I thought he hit you and took off running,” Kanyon explained, confused as she knelt by Daylen who was attempting to wake Lenny up. 
 
   “I wasn’t chasing him and he didn’t hit me.” They both looked up and turned toward the sounds of heavy footsteps and men yelling. Two large men dressed in black suits turned the corner and began running in their direction. “We were running from them!” 
 
   “Is this what you call no action?” Kanyon asked as she scrambled around to grab under Lenny’s other arm and began dragging him toward Daylen’s backseat. Kanyon opened the rear door and jumped in while pulling Lenny with her as Daylen crammed the rest of him in.
 
   Successfully stuffed, Daylen slammed the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. She forwent her seatbelt, and lunged across the car to shut the open passenger door. She wasn’t even upright before she threw her vehicle in reverse, just as a fist slammed onto her hood. Her tires spun, then finally catching purchase in the gravel, they shot backward, around the corner, and out into the street.
 
   Once they were in “D”, fleeing the scene, Kanyon pulled herself out from under the still unconscious Lenny. 
 
   “I thought I told you to stay in the car?” Daylen asked when Kanyon dropped into the passenger seat. 
 
   “I thought you said you were just collecting some information?” She hitched a thumb toward the back. “Not a three-hundred-pound guy with bad fashion sense and over active sweat glands,” she said as she looked down at the sweat tracks his armpits and head left on her shirt.
 
   “Well, plans changed unexpectedly.” 
 
   They fell silent for a few minutes as Daylen drove, glancing frequently in the rearview mirror checking to see if anyone was following them. 
 
   “So what’s the story with the human hairball in the tacky Hawaiian shirt?” Kanyon finally asked. 
 
   “That’s Lenny. His wife hires us every couple of months to find him and bring him home. Lenny’s got a bit of a gambling problem and every once in a while he owes people some money and they pick him up to collect it.”
 
   “I take it the two charming guys chasing you were the loan recovery department?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   A low moan came from the backseat and Lenny started to stir. A few seconds later he sat up, rubbing his forehead. “What the hell happened?” 
 
   “You fell,” Daylen and Kanyon replied in unison. 
 
   “Ah, I do that a lot.” He nodded, accepting their explanation. “So where are you taking me?” he asked.
 
   “Back to your wife,” Daylen answered.
 
   “No way. She’s going to kill me. I lost ten big ones to those guys. Take me back to them, it'll be less painful than what Marie will do to me.”
 
   “Marie hired us. Marie paid us. Marie gets you,” Daylen replied sharply.
 
   “Ahhh come on, Daylen. Babe. Give me a break. I’ll pay you.” 
 
   “You don’t have any money,” she said flatly. 
 
   Lenny leaned forward between the two front seats. “I’ll give you a hot tip on who’s going to win tonight’s fight at-” Daylen cut him off with a look. 
 
   “I just saved your ass from two guys you owe money to because of one of those hot tips, so thanks, but no thanks, Lenny. Sit back, I can’t see with you hogging the rearview mirror.”
 
   He didn’t move. “Daylen, can’t you give a guy a break? Pllleeeassee,” he begged. 
 
   Kanyon turned, limiting her contact with the guy as much as possible; she pressed a single finger to his forehead and pushed Lenny back into the backseat. “Back it up, sweat-o-potimus.”
 
   Lenny took notice of Kanyon for the first time. “Hey, you’re that hot actress chick.” He licked his lips and put his comb over back in the over position. “Man, I can’t wait to tell the guys at the bar that I got manhandled by The Dark Savior babe. They aren’t going to believe it. First one hot chick,” he indicated toward Daylen with a nod, “and now another. It’s like I died and woke up in the land of hot babes.” 
 
   “Say chick or babe one more time and you’re going to wake up in a rest home gumming banana puree,” Kanyon threatened. 
 
   Lenny sat further back in his seat. They rode a few miles before Lenny spoke again. “Ba-” He stopped at Kanyon’s quick look. “Daylen, do you think we can talk about this?”
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about, Lenny. I’m dropping Kanyon off at her car and then I’m taking you home.”
 
   “But Daylen, you don’t understand. Marie will seriously kill me. She's one crazy chi-” he caught himself, “lady,” he finished with a sheepish smile to Kanyon. 
 
   “You’re going to have to face her sooner or later and I’m delivering you to her sooner.”
 
   “But later I could win back the money I lost and buy her some nice ear bobs or something.”
 
   “Not going to happen, Lenny,” Daylen said as she turned into the convention hall parking lot.
 
   “I parked around by the side entrance but you can just drop me off out front,” Kanyon offered and Daylen pulled over and parked. “Sooo,” Kanyon started hesitantly. “I’m sorry about the little mix-up.” She gave a head nod toward the backseat.
 
   Daylen laughed softly. “He kind of deserved it. Thanks for thinking you were saving me.” 
 
   “And sorry about yesterday.”
 
   “It’s fine. Take care of yourself, okay?”
 
   Kanyon stared into Daylen’s eyes. She'd pushed Daylen away for so long now the yearning to stay connected with her was overwhelming. “You think we could maybe see each other sometime?” Oddly uncomfortable at her request she stuttered. “As friends, you know, nothing big. Just coffee or-” 
 
   “Hey, are you chicks going to kiss? ‘Cause that'd be totally hot! I’ve seen babes at the strip club kiss and on the internet, but-” Lenny’s sentence was cut short as Kanyon came over the seat at him.
 
   Daylen groaned, got out of the car, flung open the rear door, grabbed Kanyon’s waist, and fought to pull her off Lenny. “Kanyon, let him go,” she ordered. 
 
   Kanyon finally relented and let Daylen pull her out the door. She straightened her clothes and stood in front of Daylen. “He started it. I warned him,” she said quickly to Daylen’s disapproving face.
 
   Daylen balled her fists and placed them firmly on her hips. “He started it? Really? Are we 12?” 
 
   “I’m an actress.” Kanyon flipped her hair back in an exaggerated gesture. “I can be whatever age I want to be at any given time.”
 
   Daylen simply shook her head. “God, Kanyon, you’re something else.” 
 
   Kanyon dropped the act. “I know, I’m sorry. I, well, I just wanted, or…” she kicked at the parking lot, “I was just trying to ask, before Creepy McSweaterson in there interrupted, if you think maybe we can see each other every once in a while?” At Daylen’s silence she quickly added, “You know, if I promise to behave. Unlike yesterday… or this morning,” and then tacked on with a nod in the vehicle’s direction, “or five seconds ago.” 
 
   Daylen hesitated, but not because she feared what Kanyon would do when they were together; she feared what she herself would do if they spent more time with each other. She looked at Kanyon and a warm heat rose from her core. No, it wasn’t careers or convention halls that she worried about Kanyon wrecking. Despite the potentially painful consequences, she heard herself say, “I would like that,” as she stepped toward Kanyon and embraced her, “very much.” 
 
   At Daylen’s touch another electric current shot through Kanyon. A similar sensation to what she felt earlier, but this time it coursed through her entire body. She stepped back, holding Daylen at arm’s length. The electricity immediately dimmed. She dropped her hands from Daylen’s shoulders. “Did you fe-” Her words were cut off by the sound of squealing tires. 
 
   They both turned toward the sound just in time for a light from a camera flash to hit them both in the eyes. They stood rooted, watching helplessly as Lenny drove by them in Daylen’s SUV with his cell phone still extended out the window. “Totally hot!” he yelled back toward them as he struck a curb, bounced back, then found the parking lot exit and drove off into the streaming traffic. 
 
   “I’m going to kill him,” Daylen growled.
 
   “I’ll help you bury the body,” Kanyon added. “Come on.” She took off running to where she'd left her car and Daylen was right behind her. Kanyon slowed as she rounded the corner then abruptly stopped, catching sight of an empty parking lot. 
 
   Nearly avoiding slamming into Kanyon’s back, “What the-” Daylen stopped just behind her and looked across the vacant lot. “Ahhh, where’s your car?” Daylen asked as she stepped up beside Kanyon.
 
   “I’m not sure.” But she had a small idea of where it might be. Damn it. 
 
   “Where'd you park it?” 
 
   “Kind of over there in that general area.” Kanyon half waved, half pointed in the general direction of the white and red sign mounted to the side of the building then turned and started walking in the other direction. 
 
   Daylen looked where Kanyon had indicated. “Kind of in the general area of that No parking, violators will be towed sign?”
 
   “Pretty much.” 
 
   “Seriously?” Daylen asked as she caught up to Kanyon.
 
   “Well, I was kind of running late yesterday. Don’t worry. I’ll just call a taxi to come get us.” Already pulling out her phone as she spoke, it rang in her hand. “Hello?” Kanyon said cautiously, not having recognized the number on the display. She listened for a second. “Who?” She listened again. “Theodore?” She stopped when recognition hit her. She threw a narrowed glare at Daylen. “Theodore, I’m sorry, but-” was all she got out before Daylen yanked the phone away from her.
 
   “Hey, Theo. This is Daylen,” Daylen began as she put Kanyon’s phone to her ear and turned her back to Kanyon, shutting out her protests. Kanyon reached around Daylen trying to grab her phone back but Daylen twisted, blocking her attempts. “Theodore, you wouldn’t happen to be close…” 
 
   “Don’t even think about it.” Kanyon danced around Daylen and tried for her phone again. 
 
   “Will you stop it.” Daylen spun around, slapping at Kanyon’s hands. “Sorry, Theodore, not you. I was talking to Kanyon. She’s acting like a six-year-old. Anyways, you wouldn’t happen to be close to the convention hall, would you?” Daylen listened for a second. “Ten minutes? Great. Do you think you could give Kanyon and I a ride?” She listened for another second then turned back to face Kanyon who had stopped reaching for the phone and stood with her arms crossed over her chest. Daylen gave her a devilish grin. “Yeah, it’s kind of a secret mission and Kanyon would consider it a huge favor. I’m sure she'd do something extra nice for her number one fan.” She nodded again and smiled even wider at Kanyon’s grimaced face. “Great, we'll meet you in front of the coffee shop next door.” Daylen hit the end button and held the phone out to Kanyon. 
 
   Kanyon snatched her phone back. “Really? I could’ve called a taxi.” 
 
   “A taxi would've taken twice as long to get here and I’d like to try and get my SUV back from the sweaty meatball as soon as possible,” Daylen explained as she began walking toward the coffee shop. 
 
   Kanyon begrudgingly fell into step beside her. “I understand you want to get your ride back as soon as possible but go ahead admit it, this is also your little way of getting back at me, isn’t it?” 
 
   Daylen gave her a playful wink. “Added benefit.”
 
   Kanyon shrugged. “Well played.”
 
   Daylen and Kanyon stood out of public view alongside the busy coffee shop, trying not to draw attention to themselves as they waited for their ride. Ten minutes later, a brand new black Camaro with blacked out windows, aftermarket chrome wheels, and a thumping bass pulled alongside the curb. Kanyon looked suspiciously at Daylen. “No way.”
 
   “Better than a taxi.” Daylen took off toward the car. They both stopped as the passenger door opened and a tall beautiful blonde stepped out, throwing a kiss back at the driver. Kanyon threw another disbelieving look at Daylen, who answered, “Looks like you have some competition.”
 
   Kanyon scoffed audibly and rolled her eyes. “Sister, prostitute, adult care giver…” 
 
   Daylen answered with a shrug of her shoulders then took a step toward the car, but the woman shut the door and the Camaro peeled out back into traffic.
 
   Kanyon was still watching the Camaro drive away when the Dark Savior’s famous line “I’m no one, I’m just here to help,” boomed loudly through the air. Kanyon looked heavenward. “You have got to be kidding me. Why are you punishing me this way?” She reluctantly lowered her eyes as the message cried out again, louder and closer this time. She heard Daylen laugh as she turned to watch an early model, four-door Ford Taurus pull up in front of them. She believed the car was maroon, but it was hard to tell being it was covered from bumper to tailpipe in Dark Savior figurines, pictures, stickers, and down the side of the car were her and Daylen’s airbrushed faces in their Dark Savior costumes. Her voice screamed from underneath the hood for the third time, “I’m no one, I’m just here to help.” 
 
   She turned to Daylen who was still chuckling through the hand she had over her mouth. “NO FREAKING WAY!” She pointed at the mobile shrine. “I AM NOT GETTING IN THAT THING!”
 
   Daylen dropped her hand and raised an eyebrow. “You got me fired.” 
 
   Kanyon narrowed her eyes. “Low, and so not going to work. You said you were happy about that.”
 
   “I got you out from under a pile of Stormtroopers.”
 
   Kanyon shook her head.
 
   “You knocked out a guy that I risked my life to save.”
 
   Kanyon crossed her arms in front of her chest.
 
   “You got my car stolen.”
 
   “I DIDN’T GET YOUR CAR STOLEN! It wasn’t my fault-” She trailed off, thinking she had kind of crawled over the seat to choke the guy, causing Daylen to… ah crap. She sighed heavily as her voice bellowed from under the hood again. Kanyon cringed. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”
 
   Daylen suppressed another laugh. “Just a little bit.” 
 
   “Are we even?”
 
   “Not even close.”
 
   “Fine.” Kanyon sighed deeply and relented. “I definitely liked it better when you were my slave,” she mumbled as she crossed in front of Daylen to take the backseat, leaving the front seat of the mobile monstrosity for Daylen. 
 
   Daylen smiled, let out the chuckle she'd been suppressing, then moved to open the car door and take shotgun next to Theodore. “Hey, Theodore. We really appreciate you picking us up. This is quite the ride. Isn’t it Kanyon?” Daylen complimented as she slid in and shut her door.
 
   “Yeah, it’s something all right,” Kanyon replied solemnly. 
 
   “Did you notice the hood?” Theodore responded excitedly. “It’s an exact replica of your battle from season three, episode thirteen. The trunk is season one’s pre-Dark Savior, Artemisia’s battle at Salamis, when you rammed her ship into Damasitheos. That was totally cool by the way,” he said, directing his compliment to Kanyon in the backseat. “Did you hear my horn? I made a digital recording of your voice and wired it in where it'll play anytime I hit the horn.” He hit his horn again to demonstrate and her voice cried out.
 
   “Oh, I heard it. I’m pretty sure everyone in a five block radius heard it,” Kanyon said sarcastically.
 
   Daylen half spun toward Kanyon and mouthed, “Be nice.” 
 
   Kanyon responded with a defiant crossing of her arms across her chest and a roll of her eyes.
 
   Daylen turned back to Theodore. “I think it’s great. You obviously put a lot of effort into it.” She leaned forward taking a better look through the windshield at the battle depicted on the hood. “And, it’s very creative. So you glued all those figurines right onto the hood?”
 
   “Yeah, I used a lot of super glue. The trees and grass and such I got from a hobby shop that sells stuff for train sets. All the warriors are actually figures for union and confederate soldiers for a civil war setup, but I made their guns look like swords, added shields, and then repainted them silver and black to make them look like warriors.”
 
   Daylen raised an impressed eyebrow. “Wow, there are hundreds of them.”
 
   “Two hundred and forty-seven. The exact number depicted in the episode.” He blushed. “I watched the scene three hundred times to get an accurate count; it took me over two months to do it all.”
 
   “Very impressive.” Daylen shot a look over her shoulder to Kanyon.
 
   “Impressive,” Kanyon replied in a very un-impressed tone, rolled her eyes again, and slid a little lower in her seat trying to get her head below window level in hopes she wouldn’t be seen. “You think we could start moving?” she asked as she watched people start to gather and take photos of the car. “I mean, we need to hurry and get on that secret mission, remember.”
 
   “Where to, Dark Savior?” Theodore asked then hit the horn again. “I’m no one, I’m just here to help,” called out emphasizing his willingness to assist.
 
   “You can call us Daylen and Kanyon,” Daylen said then looked back at Kanyon. “Drop you off at your house?”
 
   Kanyon leveled her gaze. “I don’t think so. We’re going to the city tow lot, getting my car back, and then WE are going to find Lenny.”
 
   “Kanyon you don’t have to-” 
 
   Kanyon cut her off with a steely look. And the Queen is back, Daylen thought. “Alrighty then. To the city tow lot, Theodore.” 
 
    
 
   Daylen watched as Kanyon gave the parking lot attendant a wink as she took the set of keys from his hand. Kanyon walked out of the office swirling her key ring on a finger. 
 
   “Why do I feel like this isn’t the first time you’ve gotten your car towed?”
 
   “It’s maybe happened once or twice before,” she said with a sly smile as she hit the unlock button on her remote. 
 
   They crawled into the car. “You didn’t have to pay the fine, did you?” 
 
   “Never do,” she answered with smugness apparent on her face.
 
   Kanyon drove through the open gate and pulled alongside Theodore who was standing next to his car applying glue to the bottom of a tree that'd blown over during the ride. “Sweet car,” Theodore said over the roar of the engine. “But I kind of thought the Dark Savior would, well, drive something darker than a yellow Corvette.” 
 
   “The Dark Savior would maybe drive something darker, but Kanyon McKane drives something yellow.” Kanyon informed him dryly.
 
   “Oh yeah, right,” Theodore said as he lowered his head and mumbled to his shoes. 
 
   Daylen hit Kanyon with a backhand to her arm. “Ouch! What?” Kanyon cried.
 
   “Get out and do something nice for him. He just gave us a ride,” Daylen instructed as she pulled her own door handle and got out of the car. 
 
   Kanyon rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She got out of the car and walked over to stand next to Theodore. “My car might be yellow, but my horse is black.” Theodore’s head shot up, his eyes wide with excitement. “Yeah, I kept Stormy. He’s out at a stable north of town. Maybe I could make arrangements for you to go up there some time and see him.” 
 
   “Seriously?” Theodore said vibrating with excitement.
 
   “Sure, why not?” she said giving Daylen a There, are you satisfied? look.
 
   Daylen stopped. “You kept Stormy?” Completely taken off guard by the news.
 
   “Yeah, well you know, I kind of got him fired too. So I thought it was the least I could do.” She shrugged and added in a soft mumble, “I kind of kept CJ too.” 
 
   “You kept my horse?” She shook her head. “I mean, CJ, you kept CJ?” she corrected quickly. 
 
   “Yeah, you know there’s that whole getting them fired thing again and after working together for so long I thought they might, you know, miss each other.”
 
   “Kanyon, I can’t believe you.” She paused to reel in her emotions before she leapt into Kanyon arms. “I always thought they belonged together.” 
 
   Kanyon held Daylen’s eyes for a minute until she forced herself to look away, covering her discomfort by clearing her throat and turning to Theodore. “So anyways, maybe Daylen can take you to see them,” Kanyon suggested, flashing Daylen a quick, smug “ha-ha got ya back” grin. 
 
   Daylen narrowed her eyes as if she was annoyed, but Kanyon’s sneaky little payback couldn’t break the warmth she was feeling for her at the moment. “That'd be great,” Daylen said smiling widely. “And since I don’t know where they are, I’m sure Kanyon would be happy to take us. Wouldn’t you, Kanyon? I mean you'd do that for me and your number one fan, wouldn’t you?”
 
   Kanyon’s smug smile dropped. “Sure,” she replied with fake enthusiasm. 
 
   “Awesome. I’m free next Saturday,” Theodore threw out quickly.
 
   “We’ll see,” Kanyon said. “But for now, we need a little more help. You game?”
 
   “SURE! Anything,” Theodore answered then stepped closer to his car. Kanyon darted forward and quickly grabbed his arm as he started to reach into the window toward the steering wheel. 
 
   “No more horn.” She pulled his arm slowly back out of the window, dropping it back at his side. “We got the message, Theodore.” 
 
   “You can call me Thor, remember?” he quickly interjected. 
 
   “Yeah, ummm that’s not going to work for me.” She rested her hand on his shoulder after giving it a pat. “Let’s agree on Theo for now, okay?” Theo nodded his approval. “Theo, I’m guessing you’re good with computers?” 
 
   “I’m really good at computers. I can do all kinds of things. I have three of them at home; it’s better for gaming. You could come over and-”
 
   Kanyon cut him off. “How about hacking? Can you hack into computers?”
 
   He scoffed and rolled his eyes like she'd asked a question so dumb; like if he ever watched Battlestar Galactica. “Like, duh.” He snorted. “I’ve hacked into lots of computers, mail accounts, Facebook pages, and cheats for Dungeons and Dragons. I can get into the backdoor of just about any website, like the DMV, the-”
 
   “Lexi Cruze’s fan site?” Kanyon asked then held up her hand to stop the thought. “Never mind. We’ll talk about it later. I don’t need you to hack anything right now. I want you to search for fights, pro and semi-pro. I’m guessing boxing or UFC. Some event that's happening tonight, say within a fifty-mile radius. Then figure out which of those fights have the biggest odds or which fight would be the biggest payout if there was an upset. You think you can do that?”
 
   “Sure. That’s super easy. I can do that in no time.” 
 
   “Great. Call me when you get the results and then we’ll talk about next Saturday.”
 
   “Sweet!” Theo high-fived himself.
 
   Kanyon suppressed a groan opting to give the guy an encouraging chuck to the shoulder instead. 
 
    
 
   Back on the road. “So I guess we’re going to a fight tonight?” Daylen asked. 
 
   “Lenny said he had a big tip and he needs cash, so…” She shrugged. “Let’s just hope he will be there to watch his big payoff.” 
 
   “Agreed. Kanyon, you really don’t have to do this. I can handle this from-”
 
   Kanyon turned to Daylen cutting off her words. “I want to.” Daylen only nodded as she took in the determined look on Kanyon’s face. “So what do you need to do in the meantime?” Kanyon asked as she started her car.
 
   “I should probably check in at the office and let my Aunt know what’s going on.” 
 
   “So, to the Townsend Agency, Farrah?” Kanyon asked as she waited for Daylen to give her directions.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Daylen’s office was located in a quaint neighborhood which had been revived in the last twenty years. The neighborhood offered eighty-year-old houses and buildings that over the years had been rehabbed for more modernized living. Charming homes lined the streets with small mom and pop stores, a pharmacy, a book store, a few boutiques, a hair salon, and a scattering of restaurants offering second story lofts and apartments for cozy and convenient living. Daylen navigated Kanyon to the south edge of the neighborhood to a large Victorian style home which stood out in contrast to the smaller surrounding bungalows. Its large expanding yard was outlined in a six-foot-tall, black, ornate wrought iron fence set atop a stacked stone foundation. 
 
   The gates were open, allowing Kanyon an unobstructed view of the full estate. She could now see the house was even bigger than she originally thought. It had an inviting wraparound porch complete with rocking chairs and a chair swing. There were second and third story balconies that looked over an expansive yard that was obviously maintained by an extremely talented landscaping crew. 
 
   “This is your office?” Kanyon asked with awe. 
 
   “It’s the family home and for the last century or so we’ve been operating the business out of here as well. Just follow the drive and park behind the house.”
 
   “It’s really amazing and freakin’ huge.”
 
   Daylen smiled. “It’s a little bigger than the trailers we had on set.”
 
   “Just a little.” Kanyon pulled around the back of the house which showed the true expanse of the yard. “This must be a full city block.”
 
   “Give or take.”
 
   They parked between a smoke grey supersized SUV and a… Kanyon couldn’t believe her eyes. “That’s a ‘57 Bentley S1, black over silver,” Kanyon stammered disbelievingly. 
 
   Daylen followed Kanyon’s bugged out eyes to her Aunt’s car. “Think it’s a ‘58. It’s a boat, but she won’t give it up.”
 
   Kanyon had an appreciation for cars. It was kind of her thing. Where other actresses bought purses and designer dresses, Kanyon bought cars. Sure, she had maybe one or two purses, but only because her mother claimed “she would die” if Kanyon tried to wear her preferred canvas messenger bag on the red carpet. Dresses fell in the same “just ‘cause I have to” category. She had several, but only because her mother filled her closet. 
 
   Kanyon got out of the car and walked over to admire the Bentley. She didn’t have anything like it in her collection and her collection was impressive; not Leno’s level, but impressive none the less. She ran a fingertip down the hood. “I so want to drive this car.” 
 
   “Whenever you stop drooling you can come in.”
 
   They stepped into a mud room that, to Kanyon, didn’t look like it had ever seen a speck of mud. She wiped her feet instinctively before stepping into a kitchen that she half expected to look like Scarlett O’Hara’s kitchen. Well, if Scarlett’s house had electricity and stainless steel appliances. 
 
   “I should probably warn you about,” a large black man walked into the kitchen, blocking the inner doorway, “Eddie,” Daylen finished. Eddie was the size of a tank and looked just as lethal. “Eddie helps us around the house and flexes a little muscle on cases when we need it. Eddie, this is Kanyon McKane.” 
 
   Eddie gave Kanyon the once over and grunted an unimpressed acknowledgement. 
 
   “Eddie’s not really the talkative type.” 
 
   “I see that.” Kanyon shifted to give an obvious and over-dramatized up and down assessment of her own, clearly not affected by the natural intimidation that Eddie exuded. “Takes care of the house? Does he do windows and mirrors or does he just stare at them, they break, and then you get new ones?”
 
   Eddie scoffed, but it was obvious Kanyon had just gained a little respect in Eddie’s eyes. 
 
   “Aunt Ruby in her office?” Daylen asked. Eddie moved from the doorway and gave a head nod indicating she was upstairs.  
 
   Kanyon followed Daylen through the doorway and down a short hall toward the front of the house. Daylen pointed out internal landmarks as they went: restrooms, storage rooms, and dining room. When they got to the front of the house they wound around through a living room to the entry way and went up a grand staircase. At the top Daylen veered to the right and resumed the tour, two more bathrooms, a couple of spare rooms, and closets. “Aunt Ruby converted the front bedrooms into offices. I work out of one and she works next door in what used to be the library.” 
 
   They approached two large double wooden doors and Daylen knocked as she entered. The room was huge and nearly two stories tall. The two side walls were covered floor to ceiling with books, complete with a rolling wooden ladder that could be slid back and forth between the shelves. Kanyon had always wanted to slide across shelves of books on one of those.
 
   The wild, red-headed woman from the photo in Daylen’s bedroom was sitting behind the desk. Kanyon smiled at her and then eyed the rolling ladder again. “Go ahead, climb up and slide around,” the woman said, waving a hand at the ladder. Kanyon hesitated, taken off guard at the sense that the woman just read her mind. “Well go on. Get it out of your system.” She threw her arm out again pointing at the ladder.
 
   “Seriously?” Kanyon asked as she began to step toward the wall of books. 
 
   “Slide away,” she responded with an amused smile on her face at Kanyon’s excitement over such a childlike thrill. Kanyon took off toward the ladder. “We’ll talk about you driving the Bentley later.” 
 
   Kanyon nearly tripped over her own feet. How in the world did she know I wanted to drive her car? Kanyon shot Daylen a questioning look and Daylen shrugged in response. Kanyon recovered enough to take two satisfying trips down and back along the rows of books. 
 
   “Better?” Daylen asked with a grin when Kanyon returned to her side.
 
   “Much.” 
 
   “Aunt Ruby, this is Kanyon. Kanyon, Aunt Ruby.”
 
   “Oh, I know who she is.” A wide, welcoming smile rose to her lips. “Nice to finally meet you Kanyon. This meeting is long overdue.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you too. I’m sorry we haven’t met before, but Daylen doesn’t like to take me out in public. I seem to…” 
 
   “Fall victim to a series of unfortunate events?” Ruby finished for Kanyon.
 
   Kanyon’s early suspicions of liking the woman were confirmed. The sparkle the photo captured was nothing compared to the sparkle of her “all-knowing” intelligent eyes, which were even more powerful in person. They were slightly unsettling, but they intrigued and drew Kanyon in, making her want to get to know the woman. “Something like that,” Kanyon replied with a shrug and a half grin.
 
   Ruby laughed softly. “Yes. Speaking of that, which one of you wants to tell me about the trouble you got in this morning?”
 
   They both shot a finger at the other one. Ruby lifted an eyebrow. Daylen sighed in resignation then took a seat in one of the chairs in front of her aunt’s desk. Kanyon swung around looking for an escape route, but she was halted mid-spin by Ruby’s snapping fingers. She turned back and was directed to the chair next to Daylen with a silent, but powerful finger instruction that said “You sit. There. Now.” Kanyon sat obediently as Daylen proceeded to replay the events of the morning. Kanyon was thankful Daylen skipped over yesterday’s little mishaps, but her relief was short lived as Ruby turned her focus on her. 
 
   Ruby wasn’t letting the small question of why they were together at Daylen’s house this morning go un-explained. “And we were at Daylen’s because?” Ruby knew the circumstances already, she had seen everything before it unfolded and then had her premonitions confirmed in the morning newspaper. But she enjoyed watching Kanyon fumble around as she attempted to explain. 
 
   “Well,” Kanyon started, a little embarrassed. “I kind of had one of those unfortunate events.” 
 
   “Why don’t you tell me about it.” Ruby instructed softly.
 
   For a second Kanyon felt caught in Ruby’s gaze. She swallowed hard as she planned to fast-forward through most of the details. As she started she found herself unable to filter the facts and told her story in full self-deprecating detail. She became uncomfortable as she approached the bathroom scene with Lexi. She forced herself to break eye contact with Ruby, refusing to get a full omission when it came to the more intimate details of her and Lexi’s encounter. Kanyon finished the story looking at her hands and the floor; basically anywhere but at Daylen who had turned in her chair, giving her full attention to Kanyon. 
 
   With both women distracted, Ruby was able to watch as the feelings of guilt, fear, and loathing poured from Kanyon and the equally powerful feelings of guilt, concern, and love that came from her niece. She smiled. Yes, this meeting was long overdue. However, it wasn’t with her and Kanyon that fate had taken too much time connecting. She knew from the first time she saw Kanyon and Daylen together on the screen that they were connected. That was one of her other gifts as a Seeker. She could see the threads of connection between people, animals, and things. To her they looked like neon beams of light streaking through the air. The different colors signifying different relationships and connections. The golden light that connected Kanyon and Daylen signified the Seeker and Guardian relationship. But unlike Eddie and her, Kanyon and Daylen’s golden light intermingled with a red thread, which pulsed like a slow rhythmic heartbeat. Ahhh, so we are finally starting to get somewhere, she smiled at the emotions, not just in the air, but evident on her niece’s face. She did a little internal shrug, so what if she had intervened and given the fates a little nudge to get things going in the right direction? 
 
   Kanyon finished her tale then fell silent. She blinked a few times as if to clear a fog from her head. She looked around confused, as if she had just woken from a dream, and saw Daylen looking at her compassionately and felt her hand on her knee. She didn’t know what had caused her to divulge the details of yesterday’s fiasco, but she had a feeling it had something to do with the red-headed woman with the all-knowing eyes and feigned innocence. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier? You let me think-” Daylen asked. 
 
   Kanyon took her eyes from Ruby and let them go to Daylen. "I didn't let you think anything. You assumed. Anyways, it's not important," Kanyon replied with a hint of underlying frustration. It wasn't really at Daylen for her assumption, but at the discomfort of being exposed and vulnerable. She scrambled to rebuild the walls of defense and self-protection that had mysteriously been destroyed; she threw another curious look at Ruby. She got a raised eyebrow and a shoulder shrug in answer. Yes, there's something more to this woman, this detective agency, and she was starting to think maybe something different about Daylen. 
 
   “It is important,” Daylen cited, not wanting to drop the issue.
 
   “It’s really not. It’s fine,” Kanyon said in a softer tone this time, attempting to reassure Daylen she wasn’t mad or offended by her assumptions. 
 
   Ruby stepped in. “That’s quite the interesting tale Kanyon. Sounds like you have a real-life nemesis on your hands. And here I thought you and Daylen had just hooked up and spent the night together.” What’s a little more fun and nudging going to hurt? 
 
   Daylen nearly fell out of her chair, whipping her head around to stare at her aunt. “You know I… We aren’t… You know that I’m seeing-”
 
   “Oh right, Peter. The lame-o nurse or whatever,” Ruby said with a roll of the eyes and a dismissive wave. 
 
   “His name is Richard not Peter and he’s an Otolaryngologist,” Daylen said defensively.
 
   “An ord-ina-ry-lame-what-ologist?” Ruby asked. Kanyon laughed.
 
   “Otolaryngologist. An ear, nose, and throat specialist and he’s not lame-o,” Daylen explained, shooting them both a look of non-amusement. But if she was actually being honest, and she would never admit it to either one of them, he was a little on the lame side. 
 
   It was official. She definitely liked Ruby, Kanyon thought as she tried to stifle another laugh. She was still highly suspicious of her, but she liked her. She quickly decided Ruby’s favorite pastime was dropping people into uncomfortable situations. A particular favorite hobby of her own. “Well, I did throw myself at her. I tricked her in to taking me home with her, but she turned me down. It’s probably because Peter has such a big… tongue depressor.” 
 
   Ruby snorted out a laugh. 
 
   Daylen quickly caught on to their little game and decided to not only turn the tables, but one up the stakes. Running a seductive finger up Kanyon’s arm, Daylen lowered her voice to a sexy whisper. “Richard does have a nice size tongue depressor. But, I didn’t turn you down. I took you home and was going to show you…” Daylen bit her bottom lip for added effect, “my tongue dep-” Before she could finish her seduction act Kanyon’s phone rang. 
 
   Paralyzed by the images Daylen was conjuring in her mind, Kanyon jolted so violently at the interruption she nearly fell out of her chair.
 
   Daylen smirked in satisfaction. “You okay?” 
 
   Kanyon scoffed. “Yes, totally. It’s the chair. It’s got a wobbly leg or something.” She rocked the chair back and forth to emphasize.
 
   “Yeah, probably the chair,” Daylen teased, giving Kanyon a knowing wink. 
 
   Her phone rang again and Kanyon jumped again, half-stumbling, half-standing as she fumbled quickly to retrieve it from her pocket. She straightened. “Deathtrap,” she said, pointing at the chair.
 
   Daylen nodded in mocking agreement and Kanyon turned to look at her caller ID. Theodore. Maybe she was going to like the little geek and his impeccable timing after all. “Find something, Theo?” She turned to Daylen, signaling to her to hand her a pen and something to write on. She listened as she scribbled down notes and then listened a few more seconds. “Yeah, sure we’ll talk about Saturday. Tuna sandwiches and a picnic sounds… good.” She narrowed her eyes at Daylen. “I’ll have Daylen call you to figure out the details. Thanks big guy.” Kanyon hung up and looked at Daylen. “I hate tuna fish,” she said, handing Daylen the information. 
 
   Daylen rose as she read. “Looks like we have a fight to go to tonight.” 
 
   “I’ll call Roz to get us tickets. It starts at seven o’clock. So pick you up at six?” Kanyon asked as she started across the office toward the door.
 
   “It’s a date,” Daylen responded before she realized what she had just set herself up for with the simple phrase. 
 
   “Not the most romantic of venues,” Ruby muttered just loud enough for Daylen to hear.
 
   “We’re just retrieving my car from the soon-to-be-dead Lenny,” Daylen replied in a whisper.
 
   “Whatever.” Ruby waived her off. “Let me know how it goes.” Before Kanyon could follow Daylen out of her office, Ruby called, “Kanyon.” 
 
   Kanyon leaned back into the doorway. “Yeah?” 
 
   “Don’t let Peter have anymore of her time that should be yours.” 
 
   Kanyon was speechless. She had no idea what Ruby was talking about. Her time that should be yours? This had to be just another one of Ruby’s ways of trying to throw her off. But she didn’t have the playful sparkle in her eyes that she had recognized before; it was back to the all-knowing glare. “Right,” was all Kanyon could manage to say as she got her feet moving again. She paused a second before entering the office that Daylen had pointed out earlier. She leaned against the wall and took a second to take in the events of the last twenty-four hours; the chaos at the convention, waking up at Daylen’s, breakfast, Daylen’s unexplained dizzy spell or whatever it was, the tingling sensation that shot up her arm when she touched her, the sense that Daylen was in danger, the Lenny debacle, Daylen’s SUV being stolen, Theo and his stupid horn… Daylen called out interrupting her thoughts. Kanyon moved into the doorway of Daylen’s office. 
 
   “You okay?” Daylen asked as she took in Kanyon’s awkward demeanor. “What are you doing out there? I thought you were behind me.” 
 
   “I was.” She pointed awkwardly back down the hall. “Ruby just wanted…” to confuse the hell out of me, “an autograph.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I’m sorry about her. She’s a little much sometimes.”
 
   “No, no it’s all good. I like her,” she hesitated then added, “a lot actually.”
 
   “She’s still a little too much sometimes. I mean the Richard thing and taking you home stuff, obviously we didn’t…” She was pointing back and forth between them.
 
   “Hook up and spend the night together?” Kanyon said with a smile, back to enjoying the discomfort Daylen was struggling with.
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Right. Of course we didn’t because I mean, there’s Peter and his big tongue depressor and all,” Kanyon said with a wiggle of her eyebrows.
 
   “Richard, and yes there’s that. Well, not really that. You know what I mean.”
 
   Kanyon found herself not liking Richard suddenly. Or his tongue depressor, which she was sure was itsy-bitsy and just as lame as he was. She thought quickly of Ruby’s words, “Don’t let him have anymore of her time that should be yours.” She shook the words off. She was being ridiculous. Ruby was just screwing with her. She didn’t even know Richard and why did she care who Daylen was dating? They'd spent years working together and had both seen different people and she never even gave it a second thought. Okay, maybe there had been a second thought or two, but there hadn’t been third or fourth thoughts. So why was she now wanting to take Richard’s tongue depressor, whatever size it was, and turn it into his own personal butt stick? She forced the image out of her mind. “Do you need a ride somewhere before I take off?”
 
   “No. I’ll just stay here. I have some things to do and I have a change of clothes here.”
 
   “Okay. So I’ll pick you up here around six?”
 
   “That works for me.” Daylen stood. “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
   Kanyon waved her off, wanting to keep her distance from Daylen a little longer. “Don’t worry about it, I can find my way out.” Kanyon turned to leave, but after only two steps down the hall she had a quick thought and stepped to lean back into the doorway. “If I wouldn’t have passed out, what exactly would I have gotten to see?” Kanyon asked partly in jest, but more out of hopeful curiosity.
 
   Daylen looked up slowly with a devilishly suggestive look on her face that sent jolts of electricity through Kanyon. “Guess you’ll never know now,” she replied with an added low, sexual huskiness in her voice. 
 
   Kanyon took a deep breath to steady herself. Okay, that hadn’t played out at all like I had planned, she thought. She’d hoped to fluster Daylen with the question, but instead she was the one that nearly had to be picked up off the floor by the answer. Kanyon nodded once then ducked back out the door. 
 
   Back in her car and somewhat recouped from Daylen’s little flirt-o-tron, she called Roz and asked for two tickets to the fight. She avoided the hundred questions Roz threw at her about yesterday’s events and the newspaper headlines. “I’ll explain later. Can you get me the tickets or not?”
 
   “Girl, that’s one of the dumbest questions you’ve ever asked me. Of course I can get you tickets. I guess you want them delivered to your house?” Roz asked.
 
   “That would be great.” 
 
   “Okay, so let me get this straight; you want me to drop everything for you, but you won’t give me two minutes or return one of my five hundred messages I’ve left you? And since when do you like going to fights? Something’s going on with you, but I suppose you’re not going to tell me anything about that either, are you?”
 
   “Roz,” Kanyon said sharply, cutting off Roz’s next little tirade. “Thank you. We’ll talk soon, I promise.” She hit the disconnect button.
 
   Kanyon leaned back in her seat and resumed her earlier run through of the day’s events. She thought about Daylen having to pull over on the side of the road, which seemingly was the start of things to follow. It was like Daylen had a dizzy spell or something that forced her to pull over so she could close her eyes. But she only closed them for a second before she opened them again and started searching their surroundings, which conveniently just so happened to be the place where she found Lenny. So not a headache, it was like she had a premonition, a vision or something. She shook her head. What was she saying? Daylen was psychic? She shrugged the thought off as foolish mind ramblings. Her mind was just tired or probably still hung over and thinking crazy things. Crazy things like the tingling vibrations she felt when she reached out and touched Daylen. 
 
   She pulled into her drive and hit the garage door button. She parked the Corvette, got out, and walked amongst her collection of vehicles. What car should she drive for tonight’s top secret mission? She deliberated as she passed by each car parked neatly in their rows. She stopped; Duh, James Bond’s car. She walked over to retrieve the keys to the granite grey or “Casino Ice” as the dealer had described it, Aston Martin DBS from the security cabinet on the wall. She pulled the Aston out of the garage and parked it in front of her house.
 
   Car selected and strategically parked, she let herself into her house. She dropped the keys and her bag at the base of the stairs and headed straight up to her bedroom. The events of the last twenty-four hours hit her all at once. Exhausted, she face-planted into her bed. She thought about Daylen and why, after working with her for five years, she had chosen now, her lowest moment, to consider letting her past her carefully erected walls. She hadn’t come up with an answer before she dozed off. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Kanyon forced herself out of bed to answer the incessant ringing of her doorbell. 
 
   Roz greeted her on the other side, waving two tickets in her hand. Kanyon raised an eyebrow. “Personal delivery. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Kanyon had a feeling whatever it was; it wasn’t going to be pleasant. She reached to take Roz’s offerings, as Roz yanked them out of her reach. Kanyon sighed, just as she figured. “Okay, so what’s it going to take?” 
 
   “What’s it going to take? What’s it going to take? I’ll tell you what it’s going to take!” Roz began to rant. 
 
   Kanyon stepped back so Roz could enter because she didn’t know what it was going to take, but she did know it was going to take a while for Roz to tell her. 
 
   Roz started in behind Kanyon as she headed down the hall toward the kitchen. “It’s going to take you telling me what the hell happened yesterday; telling me why all of a sudden you’re back on the crazy train. And why you went all defensive end on a bunch of white dudes wearing the plumbing aisle of Home Depot?” 
 
   Kanyon took a jug of juice out of the refrigerator and took a swig straight from the container. 
 
   “Girl, didn’t your mama teach you any manners?” 
 
   “Sorry.” She held the pitcher out to Roz. “Do you want some?” 
 
   “No, I don’t want any! Like I would drink after you! I don’t know where your mouth has been, which is exactly why I’m here. Where has that dirty mouth and the rest of you been for the last twenty-four hours?”
 
   “Didn’t you read the papers? I went to the convention, got drunk, assaulted Lexi, made her cry, took out a bunch of dudes in white plastic suits, and then Daylen swooped in to save me from myself and my destructive ways,” Kanyon taunted matter-of-factly. 
 
   “Yes, I read the papers, but I don’t believe for a second that's what happened. Are you going to tell me the truth or am I going to have to show you my destructive ways?”
 
   “That’s the only way I’m going to get those tickets, isn’t it?”
 
   “Duh!” Roz slapped the tickets on the table, leaving her hand protectively over them.
 
   Kanyon took the bottle of orange juice and sat at the table end of her center island. She recounted the events of the convention, however, in this version she was amazingly able to skip over some of the more embarrassing details, giving her even more suspicion that Ruby had something to do with the earlier confession. 
 
   “That hooking, lying, conniving bitch,” Roz said. 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “So why didn’t you call me and let me know? I could’ve headed some of this off.”
 
   “I passed out at Daylen’s then ended up helping her with some things today.”
 
   Roz eyed Kanyon suspiciously. “Did you do anything else that’s going to end up on the front page of tomorrow’s newspaper?” 
 
   Kanyon thought of the crowd which had gathered around Theo’s abomination of a car after his horn honking party, knocking a guy out cold, and Daylen’s vehicle getting stolen. “Ahhh, no,” Kanyon replied as she diverted her eyes, suddenly very interested in her ceiling.
 
   “That was convincing.” Roz rose from her chair and slid the two tickets down the counter by Kanyon. “Try to stay out of trouble, and if you can’t seem to handle that small task, at least give me a heads up next time.”
 
   “Will do.” Kanyon picked up the tickets. “Thanks, Roz.” 
 
   Roz grunted in annoyance as she headed to the door.
 
    
 
   On time, Kanyon pulled back into the driveway of Daylen’s office and parked in the same place she had earlier in the day. Daylen came out the back door before Kanyon had time to get out of her car. Daylen was wearing a simple black fitted dress with a light jacket thrown over the top. Though it wasn’t near dark yet, with the tree coverage it was just dark enough that Daylen was illuminated as she walked in front of the car’s headlights. Kanyon’s heart tripped. Desires she had fought hard to keep suppressed for so long came floating to the surface. 
 
   Daylen slid into the passenger’s seat. “Nice car, James Bond.”
 
   “I thought it was fitting for our secret mission tonight.”
 
   “Right,” Daylen said laying her hand over Kanyon’s on the gear shift. “Before you so much as put this car in reverse I want to get a few things straight. There is no secret mission. We’re just going in, finding Lenny, and getting my car back. There will be no high speed chases, no hitting, no kicking, no tripping, no knocking anyone out.”
 
   “Can I shoot them with my golden gun?”
 
   “No golden guns; no weapons period and definitely no martinis, shaken or stirred.” 
 
   “You kind of take all the fun out of things.” 
 
   “That’s right. There’s absolutely no fun to be had this evening,” Daylen said flatly. 
 
   “None?” 
 
   “None,” Daylen said despite the five hundred fun ideas that just ran through her mind as she looked at Kanyon. “None at all,” she reaffirmed, more for her sake than Kanyon’s.
 
   Well that kind of ruins my plans of making her my bond girl at the end of the night, Kanyon thought. What’s wrong with me? It’s official, the demon juice didn’t work because I’m most positively possessed by a demon and apparently it’s a horny one. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, they pulled up to the VIP valet parking booth next to the front door. Thank you Roz. Kanyon and Daylen got out of the car and Kanyon eyed the twelve-year-old sprinting toward them. “Are you even old enough to have a driver’s license?” 
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I’m 20,” the kid answered, as his eyes jutted past her to admire the car. 
 
   Kanyon snapped her fingers in front of his face to redirect his attention to her. “If you so much as drool, let alone put a scratch on my car, you will be celebrating your 21st birthday with your buddies serving you beers through an I.V. bag. Understood?” 
 
   The kid nodded his head subordinately and she handed him her keys with a sizable tip. 
 
   She met up with Daylen on the other side of the car. “So how are we going to play this?” Kanyon asked.
 
   “Let’s just keep a low profile while we search the crowd for Lenny.” 
 
   Flashbulbs went off in a flurry of rapid fire lights, only slightly faster than the shouts that came from a media area staged just inside the doors. 
 
   “Kanyon, over here! Why did you hit Lexi?” 
 
   “Daylen, are you helping Kanyon with her drinking problem?” 
 
   “Daylen, are you sleeping with Kanyon despite her being an alcoholic?” another shouted.
 
   Daylen spun on her heels and began to address the crowd. “Let’s get one thing straight, Lexi is a-”
 
   Kanyon grabbed Daylen’s arm, smiled, and waved at the cameras while redirecting Daylen away from the bullpen. “Well, that was about as low-profile as an afro in a 70’s disco.” Kanyon laughed. 
 
   “Kanyon, they need to know the truth,” Daylen protested. 
 
   “You know as well as I do the truth doesn’t matter. If it’s not me being a raging alcoholic then they’ll say I’m sleeping with a cokehead, boy band drop out.” 
 
   “But-”
 
   Kanyon held up a hand to cut her off. “Thank you for trying to defend my not-so-pure honor, but it’s fine.” 
 
   They continued down the hall past the crowds of people and into the center staging area where the ring had been set up. They paused at the entryway. “Crap. There are thousands of people in here.” Daylen said, looking around assessing the crowd.
 
   “Miss McKane, Miss Elliott. Welcome. Please let me escort you to your seats,” a man wearing a black security t-shirt offered. 
 
   Kanyon handed him their tickets. “Let’s get to our seats and I’ll think of something.” They both continued to frantically scan the room for Lenny as they were ushered to their seats.
 
   “Kanyon, we’re never going to find him in this sea of people.” 
 
   Kanyon had to agree. The chances were bleak. They continued to search the crowd as inconspicuously as possible as the opening fight began. Of course it was a little hard being they were three rows from the ring and Kanyon was using a pair of mini binoculars to look for Lenny. The first fight was over in five rounds. There was a quick intermission announcement before the main event. As images of the crowd rolled over the mega screen Kanyon got an idea. She handed Daylen the binoculars. “Meet me at the top of the stairs at the beginning of the third round.”
 
   Kanyon excused herself and pulled out her phone as she jogged up the steep steps. “Theo, buddy, I need another favor,” she said as she hit the top of the landing.
 
    
 
   Daylen was pacing at the top of the stairs, cursing herself for letting Kanyon out of her sight. At her fiftieth pass she glanced through the staircase opening at the mega-tron. “It’s the third round, where are you Kanyon?” What if Lexi was here? What if she cornered Kanyon in the bathroom again? What if she was setting her up? What if they were making up…? 
 
   “Hey.” Kanyon came jogging up behind her. 
 
    Daylen spun. “Holy crap! Where have you been? I was worried you…” She let her words die off not wanting to expand on the absurd train of thought her brain had just taken. 
 
   Kanyon finished her thought. “You were worried I had taken out another radical troop of futuristic soldiers and a vampire slayer in a short skirt?”
 
   “No…” Of course that would be a better ending than what she had been picturing. “Maybe.” She was flustered now. “No. Whatever. What were you up to?” 
 
   Kanyon smiled as she turned Daylen to face the mega screen over the center ring. “Wait for it. Wait for it.” The mega screen flickered once than began to scan the crowd. It finally zoned in on a balding man with a tacky Hawaiian shirt, unbuttoned enough to expose a chest black with hair and decorated with several gold chains. The camera zoomed in and Lenny was framed in with flashing lights and a title which read “Winner of the Ugliest Shirt Contest.” 
 
   They watched the now smiling, fist pumping Lenny who had just seen himself on the mega screen. 
 
   “Come on, let’s go.” Kanyon grabbed Daylen’s arm and took off toward Lenny.
 
   Daylen ran alongside Kanyon. “How in the world did you know where he was?” 
 
   “Theo hacked the ticket sales records and found his name and assigned seat.” 
 
   “So, the Ugly Shirt Contest on the mega screen?”
 
   “That was an extra bonus.” Kanyon smiled a devilish grin.
 
   “Right.” Daylen nodded.
 
   “Oh, and by the way, you have your own special date with Theo. You'll be going to his house to see his Dark Savior collection.” She wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   “Me?”
 
   Kanyon smirked. “The guy wants what he wants. What can I say?”
 
   “Wants what you offered him,” Daylen mumbled.
 
   They stopped at the entrance leading to section 358.
 
   “Why don’t you take this side and I’ll come in from the other side so he can’t slip out.”
 
   “Okay,” Daylen agreed and then waited until she saw Kanyon come through the entrance on the other side of the section. They nodded in acknowledgement and began to descend the staircase. Ten rows down they both caught sight of Lenny who was dancing on his toes, as he was yelling and throwing air hooks and jabs.
 
   Kanyon and Daylen moved in unnoticed on either side of him. Kanyon leaned back to see Daylen and gave her a “he’s all yours” motion with her hands. Daylen gave a slight bow as a thank you and then tapped Lenny on the shoulder. He spun in her direction nearly striking her with an upper cut. “Daylen?” Lenny asked.
 
   “Hello, Lenny.”
 
   He turned to bolt and ran directly into Kanyon. “Where ya going big guy?” 
 
   “Uh, nowhere.” He darted his head back and forth between the two women. “Come on. You babes aren’t mad ‘cause I borrowed your car, are ya? I was going to return it right after the fight tonight.” 
 
   Kanyon took Lenny’s hand, bending his middle fingers back unnaturally to force him to lower himself in his seat to relieve the pain. “Now, Lenny, what did I say about calling us ‘babes’?”
 
   “What did I say about hurting people?” Daylen scolded Kanyon.
 
   “You didn’t say anything about hurting people; you said no hitting, kicking, tripping, or knocking anyone out.”
 
   “Fine. No hurting people in general,” Daylen said with a roll of her eyes.
 
   Kanyon let Lenny’s fingers go. “You're really taking the fun out of everything.”
 
   Daylen ignored Kanyon and turned her attention to Lenny who was flexing and closing his fingers into a fist, attempting to relieve the pain. “Lenny, we’re going to handle this like adults.” She glanced up at Kanyon then back to Lenny. “First, where’s my car?”
 
   “It’s out in the East parking lot. It’s fine. I didn’t do anything to it.” 
 
   “Good. Now let’s get up and go get it. Then I’m going to drive you home to your wife.”
 
   “Can’t you give me a break?” he begged.
 
   “No,” Daylen replied flatly.
 
   “Can we just wait for the fight to get over? I got five large riding on the underdog. If he knocks this guy out then I’ll make my money back and be able to pay off my loans and Marie,” Lenny pleaded.
 
   “Who’s the underdog; the guy in the white or the red shorts?” Kanyon asked.
 
   “Red.” Lenny turned answering Kanyon. They all turned to the ring as they heard shouting. 
 
   “Crap,” Lenny said as he watched the ref count over the fighter in red shorts who was sprawled out on the ring’s floor. “…eight, nine, ten.”
 
   “Lenny, where did you get the money to bet on this fight?” Daylen asked slowly.
 
   “Well, see, I kind of refinanced.”
 
   “With?”
 
   Lenny looked down at his hands. “Lenny?” Daylen asked again.
 
   “I’m guessing with those guys,” Kanyon answered for him.
 
   Daylen shot her head up to follow Kanyon’s line of sight. The two guys in black suits they’d out run earlier in the day were coming down the stairs toward them. Kanyon threw a look over her shoulder. No one was coming down the other side of the section. “You two go that way and I’ll slow them down. There’s an emergency exit just down the hall. Take that out and I’ll meet you.”
 
   “Kanyon,” Daylen started to protest. 
 
   “Just go. I’ll be fine. I’ll be right behind you.” She pushed Lenny and Daylen past her.
 
   The two guys pushed their way through, shoving people aside as they went. As they approached Kanyon embodied her best Katherine sex-appeal. “Guess what boys? It’s your lucky day.” They both hesitated, looking at her cautiously. Kanyon took out a wad of bills she was holding behind her back, threw it in the air and shouted, “Free beer for section 358!” 
 
   Kanyon took off up the stairs as the tidal wave of people began pouring over the rows of chairs after the loose bills. Throwing a glance over her shoulder she saw the henchmen struggling to find their way through the chaos. 
 
   She hit the top of the landing running, but slowed quickly when she saw security guards running at her. They passed her without a word and headed to the action she had caused below. She picked up speed and darted out the emergency exit exterior door, but slid to an abrupt halt when she saw Lenny, Daylen, and two new lackeys, seemingly twins to the guys she had just left fighting through the crowd of eager beer drinkers. One was restraining a squirming Daylen and the cut on her lip from today’s earlier encounter had broken open and was bleeding again. The other was kicking a nearly unconscious Lenny, who was balled up on the ground. Kanyon’s blood began to pound in her veins. Her fists clinched and her glare locked on the guy holding Daylen. Daylen had apparently put up a fight because his left eye was already swelling and turning a nice shade of red. Kanyon took two slow, predator-like steps forward. Daylen screamed her name the same time Kanyon heard the door behind her slam into the wall. 
 
   Without looking she knew the other two goons had just joined the party. Kanyon moved into a sideways stance so she could keep everyone in view with minimal head movement. “You guys should really talk before going out so you don’t all show up wearing the same outfit. Kind of embarrassing, don’t you think? Grown men all dressing alike?” Not amused, the two late comers began to advance on her. She yelled out to Daylen, “Where are we on the no kicking, no tripping, no knocking anyone out rule?”
 
   “I think I’d like to recant the rule temporarily,” Daylen yelled back.
 
   “Good.” Kanyon turned to meet Daylen’s eyes. “Episode 86, Battle of Nyicus, opening fight scene,” Kanyon said as she pulled her messenger bag over her head and dropped it on the ground. She watched for the light of recognition in Daylen’s eyes. 
 
   Daylen quickly cycled through the numerous fight scenes they had filmed before her eyes widened in surprise. “Seriously?” 
 
   Kanyon flashed a quick smile before she took off in a dead sprint. 
 
   Just before Kanyon reached her, Daylen bent her knees and let her body go limp. The guy holding her was taken off guard by Kanyon’s actions, added with Daylen’s deadweight, he was unable to maintain his grasp. 
 
   Kanyon launched herself at the guy, driving an elbow into the crest of his nose, as he scrambled to regain his grasp on Daylen. Landing, then in one fluid motion, she spun and delivered a side kick to his temple. He fell backward, unconscious. 
 
   Daylen somersaulted forward the moment her captor released her only to find herself facing the two other guys who were heading in her direction. She glanced back at Kanyon who had already moved to address the guy who was manhandling Lenny. 
 
   “Want to wishbone his ass? Whoever gets the big half wins?” Kanyon asked as she positioned herself for her next attack. 
 
   “I’m not cool with that idea!” Lenny inserted as he wiggled in an attempt to escape.
 
   “Kind of don’t care. Oh, and P.S.” Kanyon took two quick steps forward and bitch slapped Lenny. 
 
   The guy, stunned at Kanyon’s actions, froze allowing her to deliver a lighting fast roundhouse to the side of his head. Watching the man drop, Kanyon smirked. “Nightie night, sucker.” 
 
   Daylen, momentarily thrown back again to all the fight scenes on the set where the Dark Savior pulled the same kind of stunt, it took her mind a second to understand it was actually Kanyon in the alley taking out the bad guys. The admiration cost her as one of the goons lunged for her. Daylen caught the action too late, only able to deliver a weak strike at the guy’s forearm as he grabbed her arm. She attempted to twist out of his hold, but the two-to-one odds were quickly going in favor of the two, as the other man moved in. 
 
   Kanyon ran to join in the fight and even the chances, but they were already too close, one having shoved Daylen into the other man's arms, who caught her and spun her around, pinning her to him with his right arm around her neck. 
 
   “You are going to want to stop right there or I will make it very difficult for her to breathe,” Daylen’s captor threatened, flexing his bicep to demonstrate. Daylen’s eyes went wide, as she began to claw desperately at his arm. 
 
   Kanyon froze, hands held up in surrender. “Okay, okay! That’s enough. I’m not moving, now let her go and we can talk this out.” 
 
   The goon scoffed, but loosened his hold slightly. Daylen gulped a few deep, gasping breaths.
 
   The second guy began to move in Kanyon’s direction. “Maybe we don’t want to talk. I know I don’t want to talk. Do you want to talk Sal?” the guy mockingly asked. Kanyon squared her stance in response. 
 
   “Ah, you moved,” Sal said and he squeezed Daylen’s throat. Daylen immediately began tearing at the arm around her throat as she again lost the ability to breathe. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Let go, Jesus. I’m not moving,” Kanyon said with frustration and anger dripping from her voice.
 
   “That was my last warning,” Sal said releasing his hold just enough for Daylen to take in a breath.
 
   The other guy came to stand directly in front of Kanyon. He looked her up and down, smiling in appreciation. Reaching his hand out, he slowly snaked a rough knuckle down the side of her face. “You’re awful pretty for such a feisty, conniving bitch.” 
 
   Kanyon fought the urge to strike out at his touch, knowing if she moved and lost this little game he was playing it would result in Daylen getting hurt or maybe worse. “What do you want?” Kanyon asked through gritted teeth, as his finger continued a trail down her neck to her collar bone.
 
   The guy raised his eyebrow. “Well, I can think of several things I want from you.” He gave a satisfied moan as his finger traveled to the open v of her shirt.
 
   “Do you want that right now or can I have a minute to go get my hazmat suit first?” 
 
   “She’s funny too.” He smiled, then slapped her across the face. 
 
   Kanyon saw the slap coming and took the hit, letting her head jerk to the side. Okay, so that was slightly unpleasant, she thought as she worked her jaw. She had never been hit in the face before. On set all the punches thrown at her cleared her face by an inch. She heard Daylen scream and then felt something hot and powerful rise within her. Her vision blurred then cleared and she slowly turned her head back to meet her attacker’s eyes. Although Kanyon didn’t look away or even blink she could see Daylen thrashing, trying to break away from Sal’s hold. In response, she saw the muscle in Sal’s arm contract, squeezing hard enough to effectively cut off her resistance. Kanyon finally broke eye contact to turn her eyes toward Daylen and watched as Daylen stilled herself, fighting her natural instinct to struggle. Kanyon narrowed her eyes and looked back at the man in front of her. “Tell your butt buddy to let her go,” Kanyon growled through gritted teeth. 
 
   “Oh, we got a tough girl huh? Believe me, he’s not my type.” Kanyon’s tormentor smiled a crooked smile and then proceeded to run his finger down to the first button of her shirt. Kanyon stiffened. “Now, don’t move. You wouldn’t want Sal to hurt your little friend over there, would you?” He slid a finger behind the button and yanked, releasing it.
 
    “Kanyon, don’t let him-” Daylen managed to squeak out as she again began to twist and fight. 
 
   “Calm down,” Sal instructed as he tightened his hold even more. 
 
   Daylen’s face immediately went red with the loss of air.
 
   This time Kanyon stepped reflexively toward Daylen’s duress. “Let her go!” The guy closed his arm even harder around Daylen’s neck causing her feet to leave the ground.
 
   “Alright, alright, fucking stop it!” Kanyon quickly stepped back only to be met with a fist to the side of the head that took her to the ground. She could feel the warmth of blood running down her temple but it barely registered against the internal heat now burning within her, which had hit a boiling point. She shook her head, slowly got to her knees, and then worked herself back up to a standing position. She met the guy’s eyes again. “What do you want?” Kanyon asked in a low growl as she glared at the guy with cold deadly menace.
 
   She could tell the guy was a little surprised at her resilience but he wasn’t going to back off. “Like I said, I can think of a lot of things I want from you.” He flipped her exposed bra strap.
 
   “Dex, dude, the low life is starting to get up. We need to grab him and get going. The boss is expecting us,” Sal said.
 
   Dex looked past Kanyon’s shoulder at the now stirring Lenny. “Looks like we have to go.” 
 
   “So soon? Dang it, and I was just starting to like you,” Kanyon replied.
 
   Dex landed an uppercut to Kanyon’s stomach, doubling her over and knocking the wind out of her. He leaned over her, taking a lock of her hair and twisting it playfully between his fingers. “Pretty, tough, and funny, but just not too smart.” 
 
   “Fuck you,” Kanyon coughed out.
 
   He stood and landed a kick to her stomach, knocking her back and onto the ground where she rolled over and curled up on her back holding her stomach.
 
   Sal released Daylen and shoved her down, causing her to skid a short distance on her hands and knees. They both stepped over Kanyon then proceeded to Lenny, where each one took an arm and hauled him roughly up to his feet. They both kicked each of their two partners, jarring them from unconsciousness. The two guys stirred, stumbled to their feet, and followed Sal and Dex down the short alleyway to the parking lot.
 
   As soon as Daylen got her feet under her she ran to Kanyon and knelt beside her. “Kanyon, Jesus.” She took in Kanyon’s bloody face and gasps of air. “Are you okay? Anything broken?” She caught Kanyon’s head in her hands, wiping at the blood running down the side of her face. 
 
   Kanyon took in a few deep breaths, satisfying her needy lungs. “I’m fine. I’m fine,” she said between intakes of air.
 
   “You’re not fine, you’re bleeding and you probably have a broken rib or two.” She ran a hand gently over Kanyon’s temple. “That freaking bastard.” 
 
   Kanyon sat up slowly with one hand across her stomach and the other laid over Daylen’s.
 
   “I’m fine, just help me up.” Kanyon was stilling her voice and trying to sound reassuring. 
 
   “Kanyon, you’re-”
 
   Kanyon cut her off. “They have the walking, talking fashion faux pas,” she took in another lung relieving breath, “and I won’t give them the satisfaction of killing him when I’m going to take so much pleasure in doing it.” 
 
   Daylen helped Kanyon to her feet. Kanyon took a couple deep breaths, and surveyed the area, contemplating their next move. She started to step in the direction of the alley exit only to be stopped by the grasp that was still holding onto her. She glanced at the hand holding her, then to its owner, and she softened her tone. “I’m fine.” She worked her jaw. “I have to admit getting hit in real-life sucks a lot more than on the set, but I’m okay. Really.” She was okay, but she was definitely going to talk to Dodge about her training after this little adventure. She picked up her bag from the ground and handed it to Daylen. “Go get my car and meet me-” she didn’t know where to have Daylen meet her because she had lost sight of the goon squad as soon as they exited the alley, “wherever you hear screaming,” she finished.
 
   “Kanyon, you can’t go after them by yourself.”
 
   “Go get the car. I won’t do anything stupid.”
 
   “Seriously?” Daylen asked, the disbelief evident in her tone. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. Go,” she ordered as she took off running down the alley, cutting off any more protests from Daylen. She grabbed a broken wooden mop handle that was sticking out of the dumpster. When she got to the edge of the building she broke the handle in two, giving her a weapon in each hand. She tested them with a quick swing and a flip of the wrist. Not too different from the short staffs Dodge taught her to use on the set, she thought. She scanned the parking lot and caught sight of the men two rows over and about halfway through the lot. She took off running down a parallel row of cars until she was only a few cars behind them. She dropped below the car line of sight and made her way up the center between two rows.
 
   The men stopped alongside a nondescript black panel van. Geez, cliché much? Kanyon thought as she watched Lenny put up resistance while Sal and Dex tried to force him in the passenger sliding door. Kanyon moved around undetected to the driver’s side, catching one of the guys with two quick strikes of the make-shift weapons, before he could open the driver’s door. He dropped to the ground unconscious again. Lenny was yelling and causing enough of a commotion so when she rounded the back of the van, meeting the second guy, he was distracted enough that she was able to take him out with a simple punch to the temple then a second strike to the nerve down the side of his thigh, collapsing him to the pavement. 
 
   Kanyon moved silently around the rear of the vehicle to the passenger side. She watched for a moment as Lenny, who had his legs up, fought with his feet securely braced on either side of the van door while Sal and Dex were holding him up by the arms and shoulders, forcibly trying to shove him into the opening.
 
   “Hey guys,” Kanyon finally said as she held the mop handles with one hand behind her back, and gave them a finger wave with the other. “Isn’t there some old saying about fitting a round fat guy in a square hole or…” She leaned against the van pretending to think about the saying. 
 
   “Babe. What, you didn’t get enough of me? You had to come back for more?” Dex smirked.
 
   “Oh, you shouldn’t have called her ‘Babe’. She doesn’t like being called that. You’re in deep trouble now,” Lenny said.
 
   “Is that right?” Dex laughed and turned to face Kanyon, completely releasing his hold on Lenny who immediately dropped to the ground. He stepped toward Kanyon, but she didn’t budge. “Am I in deep trouble, BABE?”
 
   “Oh, I’m just here to pay you back for all those nice compliments you gave me.”
 
   Lenny attempted to scramble to his feet, swinging and kicking at Dex, but Sal had crawled on top of him, holding him down. Dex didn’t pay any attention to the commotion behind him; all of his focus was on Kanyon as he stepped closer to her.
 
   Kanyon pushed away from the van, standing her ground. “You don’t want to do this, Dex.”
 
   “I know exactly what I want to do to you, BABE,” he said with a sardonic grin, taking another step toward her. 
 
   “Okay, but you can’t say Lenny didn’t try to warn you,” Kanyon replied then swung the mop handles around and jabbed the two ends into Dex’s solar plexus. He immediately doubled over. She stepped forward and followed with a knee strike to his face and as his head flew up from the impact she gave him a right hook to the jaw. He landed flat on his back, unconscious. Kanyon stepped over him and looked directly at Sal, who immediately jumped off Lenny and threw both of his hands up in surrender. 
 
    Kanyon gave him a half laugh. “Ah, yeah, no, that’s not going to work for you. I kind of remember someone’s arm around my friend’s neck playing a fun little game called let’s cut off her air supply.” Kanyon took another step forward as she transferred one mop handle to her free hand. She smiled contemptuously as she smacked the two ends of the mop handles together. “I didn’t like that game, Sal.” She stepped and smacked the handles together again. “I think we'll play a new game. I’m thinking I’ll call it…” she grinned a wicked smile, “…the ‘Beat Sal Stupid’ game.”
 
   From the ground, Lenny delivered a punch to Sal’s groin and Sal fell to his knees, cupping himself with both hands. “Damn it, Lenny, now you've ruined all the fun.”
 
   “Sorry,” Lenny said, breathing hard while he attempted to get to his feet.
 
   Kanyon walked over to Sal and lifted his head up by a fistful of hair. She leaned low to whisper in his ear. “If you ever touch my friend again we'll be playing Pick-up Sticks with your severed limbs. Do you understand?” Sal nodded. She was tempted to inflict more pain on the guy, but his face was nearly purple from the pain Lenny’s shot to his chicken nuggets caused. She threw him aside by his hair and he hit the ground, immediately rolling into a fetal position, rocking as he held himself.
 
   Daylen pulled up in Kanyon’s car with a look of concern apparent on her face. Kanyon gave her a wave to signal she was fine and everything was under control. She helped Lenny the rest of the way up. “Go get in the car, Lenny,” Kanyon instructed. He nodded and hobbled toward Daylen. Kanyon followed, but stopped to kneel next to Dex who was still lying on the ground in pain and half conscious. She took his chin in her hand and forced his face toward her. “Lenny was right. I don’t like being called ‘babe’.” She dropped her voice to a threatening whisper. “You ever touch me again or use my friend as a weapon against me, I will cut your dick off, slice it up like a sushi roll and serve it to you piece by little piece.” She released his face and it bounced off the pavement.
 
   Dex spit at her. “Bitch.” 
 
   Kanyon stood slowly and returned the favor of a swift shoe to the gut. “I really don’t like being called that either.” She waited for him to focus back on her before she dropped the broken pieces of the mop handle next to his feet.
 
   Daylen watched Kanyon as she walked toward the car, she was taken back at the raw power radiating from her. Daylen had never seen someone look so menacing and dangerous, not even Kanyon herself when the writers had written “be menacing and dangerous looking” in the script. Kanyon was 100% real-life avenging warrior as she dropped into the passenger seat. 
 
   They took off as soon as Kanyon shut the door. Daylen navigated her way out of the parking lot, which was filled with people leaving the fight. Once she hit the street she turned to look at Kanyon who had her head laid back and her eyes closed. “Kanyon,” she asked cautiously, “are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” Kanyon replied as the heat in her dissipated, leaving her cold and exhausted.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   Kanyon rolled her head to the side and opened her eyes. “I’m fine. But if you don’t stop looking at me versus the road I’m going to make you pull over and I’ll drive.”
 
   Lenny leaned forward. “This car is totally hot. I’ll drive if she won’t-” He stopped when Kanyon twisted around enough to reach her arm across and push his head back, forcing him to sit back in his seat. “Not a single word out of you,” Kanyon threatened.
 
   “But I-”
 
   Kanyon spun completely in her seat and shot a single pointed finger at him. “Not one single word!” She eyed his sweat-ridden forehead. “And if you even think of getting any kind of bodily fluid on my seats, we'll pull over and I'll personally drain the remaining liquid from your body.” 
 
   He crossed his arms across his chest in a huff. They rode in silence for several minutes until Daylen finally spoke. “They'll probably come after him again.” 
 
   “Probably.” Kanyon flipped down her sun visor to examine her face in the mirror. She touched around her swollen eyebrow, causing herself to flinch in pain. “How much are you in to those guys?” Kanyon was still looking in the mirror, but diverted her eyes to see Lenny.
 
   Lenny didn’t move or respond. Kanyon flipped the visor closed and turned to face him. “Lenny, how much are you in to those guys?”
 
   He turned his head to look at her, but still didn’t speak. 
 
   “Lennnnyy?”
 
   “I can’t say a single word, remember?” he said sarcastically. 
 
   “Stick with that attitude and see where it gets you. How much do you owe those guys?”
 
   He thought for a minute then looked at the car’s ceiling. “Twenty-five K.”
 
   “Do you have twenty-five K to give them?” Kanyon asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   Lenny dropped his eyes back to Kanyon’s. “If I had it, I wouldn’t have had to borrow it, would I?”
 
   Kanyon took a deep breath in lieu of killing him were he sat. If they wouldn’t have been in her car, sitting on her leather seats, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to resist such a temptation.
 
   “What’s your plan to pay them off? Or should we just go back now, drop you off, and let them beat it out of you?”
 
   His eyes lit with excitement. “I got this tip. If you'd loan me-” He shut up at Kanyon’s glare.
 
   “I got a hot tip for you. Stop fucking gambling on hot tips!” Kanyon barked out.
 
   “I know, I know, but I just need one-” He shut up again as Kanyon narrowed her gaze. “Okay, okay, no more tips. I’ll ask my brother for a job. He took over dad’s plumbing business.”
 
   “That sounds like a good idea, but you’re going to have to unplug a lot of toilets to pay off twenty-five thousand,” Daylen said as she pulled into the drive of a modest house. 
 
   Kanyon scanned their surroundings. It looked like someone, Marie she was sure, kept a nice tidy house. The small yard was mowed and decorated with flower beds and quaint yard art.
 
   Lenny leaned forward. “Daylen, please. Do I have to go in there? Marie is really going to kill me. There’s no way I can tell her I lost all our money.” 
 
   Kanyon’s eyes stopped their assessment when they reached the contents of the house’s attached carport. She squinted to see what was beneath the blue tarp. All she could make out was the exposed grill and headlights.
 
   “Yes, Lenny. You have to go in and you have to deal with her. And before she kills you, I'd try to talk her into going to a hotel for a few days until you get this little loan problem worked out. I wouldn’t be surprised if they came after you again. Soon.”
 
   He wiped a hand down his sweat stricken face.
 
   “Wipe that on my car seat and you won’t have to worry about her killing you.” 
 
   He stopped his hand, redirecting it to swipe across the front of his shirt. “Sooo… will you go in with me? You know, soften her up a bit?” he pleaded.
 
   “No, Lenny, I-” Daylen started before Kanyon cut her off.
 
   “You know what, Lenny. I’ll go in and talk to Marie.” Kanyon reached for the door handle. “You sit right here and I’ll smooth everything out for you.”
 
   “Seriously?” he asked, the disbelief apparent in his voice. 
 
   “Sure, no problem,” she responded as she pushed open the car door. She grabbed her bag, threw the strap over her head, and got out of the car. She waited until the car door shut to groan at the shooting pain which streaked across her ribs and stomach during the simple movement. She forced her spine to straighten, fighting against the desire to curl up in a little ball in the front yard. She walked as purposeful and upright as she could across the yard and up the three steps leading to the front door. She turned back and shot Daylen, a “See, I’m perfectly fine, I don’t need a hospital, back brace, or morphine” smile and an accompanying “All my limbs are still working” finger wave.
 
   Daylen and Lenny, both perplexed, watched as Kanyon knocked on the door. Lenny didn’t know why all of the sudden Kanyon wanted to help him; Daylen with the same thought was immediately curious about what Kanyon was up to. They watched as Marie answered the door, spoke to Kanyon for a minute, shot a glaring look at the car, and invited Kanyon in shutting the door behind them.
 
   “That can’t be good.” Lenny stared at the closed door. He waited for a long silent moment. “Do you think they’re plotting my death?”
 
   Daylen didn’t bother to respond or try to ease his concern because she was wondering the exact same thing. 
 
   Kanyon exited the house on her phone and an arm across her ribs, which she dropped quickly as she passed through the doorway. Marie stood leaned against the door jam, arms crossed, and a satisfied smirk on her lips. 
 
   Kanyon ended her call before she got to the car. She put her phone back in her bag as she opened the car door then leaned down and smiled. “Get out, Lenny. Time to face the music.”
 
   “Did you smooth things out?” he asked skeptically, pulling himself out from the backseat.
 
   “Yep, she’s not going to kill you. For now, at least.” She stepped in close to him, put a finger to his nose, and lowered her voice to a menacing whisper. “But I will warn you right now, if you pull this crap again, just know we’ve come up with a very detailed plan which involves slowly dismembering you with a dull melon baller.” Kanyon stepped back as she mimed a scooping motion at his chest. Lenny gulped at the thought. “Good luck.” She stepped around him and the car door. “Oh, and Lenny." She continued when he looked over his shoulder at her. “Just FYI, I’m going to be calling Marie to make sure the plumbing job is working out for you, because if it doesn’t, we have a whole other plan which involves hot sauce and a thousand little paper cuts strategically placed all over your body.” Kanyon nodded toward Marie and he followed her gaze. Marie made slicing gestures at different points of her body. She smiled when she heard him gulp, then gave Marie a thumbs up and slid into the passenger seat.
 
   “Want to tell me what really happened in there with Marie?” Daylen asked.
 
   “I told her about Lenny’s little predicament and I offered her a solution,” Kanyon replied simply.
 
   “Solution?” Daylen held up a hand. “Wait, do I even want to know? Probably not, just tell me if it involves death or dismemberment?” 
 
   Kanyon pretended to think. “We did talk over the death option, but I'm too tired to dig a hole and she just got her hair and nails done so…” Kanyon shrugged. 
 
   “Dismemberment?”
 
   Kanyon pretended to think again. “I guess you could say Lenny will be losing something, yes.”
 
   “Kanyon?”
 
   “Don’t worry, it’ll only be painful for a little bit, but he won’t die.”
 
   They heard Lenny scream from inside the house. Daylen thought Kanyon had been joking and she shot her a quick concerned look. Kanyon gave a sardonic grin as she heard the faint sounds of Lenny crying. “Should I call an ambulance?” 
 
   “No.” Kanyon spun then caught a set of keys in her hand. 
 
   “What are those?” Daylen asked skeptically.
 
   “Keys to Lenny’s, well my 1979 Trans Am.” Kanyon replied as she nodded toward the tarped car in the garage. 
 
   Daylen relaxed. “Let me guess, you paid twenty-five K for it?”
 
   Kanyon shrugged a shoulder. “Funny how things just seem to work out.” She gave Daylen a cool, satisfied look which was met with wariness. “What? Marie’s got the money to pay off the goon squad and I have a Smokey and the Bandit car!” Kanyon attempted to give an exaggerated shrug of innocence but it fell short as she grabbed the side of her ribs which had rejected the gesture.
 
   “I’m taking you to the hospital. I’ll decide if it’s a medical or mental one on the way.”
 
   “No way, I don’t do hospitals,” Kanyon protested. 
 
   “You probably have a broken rib and the cut on your eye might need stitches.” 
 
   “Hospitals kill people. I’d go in there with bruised ribs and a cut that needs a Band-Aid and I’ll come out with a scalpel left in my stomach and some twenty letter disease ending in osis.” She adjusted in her seat to get more comfortable. “Just take me home. Really, I’m fine. It’s just a couple of bruises.”
 
   Daylen sighed her disapproval. “What about your Smokey and the Bandit car?”
 
   “I called someone to pick it up.” 
 
   Kanyon gave Daylen directions to her house as Daylen began to back out of the drive. Headed in the right direction, Kanyon laid her head back on the headrest and closed her eyes, still clutching her aching side. Suddenly exhausted and starting to feel every bruise and ache on her body; she smiled to herself. She felt more alive than she had in a long time. 
 
   “That car isn’t worth twenty-five thousand dollars, is it?” Daylen asked breaking the silence.
 
   Kanyon rolled her head to the side to look at Daylen. Her first instinct was to not lay claim to her generosity, but there was a small part of her that wanted Daylen to know she wasn’t always the irresponsible, life destructive, and selfish person Daylen thought she was. “No,” she replied, not divulging she'd actually given Marie thirty thousand, just in case she came to her senses and needed a divorce lawyer.
 
   “So you did it just to help Lenny?”
 
   “No, I did it for Marie. For some dumb reason she loves the big, hairy, worthless slug.” Now uncomfortable with her honesty, Kanyon rolled her head back and closed her eyes again then added, “And I did it for completely selfish reasons; I always wanted a Smokey and the Bandit car.” 
 
   Guilt started to seep into Daylen’s thoughts as she drove. The media was so wrong about Kanyon. They portrayed her as this selfish, self-serving, diva with no concern or care for anyone else, but she knew better. Kanyon had put herself and her career in danger tonight. All for her. Again… She couldn’t help but make the comparison between this night and the night so many years ago when Kanyon rescued her then too. She risked a glance at her savior, who this time was bloody and bruised because of her. Her savior she thought again, but the word no matter how accurate or how often she had used it on the set, wouldn’t procure. Her mind flooded with images, new and old, and then a single word floated to the surface. Guardian. Guardian? Her Guardian? The thought resonated in her mind, but she shook it off as the exhaustion talking.
 
   Daylen found Kanyon’s house, pulled in the drive, and parked in front of the door. Kanyon didn’t move; she had dozed off shortly after they left Lenny’s house. She shut off the engine then turned in her seat to face Kanyon. She’d intended to gently wake her, but instead she hesitated and just took in the sight of her. There was no doubt Kanyon was beautiful; a dark exotic beauty, even with the bruises, cuts, and dried blood on her face. She remembered how at first she'd fought her attraction to Kanyon. But she eventually gave in and came to accept this was just her body’s default reaction to the sight of a beauty such as her. She took in the woman next to her and the all too familiar rush of heat snaked through her veins, the same way it had from the very first night she met Kanyon. 
 
   Met was probably the wrong word, since they hadn’t actually spoken that night. She’d only seen Kanyon from a distance, catching random glimpses throughout the evening. That was until Kanyon had swooped in and saved her from an unknown, but surely traumatizing event. 
 
   The night began to automatically replay in her head as it had so many times over the years. She’d been significantly younger then and even more naive. She remembered how excited she was to be out at a real Hollywood party, being she had only landed a few minor roles at the time, nothing that would warrant her access to such an elite and exclusive guest list. But she had caught the eye of one of her producer's sons and he had been relentlessly trying to persuade her to go out with him. She had refused his offers, wanting to focus on her new found career and freedom. More importantly she wanted to make her own way and didn’t want any special treatment via his father or, if it ended poorly between them, she hadn’t wanted her career prematurely ended. But when he'd asked her to accompany him to such an exclusive party her resolve weakened and she figured it would be a once in a lifetime chance to meet some very key people in the industry. 
 
   Trevor had picked her up an hour and a half later than planned. When they finally arrived, well beyond fashionably late, the house was already full of guests. She had to swallow a gasp when they stepped into the room and she took in the sea of celebrities. The space was enormous and she remembered trying to absorb the sights of the lavish decor, lavish dresses, well, simply the lavish… when Trevor offered to go get her first drink of the evening. She was still scanning the room when she first caught sight of Kanyon. She was across the room surrounded by a large, admiring audience. They were all focused on her, bidding for her attention. It was funny, Daylen remembered thinking at the time, most actresses basked in the admiration of others, but Kanyon looked annoyed and bored, though she was making a valiant effort to hide it behind a friendly and engaged smile. She had been as captivated as everyone else; unable to pull her eyes away until Kanyon unexpectedly looked up and directly at her. She remembered the moment their eyes had caught and locked. She knew it was only for a second, but it had been then she’d first felt the electric spark that ignited her body. Kanyon had looked at her so intensely Daylen almost believed she had just read her mind or felt the electricity radiating from her core. 
 
   The moment was broken when Trevor came back with drinks and ushered her away to a group of people he wanted her to meet. She couldn’t help but take a quick glance back, but Kanyon had been drawn back to the people around her, nodding and smiling to some other person desperate for her attention. 
 
   The night had gone quickly; she’d had fun up to that point and as planned, she’d met a lot of good contacts who had taken her number because they had the perfect role for her. When the party started to wind down she was more than ready to leave, it was late, or actually it had been extremely early. She’d asked Trevor if he was ready to go, but he had suggested one last drink out on the balcony. She knew this was his attempt at setting a night ending romantic scene. He’d even used the words “do me the honor”. She agreed only as a matter of politeness, but rolled her eyes the second he’d turned his back to retrieve their drinks. The Prince Charming act had likely worked on other women, but she’d spent the time he’d been gone figuring out how to decline his inevitable advances in a way that wouldn’t harm his ego or her career. 
 
   She shuttered at the memory of Trevor walking toward her with two glasses and a smile meant to charm. She had nearly rolled her eyes again, but had caught herself, wishing now she would have just punched him in the face and bolted, but she hadn’t. She’d taken the glass and offered a polite thank you instead. The smug smile of satisfaction that crossed his face still haunted her. Back then however, she figured the smile meant he thought he was going to get lucky and the last drink and romantic gesture had just cemented the deal. They were both wrong, and not just because she wasn’t interested, but she wasn’t that kind of person. She’d never been one to sleep around. She didn’t have one-night stands, especially with smooth talking, pretty faced, daddy’s boys. 
 
   As they stood looking out over the L.A. lights, they sipped their drinks and he complimented her dress, her smile, and her eyes. He inched slowly closer and brushed a hand down her hair and a fingertip over her lips. What he’d said was perfect, too perfect, and she remembered wondering if he'd inherited his father’s skills of setting the stage to invoke the appropriate feelings and audience response; the audience being her, and the appropriate feelings being sexual lust for him. She’d finished her drink quicker than normal in an effort to fast-forward this particular scene. But before she could make her polite escape, Trevor’s too smooth smile morphed to a malevolent grin just before he pulled her to him and placed a rough kiss to her lips. She had meant to stop him, meant to hit the pause button, having no interest in the end of the movie playing out on their little balcony set, but her knees had gotten weak and her head clouded in a strange, disorienting fog. She remembered thinking something was seriously wrong; she hadn’t drank enough to feel so disconnected from her body or her thoughts. Trevor had pulled her tighter to him and kissed her more aggressively. She tried to resist, but her arms hadn’t received the “FIGHT HIM” instructions. She’d tried to twist out of his grasp, but he’d only held on tighter. 
 
   He’d taunted her. “Come on, Daylen, you know you want this.” No I don’t, she had thought, but her mouth had been unable to form the words. “I knew that last drink would loosen you up a little,” he growled before he devoured her mouth again and his hand moved up to grope at her chest.
 
   Daylen remembered the panic rising inside her, her heart pounding. She had screamed at herself, ordered herself to move, to resist, to fight. Then, just like that, it was over as quickly as it had started. Trevor’s hands released her and she fell limp to the ground. She remembered how much effort it took to lift her head and how she fought to focus on the new scene playing out in front of her. Kanyon was there, standing over Trevor who was bent over and holding on to his crotch with both hands as he rocked in pain. She watched Kanyon lift Trevor’s head up and lean down to speak directly into his ear. She released him with a push that knocked him to the ground. He lay curled, whimpering in pain. 
 
   Kanyon had walked to her, kneeled down and pushed a lock of hair from her eyes. The last thing she remembered before she lost herself to the dark was looking into Kanyon’s deep blue eyes. 
 
   She awoke hours later in her bed in the small apartment she was renting at the time. There were no clues as to how she had gotten home, the only things out of place were the three aspirin, the glass of water, and the note on her nightstand that read, “Take these, drink this, and never trust anyone in this biz.” 
 
   She smiled at the thought of the note she still carried in her wallet and then looked across the car at its author. A new shot of desire surged though her as she took in Kanyon’s face. She didn’t know what it was. Well, if she was being honest with herself, she knew exactly what it was. What she felt for Kanyon wasn’t residual hero worship; she had long ago stopped her mind and heart from accepting that cop-out. Daylen reached out and moved a strand of hair which had fallen across Kanyon’s face and her fingers froze as Kanyon’s eyelids lifted slowly. Daylen was again caught by the hypnotizing blue eyes. “Hey,” Daylen whispered.
 
   “Hey,” Kanyon replied in the same soft tone. 
 
   “You fell asleep. We’re at your house.” Daylen reluctantly removed her hand from Kanyon’s hair.
 
   “Okay,” Kanyon said, but made no effort to move.
 
   A warmth rose in Daylen and she forced herself to move before she melted into the seat. “Let’s take you inside.”
 
   Kanyon groaned. “Can you just bring my bed out here?”
 
   Daylen smiled, got out, and walked around to meet Kanyon as she got out of the passenger side.
 
   “We didn’t get your car back,” Kanyon said, stating the obvious. 
 
   “I got my keys from him and a general location. I’ll help you get settled in then catch a taxi back.”
 
   Kanyon’s natural instincts were to reject any kind of help from anyone, ever. But a more basic instinct and desire wanted Daylen to stay, so she remained silent and let Daylen help her into the house. At Daylen’s question, Kanyon pointed out her downstairs bathroom and kitchen then headed up to her bedroom and master bath, wanting to clean up then collapse on her bed, right after she made sure she hadn’t left any dirty underwear on the floor before Daylen came up. 
 
   Kanyon had just finished washing her hands and was looking at her face in the mirror when she saw Daylen walk into the bathroom behind her. Daylen leaned against the doorframe and looked into the mirror, taking in Kanyon’s reflection. Their eyes found each other. “He did quite a number on you,” Daylen said, clearly bothered by what she saw.
 
   “I’m thinking I look pretty tough,” Kanyon said lightly.
 
   Daylen pushed off from the door and walked to Kanyon. She sat two bottles of water and a couple of Ziploc bags of ice on the counter next to the sink. “Hope you don’t mind, I dug through your kitchen drawers. I figured you might need a couple of ice packs.” She laid her hand on Kanyon’s arm and turned her around. “Looks like I was right. First aid kit?” 
 
   “I can-”
 
   “I want to,” Daylen said softly, cutting off Kanyon’s protest. 
 
   Kanyon pointed to the built in cabinets across the bathroom. Daylen collected the items she needed and placed everything next to the sink. Daylen hopped up to sit on the counter as to meet Kanyon’s height. Kanyon looked down at the supplies then back up to Daylen with a raised eyebrow. “Come here,” Daylen ordered as she reached out, taking Kanyon’s hand and pulling her between her legs. Kanyon forced her eyes to stay on Daylen’s and away from the hem of the skirt riding higher on Daylen's thighs. 
 
   Daylen was temporarily paralyzed by Kanyon’s gaze. She hadn't realized how the closeness and intimacy of the simple positioning would affect her. God, she had never wanted someone so much. She couldn’t do this. Kanyon didn’t want this. 
 
   Daylen swallowed hard when Kanyon ran her thumb gently over her swollen lip. “I’m not the only one with injuries.”
 
   Correction, she wanted this way too much. She wasn’t… and even if she was, Kanyon hadn’t ever been interested in her. They were friends. Heck, she didn’t even know if they were that. Plus, Kanyon wasn’t… or maybe she was... She thought of Lexi and immediately felt anger rise in her at the mere thought of the woman. Crap, why was she even thinking of Kanyon like this? She had Peter. Fuck, Richard. She had Richard. Okay, she could have Richard if she wanted him. She’d tried to break things off two weeks ago, but he asked her to think about it before she completely cut him out of her life. Kanyon dropped her hand and Daylen could feel it resting against her thigh just as electricity shot through her body, again. She took a deep breath. Yeah, things weren’t looking too good for Richard right now. She took a steadying breath, pushed all other thoughts away and tried to focus on rendering aid versus pulling Kanyon to her, taking her mouth, and kissing every cut and bruise she’d received trying to protect her. She picked up the washcloth and twisted it slightly so she could dampen it under the faucet. She turned back to Kanyon, avoiding eye contact this time, and began to clean the dried blood from her face, figuring those actions were more in line with the recommendations of the Red Cross instead of the kiss therapy her lips wanted to render. 
 
   Kanyon dropped her eyes to Daylen’s lips when she began to dab at her wounds with the washcloth. She had never wanted to kiss someone so desperately. It was impossible to ignore the attraction she had for Daylen, especially when they were so close. She had fought the desire for years, allowing it to only show on the set as attraction between Artemisia and Freya. But this was Daylen in front of her, caring for her, touching her so softly. She closed her eyes, trying to distance herself, trying to defuse the yearning pulsing through her. 
 
   Daylen let out the breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding. She was thankful Kanyon was tired and had closed her eyes because she wasn’t sure her resolve would have held much longer under Kanyon’s gaze. She reached over and ran the washcloth under the warm water, watching as Kanyon’s blood ran down the drain. Her heart ached; the blood was because of her. She shook off the guilt and reached for a small butterfly Band-Aid, putting a dab of antibiotic gel on it before placing it on the cut over Kanyon’s eye. Again, she was glad Kanyon’s eyes were closed because she knew she could not meet them right now. She was too vulnerable and Kanyon’s steel blue eyes; they were too powerful, too alluring, and too tempting. She needed to focus on something else. She searched for the next injury. Kanyon had a cut on her lower lip. She picked up the wet washcloth again, rinsed it, and focused her attention on Kanyon’s mouth. She sighed deeply. Bad plan, very bad plan. Of the long list of desirable and attractive things about Kanyon, her all too tempting mouth was only second to her eyes. She paused unknowingly while she stared at Kanyon’s mouth. 
 
   “Problem?” Kanyon asked, her eyes back open and searching Daylen’s face. 
 
   No, no problem. Problems would be more accurate. Your eyes are a problem, your mouth is a problem, and the small fact that I want you desperately is quickly becoming a huge problem. “No,” was the only word Daylen was capable of uttering.
 
   Kanyon watched as Daylen took the washcloth gently to her mouth. She was surprised to see the emotions playing across Daylen’s face. Unless she was completely wrong or projecting her own feelings and desires on Daylen, she felt certain Daylen was fighting the same unexplained attraction she was. Kanyon’s heart stumbled at the thought and that all too familiar passion began to escalate in her core.
 
   Daylen finally set aside the washcloth. “I still think you might need a stitch or two,” she reported, trying to avoid Kanyon’s assessing eyes. 
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “We still need to check your ribs, see if any of them are broken.” God, why was she torturing herself? She could barely restrain herself as it was, there was no way she would… She pictured Kanyon’s bare stomach and her hands roaming... No, this was definitely not a good idea.
 
   Kanyon became amused as she watched realization then discomfort parade across Daylen’s face at the thought of what that little exam would entail. Kanyon’s lips curled up in a sly grin as she became more confident there just might be mutual attraction, mutual struggles, and mutual uneasiness with that attraction. At the moment though, she wanted to forgo the unease and struggle to focus purely on the attraction part. Call her masochistic or just really curious, but she wanted to see which of Daylen’s feelings, attraction or discomfort, would win out. 
 
   “Examine away, Doc,” Kanyon said not making any move to lift or unbutton her shirt.
 
   There was something in Kanyon’s tone that made Daylen look up. Before Kanyon could mask it, Daylen saw the little flash of… She narrowed her gaze. Kanyon knew... and was challenging her. So did that mean Kanyon wasn’t opposed to…? The thrill of excitement and possibility shot through her, but she couldn’t shake the feeling something else was going on. She studied Kanyon. When Kanyon raised an eyebrow, yep she was definitely challenging her. Two can play at this game. 
 
   Daylen wrapped her calves around Kanyon and pulled her closer. She saw the blaze of surprise in Kanyon’s eyes before she was able to extinguish it. Daylen took the top button of Kanyon’s shirt in her fingers. Her confidence wavered momentarily as the memory of Dex doing the same to this very button only a few hours ago flashed through her mind. She paused, glancing up to gauge if Kanyon too was associating her current actions with Dex’s earlier violation. Kanyon answered with an easy smile, lifting a hand to the button helping Daylen release it. 
 
   It took Daylen a slow second to get her hands working again, taking her time as she unbuttoned the rest of Kanyon’s shirt. Finished, she let out the breath she’d been holding before she looked back up to meet Kanyon’s unwavering gaze. It could have been her exhaustion or the intoxicating effect of the woman standing in front of her, but she could have sworn she’d seen electricity illuminate in the dark blue of Kanyon’s eyes. Was she causing that kind of reaction in Kanyon? It was probably just the overhead lights playing in her eyes. She broke their gaze before she wouldn’t be able to, and refocused on the task at hand, Kanyon’s injuries. 
 
   She took in Kanyon’s exposed chest and stomach. Her eyes moved slowly over Kanyon’s simple black bra which was cupping her modest, but perfect breasts. She may not be causing electricity in Kanyon’s eyes, but Kanyon was definitely causing serious amperage in her body. She let her gaze move down to Kanyon’s lean, toned… she dropped her legs from around Kanyon’s waist. “Oh my God! Kanyon, your stomach!” 
 
   Kanyon knew she was in shape and there had been hundreds of photos showing off that fact, but Daylen’s reaction was a little over the top. 
 
   Daylen pushed Kanyon back to arms reach and leaned in to examine her stomach more closely. Kanyon had a dark reddening bruise approximately six inches wide and it spanned the entire width of her stomach. 
 
   Kanyon looked down at Daylen, who was still examining her, and caught sight of the injury. She sighed. “Damn. Guess he landed a good one.”
 
   Daylen reached out tentatively and lightly ran her fingertips over Kanyon’s discolored skin. An intense energy flowed through Kanyon at Daylen’s touch, causing her to flinch. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Daylen apologized, jerking her hand away quickly. 
 
   “No, it didn’t…” Daylen’s touch hadn’t hurt, it was the opposite actually. It was a momentary surge of relief, a brief moment in which all the pain disappeared and the feeling was so surreal it had caught her off guard. 
 
   “Let’s get you in bed. Why don’t you change and I’ll clean up here.” Daylen hurriedly jumped off the counter and started gathering up the supplies and rinsing out the bloody washcloth. 
 
   Kanyon wanted to stop her, wanted to pull her back to her. She’d liked being close to Daylen, wanted to have her hands back on her. Daylen shuffled around her nervously. There was uneasy air in the room now and the opportunity to recapture the moment had passed. She swallowed a groan of disappointment and left the bathroom to change.
 
   As soon as Kanyon left Daylen dropped her head, placing both hands on the sink to try and steady herself. How had she let this happen? She had dealt with the loss of Kanyon after the show ended. Well okay, mostly dealt with it. Kanyon routinely fell into her thoughts throughout the day, but she was moving on, letting go of the idea of a real- life, off screen romance between her and Kanyon. That had been easier when she didn’t have to actually see her, but then yesterday at the Comic-Con her resolve had shattered at first sight. Well more compromised really; it would be okay to see her every once in a while and maintain a casual friendship. But she should have known better, less than twenty-four hours together and her attraction and desire for Kanyon was at a boiling point. Literally. She felt like she was on fire, like someone flipped a switch electrifying every nerve ending in her body. She had to reel herself back in, had to ground herself and her feelings. This wouldn’t be good for Kanyon. She wouldn’t let Kanyon get hurt again because she got wrapped up in her crazy life. And if she was being honest, she couldn’t see her heart surviving being hurt by Kanyon. Take care of her, get her in bed, and then walk away, she ordered herself. 
 
   Daylen walked into the bedroom just as Kanyon was pulling a tank top over her head and down her bare torso. Daylen’s heart and libido raced. Take care of her, get her in bed, and… maybe walk away later. 
 
   Kanyon walked over to her bed and dropped exhaustedly into its fluffy folds. Daylen followed, sitting on the edge next to her. 
 
   “Rough night,” Daylen stated. 
 
   “Rough night,” Kanyon agreed adding the emotional roll coaster to the night’s roughness category. 
 
   Kanyon’s eyes were closed and Daylen took the opportunity to take in the cuts and bruises on her face and the deep reddish bruise partially exposed under her shirt. As her eyes roamed over Kanyon, she felt the tears start to form. They spilled as the evening’s scene began replaying; Kanyon getting punched, knocked to the ground, and kicked all while trying to save her. The tears thickened, as she knew she had to say good-bye.
 
   “Kanyon, I’m so sorry you were hurt because of me.”
 
   Kanyon opened her eyes at Daylen’s words, already knowing the tears she would see. “Hey.” She laid a hand on Daylen’s arm. “It’s not your fault.” When she didn’t get a reply, she pushed herself up. “There’s no need to…” She wiped a tear as it slipped from Daylen’s eye.
 
   “You were hurt protecting me.”
 
   “I was hurt ‘cause I’m kind of mouthy and those guys are assholes.” She wiped another tear. “Don’t do that please, I’m not so good with this stuff. I… here.” She wrapped an arm around Daylen’s shoulders. “Come here.” Kanyon pulled Daylen to her. “This always worked for Artemisia and Freya.” She leaned back until they were both laying back on the bed. 
 
   Daylen smiled through her tears as she adjusted to curl up against Kanyon, laying her head on her chest just over her heart. 
 
   Kanyon began to slowly stroke Daylen’s hair with one hand and found Daylen’s hand with the other. She laid it across her battered and bruised stomach, not flinching this time at the sensations shooting through her.
 
   Daylen found comfort in the slow rise and fall of Kanyon’s chest and rhythmic beat of her heart. They laid together, neither one speaking, lost in the feelings of how right it felt to be holding each other, relishing the comfort they found there. 
 
   Daylen’s thoughts drifted back to the night on the balcony and waking up the next day alone in her bed, thinking now this could have been a much better ending to that story. They had never spoken about that night or what Kanyon had done for her. She hadn’t seen Kanyon again for nearly a year, until she got the part of Freya on The Dark Savior series. She accepted the role unaware Kanyon had been cast as Queen Artemisia. The day casting was announced, she was excited and nervous to see her again. When they finally met on the set, Daylen planned to thank her at the first chance she had, but when they were introduced Kanyon hadn’t acted like she remembered Daylen so she let it go, figuring it was better to bring it up later when they had more of an opportunity to talk without so many people fluttering around. She tried several times over the next few days and weeks to catch Kanyon alone, but every time she did, Kanyon would be with someone or get distracted by something else, taking her off in the opposite direction. As more time passed, it felt increasingly awkward to just bring it up out of the blue. So for the five years they worked together the “thank you” went unspoken. Knowing this was likely the last time she would ever see Kanyon, she couldn’t let it go unsaid any longer. 
 
   “Kanyon, thank you for saving me tonight and...” she paused briefly then continued in a softer voice laced with underlining guilt, “…for saving me so many years ago. I’m sorry for not saying anything before now. I mean I could have, should have, when we first met. I mean I wanted to…” frustrated she was making a mess of things, she rushed on “…but it was obvious that you didn’t remember me and then later I could never catch you alone. There just never seemed like a good time or good way to bring this up… I’m… I’m ah, well I was the dumb blonde on the balcony that night with Trevor Smithson.” She fought back the tears threatening to fall again. “I knew this whole time it was you that came to my rescue after he drugged me. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you wouldn’t have been there. So I want to say thank you for that night and for this one.”
 
   Kanyon lay silent. She had always known it was Daylen. She remembered all too clearly seeing Daylen enter the party that night while she had been trying to keep up her shroud of politeness with a group of people who were drowning her with mindless dribble and praise about her acting skills, her beauty, blah, blah, blah. But then something inside her told her to look up and drew her attention to the entry way. When she did, she met Daylen’s eyes. She remembered the jolt of emotion that shot through her. She’d had no explanation for her body’s reaction. Daylen was stunning of course, but she hadn’t ever had such a raw, overpowering reaction to anyone before, be it a woman or a man. She caught herself actively searching for Daylen, trying to catch glimpses of her throughout the night. It had been during one of her visual hunts that she saw Trevor put something into a drink then take it out to the balcony where he handed it to Daylen. She also remembered, much like tonight, the overwhelming protective urge that took over her entire body; it coursed through her as if it was alive, ignited by an emotion that she refused to name. It happened again tonight when Daylen was in danger. Only this time she feared she knew the emotion that was driving the need to protect.
 
   Her heart ached at Daylen’s words as she all too clearly remembered the day Daylen walked on The Dark Savior set and how her body reacted when they were introduced. Kanyon knew she had been the reason the opportunity to discuss the incident never came, because she hadn’t trusted herself to be alone with Daylen. She had thought about Daylen, day in and day out for months after the incident. She’d even driven by her apartment several times in hopes to catch a quick glimpse of her again. She stopped after she had made an excuse to be in the area twice in the same day, knowing she was one drive-by away from having to be called by her first, middle, and last name, buying a blacked out van, a good pair of Bushnells and having to register her address at the Police Department. But then Daylen walked right into her world. She’d hidden her mental, physical and emotional reactions to seeing Daylen and pretended not to recognize her, as she figured Daylen had been too drugged to remember what had happened, and plus what was she going to say to her? “Hey, I’m the one that kicked Trevor’s balls up his throat before he had a chance to take advantage of you. Oh and by the way, seeing you sends weird volts of electricity through my body as if I'm holding hands with an electric fence and standing in a puddle while chewing on a mouthful of tinfoil.” 
 
   “Kanyon?” Daylen asked softly.
 
   Kanyon was uncomfortable with Daylen’s thank you. She didn’t need thanks, didn’t want it. It was just what she did. What she was supposed to do? She didn’t know what that meant, but that was the way it felt. She didn't know how to respond or what to say so she took the easy route, Avoidance Boulevard, a road she was oh so familiar with. She just laid silent, pretending to have fallen asleep.
 
   “Kanyon?” Daylen lifted her head slightly, took in the apparently sleeping woman, and smiled. She knew Kanyon heard her. Though Kanyon was an amazing actress and in all appearances looked and acted as if she was asleep, she had given herself away. Daylen's body had registered every stroke Kanyon’s fingertips made through her hair and indulged in the comfort the simple gesture gave her, but Kanyon’s fingers had abruptly stilled the second she mentioned Trevor’s name. Daylen also could have sworn she felt a swell of craving radiate from Kanyon, but supposed that was more likely her own body’s reaction to being in Kanyon’s arms. Daylen laid her head back on Kanyon’s chest, closed her eyes, and let the exhaustion take over. 
 
    Kanyon stayed awake until she heard Daylen’s breathing change, signaling she had finally drifted off to sleep. Her fingers resumed the rhythmic movement of combing through the silken locks of Daylen’s hair. The comforting weight on her chest combined with the knowledge Daylen was safe relaxed her and she let the fatigue take her into sleep. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   A white cloaked figure floated into Kanyon’s dream, backlit by a bright light which impeded Kanyon from clearly seeing any distinctive features. The graceful manner in which it moved toward her instinctually told Kanyon it was a woman. 
 
   “Hello, Kanyon,” the figure said softly, with an accent she couldn’t readily place. 
 
   Definitely a woman. “Uhhh, hey?” Kanyon spun quickly to take in the area around her then returned back to the woman. “So what kind of dream is this? Or is it a nightmare? Is this going to involve a big vat of Jell-o and Celine Dion in a thong? Cause I already had that nightmare last week.”
 
   “I could certainly see why that would be undesirable.”
 
   “I know, right? But, it’s not nearly as disturbing as the one I had about Snookie, the SAT test, and a jar of peanut butter.”
 
   The woman chuckled. “That does sound like quite the nightmare as well but child, I am not here to give you a nightmare. I am here to show you your way, your path.” The woman waved a hand in front of her and an image flamed to light before them. 
 
   Kanyon took a step back from the symbol lit in the air. “My path? So you’re like some supernatural life coach or something?” 
 
   “Something like that, yes.” 
 
   “And you're going to motivate me into joining some superhero team with this knockoff bat signal?” Curious, Kanyon walked closer to the symbol. It was a simple drawing; an eye drawn with thick black lines and wispy, calligraphy-like loops and sweeping brush strokes at their ends. The eye looked like the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs she’d seen in museums. Kanyon was trying to recall where she’d seen it before as the robed woman came to stand beside her. 
 
   “You are thinking of the Eye of Horas.”
 
   Kanyon knew she hadn’t been thinking the thought out loud and she cocked her head in question.
 
   “I know things,” the woman answered simply. “Like, the Eye of Horas. This is a symbol of protection. However, look into its center,” the woman instructed. 
 
   Kanyon moved closer and ran her finger tips over the symbol. In the center was some kind of tray with a vase sitting on it. “So what does it mean?” Then in her mind, to test her mystery guest’s apparent mind reading skills, she thought, “Please let it be the Eye of Cheeseburgers and Fries, ‘cause I’m starving”. 
 
   “It symbolizes many things, none of which have to do with processed meat or deep fried potatoes.” 
 
   “Damn,” Kanyon muttered, “but cool mind reading trick.”
 
   “Thank you, I also favor my gifts. Now,” she pointed to the vase symbol, “this symbol is a Leb. It signifies the heart, the center of all consciousness, all life. The base is a Maat. It represents truth, justice, morality, and balance. So together the Eye, the Leb, and the Maat; these things represent the Eye of the Seekers.” 
 
   “Seekers? Sounds like a cult,” Kanyon quipped. 
 
   “Child, it is not a cult.”
 
   “Sounds like one.”
 
   “I can assure you it is not.”
 
   “So you say. And just for the record, no amount of life coaching is going to make me sacrifice a goat or wear one of those,” she did an up and down motion with her finger at the woman, “matchy-matchy robes. No offense, you look great and I’m sure it goes great with your eyes which I can’t see, but before we get to the Kool-Aid drinking part, I’m not your girl. Thanks for the little recruitment dream and all, but…” Kanyon turned to go as if the door back to reality was right behind her. She stopped, sighed, and turned back. “A little help with getting off this cuckoo cloud?”
 
   “You are quite the spirited one, my child, I think I will enjoy you. But I promise you this is not a cult.”
 
   “Yeah see, the whole my child lingo… kind of cultish.”
 
   The woman chuckled. “Point taken. Okay, let us try this.” She reached out her hand and Kanyon eyed it suspiciously. 
 
   “I am not going to hurt you, child.”
 
   “That’s what they all say right before they throw you in a creepy blacked out van.”
 
   The woman chuckled again. “Do you see a van?” 
 
   Kanyon took another scan of what appeared to be an endless landscape of clouds and fog. “No, but…”
 
   “Suspicion is an excellent trait for a Guardian.”
 
   “Guardian?”
 
   “Come now, take my hand. There is no van. Plus, if this is only a dream, what is the worst that could happen?”
 
   “You could take me back to high school and make me give a speech about the economic and social impact of the Korean War. Naked.”
 
   “True.” She smiled. “And as entertaining as that would be, I promise I will not.”
 
   Kanyon narrowed her eyes at the woman. “Fine. But seriously, if this is some everyone-hold-hands-Kumbaya cult, I’m so going to vote you as the sacrifice that gets thrown into the volcano. You wouldn’t happen to be a virgin, would you?” 
 
   “Duly noted and no I am not,” the woman answered, amusement playing in her voice.
 
   “Damn. Well, you still get my vote.”
 
   “Would it calm your mind to know that if I have led you falsely and this is a cult, you have my solemn oath I will sacrifice myself to a volcano?”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   “Agreed then.” The woman reached out her hand again. “Come on now, my… Kanyon.”
 
   “Fine.” Kanyon relented and reached out a hesitant hand. 
 
   As their hands linked, flashes of images began to fly across an invisible screen in front of them. Images of her and Daylen in different settings; Daylen with random items and different people, sometimes they were running, other times fighting, and a few times, like tonight, Daylen was caring for her wounds. Daylen’s Aunt Ruby was there a lot and so was a dark-haired tattooed girl, Theo, and a huge hairy dog. As the images flashed, internal heat rose within her along with need, obligation, and desire to be with Daylen. Not only physically, but there was an overwhelming sense to protect her. The heat stirred so deep like a fire was burning at her core, in her soul; burning like she’d felt on the balcony and like the boiling in her blood tonight in the alley. She wasn’t scared of the sensation, it was the opposite; she felt an odd familiarity with the heat, like it had always been a part of her, forged from something ancient; a bond between her and Daylen, something so necessary that protecting it, protecting Daylen, was vital for her own existence. 
 
   The images began to fade and Kanyon took several slow deep breaths, attempting to cool the emotions stirring within her. When she felt she could speak she turned to the woman. “Alright, so that was quite the highlight reel.”
 
   “Yes it was. Those are flashes of your future, if you follow your path.” 
 
   “My path? You keep saying that.”
 
   “Have you not always searched for it, sought, and desired your own way? These last few months, have you not longed for something different than your past journeys?”
 
   “Well, I mean… I don’t know. I guess, but what are you saying? My… my path is with Daylen?” She pointed where the images had been. “And all that fighting, and…” She didn’t even know how to finish the sentence.
 
   “It could be. You have free will, so you can choose another way.”
 
   “I don’t even know what that way is…? Was that like a preview? A movie? Daylen and I are supposed to do another series, get new roles together or something?”
 
   “New roles yes, but not for the television.”
 
   “A movie then?”
 
   “Daylen has already chosen her destiny. It is now time for you to seek out the same.”
 
   “She said she didn’t want to go back to the Hollywood life, so what’s her new role?” 
 
   “Daylen is a Seeker.” She held up a hand and inserted quickly before Kanyon could speak again. “Seekers are not cult members. They are gifted ones and as their name suggests, they seek. They hunt for items, articles as we refer to them, whose return is imperative. It is their responsibility to return these articles, to rebalance life, you might say.” 
 
   “Hence the eye, vase, and tray thing.” Kanyon waved where the Eye of the Seeker had been.
 
   “Yes. Hence the eye, vase, and tray thing,” the woman answered.
 
   Kanyon was silent for a long time, taking in the revelation and replaying the events of the day before. She finally spoke. “Quick clarifying question?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “These Seekers, they find things? Are they limited to certain types of things or can it be anything?” 
 
   “It can be anything,” she answered, knowing the Guardian would learn, in time, that some answers were readily available and others were hers to discover through her journey. 
 
   “Okay, another question.”
 
   “Absolutely,” the woman said, pleased at Kanyon’s curiosity. 
 
   “Do you think Daylen could find my Quick Draw McGraw watch? I lost it when I was like six and I loved that watch.”
 
   “I am not certain that the location of a misplaced Quick Draw McGraw watch is disruptive to the order of the world.” 
 
   “Ahhh, I beg to differ because my mom replaced it with a My Little Pony watch which was completely disruptive to me, emotionally and socially. Probably affected me in countless ways, and since I’m in the public eye affecting other people, no telling how it’s negatively impacted…” She let her words trail off as the woman began to laugh.
 
   “That does sound tragic. Maybe we shall revisit the matter more seriously.” 
 
   Kanyon took a few steps and turned back to the Eye which was still emblazed in the air. “So Daylen is a Seeker. But I don’t understand what that has to do with me?”
 
   “All Seekers have a Guardian,” she ran her finger over the outline of the eye, “to watch over them, to protect and help them.”
 
   “Seekers? Guardians? Kind of sounds like some cheesy comic book with guys that meet in caves, holding staffs, and wearing talismans and capes. Or it’s a-”
 
   “It is not a cult,” the woman interrupted. “It is time for me to go, Kanyon. You think about what I have shown you and I will be back to visit you soon.” She reached out to lay a hand on Kanyon’s shoulder. “Hopefully we will be spending much more time together. I have so enjoyed you.” 
 
   Kanyon opened her mouth to speak, but the woman was gone. She spun around looking for her, but only found clouds and fog. “Great, now what?” Kanyon asked no one. “If this is a cult, I really hope they're not the needy, we-all-must-live-together-in-a-commune kind, because I will not share a bathroom with a bunch of whack jobs.” 
 
   Kanyon woke suddenly and looked around for clouds and the woman in white. There was nothing except her bedroom and a comforting weight on her chest. Daylen was still curled up in her arms. She smiled and laid her head back to enjoy the rightness of the moment. She let her mind wander back to the dream of the cloaked woman, the symbol, and the images she had seen. She was still trying to decipher the dream’s meaning when she felt Daylen stir. 
 
   “Good morning,” Kanyon whispered.
 
   “Good morning,” Daylen returned sleepily. “How are you feeling?”
 
   Kanyon figured Daylen was talking about physical okayness, and not her heart, which was aching in an amazingly good way. She took a quick pain assessment and though she was a little stiff and sore, it was nothing compared to the pain she should have been feeling considering last night’s activities. She remembered moving Daylen’s hand and resting it on her bruised stomach and the warmth which flowed unnaturally through her body. “I’m good,” Kanyon said with a smile. “But I do kind of have to go to the bathroom.”
 
   Daylen laughed and untangled herself from Kanyon so she could slide out of bed. 
 
   Kanyon went to her bathroom and started to shut the door when she had a sudden thought. She leaned back out the door to Daylen. “You don’t happen to have Kool-Aid happy hours with a bunch of people wearing matching robes, do you?”
 
   “Uh, nooo,” Daylen answered with confusion apparent on her face. “Why?”
 
   “Just curious.” Kanyon smiled then closed the bathroom door.
 
   When Kanyon returned she saw Daylen sitting on the edge of her bed. She wanted to crawl back beneath the sheet, pull her close, and spend the rest of the day with Daylen curled up against her. She had almost figured out how to suggest doing just that when Daylen looked up.
 
   “We need to talk,” Daylen said softly. 
 
   Talk? No. We need to do everything but talk, Kanyon thought. Her heart dropped. What had she been thinking? Daylen didn’t want to have anything to do with her after all she had done. “Daylen, it’s cool. We don’t need to talk. It’s not like anything happened. It was just a crazy night, nothing more.” 
 
   “Kanyon, I can’t-” Daylen began to say. 
 
   Kanyon interrupted, unable to hear Daylen’s rejection. “Really, it’s fine. We didn’t… We shouldn’t… It would just end badly and we already have enough bad endings between us.” 
 
   “Right,” Daylen agreed reluctantly. She was totally confused. She thought for sure she had read Kanyon and her feelings last night. Then this morning, waking up in her arms had felt so right, she’d decided to chance everything and put her fears aside and her feelings for Kanyon out in the open. But now? No, she was tired of fighting, she’d kept them in for too long. Screw it, she knew she wasn’t the only one feeling them. She stood and walked to Kanyon. “Kanyon, there's something I have to sa-”
 
   Their phones rang simultaneously. They stared at each other as the phones rang again. “I guess we better get those,” Kanyon finally stated. 
 
   Daylen responded with a quick frustrated nod and walked over to Kanyon’s dresser where she had left her items the night before and then she stepped out into the hallway to answer her phone. 
 
   Kanyon walked to her bag, which she had dropped outside her closet and dug to the bottom, finding the ringing interruption. “Hello?” 
 
   “Thought you were going to call me if you had any more incidents?” Roz questioned. 
 
   Kanyon quickly searched for a plausible way Roz could have found out about last night’s encounter with the goon squad. “What do you think I did?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “There’s no thinking involved. I know what you did ‘cause I’m looking at a nice video of you causing quite an interesting scene at last night’s fight. You’re awful generous with your money.” 
 
   “What’s the damage?” Kanyon dropped on her bed as she ran a hand down her face. 
 
   “McKane Causing Fights Outside the Ring,” Roz quipped.
 
   “It wasn’t like that, I promise.” She dropped her head and listened to Roz’s tirade. “Roz, I’m sorry. I know I’m not doing my career any favors,” she inserted when Roz took a breath.
 
   Daylen walked in the bedroom and overheard the last of Kanyon’s conversation. Not only had she caused Kanyon to be physically hurt, apparently now her involvement had caused more problems with her career, something which couldn’t take more of a hit. What if she and Kanyon decided to get involved? Get involved? Wow, she had leapt from telling Kanyon about her attraction to being in a relationship in two point two seconds. Of course, what had she hoped would happen when she’d decided to tell Kanyon how she felt? She was going to walk away? Hey Kanyon, I kind of have this thing for you. Okay, that’s all I wanted to say, see ya later. She sighed heavily. It was probably just guilt; an overreaction to Kanyon being hurt. She was just a little emotionally hung over from the night before. There was no possibility of a future between them; it’s nothing more than a simple attraction. An attraction that made her want to kiss her, hold her, touch her, make lo… she shook the thoughts from her head. Maybe Kanyon hadn’t been the only one hit too hard in the head last night. She turned around again, left the room, and went down to the kitchen to give Kanyon some privacy. She searched for something to eat while she prepared herself to say good-bye… this time, for good.
 
   Kanyon found Daylen, as she had the day before, in the kitchen making breakfast. I could get used to this morning routine, she thought as she stood quietly and watched Daylen move around her kitchen. 
 
   Daylen turned to grab something out of the refrigerator and stopped as she caught sight of Kanyon’s tall, lean form watching her from the doorway. Her tank top fit tight over her torso in contrast to the baggy sleeping pants which rode low on her hips. Okay, so not just a “simple” attraction, Daylen thought as her heart raced in her chest. She tried to ignore her body’s rising temperature as she opened the refrigerator and was immediately thankful for the cool burst of air that hit her. “Breakfast is almost ready and I’ve called a cab to pick me up.” 
 
   “I would've taken you to get your car,” Kanyon said as she left her perch in the doorway. 
 
   “I know, but I thought it’d be best for you to rest and recover from our little adventure. You know, get back to your life?” 
 
   Kanyon’s heart sank at “your life,” but she quickly dismissed Daylen’s comment. “I’m fine really, just a couple of nicks and bruises. I’ll take you. Call and cancel the cab.”
 
   Daylen sat their plates on the kitchen island and motioned Kanyon to sit. Daylen took the seat next to her. “Kanyon, I put your life and your career in danger last night. I should’ve never let you become a part of this. I care about you too much to let that happen again.” 
 
   “You didn’t do anything. I make my own choices and I choose to be with you. I wanted to be with you these last two days. I want to…” What did she want? She didn’t know exactly, but she knew she wanted the time to figure it out. “I want, I don’t know what I want exactly,” she admitted honestly, “but I know I don’t want you to go yet.” 
 
   Daylen smiled even though her heart was breaking. She stopped herself from analyzing what Kanyon’s words really meant. 
 
   Kanyon continued in Daylen’s silence. “Maybe I can help you. Was that your aunt earlier? Do you have a new case? As you know, I’m currently unemployed and I have some extra time on my hands. Let me help. We could go all Castle and Beckett, Starsky and Hutch, Holmes and Watson? And I could try my hand at being the sidekick this time.”
 
   Daylen’s heart completely broke at the hope in Kanyon’s eyes. She couldn’t do it, couldn’t let Kanyon throw away everything again. “Kanyon, I can’t.” She braced herself. “I can’t be responsible for you hurting your career and I won’t let you risk your life for me again.” A horn sounded outside. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.” Daylen stood, took her plate to the sink and returned to Kanyon. She ran her fingertips gently down the side of Kanyon’s face. “Thank you for being my guardian angel last night and so many years ago. Good-bye, Kanyon.” Daylen pressed a kiss to Kanyon’s cheek then turned and headed quickly to the door before she could change her mind. 
 
   Kanyon sat for a whole second before deciding what to do. Fuck this! She raced after her. “Daylen!” At Kanyon’s call, Daylen turned back from the open cab door. “It’s my life and my career; I can risk it if I want.” Okay, so she'd been hoping for more of a poetic, life-changing, proclamation to convince Daylen to stay rather than a spoiled, fit-throwing teenager kind of one, but... 
 
   “You can, but I won’t let it be because of me,” Daylen replied simply then crawled into the waiting car. 
 
   Again Kanyon had hoped for a response with a little more movie ending, run-back-throw-yourself-in-her-arms-ish. Not so… well, “no-ish”. She watched as the cab pulled away. “Damn it.” 
 
   Daylen sighed heavily, dropping her head back against the taxi seat. What was she thinking these last couple of days? That was the problem, she wasn’t thinking. She had let her feelings for Kanyon cloud her judgment and she was being selfish. She enjoyed having Kanyon around, having her all to herself, and Kanyon, for once, had not held her at arm’s length, but just the opposite; she had very much held her within arm’s length. The mere recollection of the previous night produced such an intense ache Daylen pushed the images from her mind. She was doing the right thing; Kanyon was… well she was just Kanyon, an insanely beautiful, strong, famous, movie and television star. Okay, yeah she herself was slightly famous too, but not “cause riots” famous, “paparazzi follow your every move” kind of famous like Kanyon. Hollywood would soon forget about her, which was probably a good thing because she wasn’t an actress anymore, she was a Seeker. She laughed at herself. She didn’t even fully understand what that meant yet. What she did know sounded crazy. Kanyon would think she was a freak. The obvious aside, if she let Kanyon in her life like she had mistakenly done already, it would be the end of Kanyon’s acting career. It already might be if the media found out about last night’s back alley fight and Kanyon’s actions in the parking lot. They would publically crucify her. She wiped a tear from her face. I did the right thing. Though her heart would likely never recover, she had to put away her feelings like she had done for the last six years. 
 
   Without warning her mind flashed back to the convention center, replaying the moment when she’d suddenly felt Kanyon, knowing instinctively she was there. She felt feverish at the memory of Kanyon standing only inches away from her in the bathroom. Daylen shifted in the backseat attempting to physically turn away from the memory. She fanned the collar of her shirt and saw her driver lean forward and turn the air conditioner knob to high.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, dropping her hand.
 
   “You okay?” the man asked in a heavy accented voice.
 
   Not even close, she thought. “Yes, thank you.” She stared out the window trying to focus on something besides Kanyon. Her thoughts drifted back to waking up in Kanyon’s arms and how it felt like exactly where she belonged. She was still pondering the feelings when she realized they were stopped alongside her car. 
 
   She scrambled quickly for her belongings and paid the driver as she jumped out of the taxi. She walked around her vehicle giving it a quick once over to make sure Lenny hadn't caused any damage. Lucky for him, all appeared to be okay. She got in and closed her eyes, briefly finding comfort in the familiar environment of her own car. She put the key in the ignition, knowing she should head to the office and immediately begin working on the case Aunt Ruby called her about, but all she wanted to do was go back to Kanyon’s house, crawl back in her bed, and spend the day there. 
 
   She forced her hand to start the car only to have the desire to drive straight back to Kanyon become a physical ache. “Get a grip.” Jesus, what’s wrong with me? She laid her head on the steering wheel trying to steady her mind. “I’m doing the right thing.” She had to walk away for both their sakes. “I’m doing the right thing,” she said again attempting to convince herself. 
 
   Daylen lifted her head up and took in a slow steadying breath. “I’m doing the- What the hell?” She sniffed again and the smell of deep fried dead things assaulted her nose. She searched the immediate area. She searched the floorboards, under her seat, the passenger seat, the console, and glove box. She had a quick panicking thought and sniffed her own armpits. Not me, she decided in relief. She got out of the car and opened the door to the rear seats. There was a pile of fast food wrappers and containers ankle high in the backseat. “God, Lenny, gorge much?” She got back in her car, rolled down the windows and drove to the nearest dumpster. After she cleared out the backseat she drove to the closest detail shop to get her SUV disinfected. 
 
    
 
   “About time,” Ruby started as Daylen walked through the backdoor of the office an hour later. “Wearing the same clothes, I see.” She gave her niece a suggestive eyebrow wiggle. “So I take it your date went well?” 
 
   “It wasn’t a date.” Daylen dropped into a chair at the kitchen table. 
 
   Ruby finished cutting up an apple, placed the slices on a plate, sat it between them on the table, and took a seat across from her niece. “You say tomato; I say to-DATE-o,” Ruby answered.
 
   “You know, most aunts wouldn’t actually try to convince or encourage their nieces into relations with another woman.” Daylen dropped her forehead on the table with a thud.
 
   “When have you known me to be like other aunts?” Ruby said biting into an apple slice.
 
   “Good point,” Daylen agreed, not lifting her head.
 
   “All I’m doing is trying to guide you to your-” Ruby didn’t finish her sentence, realizing too late what she had almost inadvertently revealed to Daylen. 
 
   “To my what?” Daylen said, lifting her head to eye her aunt suspiciously.
 
   “Oh my, these apples are missing something. Do we have any vodka?” Ruby got up and began searching the cabinets for a clear bottle of liquid distraction.
 
   “Aunt Ruby! To my what? What do you know or what have you seen?” She watched as her aunt grabbed a bottle of vodka. “Geez, it’s not even noon.”
 
   “Yeah well, I’m old. I shouldn’t delay anything. I might keel over by the afternoon.”
 
   “You are not going to die today.”
 
   Ruby waved her off as she poured herself a generous glass. “You’re still in training, like I can trust your instincts!” 
 
   “Aunt Ruby, will you please come over here and explain to me whatever it is that you're so NOT doing such a good job of hiding from me right now?” Daylen begged in singsong politeness. 
 
   Aunt Ruby dropped her head in resignation. She knew this day would come sooner or later, but she was really hoping it would be later, because she knew her strong-willed, self-reliant, pick-my-own-fate niece, who she nearly lost once because of the fated Seeker job, would not take kindly to the news her job came with a Guardian as a side benefit; especially since said predestined Guardian just so happened to be Kanyon. She picked up her glass of vodka, swirled it, and considered becoming an alkie. Then maybe Daylen would discount her ramblings as those of a drunken old woman? Unlikely, since she’d never been a drinker, but maybe she could just drink this glass, pass out, and wake up sometime after Daylen had figured it all out for herself. That was a plan she could get behind. She took her glass and went back to set at the table next to Daylen. 
 
   “Are you going to drink that straight?” Daylen asked.
 
   “No, duh, I was going to have an Appletini. Isn’t that what you kids are drinking these days?” Ruby picked up the saucer of apple slices and dropped them into her glass, cheered, and lifted the glass to her lips.
 
   “Wait!” Daylen grabbed her aunt’s arm. “I’m having a vision. You are going to die today if you drink that.” 
 
   Ruby scoffed. “Please.” She rolled her eyes and took a big swig. 
 
   A minute later Ruby was still coughing and Daylen was filling a second glass of water for her. “Why in the world would you kids drink such a thing?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure that’s not how they make Appletinis,” Daylen said as she patted her aunt’s back.
 
   “Why didn’t you let me in on that before I poured the not-so-apple-flavored rocket fuel down my throat?” She let out a couple more coughs.
 
   “Oh, my bad. Are we sharing now? Sorry, I thought we were still doing that whole super-fun secrecy thing?” 
 
   “You're a conniving child.” 
 
   “Learned from the best.” Daylen smirked.
 
   “True.” Ruby took another drink of water and cleared her throat.
 
   “Better?” Daylen asked.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Good. Now out with it. Guide me to my what?” Daylen asked.
 
   “You never know when a good alcohol tolerance would serve useful.” Ruby reached for the vodka again. “Hair of the dog, right?” she asked then lifted the drink toward her lips again. 
 
   “Aunt Ruby!” Daylen caught Ruby’s forearm mid-lift and lowered it back to the table. “What are you not telling me?”
 
   Ruby sighed. “Fine. But no killing the messenger, okay?”
 
   “I’m going to kill the messenger if the messenger doesn’t start messaging.”
 
   “You're an annoyingly persistent little thing,” Ruby barked sarcastically. 
 
   Daylen rose an “and?” eyebrow. 
 
   “Ugh, all right, all right! You obviously know about the whole Seeker thing being a fated gift throughout our family; me, your grandmother, her father and his father, his uncle and aunt, they were twins, their mother-”
 
   “I get the idea. Long family history of Seekers, blah, blah, blah. Hit the fast forward button.”
 
   “Right, okay. Seekers, as you know, possess special gifts. Gifts which help them find things and these gifts vary from simple premonitions to more advanced skills, like mine, like seeing the future at will. I can also see people’s auras, fates, and-” 
 
   “Aunt Ruby, this isn’t a psychic hotline job interview. I know what you can do! You can see the future; get vibes, read people, and lots of other really neat things. Geezzz, you've already told me all of these things.”
 
   Ruby crossed her arms and glared at Daylen with her lips pursed together. 
 
   Daylen rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry, please go on. Please continue telling me how amazing you are...”
 
   Ruby huffed and held her hand outward to examine her fingernails. 
 
   “Seriously?” 
 
   When her aunt didn’t appear to want to cut her any slack, she raised her hands in an I-give-up motion as she sat back in her seat; her best attempt at showing she could be patient and polite. “I’m really sorry, Aunt Ruby. It’s been kind of a long couple of days. I am very interested in what you have to say.” She smiled sweetly, even though she wanted to scream. She was desperate for the knowledge or even a clue about this fated life she had accepted. Her aunt, up to this point, had been reserved and selective with the information she exposed, stating she needed patience and time to adjust and let her power mature and grow. 
 
   Ruby returned her eyes to Daylen and gave her a grin of satisfaction. “Fine. What I have not yet mentioned is…” She adjusted in her seat. “Well, there's another part to the whole Seeker gig.” How best to tell her stubborn, independent niece that she has a partner? Quick like ripping off a Band-Aid she decided. “Each Seeker is pre-assigned a partner, a Guardian, to help them with article retrieving,” Ruby’s voice dropped to a mumble, “and to protect them.” She stood quickly and patted Daylen on the top of her head as she started to escape past her. “Okay, glad we had this little talk. Now I have paperwork to do.”
 
   “Don’t you dare take another step,” Daylen growled. Ruby froze. Daylen pointed at the chair her aunt just vacated. “Sit.” 
 
   Ruby took two steps backward and dropped back in her seat. “I take it you have a couple questions?” Ruby asked innocently.
 
   “Yah think?” 
 
   Ruby didn’t need her ability to read auras at this particular juncture. She could readily tell her niece was perturbed at this newly revealed part of the job description. 
 
   “So you're telling me I have a pre-assigned Guardian to protect me from the big bad world of article finding? I don’t want a partner. I don’t need a Guardian. I can take care of myself.” 
 
   A flash of last night’s events and Kanyon played in fast-forward through her mind and her gut twisted. “Wait.” She narrowed her eyes suspiciously at her aunt. “Tell me this doesn’t have anything to do with Kanyon and why you want me to go all “Ellen” all of a sudden!” 
 
   “I think you’re more Portia than Ellen. But I do love me some Ellen. She’s so funny and-”
 
   “Aunt Ruby!”
 
   “-has such a sunny disposition, which clearly someone else does not,” Ruby mumbled as she fought for a plausible explanation in an effort to avoid dropping the second information bomb. 
 
   “Tell me this Guardian or whatever has nothing to do with Kanyon.”
 
   Ruby ignored her. “I can’t believe you have such an attitude! You know women don’t like women with attitudes.”
 
   “What are you even talking about right now? And how do you know what women want or don’t want?”
 
   “I just heard somewhere that gay is the new straight, which, now that I think about it, does that mean I’m now gay?” She shrugged. “Guess it really doesn’t matter. I’m not getting any anyways…” Daylen furrowed her brow, but Ruby plowed on. “My friend Suzanne has a niece that's gay and it's all I hear at bridge club. “My niece bought a Jeep. My niece got another tattoo. My niece met a nice girl at Barnes and Noble. My niece just won another softball tournament.” She sounds happy, doesn’t she? I want you to be happy and I always thought you would look good in a Jeep. Plus, you were always good at sports, sooo…”
 
   “Aunt Ruby!” 
 
   “Okay, okay. Are you sure we haven’t already talked about this?” she asked in one last effort to elude the conversation. “I’m sure this must have come up sometime and you probably weren’t paying attention. We really should’ve tried to treat your ADD when you were younger.” 
 
   “Aunt Ruby, for the love of God, I didn’t have ADD,” Daylen growled through clinched teeth. “Tell me why you are pushing me and Kanyon together, and what that has to do with me being a Seeker!” 
 
   “Should’ve looked into your anger issues too.” Ruby whispered into her hand. Daylen slapped a hand down on the table. “All right, all right.” She took in a deep breath then let it out in a rush. “Kanyon is your Guardian… soul mate.” She mumbled the last two words intentionally.
 
   “Um, excuse me, my what?” 
 
   “Guardian soul mate,” Ruby repeated only a slight bit louder.
 
   “My Guardian soul mate?” Daylen shoved out of her chair. “You have got to be freaking kidding me! The powers-to-be not only picked my career path, assigned me a… a body guard, and since that wasn’t controlling enough they decided to choose who I was going to fall in love with?” She threw up her hands in frustration. “Unbelievable!” She began stomping around the kitchen then whirled back to aim more questions at her aunt. “Do I get to have any choices in my life? Why don’t they just pick out my clothes? How about they pick out what I eat, what I drink, and what TV shows I watch that way I won’t have to burden myself with making any of those pesky, mundane decisions!” Daylen began pacing the kitchen again. “Perfect! I’m destined to go through life searching the world’s lost and found box with my lesbian lover slash private security guard. Boy was I off when I told my 3rd grade teacher I was going to grow up to be a baker.” 
 
   “Well,” Ruby smiled wide “all is not lost; you will be bumping donuts and doing some muffin munching...”
 
   Daylen spun on her aunt and threw her a dark stare.
 
   Ruby shrugged. “What? Too soon for lesbian jokes?” 
 
   “Um yeah, maybe you could give it another minute or two.” She paused for a second then asked, “And, oh my God, how do you know about bumping donuts or muffins…” She held up a hand. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” She ran a frustrated hand through her hair. “You know in all the years this Seeker thing has been going on, you would think someone could have taken the time to put together a little handbook, a quick reference; The Field Guide for Seekers or Seekers for Dummies. Heck, I’d take a tri-fold pamphlet, something, anything which would clue me into these little facts.”
 
   Ruby sighed. “Listen, I understand this is a lot to take in. It was for me too.”
 
   “You too? Excuse me! I don’t see any lesbo body guards running around this place-” Daylen stopped mid-rant with a sudden thought. She turned slowly back to her aunt. “There’s not a lesbian, but there is a big, black... Eddie! Eddie is your Guardian soul mate? I thought he was just…” Then Daylen had a second revelation. “Oh my God, you’re sleeping with Eddie? Christ, he’s half your age and, and so…” She expanded her hands out then up and down. “I mean he’s so, he’s… like three times your size,” she finally said.
 
   “Age and size doesn’t matter sweetheart.” Ruby tilted her head and lifted her eyes upwards then looked back at Daylen. “Okay, size does,” she stated with a devilish grin. “Well, I guess in your case it may not.” She lifted her hands. “It might be all about…” She wiggled her fingers at Daylen.
 
   “Seriously?” Daylen scolded, hands on her hips. 
 
   “Right, still too soon. Anyways, Eddie and I aren’t sleeping together.” 
 
   “What about the whole Guardian soul mate thing?”
 
   “Guardian comma soul mate. Kanyon is your chosen, fated Guardian, here to protect-” she stopped and corrected quickly, “assist you. And she just happens to be your soul mate. The soul mate thing doesn’t have anything to do with you being a Seeker. And who knows how soul mates come about… two reunited souls long separated by a lightning bolt of some angry Greek God; two people who get shot in the ass by Cupid; a secret department of Hallmark… who knows?” She shrugged a shoulder for emphasis.
 
   “So if it doesn’t have anything to do with the Seekers, how do you even know she’s my…?” She couldn’t make her mouth form the words yet. “You know...? Maybe you’re wrong?” She had been prepared to fight and ignore her feelings for Kanyon, but now? No, no this can’t be. “Tell me you’re wrong Aunt Ruby,” Daylen pleaded.
 
   “I’m not.” She reached out to grab Daylen’s arm. “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. I didn’t want you to find out this way. I wanted you to have the joy of figuring it out for yourself.”
 
   Daylen looked up into her aunt’s eyes and saw true sorrow there. She waved a flippant hand. “I think I already kind of knew, I just…” She shrugged and let out a heavy sigh. “Anyways, will you tell me how you… I mean, how you know for sure?” 
 
   It was out now, so if she could take away some of the pain or curiosity she would give her niece that at least. “When you two are together I can see the golden bond of Seeker and Guardian between you, which is normal. But there's also a red light connecting you which tells me you are soul mates. One doesn’t have anything do with the other, but together they make each of the lights brighter, stronger,” her voice changed and her last few words softened, becoming distant as she drifted off into her own thoughts, “more powerful.” Everything she had just said was true, but there was another reason she knew of their unique bond, one she wouldn’t reveal, couldn’t reveal, as she was still hoping the prophecy was wrong. 
 
   “Does this happen often with Seekers? Their Guardian and soul mate being one in the same?”
 
   Aunt Ruby dropped her gaze to the table. “It’s extremely rare,” she said with sorrow now evident in her voice.
 
   “How often?” Daylen asked, but her aunt didn’t answer immediately. “Aunt Ruby?” She walked to her aunt and laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “I only know of one other time.” Aunt Ruby laid her hand over Daylen’s.
 
   “You and Uncle Jack?” 
 
   Aunt Ruby shook her head slowly side to side. “No. Uncle Jack and I were soul mates, but he was not my Guardian.” She straightened her spine and took a deep breath, fortifying herself for the rest. “Well, not in the same sense as we're talking. But I did lose him because he was trying to protect me.” 
 
   Daylen had never known her Uncle Jack. Her aunt changed the subject every time she tried to bring him up. When she quizzed her mother, the only explanation she received was “There was an accident” but she never offered any more details. She only knew he was a good man and he and her aunt were very much in love. Daylen pictured the photo of Uncle Jack which sat on her aunt’s desk. He was a handsome man with a slim, athletic build and long dark eyelashes which outlined his golden brown eyes. 
 
   Daylen sat again, across from her aunt, laying her hands on her aunt’s. “How did he…” Ruby waved off Daylen’s question before she could finish it.
 
   “Not today,” Ruby murmured softly. “One day, I promise,” Ruby added, knowing her niece would want, and for her safety, would eventually need to know the prophecy and the full Seeker legacy. But for now she would continue to protect her niece, continue to prepare her and help her realize her full powers; their, Daylen and Kanyon’s, full powers until they were strong enough to fight the battle she hadn’t been able to win; the battle that cost her Jack. 
 
   They let silence stretch between them for a few minutes until Ruby spoke. “Alright then, that’s enough of that.” Ruby pulled her hands out from underneath Daylen’s, giving her niece a quick affectionate squeeze. “Okay, so we’re all squared away now. You know all about your lesbo guardian angel and Seekers are an equal opportunity employer.”
 
   “Another thing that could be added to the nonexistent handbook,” Daylen quipped as she gave her aunt a smile. For now, she’d allow her aunt to use humor as an escape from the uncomfortable, vulnerable, and emotional moment. Just the way her lesbo Guardian Angel always did in similar circumstances, Daylen thought. “Thanks for telling me,” she added in a more serious tone. Her aunt responded with a nod, tears glistening in her eyes as she stood to go. She had a million more questions obviously, but after seeing the pain in her aunt’s eyes at the memory of Jack, the questions could keep for another day. “Aunt Ruby?”
 
   “Yes?” Ruby answered, stopping and turning before she exited. 
 
   Daylen’s back was turned to her aunt so she lifted her hands above her head. “Check out Kanyon’s hands next time you see her.” She wiggled her fingers, mocking her aunt’s earlier movements. “Size and dexterity won’t be an issue.” Daylen smiled as her aunt chuckled and walked out of the kitchen. She let her arms drop when she heard her aunt’s shoes hit the stairs and sank lower in her chair. “What the hell?” she asked, attempting to make sense of the new information her aunt had just divulged. 
 
   Kanyon, her Guardian, her soul mate? She was overcome with excitement and resentment, fear and desire, want and disbelief, so she let her thoughts drift to her aunt’s pain instead, Uncle Jack. She had thought as much, his death had something to do with her aunt being a Seeker. No one confirmed or denied it because no one talked about it, but now she had another piece of the puzzle. Her aunt lost her soul mate because he was trying to protect her. She ran frustrated hands through her hair. Protecting… the exact job Kanyon was now apparently fated to do. She sighed heavily as her heart began to ache in her chest. Which only means if Kanyon is her soul mate and Guardian, then she's at a double risk of getting hurt or… No, she wouldn’t allow herself to think the worst case scenario. 
 
   Flashes of Kanyon the night before, getting struck and kicked because of her flew through her mind. “No,” Daylen stated out loud. “Fated or not, I won’t let Kanyon suffer any more pain because of me.” I will not let her suffer the same fate as my Uncle. Screw fate. But her heart reacted to the thought of a life without Kanyon. I just can’t risk it, can’t risk her. She thought, trying to ignore her heart’s thundering protest. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Kanyon attempted to go back to sleep after Daylen left, but found it impossible. She tossed, turned, unable to shut out the events of the last two days. Her mind drifted to the dream. Was it even a dream? It had felt so real, well minus the whole standing in clouds and talking to a mysterious cloaked woman about some air drawing of an eye symbol. And the whole story of being a Guardian and Daylen a Seeker? Despite how completely asinine it sounded, it felt real. At least the need to protect Daylen was very real. She had felt that from the moment she first saw her. And now this… this what? Spirit? Guide? Whatever she was, this woman was telling her to protect Daylen. Did she seriously believe a spirit was sent to reveal her destiny? Now she was really losing it. Had she just been twilighted into a screwed up remake of A Christmas Carol and she was playing Scrooge, haunted by the Spirit of the Future? If that were true, where was past and present? At a Union meeting? It was crazy. What’s next? Was she going to find herself kneeling next to Tom Cruise at the Scientology alter? Better yet, maybe her next gig would be in an infomercial with Dionne Warwick, promoting some 900 number where people can talk with the chatty departed. She grunted, flipped over, and planted her face in her pillow. 
 
   Spirit, ghost, guide, whatever she was, told Kanyon she, of all people, would be responsible for protecting someone… How could she do that when she could barely take care of herself these days? But this was about Daylen. She wouldn’t… couldn’t let anything happen to Daylen. Frustrated, she tried to shove the images to the back of her mind, only to have the mystery woman and her flaming symbols come back to the forefront. She didn’t want a spirit, especially some soft-spoken, overly polite, angel like, hooded lady. If she had to have one, she wanted a Whoopi Goldberg-like spirit; one with a sense of humor. Wanda Sykes? No, Chelsea Handler. Yeah, Chelsea Handler; a funny, drunk, angel with a sense of humor, not a proper speaking… before she could finish her rambling rant she found herself surrounded by clouds as she had the night before.
 
   “You wish for a sense of humor?” the hooded woman said as she walked through the fog toward Kanyon. “That is possible.” 
 
   Kanyon looked in the direction the woman indicated with her outstretched hand. A mirror appeared in the fog. Kanyon walked closer, attempting to make out the reflection it held. “Oh, very funny!” Kanyon yelled as she placed her hands defiantly on her hips, still assessing the image of herself in the mirror. 
 
   She was wearing blue eye shadow all the way up to her eyebrows, way too much red blush on her cheek bones, a teased out pigtail on the top right side of her head, and the absolute worst 1980’s inspired outfit. She took in the awful ensemble, complete with an oversized t-shirt which hung off one shoulder and read “Choose Life” in big neon green letters across the chest. Her lower half sported baggy MC Hammer pants in colors which looked like Miami Vice had thrown up all over them. The legs of her pants were tucked into neon pink scrunch socks and her feet were crammed into bright teal, ankle high Reebok tennis shoes. As she sucked in her breath to perform a very over-exaggerated sigh, she caught an overwhelming, nearly eye watering scent of… She turned from the mirror to the woman. “Seriously? Liz Claiborne?” 
 
   “I find great satisfaction in the most minute of details.” Kanyon watched as the signature, red triangle bottle of perfume vanished from the woman’s hand. 
 
   “Very funny.” Kanyon frantically waved at the air in front of her. “Did you have to use the whole bottle?” She waved her hand closer to her nose this time in an effort to clear some breathing space. “Geez.” Kanyon coughed as the woman stood smiling and obviously thoroughly enjoying herself. “Okay, so besides proving you have a torturous and warped sense of humor and a...” she coughed twice, “extremely tolerant gag reflex, is there another reason you're here?”
 
   “Of course.” The woman walked closer to Kanyon, but quickly took a step back when she hit the perfume mushroom cloud surrounding her victim. “Oh my, maybe a tad too much detail.”
 
   “You think?” Kanyon coughed out again.
 
   The woman waved a hand to dissipate the stench. The woman sniff tested the air, and, finding it tolerable, she continued forward. “I am just curious why you let Daylen say good-bye this morning? I thought once we cleared the little matter up about the cults, you might accept your role as Guardian and assist her?”
 
   “She made it pretty clear she doesn’t want my help.” She kicked at what would have been dirt, if they weren't standing in a cloud. “And I don’t blame her because I tend to make a mess of things.”
 
   “I am sorry. Did I need an invitation to this pity party or…?”
 
   Kanyon had heard the line before and rolled her eyes. “I take it back.”
 
   “Take what back?”
 
   Kanyon groaned. “I was just mouthing earlier. I don’t want Chelsea as a guide.”
 
   “Very well then.”
 
   “And it’s not a pity party. I just don’t…”
 
   The woman softened her voice. “Know how to handle the feelings you have for her?” 
 
   Kanyon’s head shot up in protest. “I don’t have any feelings... I mean, ugh… I don’t know what… and she wouldn’t…” She ran frustrated hands through her hair, well tried, they stuck in the mass of teased hair and hairspray. “Nice.” She glared at the woman. “Anyways, it doesn’t even matter; she never wants to see me again.” 
 
   “Kanyon, you wear your heart on your sleeve. Anyone can tell you have feelings for her, and that is a wonderful thing. It will serve your heart well to accept it.”
 
   Uncomfortable at the thoughts she was having, Kanyon tried to walk away. After two steps, she recognized her thighs were catching air and the low hanging crotch of her pants was rubbing between her knees. Remembering the ridiculous outfit, she was still sporting, she turned back to her tormenter. “Are we done with this getup?” 
 
   “As soon as you admit I have a sense of humor.”
 
   Kanyon cocked her head, faking annoyance. “Really?” The woman inspected her robe, flattening nonexistent wrinkles. “Fine. You have a sense of humor. You are the funniest, the funniest… What the heck are you anyways?” 
 
   The woman snapped her fingers and Kanyon was returned to her sleeping pants and tank top. “Well, I hope one day to be a friend, but for now I am a guide of sorts, along with my husband. We are sent to help Seekers and Guardians.” The woman turned and indicated to Kanyon to sit on the bench which appeared behind them.
 
   “Help them with what?” Kanyon moved to sit next to her.
 
   “We help them with a number of things.”
 
   “Like help them dress in embarrassing outfits?” 
 
   She snickered softly. “That is just an added benefit. But more often, we help them understand their calling, develop their powers, and guide them in times of need.”
 
   “So you’re here invading my dreams to help me…” 
 
   “Understand your calling as a Guardian.”
 
   “Right. I’m a Guardian. What if I don’t want to be a Guardian?”
 
   “You have free will. We do not force anyone to become a Guardian.” 
 
   “And if I use my free will and say no?”
 
   “We would find another person to take your place.” She paused for effect. “I am sure there will be several willing people who would want to be partnered with Daylen. Protect her, take care of her... Actually, now that I reconsider, there is a really nice man, large, strong, and most attractive. Oh yes, he would do well. It will not be a problem if you want to pass on-” She stood, posed as if she was going to snap her fingers and disappear.
 
   Kanyon reached out to grab her arm. “Whoa, hold up there, jackrabbit. Stop jumping into things. I didn’t say I didn’t want to; I was just asking what if… Geez.” 
 
   The woman laughed. “And you are unsure of your feelings for her?” 
 
   “Fine. Maybe there's a little something...”
 
   “Something, yes.” She didn’t want to explain the “something” for Kanyon as she believed the discovery of one’s soul mate should be a sacred moment between the two fated souls. However, she was not opposed to giving fate a little nudge. “So this something-” she began again, but as she spoke she could feel Kanyon’s walls go up. 
 
   “I haven’t figured out that something just yet. Anyways, why should I spill my guts to a hooded stranger?” Kanyon asked, crossing her arms in half-hearted defiance. 
 
   “I can fix the hooded part if you would like?” She took Kanyon’s raised eyebrow as a “Yes, please” so she slowly lowered her hood. 
 
   Kanyon went total cartoon, bugged-eyed and slack-jawed. “You have got to be shitting me! Dionne Warwick?”
 
   The woman laughed softly then a light shimmered over her face. “That was priceless.”
 
   Kanyon blinked away the residual light spots dancing across her eyes. As her vision cleared she took in the woman’s face. She was… breathtaking. She had light, flawless skin, long golden hair with loose ringlets which fell down her back, bright, liquid blue eyes; Daylen’s eyes with the added sparkle of Ruby’s, she thought. And she glowed. “You glow.”
 
   “Yes, that is the reason for the hood. I found that I tend to frighten people when I show up aglow and surrounded by clouds. People kept thinking they were deceased. I began to wear the hood after one particular visit where I was mistaken for the light and they tried to pass through me. That did not end well for either of us.”
 
   Kanyon laughed at that thought. “Understandable.” Kanyon replied, still taking in the woman’s appearance. “You are very angel-ly.”
 
   She smiled. “Thank you, but I am not an angel. I am a Seeker, like Daylen, but just a different...” 
 
   “Just a different pay grade?” Kanyon inserted. 
 
   She chuckled. “Yes, a different pay grade.” 
 
   “And your husband?” Kanyon held up a quick hand. “Wait. Let me guess. A Guardian.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If I’m a supposed Guardian, why isn’t he here recruiting players for his side?”
 
   “We are a team. And it just so happens I am better at recruiting and he is better at… training.”
 
   “So I will meet…” 
 
   “Marcus,” she supplied.
 
   “Marcus,” Kanyon repeated. “I will meet him eventually?”
 
   “Well, I guess that depends on you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Are you going to let Daylen walk out of your life?” 
 
   Kanyon dropped her head. “Point taken.”
 
   The woman stood in front of Kanyon, laid a hand on Kanyon’s head, and ran it softly down her hair. “You are the chosen one, Kanyon. Her one. But it is your choice.” 
 
   “What if I can’t… What if I...” 
 
   She felt the guilt and sense of failure pour from Kanyon and her heart ached for her. “We all make mistakes, my child.” She lifted Kanyon’s chin to look at her. “But the bigger mistake would be not forgiving yourself, to continue to punish yourself, and continue to think you do not deserve anything better.” 
 
   “But what if I can’t, like literally can’t? What if I screw things up? Or even worse, what if I fail? Guardian, I mean, I haven’t seen the job description, but it sounds serious. I screwed up a normal earth job. What if I screw up this…” she waved at clouds and the glowing woman, “whatever-this-is, job.”
 
   The woman smiled softly. “Whatever this is,” she made the same motion with her hand as Kanyon had then placed it over her heart, “can see into a Guardian’s heart, mind, and soul. You were chosen for a reason, Kanyon. It is up to you to choose to become the person you are fated to be.”
 
   “But I-” Kanyon stopped when the woman laid a finger across her lips.
 
   “Maybe start with opening your heart and figuring out that something you have for Daylen.” She gave a comforting squeeze to Kanyon’s shoulder then turned and began to walk away. “If you do, Daylen might just help you figure out the rest.”
 
   Kanyon watched as the woman walked away. “Hey…” 
 
   The woman turned back toward Kanyon. “Yes?”
 
   “You didn’t tell me your name.”
 
   “No, I guess I did not. It is Isadora.”
 
   Kanyon nodded. “Isadora? Wow, that’s kind of old school.”
 
   Isadora grinned. “You could say that.”
 
   “Can I call you Izzy?”
 
   “I would prefer Isadora.” 
 
   “Iz?”
 
   Isadora shook her head. “No.”
 
   “Geez, you’re no fun.” Isadora looked at Kanyon thoughtfully then smiled a wide, laughing smile. “Oh crap, what did you do?” Kanyon stood quickly and began to spin around trying to get a look at herself. 
 
   Isadora simply replied with a half shrug of her shoulder. 
 
   “Really?” She held out her arms, which were covered with bright yellow feathers. “Ahh, come on, a chicken suit?” She flapped her wings in irritation. “Subtle. Real freakin’ subtle.” Kanyon took another look at herself. 
 
   “I thought it fitting given the current situation.” Isadora chuckled. 
 
   “I look like a bad mascot for a fried chicken chain.” She flapped her wings again. “Okay, okay Isadora, I’m sorry. You're totally fun! You’re a blast…” She yelled at Isadora’s fading image. “I’m not a chicken!” 
 
   Isadora flipped up her hood. “Prove it,” she challenged then vanished. A second later, “Oh, I forgot to tell you…” Kanyon jumped at the voice now behind her. She spun just in time to see Isadora fade back in. “I got you a present.”
 
   “A present?” Kanyon narrowed her eyes, looking down to see if anything had been added to her chicken suit. Not seeing anything new, she looked back up to Isadora. “Where is it?”
 
   “I am having it delivered.” Isadora smiled then faded out again.
 
    
 
   Kanyon woke in her bed with someone yelling her name. “Kanyon! Kanyon, for God’s sake, are you still in bed? It’s the afternoon,” her mother informed her as she walked into her bedroom. 
 
   Kanyon groaned, then pulled her pillow over her head. 
 
   Her mother promptly walked over, yanked the pillow from her grip and struck her with it. “Geez, Mom.”
 
   “Well, get your lazy butt out of bed. I thought we talked about this.” Katherine gasped when she caught sight of her daughter’s bruised and cut face. “My God, Kanyon! What happened to you?” 
 
   Crap. “I’m fine, Mom.” She tried to slap at her mother’s hands which were running all over her face. “Mom, stop.”
 
   “You don’t look fine. My baby’s beautiful face.” 
 
   “Your baby’s face is fine.” Kanyon threw off the sheets, spun out of her mother’s grasp and the bed, and headed to the bathroom. 
 
   “Kanyon, why do you have yellow feathers in your bed? What the heck have you been doing? And why do you smell like the fragrance counter in a 1980’s department store?”
 
   “I had a one night stand with an aging stripper.” Kanyon yelled from the bathroom. “The cuts and bruises are from us falling off the stripper pole.”
 
   “Oh Kanyon, be serious.”
 
   “Fine. There were two strippers.”
 
   “Kanyon.”
 
   Kanyon came out of the bathroom. “It’s nothing. I’m fine. I just… fell.” 
 
   Katherine gave her well-practiced motherly I-know-you-are-lying stare. “We’re going shopping.”
 
   “But I don’t want to go shopping. I don’t need anything.”
 
   Katherine stood. “You have two options.” She held up a well-manicured index finger. “One, you can go shopping and we can have meaningless yet blissful conversations about clothes and accessories all day.” She lifted her middle finger adding it to the first. “Or two, we can stay here and you can explain to me how you really got those bruises and then we can spend the rest of the day trying to figure out how it's possible that I, being such a wonderful, sophisticated, and beautiful mother, birthed such a difficult, smart-mouthed child.” 
 
   “So.” Kanyon held up a mocking, not-so-well manicured index finger. “One, death by retail torture?” She added her middle finger. “Or two, death by verbal torture?” 
 
   Katherine twirled a feather in her fingers. “Your choice.” 
 
   Kanyon sighed heavily. “Fine, death by retail torture. Just let me take a shower.”
 
   “And use some of that concealer I bought you, on your face. We don’t want people thinking you are abused,” Katherine yelled after her.
 
   “That crap was for my face? I thought it was putty to fill nail holes?”
 
    
 
   They returned home after dark, loaded down with bags of face creams she’d never use, clothes she’d never wear, and girlie underwear which would never see the light of day or dark of night. All of which would join the other items in her “never going to happen” wardrobe in the back of her closet where she kept items from shopping trips with her mother.
 
   “See, that wasn’t too bad, was it?” Katherine asked as she pulled out a dress and held it up in front of Kanyon.
 
   “It ranked somewhere between a root canal and a pap smear.”
 
   “Whatever. Now tell me what happened to your face and why you were on the big TV at that fighting thing.”
 
   “Ah, I thought I didn’t have to explain anything if I went through the 7th ring of retail hell with you today.”
 
   “I lied,” Katherine replied flatly, holding out another outfit and squinting as she pictured Kanyon in it. “I think this one would look much better on me,” she said to herself as she added it to her pile.
 
   “You lied?” Kanyon faked shock. “But you're my mother. You’re supposed to be my moral compass, pointing me to true and ethical north; my positive role model teaching me right from wrong; an example of purity and high moral standards unto which I strive each day to mimic in my own life.”
 
   “Pleassse.” Katherine rolled her eyes. “And you're my daughter. You’re supposed to like shopping, go gaga over Kate Spade handbags, and have just one thing in your closet that’s pink. We’re both dealing with disappointment. Now make me a drink and tell me why your face looks like you’re dating a rapper.” 
 
   Kanyon brought her mother a drink and dropped down on the couch while still putting together the final details to a believable, but completely untrue, explanation for her cuts and bruises versus the completely unbelievable, yet true explanation. 
 
   “I almost forgot,” Katherine said, turning to grab her purse. “I found this God awful thing in my closet this morning,” she said as she dug through her purse. “It was the weirdest thing; I don’t know how it got there ‘cause I could've sworn I threw it away. Anyways,” she felt around the bottom of her bag, “I remember you throwing the biggest brat fit over it.” She pulled her hand out of her purse. “Here it is.” She dropped what she was clutching into Kanyon’s hand. “I thought you might want it, though God only knows why you would.”
 
   Kanyon stared down in disbelief. “It’s my… my Quick Draw McGraw watch.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   The next morning Kanyon walked into Dodge’s dojo with a new purpose. She knew there were classes every day, but she couldn’t remember exactly what time, so she figured she'd just workout until he was available. 
 
   Dodge was teaching a young group of men and women when Kanyon arrived, but it didn’t stop him from catching a glimpse of her battered and bruised face as she moved quietly down the open hall to the practice room, trying not to cause a distraction to his students. Her efforts were fruitless being she was a walking, talking distraction no matter what she did to avoid it. He reprimanded his students sharply at their loss of focus, but he too had nearly broken his own stern rules by walking off the floor, in mid-kata, at the sight of her injuries. He refrained however, but did shorten the lesson, letting one of his black belt students take the rest of the class through their cool down routine. 
 
   He found her beating the hide off one of the punching bags. “Glad that bag doesn’t have a pulse or we’d be disposing of a body and looking for a good defense attorney.” 
 
   Kanyon stopped her physical assault on the bag and turned to him. “So real quick, I should probably tell you-”
 
   “Why your mother thinks I run a sadistic house of torture? I believe that’s what she called it. But it’s hard to know for sure, the message kind of got lost between her cussing, hitting, and telling me a few hundred things I could do to myself; none of which I think are physically possible even with my flexibility.”
 
   “Okay good.” She took a half-hearted swing at the punching bag. “You’re up to date on that little issue. So now I want to-”
 
   He held up a hand. “Now you want to explain why my dojo and I were the focus of her little rant.” When she rolled her eyes heavenward, he knew she was going to lead this battle with a verbal evade technique. “Now,” he reiterated, cutting off the option. 
 
   She huffed loudly. “Fine. Okay, so maybe she kind of, ummm, left my house yesterday under the misunderstanding that I received these,” she waved a hand over the injuries on her face, “beauty marks during a vigorous training session,” she punched again at the bag and then mumbled, “in your little sadistic house of torture.”
 
   “I see. And how did she come to this unfortunate misunderstanding?”
 
   “Well, she might have read in to a comment I made.” She took another strike at the bag. 
 
   Dodge walked over to Kanyon, lifted her elbow, tweaked her wrist slightly, and then simulated a proper strike. “And what comment was that exactly?” 
 
   “I received these beauty marks from a vigorous training session at Dodge’s dojo,” Kanyon admitted. “But I, in no way said sadistic house of torture. That was totally her.” She struck the bag as Dodge demonstrated. 
 
   He nodded approval for her improved technique. “Well then, I have no idea how she jumped to such an illogical conclusion.”
 
   “I know, right? Between you and me, I kind of think the elevator isn’t hitting the top floor anymore. One card short of a full deck.” Kanyon made circles at her temples. “C to the razy, if you know what I’m saying.”
 
   Dodge moved behind the bag to hold it in place. “Do you want to tell me what really happened?” 
 
   “Not really.” Kanyon got into a fighting stance.
 
   “Do it anyway.” Dodge leaned his shoulder into the bag and braced his feet.
 
   Kanyon straightened out of her stance. “Why do you even ask then? Why don’t you just say “Tell me what happened,” if I really don’t have a choice in the matter.”
 
   “Tell me what happened,” Dodge said flatly. “And demonstrate ten perfect strikes.”
 
   She lowered her stance, delivered ten strikes to the bag as he showed her, and then stood again. “See? Much better. Clear communication, no disillusions that I have a real choice, like a true dictatorship or communist.” For effect she eyed him warily. “Are you a comm-” 
 
   “Kanyon.”
 
   “Fine.” Kanyon walked over to the wall of the workout room and sat on the floor next to her bottle of water and towel. She took a drink and wiped her face free of the sweat she’d already worked up. “Let’s start with, getting hit in the face really sucks, so we need to talk about my training.” She continued when Dodge didn’t respond. “I mean, I think you did a fair enough job.” 
 
   “Fair enough job?” he retorted, curious where this conversation was going. Dodge had grown use to Kanyon’s active avoidance, so he lowered himself to sit in front of her, knowing this would take a while.
 
   “But I feel like it might have been a little soft.”
 
   “Soft?” he repeated.
 
   “Okay, maybe not soft. I held my own. Well, actually, I kicked some serious ass in the end, but I really have never been hit before.” 
 
   “I feel like you may have skipped some essential details in this story. Why don’t you back up to sometime after you received inadequate training and move to the point where you kicked some serious ass.” 
 
   “Right. So Daylen’s got this whole family P.I. gig she’s doing now and I kind of got involved… accidently.” 
 
   “Accidently?” He scoffed. 
 
   “Annnyway, she got her car stolen by a hairy, sweaty chia pet with a gambling problem and I wanted to help her get it back so we found out where the guy was going to be and talked to him. All was going okay,” minus the small riot, “until we ran into a steroid-enhanced, debt collection gang with some serious anger issues. They just so happened to be after the same hairy chia pet, collecting on a bad bet. Anyways… we had an unfortunate encounter with them. They got a few licks in, hence the new facial enhancements.” She waved a hand over her face. “I mean they only got them in because one of them was holding Daylen by the throat and they wanted to play a really screwed up version of red light, green light with me.” 
 
   “Red light? Green light?”
 
   “Yeah, you know… Don’t move. Move. Don’t move.” She incorporated hand signals into her explanation. “If I moved, they choked Daylen. And, well…” She pointed to her face again. 
 
   Kanyon replayed the scene over in her mind like she had a hundred times the night before. Each time she still came up with the same conclusion; sure she'd kicked the guys’ asses in the end, but only because they had time restraints, released Daylen, and then left. She'd been completely helpless when Daylen was held captive. They could have killed Daylen while she could only stand there and watch. She shook the images and thoughts from her head. 
 
   Dodge watched as Kanyon drifted in and out of her own thoughts. He hadn’t quite followed Kanyon’s rushed story of a hairy chia pet with gambling issues and a debit collecting gang, but he did understand and clearly recognized the passion and frustration in Kanyon’s eyes. More so, he understood the need to fight and protect, only to be defeated by the feeling of helplessness. “So, why are you here?” 
 
   “A couple reasons: I was going to warn you about my mother, but obviously I’m too late. Sorry about that by the way.” Dodge gave her a slight bow of his head in forgiveness. “And I want to ask if we can train harder? Not just pretty, movie set pity-pat fighting. I want to know,” determination flared in her eyes, “if you will train me to be a real fighter, a true warrior?” A Guardian, she thought. 
 
   Dodge was intrigued by the new vigor he saw in his student’s eyes. For months now he had watched Kanyon just go through the motions of life, no real direction or purpose, but when she spoke of Daylen, there was inspiration. He thought maybe he understood the cause of this new drive and he was excited to see Kanyon want to work for something, anything, again. So if training her harder, in a more traditional manner, would get her back amongst the living, then he was more than willing to do so. He stood and stretched out a hand to Kanyon to help her up. 
 
   When they were eye to eye she asked, “So will you train me? Really train me?” 
 
   He tightened his gaze. “Two conditions.” 
 
   Kanyon sighed; she knew she wasn’t going to be able to convince him that easily. “What?”
 
   “No Mr. Miyagi references,” Kanyon opened her mouth, but Dodge cut her off, “from any of the movies.” He added, knowing he needed to add the extra clarification.
 
   “Fine.” She sighed elaborately. “What’s the second unreasonable and un-fun condition?”
 
   “You will do what I say, when I say it, without questions or complaints. If you question my methods or complain about the training, the training ceases.” He challenged her with a glare, wanting to test her conviction.
 
   Kanyon met his challenge with a respectful bow of her head. He grinned his approval, but wiped it from his lips before she raised her head.
 
   “Good.” He pointed to the punching bag. “Five hundred front, side, crescent, and back kicks, each leg. Then five hundred, jabs, hooks, and upper cuts, each hand. Then go home and I will see you back here at five a.m.”
 
   “Five a.m.?” Kanyon whined.
 
   “Problem with five a.m.?” Dodge quirked an eyebrow, daring her to test him already. 
 
   “No, just wondering why so late? You’re the boss. I’m not questioning or complaining.” 
 
   “Oh, well in that case, see you at four thirty.” Dodge grinned at her dropped jaw. 
 
   She closed her mouth and forced a smile. “Four thirty it is.”
 
   “Good, now get to kicking,” he instructed before leaving the room. 
 
   “Geez. Why couldn’t I have gotten a guy that just wanted me to paint a fence or wax a car?” she mumbled as she began to kick the bag.
 
    
 
   It had been a week, five days, and twelve hours since she crawled into the taxi outside Kanyon’s house. She looked at the digital clock and watched as the minutes changed from nineteen to twenty. And twenty minutes, she thought. Not that she was counting or anything. She was sitting at her desk trying to proof read a report she had written, but the words blurred together. She gave up and laid the report down. What would it hurt if she just called to check on Kanyon? Make sure she was doing okay and see if her injuries healed up; just an innocent check in and nothing more? She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. It didn’t have to lead to the whole Guardian soul mate thing; just a casual “I wanted to see if you were doing okay? I’m thinking about you. Thinking about you standing in front of me, thinking about looking into your eyes, thinking about you holding me…” She trembled with desire. Okay, not a good idea. She put her phone back into her pocket.
 
   “You should call her,” her aunt suggested from the door way.
 
   Daylen dropped her forehead to the desk. “I can’t.” 
 
   Ruby moved to sit on the corner of Daylen’s desk. “Why? Did you suddenly become deaf, mute, or are your hands paralyzed? No, that can’t be it since you heard me, spoke to me, and by the little rude finger gesture you’re giving me right now, I know you still have the use of at least your middle finger.” 
 
   Daylen dropped the rude finger gesture back on the desk. “Aunt Ruby, you don’t understand. I just can’t.”
 
   “I understand you’re hurting right now. I understand this has to do with your feelings for Kanyon and I understand you have been moping around here for two weeks.”
 
   “One week, five days, twelve hours, and…” she raised her head to look at the clock, “twenty-one minutes.” She whimpered then dropped her head back down on her desk.
 
   “I understand you’re being a hardheaded dodo bird. I understand it’s a Friday night and you’re sitting here with your aunt instead of being with your-”
 
   “Stop.” Daylen lifted her head. “Don’t even say it.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “Because.”
 
   “Daylen, avoiding it doesn’t make it untrue. Kanyon is your Guardian and your soul mate. You need to let her into your life and begin accepting and enjoying your fate.” She added a little suggestive eyebrow wiggle.
 
   “Please don’t ever do that again.” Daylen gave her a hardened stare, but didn’t have the energy to sustain it. “Aunt Ruby, I can’t let her in my life. She was hurt when I let her into this world and not to mention the damage the media did. I refuse to let that happen again.” The flashes of Kanyon being struck to the ground and then kicked fueled her defenses again. “No one asked me about this whole Guardian thing. I didn’t ask for a Guardian, I don’t need a Guardian, and I won’t let Kanyon be my Guardian. I can handle this whole fated Seeker gig. I’m fine by myself.” 
 
   “Daylen,” Ruby said, reaching out to her niece.
 
   “No, Aunt Ruby.” She stood, avoiding her aunt’s touch and firmed in her convictions. “My decision is final. No Guardian, period. So just drop it, okay?”
 
   “Fine.” Ruby raised her hands in defeat. “No Guardian.”
 
   Daylen eyed her aunt suspiciously then glanced to see if her aunt’s fingers were crossed. They weren’t. “Good, okay then. I’ll see you Monday.”
 
    
 
   Still sore from her four thirty a.m. workout, Kanyon sat waiting in Ruby’s office rolling her neck from side to side trying to stretch out a kink from getting tossed around unmercifully by Dodge. The last two and a half weeks of training had been brutal. Her body was slowly adjusting and not complaining quite as much; or at least it was finally allowing her to walk somewhat upright as opposed to her initial hunched over stance after the first few days. 
 
   “I want a job,” Kanyon blurted out as soon as Ruby entered her office.
 
   Taken off guard, Ruby jumped a little, her coffee sloshing over the rim of her cup. “Well, good morning to you too, Kanyon. This is quite the early, before I've even had my coffee, surprise.” Ruby proceeded to her desk and sat down her mug while she grabbed a tissue to wipe the burning coffee off her hand.
 
   “Sorry. Good morning. I want a job,” Kanyon proclaimed, placing her hands on the edge of Ruby’s desk and leaning in to meet Ruby at eye level. 
 
   “You do, do you?” Ruby responded as she openly assessed Kanyon’s hands splayed on her desk. She smiled in approval. “She was right.” 
 
   Kanyon gave Ruby an inquisitive look, uncomfortable with Ruby’s sudden fascination. She pulled her hands back, giving them her own inspection. Her knuckles were a little raw from all the extra training with Dodge but otherwise they looked normal. Self-conscious, she crossed her arms, hiding her hands in her armpits. “Who was right?”
 
   “No one,” Ruby replied with a laugh to her voice. “Sorry. So you’re here at this ungodly hour because you want a job?”
 
   “Yes. You don’t have to pay me anything. I just want to work here for a little while.”
 
   Ruby played coy. “Well, I do need a new lawn guy. Do you know the difference between perennials and annuals? And do you have an aversion to fish poop? I need the water fountain cleaned and I was thinking about a rock garden-” 
 
   “Okay, Auntie Random, back to me. I was thinking of a little different job.” 
 
   “Pool girl, cabana boy? I’m in need of a cabana boy. I’m getting older and it would be nice for someone to bring me a warm towel when I get out of the bath. I do get cold when I get out and have to walk all the way across the bathroom to get myself a towel.” She slapped her hand down on the desk as if it was decided. “Okay it’s settled; you can be my cabana boy. I bathe every evening around nine. Towels are in the closet. Be here by eight forty-five, that will give you time to set my special soaps and night creams out and get my towel warming.” Ruby smiled a wicked grin, thoroughly enjoying her act as a crazy old lady and making Kanyon suffer. As she prolonged their conversation for her own amusement, she watched the train of emotions; humility, need, confusion, frustration, a little horror, and then finally… recognition. 
 
   Cluing into Ruby’s games, Kanyon was not amused. “Very funny.”
 
   “What? Cabana boy isn’t the job you’re looking for?” 
 
   “Ahhh, no. And as delightful as that job offer sounds, I was hoping for more field work, less night creams, and something that definitely had less potential for nudity.” She thought of Daylen, okay she was way flexible on the potential for less nudity requirement. “I was kind of hoping to, you know...” Nervous again, she ran her hands through her hair.
 
   “Work as my personal pastry chef? Lingerie consultant?” Ruby couldn’t help but goad Kanyon, forcing her to admit what she desired.
 
   “No. Geez. I want to work with Daylen, help her with some cases or whatever, just for a little bit. Just until I find another TV role or something.” 
 
   “I see. And what does Daylen have to say about this?” she asked even though she already knew Daylen’s opinion on the subject was very clear.
 
   Kanyon hesitated. “Well, I can’t say we’ve really talked specifics. I might’ve mentioned it a while back, just in a vague general sense, and she didn’t say. Well, not exactly. I was kind of hoping she’ll warm up to the idea. Eventually.”
 
   “I see. So let me get this straight, you want to work with Daylen and she doesn’t want you to,” she held up a hand as she saw Kanyon open her mouth to protest, “exactly. So you came to me to convince her? Or override her?” 
 
   “Either one of those options would work for me,” Kanyon mumbled. 
 
   “Why?” Ruby asked with all playful harassment aside now. 
 
   Kanyon thought for a minute. Probably not a good idea to tell a potential employer you keep having these reoccurring dreams where a rather pushy and persistent spirit-like woman keeps telling you that you need to protect Daylen, and then when you’re awake the feelings are overwhelming, and plus you have a small sneaking suspicion that you might be in love with potential employer’s niece. “I have some making up to do,” Kanyon finally responded. 
 
   Ruby smiled as she watched Kanyon’s aura change with the emotions rushing through her. Now she was looking at golden and red lights pulsing with power. She's started to accept the callings of the Guardian and is discovering her feelings for Daylen, Ruby thought with excitement. She’d have to thank their mutual friend later.
 
   “Okay,” Ruby said simply.
 
   “Okay?” Kanyon questioned. She’d been prepared to barter, argue, and even beg if it needed to come to that. 
 
   “Yep. Welcome to the family.” Ruby stood and walked around her desk to hug Kanyon.
 
   “Sweet. Hmmm, so just one question?” Kanyon asked while in Ruby’s embrace. “Is the Bentley a company car for employees to drive or…?” 
 
   Ruby released Kanyon, holding her at arm’s length. “Don’t push it.” 
 
   “Alright, great. Well, thanks. And since I can’t get the earlier images out of my head, I’m going out right now to buy you one of those nice towel warmer rack things from Bed, Bath, and Beyond as a thank you gift.” 
 
   Their smiles dropped as they heard footsteps coming in their direction and they both turned toward the door.
 
   Daylen entered the office, head down, looking at something in a folder she was carrying. “Aunt Ru-” Her words died off when she looked up. “Kanyon?” Daylen’s heart did an involuntary leap. “What,” she looked at Kanyon, then at her aunt, then back at Kanyon, “are you doing here?” 
 
   “You’re first assignment is to break the news to Daylen without me having to call in a worker’s comp claim on either of you.” Ruby slapped Kanyon on the back, pushing her forward as she retreated to safety behind her desk.
 
   “What is going on here?” Daylen asked again, this time focusing on her aunt. “Did you call her?” 
 
   “Nope,” Ruby replied simply.
 
   Daylen spun to glare at Kanyon. “Then why are you here?”
 
   At Daylen’s glare, Kanyon second guessed the intelligence of her backdoor way into working with Daylen plan. “I’m our auntie’s new cabana boy?” 
 
   Daylen was not amused. 
 
   Kanyon turned to Ruby for some assistance, but only got a “she’s all yours” gesture. She turned back to Daylen. “Good news, Cagney, you’ve got a new partner.” Kanyon proclaimed with exaggerated enthusiasm.  
 
   Daylen rapidly shifted her glare back and forth between the two women as her mouth gaped wider. “Aunt Ruby what…” she pointed at Kanyon, “did you do?” 
 
   “I hired Kanyon to help around here. I’m getting older and can’t go out into the field as much and you can’t handle things all by yourself. So, I hired you a partner,” Ruby said, emphasizing the words hired and partner, knowing she had just found a way around their earlier agreement of I didn’t ask for a Guardian, I don’t need a Guardian, and I won’t let Kanyon be my Guardian. 
 
   “Don’t you think you could've talked to me first? I think we’ve had this conversation before, I don’t want a… partner. Remember? I thought we agreed.” 
 
   Ruby pretended to think, rolling her eyes and tapping a finger to her chin. “You know, I remember talking about something, but I don’t ever remember the word partner coming up in that conversation. And for the record, you agreed. I didn’t.”
 
   Daylen looked at Kanyon who was taking in the conversation between them with a confused look on her face. She looked back at Ruby. “We still should’ve talked about this first.”
 
   “I could’ve, but I’m still the boss and I just didn’t feel like it,” Ruby said with a smug smile. 
 
   Daylen threw up her hands in frustration. “Oh well, if you just didn’t feel like it. All is good then!” She plastered a smile on her face. “I’ll just go order a name plate for her desk.” She spun on a heel and left. God, her aunt was the most stubborn person she knew. And Kanyon, damn it. She slammed the door to her office and leaned up against it. Kanyon. Uggghhh… she hated that the simple sight of her sent her heart reeling. She thought she had built a thick enough wall around her heart these last couple of weeks, but obviously not, since the wall crumbled the moment she saw her again. She took a deep breath, what now? She knew there was no sense in arguing with her aunt, she’d just have to find a way out of the situation. Until then she’d have to find a way to protect Kanyon. 
 
   Kanyon watched Daylen leave and looked back at Ruby for direction. “Now what?” she asked Ruby. 
 
   “Now what? Well, I’m going to go clean out the bomb shelter and stock up on emergency rations. I’m thinking I might have to seek cover for a while.” 
 
   “So I gather you guys have talked about her having a partner before and she wasn’t too thrilled about the idea?”
 
   They both flinched as they heard a door slam down the hall. 
 
   “Yep, can’t say she was too fond of the idea,” Ruby stated.
 
   “Maybe I should let her cool off. Do you need help in the shelter? I have a Costco membership. I can get a year’s supply of beanie weenies, pickles, and-” 
 
   She crinkled her nose in disgust. “Ahh, no thanks. And just FYI, you are never allowed in my bomb shelter.” 
 
   “Fine. So what should I do?”
 
   “She’s your partner, get to partnering.” Ruby nodded toward the door.
 
   Kanyon sighed heavily and flinched again as she heard something loud get knocked to the floor. “How about potato chips? I can buy us a big bag of potato chips or one of those boxes with all the variety bags?”
 
   “Go!” Ruby pointed.
 
   “Right.” Kanyon inched hesitantly toward the door.
 
   “Kanyon.” 
 
   Kanyon stopped and turned back to Ruby. 
 
   “It’s your job to protect her. Just like she’s advised you.” 
 
   Stunned, how in the world did Ruby know about Isadora? “How did you… How do you know-” Kanyon began to ask, but Ruby cut her off. 
 
   “Go,” Ruby instructed, dismissing Kanyon with a wave of her hand. Kanyon just stared at the woman perplexed. She opened her mouth to ask again, but Ruby spun her chair around, turning her back, and waving a hand dismissively. “Now! Or I will demote you back down to cabana boy.” 
 
   Kanyon headed off in search of Daylen. For the second time now she thought there was definitely more to Ruby and her little detective agency. 
 
   Ruby smiled as Kanyon left. This is going to be so entertaining. She figured she should, at some point, have her own conversation with Kanyon about the whole Seeker and Guardian thing or on the other hand, maybe it would be better coming from Daylen. That is, if her hard-headed niece would ever accept reality and stop fighting it. She understood Daylen was only trying to protect Kanyon. But by protecting Kanyon and denying their relationship, as both Seeker and Guardian, and soul mates, she was denying herself the good things, the blessings, and the happiness which can come from such a bond. She thought of Jack, though their life together had been cut short and her heart still ached for him, she treasured their time together above anything else.
 
   She thought of the vision she had the first time she saw Kanyon and Daylen on screen together and then again the first time they had stood together in her office. The gold and red connecting lights were brighter than she had ever experienced. Yes, she thought, Daylen deserves such a powerful love and from what very little she could see of Kanyon’s guarded heart, she too needs and deserves what their connection had to offer. Maybe she shouldn’t have or wasn’t supposed to have said anything about the whole soul mate thing, but so what if she’d given them and fate a little forced kick in the ass? 
 
    
 
   Kanyon cautiously opened the door to Daylen’s office. Daylen was at her desk busying herself, which Kanyon presumed was better than slamming or throwing things. She took it as a good sign and entered. “Okay, so I know you’re mad, but please hear me out,” Kanyon said though Daylen didn’t acknowledge her. “Daylen, please. I didn’t mean to go around you… Okay, that’s a lie. I did. I knew you wouldn’t give me a chance so… Will you please look at me?” When Daylen made no moves to comply with her request, Kanyon moved around the desk and sat a hip on the corner next to her. “Daylen?” Kanyon placed a finger under Daylen’s chin to softly coax her head up. Daylen laid her pen down and allowed Kanyon to lift her head until their eyes met. 
 
   Kanyon took in Daylen’s raised eyebrows and the sneer on her face that loosely translated to “I’m furious, but go ahead with your lame explanation.” 
 
   “I want to help. I’ve screwed up a lot lately, but when I was helping you before it felt like I was making up for things in some weird way. So I thought maybe I could keep helping you out for a little while.” Nervous now, she dropped her hand and eyes, letting them rest more comfortably on the desk. “Daylen, after the show and the mess I made of that, then Lexi and Vance and that whole ordeal, I’ve felt numb and lost. But with you I felt alive for the first time in a long time.” If she was going to have a chance to win Daylen over, she knew she was going to have to put it all out on the line, minus the little part about Isadora told me to. “I liked working with you again. I didn’t realize how much I missed that and… even more how much I missed you. I took it for granted before, never letting you get close to me. I don’t do close well, but seeing you again and helping you, it felt different. Different in a right kind of way.” She was starting to get flustered and her words weren’t coming out like she wanted. She stared up, her vision fluttering around the room. “Being with you just feels right.” She took in a deep steadying breath and let it out in a rush. “I think well, I just think this, me, here with you, is where I’m supposed to be right now.” She chanced a look back at Daylen. Although the admission was making her feel uncomfortable, stupid, and vulnerable she continued. “I really want to be here. I want to be with you...” Okay, a little too real. “Uhhh… work with you. I want to work with you,” she clarified quickly. 
 
   Daylen sighed as her heart flipped in her chest. God she was in trouble, she thought as she looked in Kanyon’s eyes and saw the need, hope, and uncertainty reflected there. So much trouble. She left Kanyon’s eyes to take in the rest of her face. And although the wounds and bruises were gone, a fresh fear and ache shot through her as her eyes found a faint shadow of a scar over her eyebrow. The reward she received for protecting her. Her Guardian, her soul mate, her thoughts whispered. She sighed again and dropped her head in resignation. Damn you fate. I’m still going to figure out a way around this. I love her and I won’t let her get hurt because of me. 
 
   Daylen lifted her eyes up to meet Kanyon’s. “Fine, but on one condition.” 
 
   “What? I bring you coffee every morning? Done!” 
 
   “I won’t have you taking stupid risks and getting hurt to protect me. I can take care of myself. You don’t have to protect me,” Daylen stated.
 
   “I know I don’t have to.” I need to, Kanyon finished to herself.
 
   “Fine. Get your coat, we have a ring to find. Oh, and I like my coffee black.” Daylen said, standing and grabbing the files off her desk. 
 
   “A ring?” Kanyon asked with exaggerated disappointment in her voice. “I was hoping our first case together could be a little more exciting than finding some old lady’s misplaced ring.” 
 
   “Are you complaining already?” Daylen questioned, faking annoyance. 
 
   “Nope. A lost ring. Yippee!” she cheered as she hopped off Daylen’s desk. “Our first official case; The Mystery of the Lost Ring, bahaaahaha.” At Daylen’s eye roll, she smiled. “So Velma, where do we park the Mystery Machine?”
 
   Daylen couldn’t help but laugh. “Velma? Really?”
 
   Kanyon shrugged. “I was going for the smart one.”
 
   “Oh, well in that case, Shaggy, let’s go.” 
 
   “Shaggy?” Kanyon protested. 
 
   “I was going for the one that always got in trouble.”
 
   “I don’t always get in trouble,” she argued, following Daylen out of the room. “I’m so Fred.” 
 
   “Fine. Fred, I’m guessing that means you want to drive?” 
 
   “Duh,” she replied as she took the keys Daylen was dangling from her fingers. 
 
   Out on the highway, Kanyon finally asked, “So what’s the deal? Are we looking for a lost ring in the front yard of some old lady’s house? ‘Cause just FYI, I drive, but I don’t wield metal detectors. I have a reputation to uphold.” 
 
   “I’m very aware of your reputation and I don’t think being seen with a metal detector will hurt it much.” 
 
   It was true of course, but Kanyon shot Daylen a look anyway. Daylen laughed. 
 
   “Don’t worry, there aren’t any metal detectors needed on this gig. We’re going to stop and see someone on our way, to help with the whole protecting-your-reputation thing.”
 
   Daylen gave Kanyon directions to a run-down apartment building. “And we are here, why?” Kanyon looked up to take in the free swinging fire escape, which was banging against the side of the brick building. “To visit L.A.’s number one ranked death trap?”
 
   “My friend is one of those starving artist types,” Daylen offered as an explanation. 
 
   They made their way up to apartment 319 and Daylen knocked on the door. A few seconds later a woman, make that a girl, answered. She had blue spiked hair, a tattoo of what looked like the plant-alien thing from Little Shop of Horrors snaking up her neck, and by Kanyon’s quick count, five visual piercings. The girl completed the look with scuffed hiking boots, a t-shirt with an old-school pic of Cujo and the slogan “Back off, I have Rabies”, a plaid skirt, ripped leggings, and a snarl, or one of her lip rings was snagged, Kanyon couldn’t quite tell.
 
   “Oh goodie, it’s Rainbow Brite,” the girl said before she turned and walked away from them. 
 
   Kanyon’s laugh got extinguished by Daylen swatting an arm across her stomach. “Don’t encourage her; we just got her house broken.” Kanyon followed Daylen into the small apartment. The girl sat down at a work bench, which was built in the middle of what Kanyon thought would normally be a living room. But instead of typical living room décor, the room looked like the main display hall of the Freaky Creatures, Aliens and Monsters, Mask, and Wax Museum. 
 
   As if she had already forgotten or didn’t care she had company, the girl picked up a sculpting knife from next to a large Medusa-like head and began to make small cuts in the sculpture resembling small intricate scales. 
 
   “What are you working on? It’s creepy and morbid, yet… really amazing.” Daylen laid her hands on the girl’s shoulders as she leaned in to take a closer look.
 
   “It’s a mask for a job for this new Syfy show,” she answered as she flung her elbow back at Daylen. “Dang. Back it up, Nosey Spice, there’s perfectly good air over there to breathe.” She flicked her hand toward the other side of the room. 
 
   “Love you too.” Daylen kissed the top of her head and then mussed the girl’s hair before moving back. 
 
   The girl used the crook of her arm to wipe Daylen’s kiss from the top of her head. “Ugh, I thought we talked about my stance on public displays of affection?” 
 
   “We’re not in public, we’re in private and Kanyon doesn’t care.” 
 
   Ahh, Kanyon might care a little, Kanyon thought now extremely curious as to the nature of the two’s relationship. Obviously they were close despite the girl’s actions and words to the contrary.
 
   “Kanyon, this little ray of sunshine is Blue,” Daylen introduced, “my very talented and very mouthy, goddaughter. Blue, this is Kanyon McKane.” 
 
   “I know who she is,” Blue replied, an unimpressed air to her voice as she continued to work on her creation. “Nice watch.” 
 
   Kanyon looked down at her Quick Draw McGraw watch and smiled. “Thanks. You have quite the impressive house of horrors theme going on here.” Kanyon took another look around at the horror décor. 
 
   “Yeah,” was all Kanyon got in response. 
 
   “So, Blue, we need your help,” Daylen started.
 
   “You don’t need me. I’m pretty sure there’s an 800 help line for the overly lame and annoying,” Blue responded.
 
   “I could do that or I could call the queen of the overly lame and annoying…” Blue froze at Daylen’s words. Daylen, knowing she had Blue’s full attention, added for pleasure and effect, “And during that call I would probably start to blab about coming over to check on you and you had no food in the refrigerator, you were up to your knees in dirty laundry, and I saw a hippie-looking guy coming out of your apartment really early in the morning.”
 
   Blue slowly laid down her scalpel and turned on her stool. “How can I help you Daylen?” she asked with a forced smile plastered on her face.
 
   “Much better!” Daylen smiled back. “Kanyon’s going to be helping me out for a little bit,” she eyed Kanyon as she emphasized the words a little bit, “and I can’t…” have the media see her and ruin her life, “have her causing small fan riots while we’re on the job. So I need you to give her a makeover.” 
 
   “Whoooaaa, wait. I’m not letting little Miss Freak Show, no offense-” She shot a quick look at Blue.
 
   Blue shrugged. “None taken.” 
 
   “…turn me into,” Kanyon circled her finger around the room, “some circus sideshow thing.”
 
   “She’s capable of more than just monsters.” 
 
   “Yeah, I do zombies. She’d make an excellent-”
 
   Daylen broke back in. “Zip it, Blue, or I’ll add “there was a marijuana smell” to my story.” She turned to Kanyon. “Blue just has an extra special gift for the creepy, but she can do simple too.” Daylen walked Kanyon toward Blue. “Can’t you, Blue?”
 
   “Sure.” Blue stood up and patted the stool she just vacated. “I can do simple. Simple hooker, simple hunchback, simple alien who escaped from Area 51.”
 
   “And I’m out.” Kanyon spun toward the door.
 
   Daylen caught Kanyon’s arm. “If you’re going to do this, this is my condition. I can’t have you…” She diverted her eyes.
 
   Kanyon caught Daylen’s pained look. “Have me causing small fan riots,” she finished the lie for her.
 
   “Right,” Daylen agreed with little conviction. 
 
   Kanyon walked to the stool and flopped down. “All right, Blue. Have at it.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Kanyon crawled in the car and checked herself out in the visor mirror. “I look ridiculous.” She poked at the mole on her cheek, the thick rimmed cat glasses, and her streaked grey hair spun up in a bun. “I look like a creepy librarian from the sixties who murders people and grinds up the bodies to make kibbles and bits for her fifty cats.”
 
   “You don’t look like a creepy librarian, it’s not that bad. Plus, you’re lucky you got out of there without a hunchback or two heads.” 
 
   “No, yoooou are lucky I got out of there without a hunchback or two heads,” Kanyon countered, flipping up the visor. She turned to face Daylen before starting the engine. “Daylen, I know what you’re trying to do with this disguise. You’re trying to protect me from the media, but I don’t need protection. They’ll write what they are going to write and if they don’t write about this, then they’ll write I broke out of rehab ‘cause I had a craving for green Tic Tacs or something. It doesn’t matter what I do really, they’ll write what sells and I don’t care. I don’t need protection from it.” 
 
   “I care. And if we’re going to argue about not needing protection, then let’s talk about what you’re really doing here and why you insist on working with me?” 
 
   Kanyon broke eye contact, turning her focus on the steering wheel. “That’s different.” 
 
   “Different? And how is it different exactly?”
 
   Kanyon started to argue and opened her mouth to do so, but shut it again when no reasonable or unreasonable retorts came to mind. She let out a slow exasperated breath. “Fine. Whatever.” She started the car. “I’ll wear the disguise for now. Tell me about this ring.”  
 
   Daylen proceeded to tell Kanyon about the 16th century ring rumored to have been first worn by Marguerite of Valois, the first wife of Henry IV. The ring had been in route to the City Museum where it was going to be on loan for a month for an exhibit, but the drivers hired to transport the ring were hijacked and later found tied up in an abandoned warehouse, mostly unharmed, but short one very expensive piece of jewelry. 
 
   “Why aren’t the police looking into it?”
 
   “They are, but we were asked by the O’Connellys, the owners, to look into the matter as well.” 
 
   “Why? Don’t they think the police can do their job?”
 
   Daylen pondered how much she should divulge to Kanyon. She figured she’d stop somewhere just before, my aunt had a vision of women dying if we don’t return it. “That’s not it; it’s just that the ring is special. It’s rumored to be cursed and the owners called us because we kind of specialize in cases with unusual circumstances.” 
 
   Kanyon raised an eyebrow. “Cursed?” 
 
   At Kanyon’s obvious skepticism, a plan developed in Daylen’s mind. Maybe if Kanyon thought her job was crazy, she wouldn’t want anything to do with it and she would distance herself. Her heart ached at the thought. She quickly reminded her heart that at least Kanyon would be safe and that was the important thing. She took a deep breath, exhaled, and started to lay on the crazy. 
 
   “Yep, cursed. They say the ring has special powers; it’s made of a ruby, the color of love and blood. Story has it that Henry IV, notoriously unfaithful himself, couldn’t stand for his wife or mistresses to be of the same loose moral character so he had this ring made by a dark wizard. The dark wizard placed a curse on the ring. Legend goes on to say when the ring is placed on the finger of a woman by her lover, husband, promised, or whatever; if she has ever been unfaithful, or while wearing it if she becomes unfaithful, then she would die an immediate bloody and painful death.” Daylen paused to gauge Kanyon’s reaction, but Kanyon was unfazed. “I'd understand if you think all this is crazy and you want to take me back. I can look into this myself.” 
 
   “Nope. I’m good. So where now? Off to find this mood ring with an attitude problem?” Kanyon responded, as unaffected as if Daylen had just said “I like chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
   Damn. “Ah, I thought we could start by talking to the two guys who were hijacked.”
 
   “Sounds good. Tell me where to go,” Kanyon said as she pulled out of the parking space.
 
   Daylen directed Kanyon to Remington’s Armor Car Service. Kanyon examined the double row of ten-foot fencing topped with razor wire. “Dang. I hope you have an appointment, because I’m not wearing the right clothes to scale that puppy.” 
 
   Daylen gave Kanyon an up and down. “You’re wearing jeans, a shirt, and boots.” 
 
   “Yeah, but these are my favorite jeans, shirt, and boots.” 
 
   Daylen rolled her eyes, as they pulled up to the guard at the booth. Verifying Daylen’s appointment and ID they were let through the security gates, met by another security guard, then escorted to the front entrance where they were met by yet another armed guard who escorted them inside, after they were patted down for weapons.
 
   “If you could step over here, I need to see your credentials and for you to sign in on the log.” The guard pointed to a clipboard on his desk. 
 
   “Sure.” Daylen reached into her bag, grabbed a wallet, and flipped it open showing a badge and a photo ID. “She’s with me. She’s my… intern.” 
 
   “Okay,” the guard replied, eyeing Kanyon suspiciously. 
 
   Kanyon could read the “she’s damn old for an intern” thought on his face. “Yeah, intern,” she smacked as if she was chewing on a wad of Juicy Fruit. “I’m just getting to my education. I had to raise my three kids after my no good husband left us for the late night act from Harry’s Hootie Hut.” She smacked her nonexistent gum again. “He went missing after that. Police still haven’t found him. You know, you kind of look like my husband.” She squinted her eyes to slits, pretending to inspect him suspiciously. 
 
   The guard’s bravado quaked under Kanyon’s stare. “Mr. Remington is expecting you. He’s the last door at the end of the hall.” He pointed down a hall off to their right. 
 
   “Husband? Hootie Hut?” Daylen whispered, shaking her head as they moved toward Mr. Remington’s office. 
 
   “Just getting into character.” 
 
   Daylen stopped. “Wait.” She grabbed Kanyon’s arm, halting her as well. “What character?”
 
   “The semi-crazy muscle. You know, the kind that might kill you with a potato peeler, deep fry the slivers, and eat your skin chips for dinner with a nice merlot if you don’t answer our questions, kind of character.” 
 
   “First of all, you’re sick. Second, no. The character you’re after is silent librarian. More the, I’ll stare at you if you talk too loud, kind-of-muscle.” 
 
   Kanyon gasped dramatically and pointed an accusing finger at Daylen. “You lied! I knew I looked like a librarian!”
 
   Daylen smirked. “Ahhh, I actually said you didn’t look like a creepy librarian.”
 
   Kanyon smirked back as she unbuttoned another button of her shirt, revealing just enough cleavage to make Daylen’s heartbeat race.
 
   Daylen swallowed hard. “What are you doing?” 
 
   “New character: quiet, sexy, but still semi-crazy, librarian muscle,” she said, looking down at her own exposed chest, adjusting and straightening her shirt for maximum viewing. 
 
   “Right,” was all Daylen could muster, as the rest of her brain power was rechanneled to force her feet to turn and distance herself from the open v of Kanyon’s shirt. 
 
   “So when do I get one of those badges?” Kanyon asked, skipping once to catch up to Daylen.
 
   “Hummm, two maybe three days after never,” Daylen answered as she knocked on Mr. Remington’s door. 
 
   “Come in,” a deep voice responded.
 
   “Try to behave,” Daylen whispered to Kanyon as she opened the door. “Hello, Mr. Remington. Thanks for agreeing to see me.” 
 
   Kanyon rolled her eyes then followed Daylen into the office. They were met by a large man; spilling over the sides of the chair, kind of large, hope he doesn’t sit by me on the plane, kind of large, get ahead of him in the Chinese buffet line or you won’t get any egg rolls, kind of large. But once she got past his size, Kanyon also saw kind and worried eyes that told her somehow the guy didn’t have anything to do with the theft. But being Detective Kanyon, wait, Kanyon P.I.? Investigator McKane? McKane 007? Still needs some work, but whatever. This new investigative role probably required more evidence than first impressions and gut feelings, so she started a mental suspect list and added his name. 
 
   Daylen walked in and tried to meet the man’s eyes which she quickly noticed were not looking at her, but having their own little meet-n-greet with Kanyon’s chest. She couldn’t really blame him, but she didn’t have to like it. “Mr. Remington.” Daylen snapped her fingers then waved her hand in the line between his gaze and Kanyon’s chest.
 
   “Sorry. Yes?” Mr. Remington turned his reluctant eyes to Daylen and when their eyes met, Daylen was immediately assaulted by a sense of over-whelming lust which quickly faded to guilt, distress, and worry. The feelings nearly caused her knees to buckle. Her aunt had been teaching her to recognize and translate feelings so she knew what was happening, but when they practiced the feelings had never been so clear, so powerful. His feelings were nearly visible and for a second Daylen thought she had even seen colored lights radiating from the man. She blinked and gave her head a quick shake. She refocused and knew instantly he was not involved in the theft. 
 
   The sensations cleared and she tuned into him saying “…horrible, you know? Anyway, I really appreciate you coming by. I’m at a complete loss of how this could’ve happened. My client. I guess your client. Well, our client, the O’Connellys, are very important to us and I’ll take any help I can get to resolve this little matter. I’ve given a full statement to the police, a Lt. Boston,” he added anxiously. 
 
   Kanyon was concerned as she watched Daylen’s eyes go distant and saw her sway slightly. She was just about to reach out to her when Daylen blinked, shook her head as to clear it, and then spoke. 
 
   “I appreciate that, Mr. Remington, and I know Lt. Boston. I’ll be discussing this matter with her as well.” 
 
   Kanyon continued to watch Daylen closely as this wasn’t the first time she had seen this look come over her. 
 
   “Please, call me Tony and sit, sit,” Tony offered, indicating the two chairs in front of his desk. 
 
   They both took seats and Daylen began her questioning. “Can you walk me through the operations here, starting with how you got the job, who knew the route the ring was going to take to the museum, and give me a little background on the drivers assigned that day?”
 
   He nodded as he leaned his hefty back into the chair and it groaned in protest. “Okay, well. The O’Connellys have used my service several times over the years. They often loan things from their private collection to local museums or events. I’ve also transported items they’ve purchased, picking them up from the airport, galleries, wherever. As you can imagine, they are very important clients so they have my private number and contact me directly for their needs.” 
 
   “So the O’Connellys contacted you on…?” Daylen pulled a notebook out of her bag and began taking notes as he talked.
 
   “No. Ms. O’Connelly’s personal assistant, Lydia, called me on Thursday and requested the transport for Saturday morning. The item was to be picked up at their home and taken to the museum.”
 
   “Okay. So then what did you do?” 
 
   “Well, we have a system here we use. It’s kind of like a work order program. I entered the information into the system to schedule the pickup.”
 
   Daylen looked up now, curious. “So you put all the info into the system? Who exactly can access this information?” 
 
   “Not all the information. I enter just enough information for my dispatchers to see and schedule personnel. They can only see that we have a pickup, how many officers are needed, and what kind of equipment is required; like type of vehicle, number of vehicles, and any specialty security containers or devices that may be needed. Just enough info so they know what to arrange for that day. They can’t see where the pickup starts, what is being picked up, or where it’s going until the day of the transport. Then I release the addresses and a route, which I have personally pre-designed for them to take.”
 
   “Could anyone have breached the computer system?”
 
   “No. I have state of the art, pentagon level security systems. My firewalls are thicker and wider than the Great Wall of China.”
 
   Daylen continued to question Tony for another twenty minutes about his processes and possible breaches. Kanyon was a little in awe. She’d never seen Daylen in any other work environment than on the set, so she was impressed at Daylen’s logical mind and the way she worked through the possible vulnerabilities. 
 
   “Okay, so you had two officers assigned to the job, Rick Brakebill and Jeff Raines. I’m going to need to talk to them. Can you arrange that?” Daylen asked.
 
   “Sure. Jeff’s here today. He’s on desk duty ‘cause he was a little shaken up, hurt a little too, but nothing serious. I tried to give him a few days off, but he refused. He wanted to come in. I think he blames himself and just wants to be here to help. But Rick is off; he took me up on my offer of a few paid days out of the office. I mean, it was the least I could do considering what they went through.” 
 
   “Well, we’ll start with Jeff if you don’t mind and then if you can get me Rick’s address we’ll go by and chat with him at his home.”
 
   “Yeah, sure. We can do that. I’ll call Jeff in and then get you Rick’s info. But will you do me a favor?” Looking truly concerned, he continued in Daylen’s non-committing silence. “Will you keep me informed and let me know how Rick’s doing? I’ve called him a couple times, but I haven’t gotten an answer.” 
 
   Daylen and Kanyon gave each other a slow “that’s interesting” look before Daylen turned back to Tony. “Sure, I can do that.” 
 
   “Great, thank you. I’d really appreciate it. I’m worried about the boy. I’m sure it was an extremely traumatizing event for him.” Tony heaved his large frame from the chair which creaked in relief. “You can use my office. I’ll go and send Jeff in.” 
 
   Tony lumbered out of his office and Kanyon turned to Daylen. “He’s innocent.” 
 
   “Agreed,” Daylen replied as she jotted down a few more notes. 
 
   Kanyon stood and walked around the room looking at the photos lining the office walls. “I’m calling it now, it’s Rick. A little movie plot cliché, but we’ll either find him dead in his shabby apartment or he’s already blowing his new found wealth on strippers and/or man-tronics.” 
 
   “Man-tronics?” Daylen looked up, confused. 
 
   “Yeah, you know, man stuff; game stations, big flat screens, stereos…”
 
   “Ahh, rightttt.” Daylen nodded. “First lesson in Detective 101: Keep an open mind.”
 
   “Human Nature 101: People do stupid things for stupid reasons. Reason one being for women; reason two is for man-tronics.”
 
   Daylen couldn’t disagree being she was currently guilty of being stupid for reason number one. So she agreed with a nod of her head then went back to writing on her notepad.
 
   Daylen went through the same routine of prying Jeff’s eyes off Kanyon’s cleavage with a wave and a finger snap. Once she had his attention she asked him to sit and walk her through the day’s events. 
 
   Kanyon remained standing, leaning against the back wall as she gave Jeff the once over. He was good-looking in a tough, just fresh from the military kind of way. He had short, cropped hair, toned muscles, and he sat straight up in his chair without using the back rest. The kind of posture you only find in soldiers, fashion models, and her mother’s dream daughter. Kanyon hunched a little in subconscious rebellion. Jeff had bruising at the bridge of his nose and one eye was swollen, turning a dark shade of purple. Kanyon moved down to examine his hands and forearms that were resting on the desk in front of him. There were two distinctive bands of bruises and raw wounds encircling each of his wrists. Restrained, she thought. 
 
   Again, when Jeff met Daylen’s eyes she was assaulted by waves of emotion. Lust. Obviously, I’m going to have to veto Kanyon’s sexy librarian character next time. Then, contrary to the strength Jeff was trying to outwardly display, she felt the crushing sense of embarrassment, guilt, and frustration. She was again taken off guard by the strength and clarity of the emotions she was reading and again needed to blink and shake her head to clear out the feelings so she could think. 
 
   Although Kanyon was standing behind Daylen and looking at Jeff she watched Daylen go oddly motionless for a few seconds and then suddenly shake her head. Weird, she thought. 
 
   Daylen already knew Jeff was innocent, but she still wanted to question him about the events of the day. She started with easy questions to get him to hopefully relax and lower the feelings that kept surging at her senses. “So, Jeff, how long have you worked for Mr. Remington?”
 
   Jeff fidgeted in is seat. “Two years and seven months, ma’am.” 
 
   “You can call me Daylen.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I mean Daylen, ma’am.” 
 
   Another wave of guilt hit her and Daylen gave him a comforting smile. “Jeff, you understand no one is blaming you for this incident? I’m just here to find out what happened, hopefully figure out who did this, and return the stolen property to the O’Connellys.”
 
   “But it’s my fault.” His stiff back hunched a little and he dropped his eyes to the table. “I was the senior guy on the transport and the cargo didn’t make it to its destination.”
 
   Kanyon watched as Jeff’s shoulders dropped. He’s innocent, she thought. 
 
   “We’re going to figure this out, Jeff. Don’t worry. But right now I need you to help me, okay?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Jeff’s eyes lifted back up to meet Daylen’s and she didn’t need her newly amped up Seeker powers to see the shame flooding them.
 
   “You were the senior guy on the transport. So Rick hasn’t been on the job as long as you, I take it?”
 
   “No ma’am, Daylen, ma’am. He is pretty new, only been here a couple months.” 
 
   “Have you ever done any other jobs or transports with him?”
 
   “Yes. Mr. Remington assigned him to me a couple of times, kind of like a training officer I guess, and we’ve done a few VIP escorts and a few paper transports, you know, important documents. But no transports like this, no property or money transports.”
 
   “So you guys haven’t done any other transports for the O’Connellys?” 
 
   “I don’t think Rick has. I’ve done one other job for them; a painting from a gallery, but that was a while back.”
 
   “Okay. Will you walk me through the day’s events, starting from the very beginning?”
 
   Jeff described that he arrived to work on Saturday morning around eight, changed, and got ready for the transport which was supposed to leave at nine for a nine-thirty pickup. He stated he ran through the routine vehicle inspection, checking his assigned armored car’s mechanical integrity. He ensured it had not been tampered with and there was not any tracking devices or location devices attached, as Rick conducted the equipment check. At nine, dispatch released the pickup and delivery details. He and Rick left the station at that time. He was driving and Rick was riding shotgun. He arrived at the O’Connellys’ residence at exactly nine thirty. They were let through the gates and instructed to pull into the first bay of the garage. Once in the garage, they were met by a woman who provided them with a locked, silver briefcase. 
 
   “Was the woman Mrs. O’Connelly?” Daylen asked, interrupting Jeff’s retelling of events.
 
   “No, I don’t think so. I don’t know who she was, but she seemed more like an employee rather than the owner of the house. Also, I think Mrs. O’Connelly is older. This woman was in her late twenties.” 
 
   Daylen scribbled more notes on her notepad, flipping a page, and continuing on the back. “Okay, what happened then?”
 
   “I handed the case to Rick to secure in the trunk’s safe compartment while I completed the paperwork and signed the receipt for the property. We left the garage, went back out through the gate, and followed the route as instructed.” 
 
   “So how far from the O’Connellys’ did you get before you got intercepted?”
 
   “Five, six miles. I stopped at a red light and was waiting when all of a sudden we got rear-ended. The SUV came out of nowhere. I’d been watching the rearview mirror and my surroundings as trained. I looked up at the stop light and before I could do anything more we were being slammed into from behind. Protocol clearly states if the vehicle is still mobile we do not stop in those situations; we report it to dispatch who then contacts the police. But before I got my wits back about me from my head and nose being slammed into the airbag.” He gingerly rubbed at his injured nose. “Rick panicked I guess, because he hit the lock on his door and exited the vehicle. I yelled at him to get back in the car, but he was dazed or something because he didn’t stop. He got out and stumbled around in the street. I felt bad. I didn’t know how bad he was hurt, but protocol and procedures are: you don’t get out. So when I couldn’t get him back in the car, I crawled across the seat to secure the door.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I wasn’t fast enough. A guy armed with a semi-automatic rifle jumped in the passenger seat and told me to drive.” Jeff paused and Daylen could tell he was still fighting with the decisions he made that day. 
 
   Daylen gave Jeff time and waited for him to continue. 
 
   “I did what he said and we went to a warehouse on the east side. Once we parked I don’t know what happened. I think that’s when I got the butt of his gun to my face. It must’ve knocked me out ‘cause I woke up later handcuffed to the chair and Rick was cuffed next to me.” He paused again and Daylen waited. “Rick must’ve given them the combo to the trunk lock because they were already gone when I woke up. I fought to get loose, but couldn’t.” He rubbed at the wounds on his wrists. “The police found us shortly after that, I’m guessing by the GPS in our vehicle.”
 
   Daylen asked a couple more clarifying questions then thanked him for his time. When Jeff stood to leave Daylen tried to give him reassurance that he had done everything right and the theft wasn’t his fault. Though he gave her an appreciative half-smile, she knew it had little to no effect on him. In his mind, he had failed his mission. 
 
   They were escorted back out to their car after another brief conversation with Tony and receiving the information they had requested on Rick. 
 
   “He didn’t have anything to do with it,” Kanyon said as they got back in the car.
 
   “I’m inclined to agree, but we’ll keep him on the list of possibilities. Low possibility, but I don’t want to rule him out completely, just yet anyway.”
 
   “Detective 101?” 
 
   “Detective 101,” Daylen confirmed with a grin.
 
   “Go talk to Rick?”
 
   “Yep.” Daylen flipped open the copy of Rick’s employee file, scanned it for his home address, and then gave it to Kanyon. 
 
    
 
   They pulled up in front of Rick’s shabby little bungalow an hour later, having been stuck in an unfortunate traffic back up on the highway. “He should’ve spent his payoff money on a lawn mower,” Kanyon said while eyeing the knee high grass in the front yard. 
 
   “Open mind, remember. We don’t know he took a payoff yet.”
 
   Kanyon rolled her eyes.
 
   Daylen opened her door and crawled out, flinging her bag over her shoulder. “Come on and behave.” 
 
   Kanyon followed suit. “Why do you feel the need to say that every time we get ready to go in somewhere?”
 
   Daylen threw a Really, I need to explain that to you? look over her shoulder.
 
   “Whatever,” Kanyon mumbled as Daylen knocked on the door. 
 
   A few beats later a skinny guy wearing sweats, a dirty t-shirt, mussed hair, and holding a video game controller opened the front door. “Man that was fast,” he was saying until he focused in on his two guests. “Oh sorry, I thought you were the pizza guy.”
 
   “Rick?” Daylen asked.
 
   “Uh, yeah.” Cautious now, he asked, “Who are you?” 
 
   “Your boss, Tony, sent us. He wanted us to check on you and we need to talk to you about the incident Saturday.” She locked eyes with Rick and the wave of guilt, fear, and then smugness hit her. It was the latter that made her sway slightly onto her heels before she righted herself. 
 
   “You look familiar.” Rick eyed Daylen suspiciously then turned to her companion. 
 
   Daylen’s knees nearly buckled this time under the rush of lust that hit her. She swayed again. Thank God she made Kanyon rebutton her shirt or she would've been flat on her ass in the yard. She rubbed a quick circle at her temple, hoping it would give some temporary relief. She couldn’t imagine what the kid would've done if Kanyon was there as herself, not a middle-aged librarian. Course she had to admit, if Blue’s makeup was anywhere close to what the aged Kanyon would look like at fifty, she’d still be turning some serious heads. The wave of emotions hitting her evaporated suddenly, only to be replaced with the warm heat of Kanyon’s hand on the small of her back. She straightened, gave her head a quick shake, and fumbled quickly to redirect his, and quite frankly her attention away from Kanyon. “I’m Daylen. I’m looking into the theft of the O’Connellys’ property and she’s, ahh… my masseuse.” Daylen nearly grimaced at her own words. 
 
   “You brought a masseuse with you to talk to me about the hijacking?” Rick questioned.
 
   “Yes,” Kanyon picked up for her, “interviews make her tense, especially when the person is being difficult. She also brought her podiatrist; he’s waiting in the car just in case he has to dislodge a foot from someone’s ass.” 
 
   “Okayyy… come in, I guess,” Rick said as he retreated back into the house, leaving the door open so they could follow. 
 
   Daylen began to step into the doorway when Kanyon stopped her by grabbing her shoulder. 
 
   “You okay?” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. I just got lightheaded for a minute. I should probably eat something soon.”
 
   Kanyon eyed her disbelievingly. “Right.”
 
   “I’m fine now. Come on masseuse, I might need a back rub.” Daylen winked and headed into the house.
 
   “Definitely a much better gig than your podiatrist’s job,” Kanyon replied as they stepped into Rick’s bachelor pad. A quick scan of the room revealed dirty clothes, empty beer bottles, empty fast food containers, and a cigarette butt-filled plant container. She took a sniff of the air, not all cigarette butts she ascertained. Oh, and looky there, one brand new fifty inch, flat screen TV with some war simulated video game paused on it. 
 
   Rick plopped down on the couch and unfroze the game. “I’m on level twenty. I’ve never been this far before.” He began to furiously push buttons on the game controller, leaning and dodging as if the bombs and bullets on the TV were actually coming at him. 
 
   “Excuse me, Rick,” Daylen said softly, standing behind him.
 
   “Oh sorry,” he replied absently, never taking his eyes off the television. “You can have a seat anywhere. Just knock whatever onto the floor.”
 
   Kanyon circled the couch and took in the scrawny kid who was the exact opposite of his partner, Jeff, who was strong, prideful, and shaken up because of his perceived failure. He had also sported a split lip, broken nose, and red marks from restraints. Rick, on the other hand, was relaxed and seemingly untroubled for the most part. He was a little twitchy though. Course that was probably because he was jacked up on Red Bull, if the empty cans scattered all over the floor and coffee table were any indication. Kanyon examined him closer and again, unlike his partner, besides a small red mark on his cheek, Rick was injury free. 
 
   “Do you think you could stop playing for a minute and talk to us?” Daylen asked as her patience began to wane.
 
   “I can talk and play, go ahead. Damn, that was close. Come here you little mother fuc- That’s right. Got ya. Boo-yah, shithead,” Rick cheered, celebrating with a quick fist pump in the air before going back to beat the buttons on the controller.
 
   Kanyon looked at Daylen and gave her a please let me kill him look. Daylen nodded her approval, but mouthed “no blood, no bruises.” Kanyon gave her a quick fake pout with a jetted out bottom lip, then turned to Rick who was still cheering himself, cussing his virtual foe, and dodging cartoon missiles as if they were landing next to him on the couch. Kanyon walked over and stood between Rick and the TV. 
 
   “Hey, I can't see!” Rick protested as he leaned to see around Kanyon. 
 
   “Question, Rick. Can you play video games with two broken thumbs?”
 
   “What?” He gave her a quick glance then went back to the TV. “Come on, move.” 
 
   Kanyon took a half turn, spotting the game console on the coffee table behind her. She reached around, grabbed its electrical cord, and yanked it from the wall which was a good four feet away.
 
   “What the hell?” Rick shot up, standing nose to nose with her. “I was just about to beat the next level!” 
 
   She gave him a two finger push to the chest which had him dropping back down on the couch. “Aw man, I’m sorry, Ricky.” With a swipe of her arm she cleared a spot on the coffee table, knocking cans and trash to the floor. She sat, meeting Rick at eye level. “See Ricky, I don't care about your video game. What I do care about is you answering a few questions for Daylen. I suggest you start doing so or you’ll be dislodging,” she grabbed the game controller from his hand, “this from a very uncomfortable place.” 
 
   “Okay. Okay.” He scrunched his brows at her. “Geez. I thought you were a masseuse?” Rick mumbled, giving Kanyon his full disgruntled attention.
 
   “Oh, I promise I’ll lay hands on you if you don’t cooperate.”
 
   “Fine.” He dropped back into the couch cushions and crossed his arms across his chest. 
 
   “Good. You’re not as stupid as you look.” Kanyon stood and smiled at Daylen. “He’s all yours.”
 
   Daylen took Kanyon’s cleared spot on the coffee table in front of Rick. “Why don't you start by telling me about Saturday? Just walk me through the day.”
 
   He shot another look at Kanyon who raised an eyebrow at him. “Fine. I went to work like always, met up with my partner, Jeff, and got the assignment to go pick up a package. Jeff drove. Jeff always drives.” He gave a quick eye roll. “He’s like a control freak or something. Anyways, we got to the O’Connellys’ and Jeff got Lydia to sign the paperwork.”
 
   Daylen looked up from her note-taking to look at Rick then Kanyon, who had moved to stand behind Rick. Kanyon returned Daylens glance.
 
   Rick, who was staring longingly at the now black TV screen, didn’t catch anything and continued. “I took the pickup and secured it in the trunk. We left, drove a few miles down the road, and we got struck by a truck. I kind of wigged out, I guess, and opened the door. I know we aren’t supposed to and it’s against procedure and all, but I must’ve struck my head or something. I wasn’t with it, you know?” He looked at Daylen and their eyes met and she saw the lie and deceit creep from him like a dark shadow. 
 
   “Go on,” Daylen said as she tried to strengthen herself against the wave of darkness. Luckily he or the darkness wasn’t that strong, as she was able to stay it off by looking down at her notepad and pretending to take more notes.
 
   He gave relatively the same story as Jeff just with less pertinent points and way more “Poor me I’m an innocent victim” details. Daylen asked a few more questions, verifying his answers, then closed her notebook. “Okay, I think we have everything we need. I appreciate your time.” She stood and moved toward the door. Rick stood as well, turning to face her and Kanyon.
 
   “Good.” He held out his hand as he directed his attention to Kanyon. “Now can I have my controller back?”
 
   “What do you say?” Kanyon asked as she waved the controller teasingly just out of reach.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Please?” 
 
   Kanyon tossed it to him. “See ya around, Ricky.” She smiled, wondering how long it would take him to discover she had poured the remnants of a Red Bull drink in the battery compartment. 
 
   When the door shut behind them, “Guilty,” Kanyon said simply.
 
   “Agreed. But what tipped you off?” 
 
   Kanyon ticked the points off on her fingers. “One. Just like I said there would be, man-tronics, brand new big flat screen-”
 
   “How do you know it’s new?” 
 
   “Dust. No dust on the new TV and there was still a dust outline where an older bulkier TV had been sitting recently.”
 
   “Impressive,” Daylen said.
 
   “Two,” Kanyon continued when she got into the driver’s seat, “he didn't have the injuries Jeff had; no broken nose, no major bruises, just the small red mark from a love pat to make it look good. More importantly, he didn’t have cuff marks around his wrists. Which could be explained away by the fact he’s a big pansy ass and not seen as a threat, unlike Jeff. But the cuff thing, I don’t buy it. I think it’s human nature, a natural instinct to fight, yank, pull, to try and get your hands free. Jeff fought; he nearly rubbed his wrists raw trying to get loose. Rick had nothing, not so much as a red mark. So I think he knew he wasn’t going to get hurt and they were going to get rescued eventually.”
 
   “Very impressive.” Daylen was truly amazed at Kanyon’s keen eye for details. 
 
   “Thank you. And lastly,” she wiggled her three raised fingers, “one has to wonder how he knew Lydia's name?” She got a smile from Daylen. “So how'd I do? Did I pass?”
 
   “Straight A,” Daylen replied, now feeling like she had cheated on the big test, as she had simply walked up and read the guy’s guilt with her Seeker sight.
 
   Kanyon clapped once and rubbed her hands together eagerly. “Alrighty, now who’s jaw are we going to pop next?” 
 
   “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?” Daylen laughed, feeling excitement of her own knowing Kanyon was enjoying herself and enjoying time with her. For the moment, she ignored how that was the exact opposite reaction she had wanted Kanyon to have about the job. 
 
   “Yeah. This is way more fun in person than on a TV set. But it’d be way cooler if I had a real badge.” Kanyon wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fine. So are we going to go talk to Lydia?”
 
   “Paperwork now, then we can interview Lydia tomorrow. Plus, I want to talk to the O’Connellys, as well, tomorrow.”
 
   Kanyon pulled away from the curb. “So back to the office?” 
 
   “Back to the office.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “Are we going to start every morning like this?” Kanyon asked as Daylen jogged up the steps to Blue’s apartment. 
 
   “Pretty much.” 
 
   “I thought we talked about this.” Kanyon followed Daylen through the unsecured entry door and began climbing the stairs. “I don’t need a disguise.”
 
   Daylen stopped on the landing. “Funny, I also thought we talked about this and I think the conversation went something like, and I’m paraphrasing…” She tapped a finger to her chin pretending to think, then used the same finger to poke Kanyon in the chest. “Deal with it.” She turned and continued up the stairs.
 
   Kanyon performed a well-executed fit, a`la old school Nellie Oleson. “Deal with it? Deeeeal with it?” She stomped her foot. “I’ll show you deal with it. I’ll let Blue turn me into a… into a…” She stomped a second foot, but let the fit die when Daylen gave her the ‘not amused’ eyebrow lift. 
 
   “Stop complaining or you’ll walk out of here looking like a gargoyle with an acne problem.”
 
   Daylen knocked on Blue’s door. She could hear Blue grumbling before the door even opened. “Is making my life a living hell part of the godmother’s job description?”
 
   Daylen smiled widely. “Yes. Paragraph two, line three, just under ‘Embarrass godchild at every available opportunity’ and right before ‘Offering frequent and highly opinionated how-you-should-live-your-life advice at any given moment’.”
 
   Blue scoffed and opened the door wider to let them in. 
 
   “I told Daylen this was cruel and unusual punishment, but she wouldn’t listen to me so I brought you coffee to try and help ease the pain.” Kanyon handed her a large cup as she stepped past her to enter the apartment. Blue gave her a small nod to convey her reluctant appreciation as Daylen glared at Kanyon, knowing she had been the one who insisted on going out of their way to stop at Blue’s favorite coffee house. 
 
   Kanyon smiled as she moved toward Blue’s work bench to appreciate the mask she had been working on during their previous visit. To Kanyon’s eye, the mask was complex, the details were amazingly lifelike. She leaned in to see the now painted intricate scales Blue had meticulously inlayed over the entire mask. She leaned back and turned to the young artist. “Blue this is… I mean I knew you were good but,” she turned back to the mask, “this is truly amazing.” 
 
   Blue’s indignant facade dropped briefly to show a sense of pride and youthful vulnerability. “Thanks.” She shrugged then walked over to stand next to Kanyon at her work table. 
 
   “Seriously, Blue, it’s a masterpiece. You’re very talented.”
 
   Blue, with her low tolerance for compliments, quickly resorted to her more comfortable annoyed disposition. “Okay, ease up Sporty Spice. Enough with the crushin’ ‘cause you’re soooo not my type.” 
 
   Kanyon put her hand over her heart and acted crestfallen. “Oh, how shall my heart recover? And I already had a song picked out for us.” 
 
   Blue made a showing of rolling her eyes, but couldn’t quite keep the chuckle from escaping her throat. “Whatever. What do you need now?”
 
   Kanyon sat down on the stool. “I was thinking a Kate Beckinsale, Underworld kind of thing.”
 
   Daylen broke in. “Ah, no.”
 
   “What?” Kanyon asked, all too innocently.
 
   “Not much of a disguise. You’re already dark-haired, blue-eyed, and…” she was going to say “beautiful” but thought better of it, “all kick-ass like.” 
 
   “Kick-ass like?” she repeated with a satisfied grin on her lips.
 
   Daylen waved off her words. “You know what I mean.” 
 
   “I was shooting for kick-ass like, only in leather.” Kanyon spun slightly in her seat. “Blue, what do you think? Fangs or no fangs?”
 
   “Duh,” Blue huffed.
 
   “Right, fangs. Just don’t make them too long. I’m thinking subtle, but can you make them strong enough if I suddenly found myself wanting to bite into someone’s…” 
 
   “No Underworld!” Daylen exclaimed, flustered by the visual that was now headlining in her mind. 
 
   “…apple,” Kanyon finished. She watched Daylen for a long moment, enjoying Daylen’s discomfort. She smiled. “Can I at least have a long leather duster?”
 
   More images flooded Daylen’s mind. “NO!” 
 
   Kanyon turned to Blue, hitching a thumb back at Daylen. “Lame-ville, population one.”
 
   “Totally. She voted herself Mayor and passed ordinances for no fun zones.” Blue crossed her arms on her chest and leaned against her workbench facing Daylen, all too eager to join in the “Gang Up on Daylen” parade. 
 
   “Hired herself as police chief and writes herself tickets for exceeding the fun limit.” 
 
   “Lives on the corner of Bor and Ing Streets, next to Uptight Park.”
 
   “Opened a lingerie store, but only sells panties that are in a bunch.” 
 
   “Okay, very funny you two,” Daylen interrupted. “Why do I even try? If you want to walk the streets of L.A. all vamped out, go for it. Do whatever you want. I have some phone calls to make.” She pulled out her phone and turned to the door.
 
   “Whatttteeeevvver, I want?” Kanyon called out.
 
   “Whatever,” Daylen replied over her shoulder.
 
   “Leather wearing vampire slayer?” Kanyon asked.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Slutty lounge singer alien chick?” Blue asked.
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Xena with full leather and metal breast plate?” Kanyon egged.
 
   “Have at it.” Daylen shrugged a disinterested shoulder.
 
   “Blue Avatar lady?” Blue threw out. 
 
   Phone to her ear, Daylen turned to the comedic duo. “That would be fabulous, just hurry up. I’ll be waiting in the car.” Blue and Kanyon high-fived. Oh Christ, what have I just done? Daylen thought as she swore she heard “mixed with Tomb Raider” before she closed the door. 
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later Kanyon crawled into the car. Daylen eyed her suspiciously. “You look like…” she examined Kanyon again, “…you. I thought we had a deal?”
 
   “Last thing I heard was I could do whatever I wanted. I wanted to be Kanyon McKane, movie star on a break, but…” Kanyon rolled up her sleeve to expose her left bicep, which had been turned into a flesh canvas, “with a new tattoo.” 
 
   “The Charlie’s Angels logo?” Daylen slapped her hand across her forehead. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah. But see, it’s you and me. And since we needed a third person, Blue drew herself in there.” 
 
   “Get back up there and get a disguise.”
 
   “Are you saying you don’t like it?” Kanyon teased.
 
   “Disguise!” Daylen pointed to the apartment building.
 
   “Geez… Guess when I was gone you promoted yourself to Dull-dom County Commissioner,” Kanyon said as she got back out of the car.
 
   “Don’t come back until she does something visible to your face and hair, minimum,” Daylen yelled out the window after her.
 
    
 
   Daylen was just hanging up from another call when Kanyon dropped back into the driver’s seat. “Ah, I thought I said you needed to disguise your face and hair?”
 
   Kanyon twisted in her seat so she could face Daylen fully. “Actually, I believe your exact words were, do something visible to your face and hair. My hair is in a ponytail and Blue added a freckle on my cheek.” Kanyon turned and pointed to her cheekbone.
 
   Daylen rolled her eyes. “A freckle and a ponytail. You think that qualifies as a disguise?”
 
   “I believe a freckle and ponytail meets your specifications. And I’m still thinking about the black leather duster,” Kanyon taunted.
 
   “Why exactly did it take you twenty-five minutes for a ponytail and a freckle?”
 
   “The ponytail and freckle took two seconds; it took her twenty minutes to draw me a new tattoo.” She lifted her sleeve again to expose the new tattoo, which replaced the Charlie’s Angel rendering. 
 
   Daylen stared in disbelief then looked up at Kanyon. “Captain Poopypants? Really?” She scowled. 
 
   “What?” Kanyon looked down at the cartoon figure of Daylen in a Superman-like pose and outfit with a big P on the middle of her chest and the banner depicting her new superhero name. “What, you don’t like it?”
 
   Daylen slugged Kanyon in her new tattoo as a response. 
 
   “Hey, the paint isn’t completely dry yet.” 
 
   “I’d so be dragging you back up to Blue’s right now if we weren’t late meeting with Mrs. O’Connelly.”
 
   Kanyon started the car with a satisfied grin on her face.
 
   “Stop smiling, we’re in a fight,” Daylen said, knowing Kanyon was grinning. 
 
   “Whatever you say, Captain.”
 
    
 
   They pulled up to the intercom at the closed gated entrance of the O’Connellys’ mansion. They were granted access and directed to park in front of the house where someone would promptly greet them.
 
   A young, big-eyed, big-boobed, small-waisted, attractive-ish, (if you’re in to that kind of thing), brunette, was standing on the front stairs as Kanyon parked. Daylen unfastened her seatbelt. “I’m going to bet that’s Lydia.”
 
   “Can someone say bim to the bo?” Kanyon added.
 
   Daylen chuckled. “Can you please behave?”
 
   “Yes, I can, actually. But it really comes down to if I choose to behave or not.” Kanyon opened her door.
 
   “Let’s choose to, please,” Daylen mumbled as they met in front of the car and walked toward Lydia. “Hello, I’m Daylen and this is-”
 
   “Kanyon McKane!” Lydia supplied. “I’m a huge fan…” she looked back to Daylen, “of both of you. I’m Lydia. I couldn’t believe it when Mrs. O’Connelly told me we were expecting you.” She shook both of their hands vigorously then led them into the house. “You know I came out here to be an actress too, but only got a couple of small walk on parts and a couple of gigs as a model at the car shows. But it couldn’t pay the bills so…” 
 
   “Shocking,” Kanyon said under her breath, earning a backhand across the arm from Daylen. 
 
   “It’s a difficult business to break into,” Daylen offered.
 
   “Yeah. Mrs. O’Connelly said she would be a minute. Make yourselves comfortable in here.” She waved her hand toward a room just off the foyer. “Can I get you anything to drink? A snack?”
 
   “No thanks, but you could keep us company while we wait. Maybe you could answer some questions for us?” Daylen asked.
 
   Kanyon watched as the smile from Lydia’s oh-so-helpful demeanor faltered.
 
   Lydia quickly recovered. “I don’t, I don’t know what I could tell you, really.”
 
   Kanyon moved closer to Daylen, testing a theory that this was just about the time Daylen would get one of her suspicious bouts of “lightheadedness.” 
 
   Daylen met Lydia’s eyes and swayed slightly as the emotions of guilt and fear hit her like a burst of wind. 
 
   Kanyon saw the slight imbalance in Daylen’s posture and put a stabilizing hand on her shoulder. She stepped forward slightly, instinctually blocking Daylen from the unseen threat. “Oh, I bet you know more than you think,” Kanyon instigated, giving Daylen a moment to collect herself. “Why don’t we just sit and chat for a minute? I’m sure you want to do whatever you can to help the O’Connellys get their ring back. Right?” Kanyon said, smiling as she guided Daylen to the chairs arranged in a conversational setting only a few feet away. 
 
   “Well, yes. Yes. Of course I want to help.” Lydia stumbled reluctantly, taking a seat.
 
   Refocused now, Daylen blinked a couple times, gave Kanyon a quick, I’m okay nod, and took out her notebook. “I’m sure they’ll appreciate any help you can give us. So, how long have you worked for the O’Connellys?”
 
   “Just about three months.” 
 
   “And what does your job entail? What all do you do for them?”
 
   “Well, I’m kind of their personal assistant; more so for Mrs. O’Connelly than Mr. O’Connelly. He has an assistant at work, but I handle more of the household and personal things for them. I help Mrs. O’Connelly manage the house, organize events and luncheons, those sorts of things. She’s on several charitable boards and committees so she has a lot of meetings and events here and other places. I help organize and plan those events and run personal errands for her.”
 
   “Sounds like a much different career path than acting. How’d you get into this line of work?” Daylen asked as she felt Lydia’s emotions rise again, even more powerful than before. Daylen, more prepared this time, fortified herself against the wave of anxiety, fear, and guilt. 
 
   “I was working for a gentleman who put in a good word for me with the O’Connellys.” 
 
   Lydia’s emotions were like a tidal wave and Daylen knew they were honing in on an intricate piece of the puzzle. Daylen pushed against the back of the chair trying to distance herself as much as possible as she gave Lydia a reassuring smile, in hopes Lydia would relax. Lydia was an emotional basket case and Daylen wasn’t sure she would withstand the mental assault.
 
   “It’s always good to know someone who knows someone,” Daylen began, then paused as she took in the emotions Lydia was exuding. She lowered her head, pretending to review her notes as the hatred, fear, and love threatened to consume her. Then as quickly as the attack emerged, it faded. She blinked to clear her vision and found Kanyon sitting on the chair’s armrest, the comforting heat of a hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “So who’s the guy that got you this gig?” Kanyon asked. 
 
   Lydia was visibly shaken now. “He is, he…” she stuttered. 
 
   Kanyon raised a knowing eyebrow at her. “Come on, Lydia. Who was it? Who got you this job?”
 
   “He’s just a guy. I don’t see why this is important,” Lydia said, stiffing her back and trying to put up a resolute front. 
 
   Kanyon left Daylen’s side to walk over to Lydia. “It might not be, but you’re kind of making it sound like it’s important by not wanting to tell us. So now I’m just curious.” Kanyon bent down to meet her at eye level. “Did you sleep with him before or after he helped you out?”
 
   Lydia’s eyes darted from Kanyon to Daylen. “I… That’s not… I don’t have to tell you that.”
 
   Kanyon smirked as she stood back up. “You’re right. You don’t have to tell us, ‘cause you just did. We can get the name from Mrs. O’Connelly.”
 
   Lydia bolted from her chair. “I didn’t say anything!”
 
   “Okay.” Kanyon shrugged. 
 
   Lydia advanced on Kanyon, but stopped suddenly when she heard the distinctive clicking of high heels coming in their direction. She spun and watched as Mrs. O’Connelly came into the room.
 
   “Hello. I’m so sorry I’m late; luncheon crisis. Apparently there’s some new fad diet this week and no one’s eating anything red or something utterly ridiculous.” She waved a frustrated hand. “I swear, if they’d simply walk as long as they ran their mouths, they wouldn’t have to diet.”
 
   The woman was classically beautiful with short gray hair atop a tall, lean frame. She wore a friendly smile and Kanyon could tell she wasn’t nor had she ever been a plastic, bubble-headed society wife. This woman carried intelligence and pride in her pale green eyes. 
 
   Daylen stood to meet her. “Mrs. O’Connelly, so nice to see you again.” 
 
   “Daylen, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Carol?” She walked to Daylen and embraced her warmly then released her and turned to Kanyon. “And you must be the infamous Kanyon McKane.” She winked at Kanyon playfully and held out a welcoming hand. “I’m Carol. I know your mother, Katherine. She is simply an amazing woman. I enjoy her thoroughly.” She linked arms with Kanyon and walked her to a loveseat. “If you ever have some time, ohhh, the stories I could tell you. We use to run around the town together when we were younger.” 
 
   “I’d love to hear them. I’m running out of and then my mother… stories to tell my therapist.” Kanyon grinned. 
 
   Carol laughed, patting Kanyon’s arm. “Well then, I can definitely give you several sessions worth.” Carol turned to Lydia who was still lingering. “Lydia dear, did you offer our guests something to drink? Eat?” 
 
   Kanyon couldn’t help but push Lydia even more. “She did and we declined, thank you. Lydia was also very helpful in giving us some very valuable information.” Kanyon added a knowing smile at Lydia who was visibly shaken by Kanyon’s answer.
 
    
 
   An hour later, Daylen and Kanyon waved good-bye to Carol and got back into their vehicle. “Jonathan V. Defalco, Sr,” Daylen read from her notes, pondering out loud. “So Johnny gets gullible Lydia a job with the O’Connellys so he can get her to, knowingly or unknowingly, help him get his hands on the ring?” 
 
   “I think that’s a good possibility. What I do know is Betty Boop in there definitely had something to do with it. So how do we find out what exactly?” 
 
   “Well, Mrs. O’Connelly said Lydia gets off around five so I think we start by finding out where she goes and what she does in her off time.”
 
   “Or who she does in her off time,” Kanyon added.
 
   Daylen chuckled. “Or who she does. So, we have a few hours before we need to be back here. I think we should head back to the office and I’ll call a friend at the PD to see what I can learn about Mr. Defalco and Lydia.” 
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
    
 
   Kanyon left Daylen at her desk making calls and doing background checks on their new leads. She wandered down the hall toward Ruby’s office. She stopped halfway and examined the wall. She went back to the doorway of Daylen’s office then paced off the steps to Ruby’s, thirty-two. Interesting. She went back and poked her head into Daylen’s office and eyeballed the room’s width, roughly twelve. Daylen watched her curiously as she continued to talk on the phone. Kanyon waved and ducked back out. She went down to Ruby’s office and took in the distance to the adjoining wall of Daylen’s, maybe fifteen feet. 
 
   “What're we looking at?” Ruby’s question came as a whisper just over her shoulder. 
 
   Kanyon jumped. “Jesus, where’d you come from? I was just in the hall.”
 
   Ruby grinned. “It’s just one of my special talents.” Ruby moved around Kanyon and into her office. “Come in and sit. I’d love to hear how things are going with you and Daylen.” 
 
   Kanyon followed Ruby and sat in a chair in front of Ruby’s desk. “Good, I think. Besides the small fact she wants me to hide behind a mask every time we go out anywhere.”
 
   “A mask?” 
 
   “Disguise or whatever. She’s got good intentions. She’s just trying to protect me from getting recognized and slaughtered by the media.”
 
   “I see. And you don’t think the media will do this? They haven’t exactly been your friend in the recent past,” Ruby reminded her.
 
   “Oh, I know they will. I guess…” she paused, “I guess I just don’t care anymore. The media is this evil little entity. They don’t care what the truth is. They’re like the worst high school popular bitch girl clique ever. If you’re popular, they ride your coat tails to propel their popularity or in their case, sell magazines. If you fumble, they’re the first to gossip behind your back, destroy everything you’ve worked for, and they don’t even care about the real facts. So, I’ve concluded I have to do what makes me happy, live my life my way, and try not to care what they say.”
 
   “So, working with Daylen, at the moment anyway, makes you happy?” Ruby pried, already knowing the answer.
 
   “Yeah.” She thought for a second. “Happier than I’ve been in a long time… But it’s more than that.” Kanyon looked down at her hands and thought for another second. “It feels like I’m supposed to be here.” Kanyon was surprised at her honesty, then quickly remembered her other surprising confession while sitting in this chair. She stood up quickly and looked back at the chair, pointing at it. “Is this some truth-telling voodoo chair? Or is the ‘Dr. Phil-tell-me-everything’ another one of your special talents?” 
 
   “Dr. Phil is an amateur compared to me.” Ruby winked at her.
 
   Kanyon believed her and needed to tread back into more comfortable water. “Can I ask you something?” She reseated herself strategically in the other chair in front of Ruby’s desk. 
 
   “I’m sure you have many questions. I’ll do what I can to answer them.”
 
   Kanyon reeled through the hundreds of questions she wanted to ask. Is this Blood Ring thing for real? If so, what other paranormal items are out there? Ghosts? Bigfoot? Mothmen? Vampires? God, she hoped not ‘cause they were way overrated lately. Who is Isadora? How did Ruby know she was talking to her in her dreams? Why is Isadora talking to her? What exactly are Guardians and Seekers? How in the world did she get the job? Did she just imagine Daylen’s touch healed her? Who is my father? Speaking of absent men, when’s Isadora’s hubby, Marcus, going to appear? Could she just drive the Bentley to the end of the driveway and back? But she settled on the one that was most concerning. “Anything I should know about Daylen, like health issues or anything?”
 
   Ruby raised a curious eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
   She hadn’t planned on telling Ruby about the dizzy spells, feeling like she was betraying Daylen in some way. She looked down to examine the chair. Damn, this chair must have truth-telling voodoo too. She felt a mental slap in her head and looked up to eye Ruby suspiciously. 
 
   “It’s not the chair. What’s going on with Daylen?” Ruby asked pointedly.
 
   “Right. Well, I’m not sure exactly. She says she’s fine and gives me a lame excuse about being hungry or low blood sugar, but she kind of gets this glassy-eyed stare and then goes all ragdoll for a second. She recovers quickly, but I was just wondering if… well, if I should be worried? You know, carry a Snickers in my pocket or something?” 
 
   “When’s this happened?” Ruby straightened in her chair with obvious concern in her voice. 
 
   “I don’t know. We’ll walk into a room and she’ll start to talk to different people and she gets all weak-kneed.” 
 
   Ruby nodded her head in understanding. “I think I know what’s going on and there’s no need to worry. Just watch her and I’ll talk to her.” She saw Kanyon start to protest so she held up a hand. “I won’t say you said anything.”
 
   “Alright, cool. Thanks.” Kanyon stood to go, taking another assessing glance at the chair and then at Ruby.
 
   “Kanyon,” Ruby said to stop her. “You’ve begun a very interesting journey. Along the way some things may seem beyond reality, but you need to be open to them. Trust your instincts, have faith in yourself, and listen to your heart.” She gave Kanyon a conspirator’s wink. “If you do, you might end up in a place you always longed to be and with someone you never thought you deserved.” 
 
   Kanyon absorbed Ruby’s advice, uncomfortable with the fear and hope her words ignited inside her. She began to shake her head, more comfortable with evading emotions than having them. She laughed Ruby off. “Have faith in myself, listen to my heart? Yeah, I don’t know. Think the jury is still out about you being better than Dr. Phil.” Kanyon gave Ruby a playful smile.
 
   “Oh, really?” Ruby returned a devilish grin and leaned back in her chair. “Try this on for size, smarty britches. The Blood Ring is for real. There are hundreds of paranormal items in the world. Yes to ghosts, but no to Bigfoot, Mothmen, and vampires. And I completely agree; I’m way over the vampire thing. I think Isadora already explained all that stuff to you, maybe you should start paying more attention. It’s entirely likely you and Daylen both have many gifts, several yet undiscovered. You’ll find your father when you're ready to see him and Marcus will be there when you need him. And no, you can’t drive my Bentley.” Ruby lifted her hands palms up. “What’ve you got to say about Dr. Phil now?”
 
   Kanyon nearly stumbled over her own feet as she backed toward the office door. “Dr. Phil is your punk ass bitch?”
 
   Ruby nodded her approval then waved Kanyon out of the room. 
 
   Kanyon took another step backward. “But how did you…?”
 
   “Beyond reality. Now get or I'll show you some of my other mad skills.” She put two fingers to her temple and gave Kanyon a daring glare. 
 
    
 
   Daylen was hanging up the phone when Kanyon walked into her office and past her. “Ah, your aunt, she umm… ever do any time?”
 
   “Mental or criminal?” Daylen asked flatly.
 
   Kanyon whipped her head toward Daylen. “Either?”
 
   “No, but not because I haven’t tried to have her committed. I even tried to wrap her in tinfoil and drop her on their doorstep but…” she looked up and shrugged, “she’s perfectly sane and I’m apparently stuck with her.”
 
   “Right.” Kanyon took another glance down the hall then walked over and sat on the edge of Daylen’s desk. 
 
   “So, I just got off the phone with my contact at LAPD. She didn’t have to run Defalco to tell me who he is.”
 
   “Not good if the PD knows your name.”
 
   “Yeah. On the surface he looks like a successful businessman with several, again appears to be, legitimate business ventures. However, a few years ago the PD and the FBI opened a joint investigation on him. Top secret, but there’s talk about black market import and export dealings.”
 
   “And that’s why she knew who he was?”
 
   “Well, Pat…” She trailed off at Kanyon’s raised eyebrow, then raised her own with a smirk of satisfaction when she saw Kanyon’s jaw clinch. “Lt. Boston said there are two Defalcos. Junior and Senior. Junior doesn’t have the spotless record of his dear ol' dad. He's been arrested for several assaults, which include beating up a stripper in Vegas and a guy in a bar. He took an extended test ride in a Lamborghini and finally, drugs. Apparently he had enough on him for intent to sell and,” she looked down at her notes, “he was suspected in the disappearance of a guy he reportedly argued with. No one’s seen the guy since. They're sure it’s a homicide, but they've yet to find the body or any witnesses willing to testify. Of course Daddy bailed him out each time and got him lawyered up, so he’s never been convicted of anything.”
 
   Kanyon chimed in. “So maybe the son? Lydia and Junior would be closer to the same age. Maybe he and Lydia hooked up while she was working for daddy. He’s got a history of beating up women so maybe he’s the jealous type and believes in the ring’s little truth detector trick…” 
 
   “So he stole it, and is going to use it to prove her faithfulness? Or maybe he accused her of cheating and she stole it to prove to him she wasn’t?” Daylen concluded. 
 
   “Either way plays,” Kanyon agreed.
 
   “Well, hopefully tonight we’ll see to which Defalco she runs.”
 
   Daylen’s cell phone rang, she glanced at her caller ID, and answered. “Hey sis, what’s up?” She listened for a few seconds then slapped her forehead. “Right. Yep. Uh-huh. Got it.” She ended the call. “Crap.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I totally forgot I promised my sister that I would babysit my nieces tonight so she and my brother-in-law can have a date night.”
 
   “So tell them something came up,” Kanyon offered.
 
   “No. They’ve been looking forward to this night for a while and have tickets to some concert.”
 
   “Okay, so no biggie. I can go see who our little slut-o’tunity runs to when she gets off work.” Daylen gave her a concerned look. “What? I may be new at the detective gig, but I think I can handle it. I mean I did play the witty and cunning Detective Lynn Ryan for two seasons. And I don’t mean to brag, but I solved murders in sixty minutes and had a 99% success rate. It would’ve been 100% if the show would’ve been picked up for a third season. Not my fault, I should add, the writers were picked up in a prostitution sting.” She crossed her arms triumphantly. 
 
   Daylen considered the millions of disastrous outcomes that could occur if she let Kanyon handle this without her and then weighed them against the one catastrophic outcome if she tried to cancel on her sister. “Alright. Sure. You follow her and get the info we need. Then if you want, stop by my sister’s to give me the details? There will be left over pizza and hopefully two sleeping little girls by the time you’re done.”
 
   And just like that, Kanyon turned into a sixteen-year-old boy with thoughts of sneaking in to see the babysitter while the parents are away and the kids are asleep. “I’m there.” Kanyon looked at her watch. “I have a couple of things I need to do. I promised Roz I’d stop by her office and look over some scripts.” She stood. “But I’ll be at the O’Connellys around, what, four thirty?”
 
   “Yeah, four thirty is good,” Daylen said absently, taken off guard at the possibility of Kanyon taking a new role, one that didn’t include her. Then mentally kicked herself, frustrated at her heart’s conflicting want her, protect her reaction.
 
   “Alright, partner. Text me your sister’s address. I’ll see you later.” 
 
   Reminded of her true mission, Daylen replied, “Kanyon, we aren’t partners. You’re just here until you get bored or find another role.” The words coming out harsher than she intended.
 
   Daylen watched as Kanyon’s smile dropped. “That’s what you think?”
 
   “Yes… no. I don’t know, Kanyon. I don’t want you to…” 
 
   Kanyon walked over and stood next to her. “Daylen, I have my obligations, but I’m here.”
 
   Daylen opened her mouth to protest, but her words had no strength or conviction so she resigned with a nod. 
 
   Kanyon reached down and took Daylen’s chin in her hand, forcing Daylen to meet her eyes. “And you just need to get use to me being around.” Kanyon’s words and touch surged through Daylen. Kanyon felt it too. She quirked a smile, and ran a soft thumb over Daylen’s jaw. “I'll see you tonight.”
 
   Daylen watched Kanyon leave the office. When she cleared the door Daylen dropped her head on her desk with an audible thud. She lifted it a few minutes later when she heard the familiar sounds of her aunt’s footfalls coming down the hall. Ruby turned into Daylen’s office only to retreat quickly, shading her eyes as if she'd just walked in on the sun. “Damn, sweetheart. You are going to have to lower the lust wattage or I’m going to have to start wearing sunglasses.” 
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “I’m kind of not joking.” She squinted as she took another look at her niece. “You look like a LiteBrite using 1500 watt bulbs; a big bundle of messed up auras. Where’s Kanyon?” 
 
   “She just left. She’s going to see her agent, Roz, to look at scripts.” Daylen dropped her head back on her desk.
 
   “Ahhh,” Ruby replied knowingly. 
 
   “No, ahhh,” Daylen mumbled. “No nothing.”
 
   “Sure looks and feels like something. Kind of like you’re unhappy Kanyon is going to possibly take a new role and kind of like you’re unhappy that you’re unhappy about it.” 
 
   Daylen sighed loudly. 
 
   And that explained the lust, confusion, and frustration I felt when I walked into the room. “Looks like you have some decisions to make.” 
 
   Daylen lifted her head. “Decisions? And what are those decisions exactly? Ummm, let Kanyon in and give her an all access pass to ruin her career and her life? Let her put herself in danger and possibly get hurt? Expose her to the real world; the one of the para-weird and super-creepy?” 
 
   “Sounds like a good start.” 
 
   “God, you’re impossible!” Daylen dropped her head on her desk again.
 
   “Daylen, first off, if you keep doing that I’m going to start making you wear a helmet. I don’t need a worker’s comp claim. Second, those are decisions Kanyon needs to make for herself. You can’t make them for her. Like you, she needs to be given an opportunity to choose her own destiny.”
 
   There was a long silence. “I just don’t want her to get hurt.”
 
   “Then choose to protect her by standing with her, not in front of her or against her.”
 
   Another long silence, then Daylen raised her head and looked at her aunt. “You suck.”
 
   “I love you too. Now tell me about these dizzy spells you’ve been having on this case.”
 
   “How the heck did you know about that?” She eyed her suspiciously. “Kanyon say something?”
 
   “I’m insulted by your continued lack of respect for the power of my abilities.” 
 
   “She did, didn’t she?”
 
   Ruby rolled her eyes dramatically. 
 
   Still suspicious, but curious herself about the recent increase in her powers Daylen divulged, “I don’t know what’s going on. It seems I’m becoming a lot more receptive lately. I mean, when we’ve practiced I can get little bits and pieces, some vibes. But the last few days, I’m almost getting bowled over by people’s emotions.”
 
   “When, exactly, has this occurred?”
 
   “It began with Lenny and the warehouse really, then Mr. Remington, Jeff, Rick, and today, Lydia.”
 
   “So ever since you’ve been with Kanyon?” Asking the question to force Daylen to make the connection.
 
   “Yeah, but…” Daylen halted. “Kanyon?” 
 
   “Afraid so sweetheart. You two are bonded. When you’re together, the stronger your powers will be, and the longer you're together the stronger they will become.”
 
   “How strong?”
 
   Aunt Ruby pondered the possibilities for a second. “I honestly don’t know, only time will tell,” she answered quickly. She took a deep breath. “But right now it sounds like it’s time for me to teach you how to shield.” 
 
   “Shield?”
 
   “Shield yourself from the emotions you read so they won’t overtake you. It’s like closing a window; you can see them, but they can’t get to you.”
 
   Daylen leaned back in her chair. “Okay then, teach away, oh mighty one.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Kanyon twisted uncomfortably in her seat for the tenth time as she sat curbside waiting for Lydia to leave the O’Connellys’. She knew it wasn’t the car’s seat causing her discomfort because she had driven her Audi A8; not only because it was black on black, or one of her favorite cars to go incognito, but specifically for its comfort. The car had like twenty-eight lumbar settings, a couple of which she was pretty sure were only legal in underground Bangkok massage parlors. No, she was restless because of her meeting with Roz. She felt guilty. Roz had worked hard to get her some really great roles; especially great roles, considering the current status of her “fuck up” reputation, but instead of telling Roz she really wasn’t interested in taking on any new roles at the moment, she played the unimpressed, picky, difficult client. As Roz tried to convince her otherwise, she became more obstinate. Her heart just wasn’t in it. Her heart had never really been into acting; it was simply what she did. It was what she had done her whole life. But now, she wanted to do something else, something she chose to do. Okay, so it had kind of chosen her if what Ruby and Isadora said was true. But still, she wanted a change. She wasn’t ungrateful for what the Hollywood life had given her and she appreciated her fans, but acting just never felt right. She felt like she’d been an actress her entire life, playing a role for thirty-two years. Hell, she was like the Susan Lucci of her own show; “All My Kanyon.” “As the Kanyon Turns?” “Days of Our Kanyon?” 
 
   She adjusted her butt again and her thoughts wandered to Daylen and the case they were working. As unbelievable as it all was; the Blood Ring, Isadora, Seekers and Guardians, she was still energized. She was excited about the possibilities, excited about working with Daylen. Working as Daylen’s Guardian. “Guardian,” she said out loud. She didn’t even know what it meant really. And part of her didn’t care. Whatever it was or wasn’t, it meant she was working with Daylen. So later she would deal with the slight possibility that she’d just bought a one-way ticket down the crazy rabbit hole, following after some woman that ran around her dreams with high beams on. At that thought, her car radio went full out Christine on her, scanning quickly through the channels until it stopped suddenly and the chorus of Manfred Mann's "Blinded by the Light" blared through her speakers. 
 
   “Very funny, DJ Is-2loud-a!” Kanyon yelled, as she covered one ear with her hand and scrambled to turn off her radio with the other. When her car was silent again she looked around. Nothing. Still, she sensed she wasn’t alone. She wanted to continue to talk to her imaginary friend until the gates to the O’Connellys’ estate opened and she saw Lydia pull out of the drive. Kanyon followed her, able to merge easily into the evening traffic. They wound through the streets for several miles, Kanyon keeping pace a few cars back until some grandma pulled out in front of her and wouldn’t get out of the passing lane. When the lady finally turned into a church, Kanyon crossed herself and apologized for the slow as a f’in arthritic sloth comment. Though she wasn’t Catholic or religious she felt the need to throw in a good repentance because she didn’t know exactly who her new supernatural employer was, but their recruiter was all clouds and bright light so… She pushed through a yellow light to catch back up to Lydia who, a few blocks later, finally arrived at her destination. When Lydia flipped on her blinker and turned into a restaurant parking lot, Kanyon proceeded to pass her. Despite the no parking sign, she edged into a fire lane which afforded her a visual of the front entrance of the restaurant and the lot. 
 
   Kanyon could see Lydia’s car and that she was still sitting in it. “Must be waiting on someone,” Kanyon thought out loud. She reached in the backseat and pulled out the camera she’d grabbed earlier at her house, figuring it might come in handy on her little stake out. 
 
   She hunched down in her seat and watched as a black town car pulled in and parked next to Lydia. She snapped photos as Lydia got out and made her way around the Lincoln to meet the man exiting the rear driver’s side door. She focused the lens on the man. Even though the parking lot was getting dark, she tracked them through the lens, taking snapshots and zooming in on their faces as they walked under the lit awning to the front door. Once they disappeared inside, she strolled back through the pictures focusing on the details of the man accompanying Lydia. He was an attractive man, mid-50’s or 70’s, you never really know in Hollywood. He had tan skin with streaks of silver in his black hair. She flipped back a couple more photos. I’m guessing you’re Johnny, Sr. She thought for a second, if this was one of her movies it would be a good time for a plot twist. Could there be an unknown player in the mix? She figured going into the restaurant and asking the guy for his driver’s license was a bad idea so she decided to get the license plate instead. She got out of the car and crossed the street in a jog. If this turns out to be a rental or a car service, I’ll go to plan B… righhhtttt after I develop a plan B. 
 
   Pulling her cell phone out of her pocket, she pretended to text as she approached the rear end of the Lincoln. The license plate read DFALCO1. She pivoted back toward her car when she saw the driver’s side door of the Lincoln open. “Crap,” she grumbled as she hung her head. 
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?” a refrigerator size man said, stepping into the path between her and her car. 
 
   She scolded herself, not a plot twist, another freakin’ fight scene. She slid her phone in her front pocket, took a step back, and put on her widest, most innocent smile. “Sorry, I was hired to make sure the cars parked here are actual customers of the restaurant.” She pointed at the Customer Parking Only sign, conveniently attached to the nearby post. “You know, parking is a bitch around here.”
 
   The man took a slow step toward her. “Funny, I’d think as an employee, you’d know this is Mr. Defalco’s car and since he owns the place,” he pointed to his left, “you’d know this is his parking spot.” 
 
   Kanyon looked in the direction the man’s ginormous hand and finger were pointing. She laughed as she read. “Right. There’s even a sign, “Reserved for Jonathon Defalco, Sr.”, right there! I’m kind of new here, but hey, thanks for the info. Now I know.” 
 
   The man took another step toward her and Kanyon took another back. She heard the passenger side door open. Double crap. 
 
   “You got trouble out here, Tommy?”
 
   “Nah, no trouble.” Tommy smirked as he took her in with a slow up and down inspection. “But do you think this chick looks like a parking lot attendant?” He gave a slight nod in Kanyon’s direction. Kanyon rotated her stance so she could see the guy joining their party. Great, another freaking refrigerator. I really need to start fights with a different size appliance. A toaster oven would be good, a mixer, or an Easy-Bake oven. 
 
   “Nah, she don’t look like no parking attendant I’ve ever seen,” the second man answered, coming around the car. “She actually looks like the hot chick from-” 
 
   “TMZ,” Kanyon interrupted before they had time to blow her cover. “You guys caught me. I’m really the paparazzi.” She flinched at her own words, but continued quickly. “I’m doing a story on Mr. Defalco.” 
 
   “Mr. Defalco hates the paparazzi.” Both men took another step toward her. 
 
   Of course he does, everyone does, but it had been the first thing that popped into her mind. She pretended her phone was vibrating in her pocket; she pulled it out quickly, and put it to her ear. “What? Tara Reid is drunk and wearing a short skirt at the bar? And she arrived in a really tall SUV? I’m so there!” She put the phone back in her pocket. “Change of plans, boys. I’m going after the money shot,” she gave an exaggerated wink, “if you know what I mean.” She took a wide step sideways to go around the man in front of her and he mirrored her. “Okay, fine. Give me your emails and I’ll send you exclusive copies of the photos.”
 
   “I’m done playing this game with you,” the first man said.
 
   She shrugged and smiled widely. “Oh, well, if you’re bored, I’m happy to play a different game.” 
 
   The men closed in with another step. 
 
   “Old maid? Uno?” She took a retreating step. “Go fish? Rummy?” 
 
   They took another step closer. 
 
   “Fine.” She squared her stance. “Pin the Tail on the Assholes?” She spun, striking the guy to her right with a back kick then a front kick to the other. They both bent at the waist and she bolted around the back of the restaurant. Her eyes darted rapidly in search of an escape route. There was a trash bin against the back wall of the building. She glanced up, back down, then took off in a dead sprint when she heard heavy footsteps behind her. She hit her planned launching point and pushed to jump only to lose her footing in something slick. Her momentum shot her forward for several feet before she was able to twist herself into a sliding into base, but I don’t want to get my baseball pants real dirty kind of move. She came to a stop in a semi-standing, semi-falling position as her feet hit a turned over trash can. She used it to regain her footing and straighten cautiously. Standing, she flicked her hands attempting to get what clung there off. She lifted her hand and caught a whiff. “Sick!” She wiped the slime onto her jeans and swept a glance at the ground in front of her. “Of course tonight’s special was fish.” She wiped her hand again as she looked up to see the two charging men. “Guys,” she held up her hands, frantically waiving them to stop, “there’s slimy fish guts-” was all she got out before they both lost their footing and came barreling directly at her like two freight trains that had jumped their tracks. She tried to jump out of their path, but since she still didn’t have solid footing, she did more of a sideways, somewhat airborne somersault, kneeing one of the guys in the face as she moved. She landed on her side, but her momentum forced her onto her stomach, sliding a few more inches in fish slime. Her face stopped millimeters away from a fish head and attached entrails, just outside of a broken open trash bag. “God, I’m so calling the Health Department. This is freaking,” she flicked her hand quickly to throw something eyeball-ish off her fingers, “disgusting.” The bag next to her moved. Kanyon scrambled back not wanting to be any closer to more dead fish, especially if they were pissed and breaking out. An alley cat darted out of the bag in a dead run with fish guts hanging from its mouth. She yelled after the cat. “The least you could’ve done is put out an orange cone or two warning people.”
 
   Kanyon fought her way to her feet only to notice the two guys chasing her were doing the same. “Well, wasn’t that fun? Not quite as fun as a Slip 'N Slide, but at least we didn’t kill any grass or run up the water bill.” She hitched a thumb over her shoulder, the movement almost making her lose her balance again. “Alright, I’m going to head out and take a shower.”
 
   The guys snarled in unison. 
 
   “I take it you’re not okay with that idea?” she asked, just as they lunged at her. The fish slime slowed them down enough that she was able to grab the garbage bag the cat abandoned and swung it at them. It hit the first guy, causing it to rip the rest of the way, peppering them both in more fish parts. Attempting to dodge the flying carcasses, they lost their balance again and went ass first back to the ground. “Oh, ouch that sucks. And you know what sucks even more? I’m not sure the smell is going to come out of those cheap suits.” She threw both her thumbs over her head toward the parking lot as she began to backpedal out of the alley. “Okay, it’s been fun, but I’m going to bounce now.” 
 
   “Get back here, bitch!” 
 
   “I would like to respectfully decline, since you didn’t say please… and I think that’s squished fish guts on your shirt.” She turned to run as they began to struggle to their feet again. Her hustle was interrupted by the mandatory stutter-step to avoid slipping once again, but once out of the alley she pulled out her keys, hit the unlock button, and dove into her car. She scrambled to get her door shut, having to take a second go at it as the first time her foot was still in it. “Mother fuc-” She cut off her own howl of pain, when she saw the guys were crossing the street. She started the car, slammed it in drive, and peeled out as she heard something hit her back window. She checked her rearview and watched a fish carcass inchworm itself down her window then disappear. “Freakin’ sick ass bastards.” 
 
    
 
   Her heartbeat didn’t regulate until she pulled into the drive of Daylen’s sister’s house. She took in a deep breath to calm herself, not from fear, but from the pure adrenaline high she was on. She couldn’t stop smiling. At the intake of breath, her nose screamed in protest. “Damn it.” She searched her console and glove box for perfume, but only found an old air freshener which she rubbed on her neck and shirt. 
 
   Daylen opened the door and took in Kanyon’s disheveled look. “What the heck happened to you? Are you okay?” Daylen took a step toward Kanyon to check for injuries, but then caught a whiff of her and took two steps back. “What in the world is that smell?” 
 
   “Grouper and Rainforest Breeze.” 
 
   “I’m not even sure how to respond to that. Are you okay?” 
 
   “I’m fine, but I can’t say the same for the fish.” She flicked a fish scale from her shirt.
 
   A bright-eyed, blonde haired girl peeked from behind Daylen’s legs and Daylen almost tripped over her as she took another step in retreat from Kanyon’s fish funk smell.
 
   “Mom said you aren’t supposed to let strangers in the house,” the girl said, standing guard next to Daylen. She pinched her nose. “Especially stinky ones.”
 
   “This is my friend Kanyon. You know Kanyon. She was the one on the TV show with me. Kanyon, this is my niece, Avery.”
 
   Avery eyed Kanyon suspiciously. “She doesn’t look as tough as she does on TV.” Avery took a wider stance and placed a free hand on her hip as if she was going to test her theory.
 
   Maybe Isadora was giving the Guardian spill to the wrong person, Kanyon thought as Avery had apparently already taken on the role of defending and protecting her aunt. “Try me.” Kanyon eyed her back as she mimicked Avery’s stance.
 
   “Okay you two, let’s take this inside where I can hear the monitor in case your little sister wakes up when you two start battling it out.” Daylen spun Avery toward the kitchen. “We have some left over pizza. I’ll heat it up for you while you wash your…” she gave Kanyon a once over, “…all of you.”
 
   They headed down the hall, Avery casting the evil eye over her shoulder at Kanyon every few steps.
 
   While Daylen got out the pizza and a plate, Kanyon went to the sink and washed her hands and face then stood off to the side, not wanting to contaminate the kitchen with her fish funk. Avery climbed up on a stool across from Kanyon so she could continue with her visual beat down. “Don’t give her any of the pepperoni, that’s mine.”
 
   Daylen looked at Avery. “Be nice, she’s a guest. Kanyon, what kind of pizza do you want; veggie with extra mushrooms or pepperoni?” 
 
   Kanyon looked at Avery as she answered, “Pepperoni sounds good.” Then gave her little tormenter a satisfied smirk. 
 
   Avery squinted with irritation and she waited until she heard the microwave door shut and Daylen begin punching the buttons. She let her own smirk rise on her lips. “Sucker. I’m a veggiamatian.” 
 
   “Well played.” Kanyon nodded in admiration.
 
   “Thanks. So tell me the real reason why you got fired from the show you and my aunt were in. My mom is not telling me the truth.” 
 
   “How do you know your mom is not telling you the truth?” Kanyon asked.
 
   “I can just tell,” Avery said simply. 
 
   I bet you can Kanyon thought, looking into the kid’s same light blue, all-knowing eyes, just like Daylen and Ruby’s. 
 
   “What’d she tell you?”
 
   “Said the TV guys just wanted to go in a different direction with the story, but I think you did something that got you and my aunt fired.” 
 
   “Avery, I really don’t think this is any of your business,” Daylen broke in as she took the plate out of the microwave and sat it on the island in the spot next to Avery.
 
   “No, it’s fine. She deserves to know the truth. I mean, I did get her aunt fired.” Kanyon gave Daylen a quick smile. “But you're wrong, I didn’t do something. I did several some things that got me and your aunt fired. I hung out with the wrong person. I went out drinking and partying all the time. I didn’t show up for work. When I did show up for work, I was late, rude, and unprofessional. They had every reason to fire me.” 
 
   Avery shrugged. “You should’ve paid more attention to after school specials.” As Kanyon stepped forward and reached for the pizza, Avery wrinkled her nose and pushed the plate of pizza further away from her. “So why'd they fire my aunt?” At this question, Kanyon hesitated. Avery watched her intensely. “Oh great, you’re going to lie to me too,” she said, exasperated. 
 
   “No, no okay.” Kanyon moved to the pizza, picking up a slice, then sat it back down thinking, the kid could tell if she’s lying so... “Well on the show, Artemisia and Freya were…” Kanyon scrambled to find a kid-friendly explanation, “they were, well at least it was suggested that they…” Crap, she thought. She looked at Daylen for help, but only received a smirk. Kanyon took a deep breath. “Okay, Artemisia and Freya, they kind of did everything together. They, well they… they were connected in a way.”
 
   Avery watched Kanyon with pure entertainment; watched the swirl of colors flow off of her. She loved turning people into rainbows. 
 
   “They were friends. Very good friends,” Kanyon continued. “Special friends…” She struggled. “You know…”
 
   Avery squinted at the too bright lights which swirled and danced around Kanyon. “Geez, I was just playing with you. I know they were girlfriends, like the kissy kind of girlfriends. You really should watch more after school specials.”
 
   Kanyon stared at Avery in shock as Daylen tried to suppress a laugh. “Did I forget to tell you my niece is rather perceptive and wise beyond her years? And,” Daylen walked over to Avery and mussed her hair, “totally rotten to the core?” 
 
   Avery fought off Daylen’s hand in her hair then turned to Kanyon and her slice of pizza. “Do you know what’s in pepperoni? It’s ground up pig parts, their guts and stuff. And by the way, you really stink.” 
 
   Kanyon quirked a smile at the conniving five-year-old and her aunt. “I stink, do I?” She pretended to sniff her armpit then her shirt. “Oh yeah, you’re right. I reek. Speaking of guts…” She took two quick steps forward and grabbed Avery from her seat and hugged her, rubbing her playfully against her shirt. “Now who stinks? Now who stinks?” After a few seconds of screaming laughter and protests, Kanyon sat Avery back down. “Now what 'cha gotta say, stinky britches?” Kanyon taunted.
 
   Avery immediately held her t-shirt away from her body and examined it for any physical funk. “Gross!” Avery stood up in her chair, playful vengeance in her movements. She dove for the slice of pizza, snagged a pepperoni and flung it at Kanyon.
 
   Kanyon dodged, then caught Avery’s wrist just as she started to snatch another piece. They stood eye to eye, in a standoff. “Let go of the pizza topping.”
 
   Avery met her gaze. “You let go.”
 
   With her other hand Kanyon plucked a piece of pepperoni then dangled it in front of Avery. “Let go or you’re going to be wearing pig guts.”
 
   Avery’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t!”
 
   “Wouldn’t I?” Kanyon wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   “Kanyon, really? You’re supposed to be the adult,” Daylen interjected. “Put down the processed meat product. Avery, you too.”
 
   Kanyon gave a quick little head jerk in Daylen’s direction and Avery returned a devilish grin of understanding. They both turned on Daylen in a united front. 
 
   Daylen recognized their new agenda a moment too late. “Don’t you dare!” She scrambled backward as they both came at her, each waving a slice of pepperoni. Daylen grabbed the sink faucet, flipped it on, and yanked the nozzle out of its holder, spinning and extending it toward them. “Don’t come any closer.”
 
   “Oh really? You’re threatening us with water right now, when we’re both in desperate need of a shower?” Kanyon continued to advance.
 
   Avery snorted. “Dumb move, Auntie Daylen.” 
 
   Daylen held in the trigger and sprayed back and forth, drenching her attackers. Avery screamed and wrapped herself around Daylen’s legs while Kanyon wrapped herself around Daylen’s torso, holding Daylen’s arms against her body. She relieved Daylen of the nozzle and turned it on her. 
 
   She was immediately drenched. “Okay. Okay.” Daylen laughingly surrendered. “Uncle! Uncle!” 
 
   Kanyon stopped the water assault and released her, giving Avery a quick shot of water in the chest before returning the nozzle to its holder. 
 
   Daylen looked down at her soaked clothes, then to her soaked niece, the soaked kitchen, and a soaked Kanyon. She watched as beads of water dripped from Kanyon’s eyelashes, making their way down Kanyon’s face, neck and… damn, she thought as her heart tumbled in her chest. She forced herself to break away from the alluring sight. 
 
   Avery was smiling at her when she turned. “Rainbows.”
 
   “Go get some towels, you wet little rug-rat,” Daylen ordered.
 
   Daylen retrieved the mop from the closet and handed it to Kanyon. Avery returned with an armload of towels and they dried themselves and cleaned up their mess in the kitchen. Daylen looked around. “That’s pretty good. I don’t think your mom will kill us now.” She looked at the clock. “Ugh, unless she knows you stayed up this late. Avery, we need to get you to bed.”
 
   “Ahh, come on. I want to hang out with you guys longer.”
 
   Kanyon stepped in. “Enough hanging out for one night and plus I’m hungry, someone threw my dinner at me.” 
 
   “I saved your life. Do you know how many-”
 
   Kanyon held up her hand. “Please stop. Don’t ruin my unhealthy love of processed pork products.” She gave her a playful wink. “I had fun, kiddo, but I need to head home and get these fish guts off me. Maybe we can hang out again soon, if it’s okay with your aunt?”
 
   Avery gave a hopeful look to her aunt. “I’m sure we can manage that,” Daylen answered.
 
   “Sweet!” Avery gave her aunt’s leg a hug.
 
   Kanyon gave Daylen a smile then headed to the front door. She turned back when she reached the doorway and met two sets of liquid blue eyes. “Next time you’re going down, twerp.”
 
   “Bring it,” Avery taunted as she walked over and held her arms up to Kanyon. Kanyon knelt and picked her up. She gave Kanyon a tight hug around her neck, mindless of the fish funk still on Kanyon’s shirt. “I’m glad you’re my aunt’s girlfriend in real-life.”
 
   “Ah yeah, we’re not…” Kanyon began to protest, but Avery hopped a couple times in Kanyon’s arms, telling Kanyon she was ready to be put down.
 
   Feet back on the floor, she rolled her eyes. “Whatever,” she replied as she turned to her aunt. “I’m going to pick out my bedtime book,” she advised as she darted up the stairs to her room.
 
   Kanyon stood, hands crammed into her jeans pockets. “Wow, your niece is… ah… something.” 
 
   “Yes, something, would be accurate I think,” Daylen agreed as she followed her niece’s retreat. When Avery hit the top stair and disappeared from sight, Daylen turned, looked up, and met Kanyon’s deep blue eyes. She swallowed a moan. “She’s got an active imagination.” 
 
   “Imagination. Right.” Kanyon dropped her head. “Well, I guess I’d better be going.” She stepped out onto the porch. 
 
   “Yeah, I need to get her showered and in bed before her mom comes home and kills me.” 
 
   “We really didn’t get a chance to talk about what I found out tonight. So, I guess I’ll just meet you at the office in the morning?”
 
   “Right.” At that, Daylen remembered what Kanyon had done prior to following Lydia. “Sorry about that. Things went good? And Roz? I didn’t ask about the scripts she had for you.”
 
   A slow grin rose on Kanyon’s mouth. “Nothing really felt right to me, so I guess you’re stuck with me a little longer.”
 
   Daylen placed her hand on the door and smiled. “I guess I can deal with it. So I’ll see you bright and early… partner.” 
 
   “Yeah.” Kanyon smiled widely. “I'll see you then.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Kanyon beat Daylen to the office the next morning by grabbing a quick shower at the dojo after her and Dodge’s routine a.m. training class. She was eager to show Daylen the evidence she’d compiled. A little late night research had confirmed it was Johnny Defalco Sr. at the restaurant last night. 
 
   Daylen entered the office and stopped at the sight of Kanyon, who was standing and facing a wall of pictures. “Kanyon?”
 
   Kanyon turned quickly, waving an arm at her creation. “So what do you think?” She stood back from the wall to give Daylen an unobstructed view of the work she had done. 
 
   Daylen sat her bag absently on her desk as she took in the once bare back wall of her office. It was now covered with a large white board that had a timeline, taped up photos with quick bios on each person, and facts and information they had revealed. It was all displayed in a precise and logical manner with connecting lines running from persons, to facts, to dates, and so on. “Kanyon, this is… impressive.” 
 
   “Not as cool as the CSI electric boards. I’m still trying to figure out where you can buy those things.” 
 
   Daylen shook her head, not sure whether or not Kanyon was joking. “This works.” She followed the lines from person to fact, from fact to person, and from person to person. “How long did this take you?”
 
   “Not that long. I was lying in bed last night and I could just picture it all in my head so I thought it would be better if we could both see it. You know?” 
 
   “It’s good. And according to this,” Daylen followed a line with a fingertip, “we need to connect Lydia to Rick.”
 
   “Yep. Might not solve the case, but that’s definitely something we need to figure out.”
 
   “Agreed, but first why don’t you fill me in on what happened last night and why you showed up smelling like a line worker at a tuna factory?” 
 
   “Right,” Kanyon replied as Daylen moved to sit at her desk. Kanyon pulled up a chair and proceeded to tell the important details of the night, like Lydia meeting the guy in the photo, her wanting to get the license plate number to verify his identity, and then her slipping in fish guts. She didn’t think the, how she came about slipping in the fish guts, was an important detail.
 
   “You were just walking and slipped in fish goo?” Daylen asked suspiciously.
 
   “I might have been going faster than a walk, like a jog or something, but anyway, it’s not important.” She stood and walked back over to the board. “We need to focus on these things.” She pointed at the board. 
 
   “Okay well, let me start a more in depth background on Rick and Lydia, maybe there'll be some connection there. Then I’d like to go to the warehouse where they took Rick and Jeff. I’m sure there’s nothing there, but I want to look around anyway.” What she didn’t say was she was eager to practice Aunt Ruby’s latest lessons and see if she could open and close her shields at will, and get any visions, or could sense anything in the warehouse. She searched the internet for all things Defalco, while Kanyon paced and stared at the board. She finally pushed back from her desk and spun her chair toward Kanyon. “I think I have something. Three years ago Lydia worked as a waitress at Club V and guess who just happened to be a bartender there?”
 
   “Ricky?”
 
   “Yep.” 
 
   “Nice. Well that little connection is closed.” Kanyon wrote Club V across the line connecting Rick and Lydia. “So, to the warehouse?”
 
    
 
   They pulled up to the large brick building, got out, and took a quick scan of the area. The building sat under an overpass. “This isn’t that far from the O’Connellys or the neighborhood where they hijacked the transport vehicle,” Kanyon noticed.
 
   Daylen didn’t comment. She was trying to let down her shields, as Aunt Ruby called them, opening herself to any emotional residue, memories, or visions. Nothing. Maybe there was nothing out here. She made her way toward the warehouse. Or maybe she just needed a little boost from her unknowing power supply. She quickened her pace to catch up with Kanyon. 
 
   Kanyon walked up to a window and peered in. “It’s too dark.”
 
   Daylen walked over and checked the door. When she made contact with the doorknob she felt a slight burning sensation shoot up her arm and quickly retracted her hand. 
 
   “You okay?” Kanyon asked.
 
   “Yeah. It’s just locked.”
 
   Kanyon walked over, eyed the door, moved Daylen out of the way with an arm, then kicked in the door, splintering the frame. Kanyon pushed the door open wider with her foot. “No it’s not.”
 
   “Jesus, Kanyon, you can’t just-” Her reprimand silenced as visions began to form in front of her. She saw Rick and Jeff cuffed to chairs. Rick was talking to two big guys while a smaller well-dressed guy sat back in the shadows watching. Daylen moved further into the room, taking in the scenes. Jeff’s eyes were closed and a trail of blood was running down his face. The way his head was hanging, she could tell he was unconscious. She focused on Rick. He was smiling as he looked up at the two towering guys over him. He was definitely not in duress. She slowly spun around, something telling her the guy in the shadows was the important one in the room. She walked closer to where he was standing, trying to make out his figure. She could see his cream colored suit; he wasn’t a big guy, but she couldn’t bring his face into focus. She stepped even closer. She had the impression he was younger, younger than Senior, but still couldn’t see his face. 
 
   Kanyon turned from the window where she had been standing and darted toward Daylen. “Daylen, we need to get out of here.”
 
   “Just a few more minutes.” Daylen reached out as if she could touch the stranger.
 
   “We don’t have a few minutes,” Kanyon said as she grabbed Daylen’s arm jolting her out of her visions. She nearly lost her balance at the sudden loss of connection. 
 
   Kanyon caught her. “Sorry,” she offered quickly, assuming she had caused Daylen to stumble, “but we need to find a back door.”
 
   “Why?” She turned at a crashing noise.
 
   “Because those two are currently using the front one,” Kanyon answered as she pulled Daylen into action.
 
   “It’s that bitch!” yelled one of the guys from the restaurant’s parking lot. 
 
   Kanyon pulled Daylen behind her, jockeying their way through rows and rows of stacked crates. Kanyon moved confidently, not knowing exactly how she knew which way to turn, but she didn’t stop to question herself. They shot through an emergency exit on the opposite side of the building. “This way.” Kanyon directed and they took off running again.
 
   “Uhhhh, Kanyon, why do those guys act like they know you?” Daylen asked as she struggled to keep pace alongside Kanyon.
 
   “Duh.” Kanyon turned down between a row of buildings, pulling Daylen with her. “I’m a world famous actress, lots of people know me.”
 
   The two men took turns yelling threats at their backs.
 
   “And they want to cause you bodily harm because?” Daylen asked as Kanyon led her into a thin passage which opened into a vacant parking lot.
 
   “Not everyone is a fan.”
 
   “Kanyon!” 
 
   “Fine. I might have, kind of… run into them last night.” 
 
   Daylen glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the explicit threats spewing from the henchmen. “And I take it you MIGHT have pissed them off?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “You’re so not going out on your own again,” Daylen said as they stopped in front of a chain link fence.
 
   Kanyon bent her knees and cupped her hands together. “Oh, like I don’t piss people off when I’m supervised.” 
 
   “True,” Daylen agreed as she put a foot in Kanyon’s hands. She would've added more if she wasn’t breathing so hard and if Kanyon wouldn’t have literally just tossed her over a six-foot-high fence. Daylen was righting herself as Kanyon effortlessly vaulted the fence and landed gracefully on her feet.
 
   Daylen eyed the top of the fence then Kanyon. “Dang, work out much?” Daylen asked sarcastically.
 
   “Pilates. Come on.”
 
   They ran another block to a more populated area of the city with stores, sidewalk cafes, and boutiques. They darted through the crowds then turned down a side street.
 
   Needing to catch her breath, Daylen grabbed Kanyon and pulled her into a small recess in one of the building’s alcoves.
 
   Kanyon was starting to breathe heavy too, but she wasn’t sure if it was because of the four block sprint they'd just ran or if it was because she was now pressed firmly against Daylen. 
 
   Kanyon leaned back slightly so she could glance down the street. She could do this without having to take a step back, so she figured they were still somewhat visible in their cubbyhole. “I think they can still see us.”
 
   “Well, get closer.” Daylen grabbed Kanyon’s shirt and pulled her tight against her.
 
   “If I get any closer, I’ll be inside you.” Kanyon cleared her throat. “I mean…” She shook her head. “I didn’t mean…” She fumbled, shifting uncomfortably at the thoughts her unintentional innuendo ignited within her. 
 
   They heard the ruckus of their pursuers pushing their way through the crowded streets. Kanyon leaned back to glance out. “They’re so going to see us,” Kanyon said as she pulled her head back in quickly.
 
   “Well, think of something.”
 
   With Daylen pressed up against her Kanyon could only think of one thing to do. The whole kissing-couple-camouflage thing works in the movies, she thought and leaned in, bringing her lips only a breath away from Daylen’s. 
 
   A crash of tables and chairs came from the end of the street. “There they are!” Kanyon heard the rushing footsteps coming in their direction and froze. She watched as Daylen’s eyes fluttered back open, their eyes caught and held each other’s gaze for a slow motion second. She stepped back, having to steady herself. Another crash came, closer this time, and they both broke eye contact to see the men running toward them and carrying broken off wooden table legs as weapons. “Fight or Flight?” Kanyon asked as Daylen came to stand next to her.
 
   “I’m thinking flight sounds pretty good.”
 
   “I’m comfortable with that decision.” Kanyon grabbed Daylen’s shoulder, spinning her away from the guys and giving her a push in the opposite direction. 
 
   They broke out onto another busy street. Kanyon quickly looked right and left, assessing which way to go next. She looked out over the crowd. “No freaking way!” She grabbed Daylen’s arm and pulled her. “Come on. Down there!” 
 
   Kanyon stopped just outside a store front and gave a quick jerk of her head toward the sign painted on the window. “You ready for this?” she asked. Daylen looked around Kanyon to read the store’s sign “Mighty Mike’s Comics.” 
 
   “Hope Saturday is their busy day,” Daylen responded. 
 
   “Hopefully,” Kanyon said as she looked over Daylen’s head to see their two pursuers come to a halt in the crowd, darting their heads back and forth, looking for them. Kanyon ducked down and turned Daylen to the entrance of the store. 
 
   They walked in, scanned the area, and knew they'd lucked out. Saturday was a busy day for a comic book store. Not like “new-iPhone-coming-out-at-the-Apple-store” kind of busy, but Kanyon guessed there were at least thirty sets of eyes, bugged out, and staring at her and Daylen. 
 
   Kanyon roamed her eyes over the frozen crowd, looking for a certain particular geek. The store’s occupants remained completely motionless and silent. Daylen leaned toward Kanyon and whispered out of the side of her mouth. “This is almost scarier than the two guys chasing us.” 
 
   In the silence, they heard a toilet flush from the back of the store and a few seconds later the geek Kanyon was looking for emerged from the back hallway. Theo walked out still ringing his hands as if drying them. He halted suddenly as he acknowledged the motionless room. “Guys?” he asked tentatively. No one moved. No one responded. “Holy crap. What the heck happened? Was there a freeze ray?” Theo walked over to a frozen geek and shook him lightly by the shoulder. “A demobilizing laser?” He waved a hand in front of the guy’s face. “An alien control device?” Theo reeled through the possibilities of what could have caused this motionless phenomenon. 
 
   “Theo!” Kanyon yelled. 
 
   Theo sighed in relief. “Shoo, it’s just women. Hey, I thought you guys were going to call me and we’d go see the horses and have a picnic?” 
 
   Kanyon and Daylen headed in Theo’s direction. Feeling guilty at the disappointment on Theo’s face, Daylen jumped in quickly. “Yeah, Theo. Sorry. We’ve just had a couple of busy weeks. But that’s why we’re here. Right, Kanyon?” 
 
   Crap, not exactly my plan, Kanyon thought. “Yep, horses, picnic,” she said feigning enthusiasm. She glanced over her shoulder, recognizing she and Daylen were still visible if the goon squad decided to look through the front windows of the store. “But we thought we’d surprise you. Come here and sign some autographs for your friends first.” 
 
   “Cool. But how’d you know I was here?” Theo questioned.
 
   Kanyon just tapped her temple with her finger in answer. 
 
   “Riiigght.” He gave an exaggerated wink and tapped his own temple in the same knowing gesture. “Got ya. You guys are the best! I’ll be the coolest guy-”
 
   Kanyon spun Theo, moving him toward the rear of the store. “Yeah, definitely the coolest guy here, for sure. Now go wake your buddies from their creepy little stare-fest and we’ll go sit at the back table,” Kanyon instructed as she pushed past him, leading Daylen away from the front windows.
 
   Seconds later Kanyon and Daylen were hidden behind a geek wall. They signed autographs for an hour while Theo stood next to them, announcing his new “BFF” status to everyone in line. When every Dark Savior comic book, figure, and item in the store was signed, Kanyon checked to make sure the coast was clear. “I think we’re all good.”
 
   “Picnic time?” Theo asked excitedly. 
 
   Kanyon opened her mouth, already prepared with a premade excuse, but closed it again when Daylen jumped in.
 
   “I could eat,” Daylen answered quickly, knowing she couldn’t be alone with Kanyon just yet. Her body was still humming from the closeness in the alley. 
 
   Kanyon constricted her eyes at Daylen and got a big grin in response. “Picnic time.” Kanyon sighed.
 
   They left the store and crossed the street to Theo’s mobile eyesore, which Kanyon had spotted over the crowded street earlier. Grabbing the handle to the back door, which had “Dark Savior Rocks” stenciled on it, she was slightly regretting the directional choice she had made in their flight from the two goons. She probably could have taken them with minimal physical damage, but she wasn’t exactly sure if she could recover from another ride in the Geekmobile. 
 
   Kanyon gave him directions to her vehicle. Fearing their two pursuers were sitting on her car waiting for them to return, they parked in an adjacent lot where they could also wait and observe. Five minutes with no signs and twenty-five Theo stories later, Kanyon and Daylen bailed out of the car desperate to escape Theo’s incessant chatter. “I’m going to get my car,” Kanyon announced, slamming her door. 
 
   Daylen pursued her. “Kanyon, wait. What if-”
 
   Kanyon cut her off with an exhausted glare. “What if I stay in there?” She pointed at Theo. “My ears hurt.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “I'll be fine. You two can watch from here. If I get into any trouble you can come to the rescue. I’ll meet you at the grocery store down the street and we’ll get our picnic stuff.” Kanyon started to turn away, stopped, and looked down at the ground. “Could you maybe talk to him about dialing back the Dark Savior name calling? I’m not… you know. I’m me… just me and I don’t deserve…I mean, she was good and…”
 
   “Of course.” She stepped forward and laid a hand on Kanyon’s arm. “But there's a lot more good than there is bad. Remember that too, okay?” 
 
   Kanyon looked up, met Daylen’s eyes, and saw the soft smile on her lips. “A lot of good?”
 
   Daylen gave Kanyon’s arm a comforting squeeze. “A lot of good,” she agreed with a wink. She stepped back. “Please be careful. If you see any signs of them, turn back, yell or whatever and we'll come get you.” 
 
    
 
   Theo pulled alongside Kanyon who was leaning against her blacked out Cadillac Escalade in the grocery store parking lot. “Cooool. I knew you’d have to have a black car. I mean the yellow was cool too, but this is more fitting for the Dark Savior.” Daylen cleared her throat. Theo glanced at her, then back at Kanyon. “I mean you, fitting of you, Kanyon, not the Dark Savior. The Dark Savior is not real, obviously. But you, Kanyon, are… so you. Black cars are fitting of you, Kanyon, Kanyon McKane…” 
 
   “Got it.” Kanyon held up a hand to stop his rambling. “Thanks,” Kanyon offered then gave a thankful wink to Daylen. 
 
   “So can I ride with you guys?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes.” “No.” Daylen and Kanyon answered in unison. 
 
   “Yes, you can ride with us,” Daylen said, giving Kanyon a discreet look.
 
   “Of course you can,” Kanyon corrected herself. “I’ll stay here while you guys run in. It’s just easier,” she said as she watched a couple walk in front of them, shooting glances at her and whispering back and forth, as another person at the cart return dug for their phone. “You guys get whatever you want,” Kanyon offered, handing Theo a hundred-dollar bill as she climbed back into her SUV.
 
   “Whatever I want?” he asked excitedly, looking down at the bill in his hand.
 
   “Yeah. Whatever. But I better see a Ho Ho or a Zinger in the bag when you get back.”
 
   Daylen waited until Theo jogged ahead then leaned into Kanyon’s open window. “Thank you for this. I think I’m as excited as he is to see the horses again.”
 
   Kanyon nodded. “They'll be excited to see you too.”
 
   “Green apples still their favorite?”
 
   Kanyon couldn’t help, but smile at the memory of Daylen bringing green apples every day the horses were on set. She remembered watching them dance with excitement when they saw her and her offerings. She was pretty sure, their excitement had more to do with the “her” than the offerings. “Yeah, still their favorite.”
 
    
 
   Kanyon watched Daylen’s face anxiously as she led Daylen into the stable of the small farm she’d purchased to house their horses. Daylen’s eyes filled with tears the second they found CJ. CJ obviously felt the same excitement to see Daylen, as she began to bay and dance in her stall. Daylen ran to her and threw her arms around the horse’s extended neck and began stroking her mane. Kanyon couldn’t help but smile as she walked over to greet her own, more reserved hoofed friend. “Hey, Stormy. How’s my boy?”
 
   Stormy snorted once and stretched his own neck out to receive a well-deserved stroking. “I missed you too,” Kanyon whispered in his ear as she patted him affectionately. 
 
   Theo burst into the stable, arms filled with the grocery bags, which he immediately dropped at the sight of the two warrior women standing next to their steeds. 
 
   “Oh my God, they’re amazing! Can I take pictures? Can I touch them? Which one do I get to ride?” 
 
   Stormy turned to stare at Kanyon. Kanyon took that as horse speak for “Don’t you even think about putting the dork on my back.” She patted his muzzle and reassured him. “I wouldn’t dare.”
 
   Gus, a retired trainer who tended to the property and horses, had already laid out the saddles and gear they would need. Kanyon and Daylen both learned how to saddle and care for the horses while on set, so it didn’t take long for them to prepare the horses for a ride. Kanyon put the groceries in the saddlebags and turned to find Stormy and Theo in a stare down. Stormy was apparently winning, being Theo was taking slow steps backward. 
 
   “I guess Theo's riding with me?” Daylen said, walking up beside Kanyon.
 
   “Looks like it.”
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Yeah.” Kanyon led the two horses out of the barn and into the fenced pen outside. She dropped Stormy’s reins and handed Daylen CJ’s before she walked over to open the gate to the field. Stormy became noticeably excited and began scuffing at the ground with his front hoof. “Stay,” Kanyon instructed. He snorted at her in response, but stayed as ordered as she went over to CJ and Daylen. Kanyon took in the woman and her horse, the scene causing her heart to do an unexpected flip in her chest. They were both stunningly beautiful. A smile crept to her lips. “You two look amazing,” she said before she thought to stop herself. 
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for this. I missed her so much,” Daylen replied, beaming. 
 
   “You can come out, see her, take her for a ride anytime.” Kanyon patted CJ on her neck. “I think she'd like that.”
 
   “Can I come anytime too?” Theo broke in.
 
   At the sight of Daylen on CJ, Kanyon had nearly forgotten about their geek tagalong. “Ahhh, we’ll see if you survive today first. Get on.” Kanyon signaled with an upward swoosh of her hands.
 
   Theo took a tentative step forward. “I’ve never been on a horse before, unless you count the mechanical ones outside the grocery store,” Theo admitted nervously.
 
   “Same concept.” Kanyon made the same “get on” movement with her hands. “Just hike a leg over.”
 
   Theo looked from the ground to CJ’s back. CJ wasn’t the biggest horse, not like the 17.2 hands high of Stormy, but Kanyon guessed it could be intimidating for Theo who maybe weighed 140 pounds soaking wet. “Fine. Come here.” 
 
   Daylen watched as Theo walked hesitantly toward them. She wondered which he was more intimidated by, the horse or Kanyon.
 
   “Maybe I’ll just watch you guys ride and I’ll take photos.” He scrambled to find his phone in his corduroy jeans pocket. 
 
   “Theo, it’ll be fine. Come here and Kanyon will help you up,” Daylen urged. 
 
   Kanyon shot a look up at Daylen. “Seriously?”
 
   “Help him up,” Daylen ordered, amused at Kanyon’s dismay.
 
   “Fine.” She scoffed and waved him over. “Come here, Theo. Let me help you up.” He did as instructed. “Put your foot in the stirrup and I’ll help guide you up.” It took him a couple times hopping on one foot and nearly falling over backward before Kanyon grabbed him by his shoe and placed his foot in the stirrup. 
 
   “Sorry, I’m not athletic,” Theo said as Kanyon held him upright.
 
   “Really?” Kanyon said, not trying too hard to hide her sarcasm.
 
   Daylen flicked Kanyon on top of the head.
 
   Kanyon grimaced. “Ouch!” 
 
   “Be nice,” Daylen mouthed. 
 
   With his foot in the stirrup, Theo started to fall backward. Kanyon caught one of his flailing arms and pulled him back upright. Theo grinned in appreciation. 
 
   Kanyon placed his hand on her shoulder. “Use my shoulder to steady yourself, then just kind of jump and swing your foot over.” Theo nodded and then concentrating hard, too hard, he began hopping. After about the fifth hop, which he only got about three inches from the ground, Kanyon finally spoke. “Anytime you’re done warming up Little Bunny Foo Foo you can jump on up there.” 
 
   “I am jumping.”
 
   “Seriously?” 
 
   “Not athletic, remember?”
 
   Daylen broke in before Kanyon could reply. “Theo, maybe take my arm and Kanyon can kind of give you a boost.” Theo took his hand from Kanyon’s shoulder and reached up to grasp around Daylen’s forearm. “Good. Now Kanyon, can you give him a little help?” At Kanyon’s annoyed look, Daylen batted her eyes. “Please, Kanyon.” 
 
   Kanyon rolled her eyes, positioned herself behind Theo, and gave Daylen a glare over Theo’s shoulder. “Much better as my slave girl,” she muttered as she placed her hands on Theo’s hips.
 
   “What?” Theo asked over his shoulder.
 
   “Jump,” Kanyon replied.
 
   He jumped as Kanyon lifted, but he lost his balance again and forgot to lift his leg, which caused him to bounce off the side of the horse and come butt first back at Kanyon. Kanyon was still in mid-lift and with her hands full of Theo, she couldn’t avoid the butt-face collision. Theo began to squirm making the situation worse, his butt coming to rest on top of Kanyon’s head. She immediately repositioned her hands under his ass and pushed him off and belly first onto the back of the horse. 
 
   Kanyon stepped back from the catastrophe and began wiping off her head, like Theo had left butt cooties on top of it. She stopped when she heard Daylen suppressing a laugh. She glared and pointed a finger at her. “Not one word.” 
 
   Theo, who had worked himself into a sitting position, smiled triumphantly. “That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
   “Wasn’t bad? You weren’t the one wearing the ass hat,” Kanyon muttered under her breath. 
 
   She walked to Stormy who was snorting and bobbing his head. “You enjoy that, did you?” Stormy snorted and bobbed his head again. “Fine. He’s riding you on the way back.” She mounted Stormy in a swift practiced motion and looked over to Daylen who had walked CJ up next to them. 
 
   “Follow me out and we’ll stop for lunch over by the pond.” She looked at Theo. “Theo, you never know when CJ might just take off running and bounce you right off so you better hold onto Daylen really, really tight.”
 
   Kanyon grinned as she watched Theo throw himself against Daylen’s back and wrap both arms tightly around her chest. Daylen was prying his arms loose and saying something about needing to breathe when Kanyon and Stormy took off at a trot.
 
   They made their way to the far end of the property where a large three-acre pond was nestled in the shade of trees and the side of a hill. When they reached level ground overlooking the pond, Kanyon dismounted and took CJ’s reins from Daylen. Theo skidded off the back of CJ, but caught himself before he hit the ground. Daylen dismounted more gracefully and they unloaded the saddle bags.
 
   Daylen and Theo sat up the picnic spread and they all sat to eat. Theo had a thousand questions for them both. Though Kanyon wouldn’t openly admit it, besides the whole ass hat thing, Theo really wasn’t that bad of guy; sweet and kind of cute in his own geeky way. They all laughed easily at Daylen’s retelling of mishaps and bloopers that occurred on the set. For Kanyon, the day had actually turned out to be one of the best days she’d had in a long time. As if reading her thoughts, Daylen sent her a soft smile. God, why didn’t we do this before? Why didn’t we spend time with each other in the five years we worked together? Oh right, I was avoiding her, not letting her get close because I wanted her ever since the first time I saw her. Her thoughts were interrupted when she heard Daylen say, “Sure, you can ride her by yourself. If you’re up for it.”
 
   Kanyon sat up straighter. “What?” 
 
   “Theo wants to ride CJ by himself,” Daylen offered.
 
   “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”
 
   Daylen winked at her. “CJ will take care of him.”
 
   “Fine, but you’re helping him up.”
 
   Daylen laughed. “Then you’re cleaning up.”
 
   “Deal.” Kanyon quickly started picking up the picnic aftermath.
 
   It only took a few seconds for Kanyon to tidy up. She grabbed one more Zinger, her favorite little frosted snack, and sat back on the blanket to watch as Daylen gave Theo instructions. They walked CJ over to stand next to a tree stump. Daylen gave Theo more instructions, he nodded then got up on the stump, took a hold of the saddle horn and flopped across CJ’s back. From there he wiggled into an upright sitting position. He looked back at Kanyon with a big goofy grin and Kanyon couldn’t help but give him two thumbs up. Daylen led the horse and rider around in slow circles as she talked to him. She finally handed him the reins, then watched as he and CJ took off on a slow stroll.
 
   Daylen watched for a while until she was satisfied the horse and her rider were going to be okay, then rejoined Kanyon on the blanket.
 
   “If the P.I. thing doesn’t work out, you could be a riding coach,” Kanyon said, watching geek and horse. 
 
   Daylen laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Good thinking on the tree stump.” 
 
   “I wasn’t going to let my face become the middle of a butt cheek sandwich.”
 
   “Funny.” Kanyon plucked a piece of grass from the side of the blanket and twirled it in her fingers.
 
   “Didn’t want to wear a butt bonnet,” Daylen continued.
 
   Kanyon nodded. “Hilarious.” 
 
   “I have enough jewelry, didn’t need to wear Theo as an ASS-essory.
 
   “On second thought, maybe you can be a comedian if the P.I. thing doesn’t work out.” Kanyon threw the blade of grass at her, then plucked another.
 
   “Didn’t want to put a fart-dora on my head. It might mess up my hair.”
 
   “Cute. Finished?”
 
   “Yeah, think that’s about it,” Daylen said smugly as she laid back on the blanket, closing her eyes and soaking up the sun. “I already exfoliated my face this morning and didn’t need a butt-lufa.”
 
   Kanyon’s hand was already pulling on another blade of glass, but instead of plucking one, she ripped out a handful and tossed it playfully at Daylen. Daylen rolled, sputtered, and spit out a grass blade that landed in her mouth. Kanyon grabbed another fistful of grass and went to toss it, but Daylen caught her wrist and rolled, pulling Kanyon off-balance toward her. Kanyon caught herself on one elbow before her full weight landed on top of Daylen. Their faces were dangerously close and Daylen let go of Kanyon’s wrist. Kanyon didn’t move as she looked down at the woman beneath her.
 
   “Kanyon, I…” Daylen started, but lost her voice as she searched Kanyon’s face, her eyes coming to rest on Kanyon's lips. “I don’t think this is a good idea,” she whispered regretfully.
 
   “I’m really not known for my good ideas,” Kanyon replied as she watched Daylen bite her lower lip. 
 
   Daylen shuttered at the electricity sizzling through her body. “Kanyon, we-” 
 
   “Da..yy..ll..ee..nn.” Theo’s voice came bouncing across the field. “TT..ee..ll he..r we can st..oo..pp nooow.”
 
   “We’re not done with this,” Kanyon said then rolled away and sat up to watch Theo and CJ trotting toward them. 
 
   Daylen took longer to recover. She laid there for a long moment trying to return her heart rate back to a normal level. She was in so much trouble. She didn’t know how she was going to continue to push Kanyon away and try to keep her out of her life when her body betrayed her every time Kanyon was close. 
 
   “I’m going to take Stormy for a run. We both need to burn off…” Kanyon stood and looked down at Daylen who, at Kanyon’s great delight, had her arm over her eyes taking in slow measured breaths through her nose while biting her lower lip, “some energy,” she finished with a satisfied smirk. She turned to see Theo who now had a death grip on the saddle horn. He was trying to keep upright, but his ass slid more off center at every bounce of CJ’s trot. “Daylen, ah, you might want to go rescue your student.” 
 
   Daylen sat up to see Theo riding sidesaddle, and not the proper lady kind of way. “Crap!” She rose to her feet. 
 
   “Meet me in the field after you save your damsel in distress,” Kanyon suggested then she and Stormy took off in a run.
 
   Daylen whistled for CJ and the horse dutifully headed in her direction. Daylen met them halfway. “I’m not sure horses are my thing,” Theo said as Daylen helped him down. 
 
   “It takes a little time. You did good for your first ride. You didn’t fall off. Well, not completely anyways.” Daylen poked him teasingly.
 
   “So you think I can get better?”
 
   “Absolutely. You just need a little more time to get comfortable and confident. The horse has to know who’s in charge.” 
 
   “Like Kanyon?” Theo said, staring off with pure lust dripping from his voice. Daylen looked up following his gaze to find the subject of his admiration. Kanyon and Stormy were racing across the field. Her head was forward, her body moving in a smooth rhythm with the horse’s every stride. They were magnificent. The raw power the midnight black horse showed with every flex of his muscle and his rider, the silky, coal black hair flowing behind her, they were the perfect picture of strength and beauty. 
 
   “Yeah, like Kanyon,” Daylen muttered watching the warrior, her soul mate, her Guardian. She sighed heavily then turned to Theo. “You good if I take CJ for a run?” 
 
   “Yeah. I’m going to sit and let my butt rest for a minute,” Theo replied, rubbing his backside as he walked off the discomfort.
 
   Daylen mounted her horse with a practiced motion and took off after Kanyon and Stormy.
 
   Back at the barn, Daylen found herself enjoying the simple tasks of watering and brushing down the horses. “Kanyon, this was the most amazing day. Thank you for keeping her.” She smiled as she stroked CJ’s neck. “I hadn't really realized how much I missed her.” 
 
   “Like I said, feel free to come see her anytime. I mean she’s yours, always has been. I knew the moment I saw you two together, the first day they brought her in to meet you.” Kanyon hesitated, remembering how she watched Daylen from the window of her trailer as Daylen walked up to CJ; eyes excited and a huge smile. Daylen obviously forgot all the trainer’s instructions of stay calm, approach slowly, but confidently, show the horse who’s in charge by taking the reins firmly, etc. because Daylen leapt with excitement and threw her arms around CJ’s neck. Kanyon figured Daylen’s approach worked just as well, actually better, because CJ not only let her hug her, but nuzzled Daylen’s back with her head and nose. Just as CJ was doing now, Kanyon smiled. “You guys definitely belong to each other.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as they pulled in a spot a few spaces down from where they had left Theo’s car, he leaned up between their two seats. “That was amazing! I can’t wait to tell the guys at the store. Do you think we can do it again?”
 
   Daylen started to answer to cut off Kanyon’s protest, but was surprised when Kanyon replied, “Sure, just give me a call sometime and we’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Great!” Theo grabbed his stuff and jumped out of the car. They both watched him walk bow-legged to his car. 
 
   “That was nice of you.” Daylen offered.
 
   “Ehh, he’s an alright guy. He has really poor timing,” she shot Daylen a sidelong look and a smirk, “but an alright guy. So where now?” 
 
   “Well, Saturday nights are reserved for the one’s you love, right? So I was thinking about heading back, cleaning up, and then we could follow Lydia again?” Daylen asked, then quickly interjected, “I mean, I’m sure you have other plans or whatever so I can go by myself. I don’t expect you to be with me… go with me.” Realizing she just assumed Kanyon was free and would want to spend the evening with her. “I don’t expect you to go with me.”
 
   Amused at Daylen’s awkwardness, she gave her an indulgent smile. “Wouldn’t think of being anywhere else.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Showered and changed, they met back at the office. “What’s that for?” Daylen asked, looking at the large duffle bag Kanyon carried in and dropped on the floor.
 
   “Stake out essentials.” 
 
   “What exactly are stake out essentials?”
 
   Kanyon unzipped the bag and began pulling out items. “Ho Hos, beef jerky, granola bars, binoculars, water, matches, jumbo pack of wet wipes-”
 
   “In case you run into more fish?” Daylen interrupted.
 
   “Valuable lesson learned. Let’s see, camera, little black dress…”
 
   Daylen arched an eyebrow. “Little black dress?”
 
   “James Bond always has a tux handy, you never know.”
 
   “Yep, you never know when you might end up at a high price poker table with a guy wanting to take over the world.”
 
   Kanyon shrugged a shoulder. “It could happen.” 
 
   “Right. What else?” Daylen stood and gathered the things she needed from her desk while peering into Kanyon’s bag.
 
   “Word search puzzle book, a Rubik’s Cube, and an empty jar.”
 
   Daylen reached out and took the jar by two finger tips, “No way in hell,” and dropped it in the trash can.
 
   “Fine. But if we miss something because you’re off tinkling…”
 
   Daylen rolled her eyes. “I’ll risk it.” 
 
    
 
   Parked outside Lydia’s house, “I’m bored,” Kanyon informed Daylen from the passenger seat. “If we would’ve brought my car we could’ve watched DVDs.”
 
   “We’re on a stake out, not having a pajama party. Play with your Rubik’s Cube,” Daylen suggested.
 
   Kanyon held out the perfectly color matched, solved cube. “I already did. Weird. I’ve never been able to get more than two colors before, but it all just seemed to fall into place this time.”
 
   “You solved this in the few minutes we’ve been sitting here?”
 
   “Yep.” 
 
   “Play with something else,” Daylen said as she turned a little in her seat to get more comfortable while she watched the front door of Lydia’s house. Her comfort was short-lived, as she heard Kanyon snicker. She ignored her. More snickers came from the passenger seat and she couldn’t help but turn to see the cause of Kanyon’s amusement. “You’re peeping into people’s windows, aren’t you?” 
 
   Kanyon didn’t take the binoculars from her eyes. “Totally.” She bit off a chunk of beef jerky and chewed. “There’s a guy up there making faces behind his wife’s back every time she turns away from him. He’s so going to get busted. There’s another lady trying different outfits on her dog. The dog doesn’t look happy.” 
 
   “You’re supposed to be watching for Lydia. If you’re going to peep, peep into her windows.”
 
   Kanyon turned the binoculars to Daylen. “Whoa, I can see up your nose when you flare your nostrils like that.”
 
   Daylen snatched the binoculars and glared at Kanyon.
 
   Kanyon held out the bitten off piece of beef jerky. “Jerky?”
 
   “Geez. We’ve been here ten minutes. We could be here for hours. Try to find a quiet way of entertaining yourself.” Daylen turned back to look out the window.
 
   “You want to play the license plate game?” Kanyon asked a few minutes later.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Want to play I Spy with My Little Eye?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Truth or Dare?”
 
   Daylen hesitated at the possible questions and tasks she would make Kanyon answer or do, but then again she would have to give Kanyon a turn. “No.”
 
   “Twenty questions?”
 
   “No, though I feel like we’re already playing it.” Daylen turned to Kanyon. “Didn’t you bring a word search book? Why don’t you work on those for a while?”
 
   Kanyon held out the book, showing her a completed puzzle. “I already found them all.” 
 
   “Well, do another puzzle.”
 
   “No, I already found them ALL.” 
 
   Daylen grabbed the book and flipped through the pages. “You did all the puzzles in this book in the…” she looked at the dash clock, “the thirteen minutes we’ve been sitting here?”
 
   “Yeah. They were super easy. I must’ve gotten a kid’s book or something.”
 
   Daylen closed the book and looked at the front cover. She held it up for Kanyon to read, “Difficult.”
 
   “Hum?” Kanyon shrugged her shoulders.
 
   Daylen contemplated the puzzles, the Rubik’s cube, the way Kanyon had navigated effortlessly through the warehouse and then Supermaned over the fence. In answer to her unasked question, Guardian, whispered through her thoughts. 
 
   “Ah, our girl’s dressed for slut-ccess,” Kanyon said, interrupting Daylen’s thoughts.
 
   Daylen turned to see Lydia locking her door then turning to walk down to the street in a very tight, very short red dress and impossibly high, high heels. A black Lincoln town car pulled up, the driver got out, opened the rear door, and Lydia slid in smiling.
 
   “Same car as last night?” Daylen pulled out and fell into traffic behind the car.
 
   “Nope,” Kanyon said, reading the license plate.
 
   “How do you know?” Daylen asked as she maneuvered around a slower moving vehicle.
 
   “Last night’s car was DFALCO1. This is DFALCO2. I guess he could have a fleet of Lincolns.”
 
   Daylen had a flash of the younger faceless man in the warehouse. “Or it’s Junior.”
 
   “Or it’s Junior,” Kanyon agreed.
 
   They followed the car for several miles to Hollywood’s trendiest club, Xi. Daylen tried to slow down so they could see who got out of the Lincoln with Lydia, but her decreased speed was assaulted by a firing of car horns. “Damn it!” She sped back up and found a place to pull over down the street. “You didn’t happen to see who got out, did you?”
 
   “Nope,” Kanyon replied.
 
   “Well, I guess we’ll just have to stay here until they come out.”
 
   “That’s a three a.m. bar.”
 
   “I understand if you don’t want to stay. We could call you a cab,” Daylen offered.
 
   “Oh no, I’m staying. I was more thinking we should just go in.” Kanyon reached back, fumbled in her bag, and then held out her black dress. “Guess I’ll just have to go on this recon alone since my partner didn’t come prepared.” 
 
   “No way. Not going to happen. The last time you went by yourself you got chased by two guys and came over smelling like a longshoreman.”
 
   “There are limited options here. I don’t think you really want to sit in this car with me for...” Kanyon looked at the clock, “four hours, do you?”
 
   “God no!” Daylen responded a little too violently.
 
   Kanyon rutted her brow. “I think I should be insulted.” 
 
   “Whatever. Anyway, I’ve got another idea.” She stepped out of the car dialing a number and was back within a minute. “Aunt Ruby’s on her way with a change of clothes for me.”
 
   “I’ll go ahead and change,” Kanyon said after sitting bored in the car for a few minutes. Daylen only shook her head when instead of getting out and getting in the backseat, Kanyon crawled over the console and through the narrow opening. 
 
   “You know,” Kanyon said as she wiggled out of her jeans, “this scene seems a little young for Senior. I’m thinking you’re right, it’s probably Junior. How do you think it plays if it is?”
 
   Daylen automatically looked in the rearview mirror to answer, but hesitated when she saw Kanyon pulling her shirt over her head, catching a glimpse of Kanyon’s bare shoulders and arms. Desire surged through her. She diverted her eyes before she either burst into flames or she found herself crawling over the console herself. “Ah, well maybe Junior and Lydia are having an affair behind the old man’s back and…” She lost her train of thought as she stole another glimpse in the mirror as Kanyon pulled the black dress over her head and smoothed it down over her torso. 
 
   Kanyon pulled the hair tie out of her hair, freeing it. She bent over, shook her hair out, then flipped it back as she raised her head and caught Daylen’s eyes in the mirror. She let the corner of her mouth curve slowly. “And?”
 
   Daylen, preoccupied at the sight directly in front of her or more accurately behind her. “And what?”
 
   “Junior and Lydia are having an affair behind the old man’s back annnddd…?” Kanyon prompted, not quite holding back the smile in her voice.
 
   “Right. And I don’t know. Maybe they decided to take it before Senior could so he doesn’t find out about their affair?”
 
   Despite wearing a curve hugging, mid-thigh length dress, Kanyon crawled back into the front seat via the previously-used over the console route. 
 
   “You do know there are doors conveniently located on each side of this vehicle to allow you an easier ingress and egress?” Daylen offered.
 
   Kanyon dropped in the front seat. “This is a more direct route.”
 
   “Right.” Daylen looked at Kanyon’s simple transformation from beautiful in a t-shirt and jeans to stunningly beautiful in a simple black dress which followed every natural curve and muscle of her body. “Kanyon, you are bea-”
 
   A rapping on the window cut off Daylen’s words and they both turned to see Aunt Ruby smiling, waving with one hand, and holding up a garment bag in the other. “That was fast.” Kanyon put on her heels and got out of the car to wait with Aunt Ruby while Daylen made her own backseat transformation. Kanyon was surprised when she rounded the car and saw Eddie standing crossed armed and all-intimidating-like next to Ruby. “Oh hey, Eddie. How are you?” She got a grunt in response. “You haven’t been around lately. You’ve been out on your motivational speaking tour, right?”
 
   Ruby laughed and slapped Eddie’s bicep. “He’s been working on another little case for me. We’d typically go together, but I thought I’d be more useful around here.” 
 
   Kanyon eyed Eddie, working a case? She then eyed Ruby and then Eddie, so did that mean? “He’s a…” Kanyon realized she couldn’t say Guardian, “an employee, employee? Not just a ‘keep the house’ employee?” 
 
   Aunt Ruby saw the confusion, then the connection. “Yep, employee, employee. He turned me down on the pool boy offer too.” 
 
   She assessed Ruby. Partner. Okay, so Eddie is either Ruby’s boy toy or being she was relatively sure Ruby was a Seeker like Daylen, that meant Eddie was her Guardian? She took another assessment of Eddie, taking in his large frame and well developed muscles. So either You go, Cougar Ruby, she looked at Eddie’s massive size again, but ooouch. Or damn, he’s a Guardian. She flexed her biceps. To do list tomorrow: Buy protein shakes. 
 
   Daylen stepped out of the back of her vehicle. The form fitting light blue dress was the same shade as her eyes, and they both shimmered in the light of the street lamp. Kanyon stood hypnotized by the sight. Daylen was amazingly beautiful and the only thing left moving was Kanyon’s heart, which was pounding in her chest in a desperate effort to escape and get to Daylen.
 
   Aunt Ruby smiled proudly as she leaned to whisper to Kanyon, “You can thank me later.” Kanyon would’ve thanked her right then and there if she could breathe deep enough to form a sentence. 
 
   “Daylen, Kanyon, you're both beautiful. You girls have fun,” Ruby said as she slapped Kanyon hard enough on the back to break the spell and nearly knock her off her heels. 
 
   Kanyon righted herself. “You look amazing.”
 
   “Thank you.” Daylen smiled in appreciation, but then let it fade. “Kanyon, we need to talk about this. I think we got caught up in seeing who Lydia’s with and didn’t think this through.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Daylen took Kanyon’s arm and walked her to the end of the car and pointed at the club. There was a line of people a block long waiting to get in. Music thumped from the club and expensive cars lined the street, with the hottest people in Hollywood exiting them. 
 
   Kanyon scoffed. “No worries, I can get us in,” she said even though she had an inkling that wasn’t what Daylen was really worried about.
 
   “You know that’s not what I’m talking about. Are you okay with this?” She pointed again. “With that? The paparazzi, the scene, the… you know, all of it?”
 
   Kanyon turned and looked at Daylen. Transfixed by the woman, the dress; she knew right then she would walk through the 7th, no each and every ring of hell for her. “I’m perfectly fine with it. There’s no need to worry. Let’s go.” 
 
   As Kanyon expected, they had no problem getting in. As soon as they saw her coming, the velvet ropes were released. The bouncers fought back the paparazzi, keeping them from crushing in on them as they went into a photo taking frenzy at the sight of the two women together. 
 
   Kanyon leaned into Daylen. “Are you sure you can handle this?” 
 
   Daylen took Kanyon’s hand. “We can handle it.” 
 
   They fought their way through the bar, getting fake hugs from fake people, invites to join different cliques, dance offers, drink offers, and varying other offers. They politely declined as they made their way to the bar. “What do you want to drink?” Kanyon asked Daylen as she made eye contact with a bartender she knew.
 
   “Whatever you’re having is fine,” Daylen replied as she turned her back to the bar and began to scan the room for Lydia.
 
   “You won’t like what I’m having. I’ll get you a girlie drink.”
 
   “Fine. But no tiny umbrellas or anything named after a body part or sexual innuendo,” Daylen said, trying to be unconcerned about what exactly Kanyon was going to order. 
 
   The bartender came over and Kanyon leaned in to pull him playfully to her and over the bar top with his tie so she could whisper their drink order in his ear. Done, she released him and with his nod of understanding she gave him a hundred-dollar bill and a lazy yet flirtatious smile. 
 
   Daylen added Kanyon’s smile to the list of things she was going to try and actively avoid tonight; right after the tight black dress, dark sexy blue eyes, newly glossed kissable lips, and the left over tingle in her after holding Kanyon’s strong yet soft hand. “I don’t see any sign of her. I think we’re going to have to move around.”
 
   Kanyon handed Daylen a martini glass with a pale pink liquid and two umbrellas. Daylen just gave her a look. “Sorry. I told him no umbrellas.” She shrugged innocently. “You just can’t find good help these days.” 
 
   Daylen caught Kanyon’s grin before she lifted her glass to her lips. Cute. She plucked the umbrellas from her drink and dropped them in Kanyon’s shorter glass, filled with a non-girlie brown liquid. Whiskey? she wondered, as regret for letting Kanyon walk back into the temptation crept past her wall of non-concern. 
 
   Kanyon scanned the room. “I think we should split up. This is a big place. How about you take this floor and I’ll go upstairs? We can meet back here,” she looked down at her watch, “say one o’clock?”
 
   “Kanyon are you sure you-”
 
   “I’m fine. Let’s find Lydia.” At that she turned and headed toward the back of the club.
 
   Daylen took a drink to calm her rising concerns. Not too bad for a girlie drink. Doesn’t even taste like alcohol. Kind of like a pink lemonade. She took another sip and scanned the room to see where she should start her search, counter clockwise around the room she decided. 
 
   Kanyon made her way through to the back staircase, stopped a few times by ex-party companions excited she was back out on the scene, wanting to celebrate by buying her a drink. She declined, holding up her glass in a got-one-already gesture. “Catch me later,” she repeated before quickly moving on. The upstairs was a more intimate and quiet setting. Though the music from the DJ below was audible, it wasn’t as overwhelming. There were fifty or so tables in the middle of the room with semi-circular booths along the walls, providing an area for groups to sit, drink, and talk. More were designed without tables, just hosting large, deep leather couches for full-body lounging. And making babies apparently, she thought as she walked by a couple who obviously had no qualms about public displays of affection. She made her way around the room, as nearly everyone recognized her and tried to make conversation. She politely evaded endless requests to join parties and answering any questions about the scandals and rumors surrounding her over the last few months. She glanced at her watch, it was nearly twelve thirty already and she had barely made it halfway. 
 
   She turned down another invite to join a group on one of the couches then made it a few feet when she thought she saw Lydia, or at least the back of Lydia. The woman was the right size, the right hair color, and had on the right color dress. But she was turned away from Kanyon, sitting backward and straddling a man’s legs on one of the couches. Kanyon moved sideways a few steps to try and get a better view. She still couldn’t see the woman’s face or see who was giving her the lap pony ride, but she did see two other men, large men, sitting with them; Buzzcut #1 and Buzzcut #2, from the warehouse. She maneuvered her phone out of the annoying little purse, pressed the button for the camera, but froze as a chill went up her spine. 
 
   Kanyon sensed her a second before she felt an arm slide around her waist and then a tall, curvy body press up against her back. “Well, hello there, beautiful,” Lexi’s silky voice whispered. 
 
   “Lexi,” Kanyon responded coldly, while still keeping her eyes on Lydia. 
 
   “I’ve missed you.” Lexi nipped at her ear. 
 
   Kanyon leaned her head away. “I can’t say I feel the same.”
 
   “Ahh, sweetheart. Are you still mad at me over that little misunderstanding at the Geekfest?” Lexi slithered around Kanyon to face her.
 
   “I’m not mad. Mad would imply that I care, and I don’t.” Kanyon didn’t move away from Lexi, but stayed focused on the task, using her as cover while she snapped photos of Lydia. She prayed Lydia would get down from her joyride soon so she could get a picture of her companion.
 
    
 
   At twelve forty-five Daylen made her way back to the bar, unsuccessful in her search. She waved at the bartender who served their drinks earlier. “Can I have another one please?” she asked as she slid her empty glass toward him. “I’m not sure what it’s called.”
 
   “A Pink Tuna,” he replied. 
 
   “Of course it is.” Daylen quirked a smile thinking of Kanyon. “Another one of those please, but minus the umbrellas.” 
 
   A few minutes later, new drink in hand, she turned to watch the crowd and wait on Kanyon. She took in the loud pulse of music and the throng of people crowded into the space, all with their own agendas and all working the room. She wondered how Kanyon could have gotten caught up in this scene. She wasn’t a prude or anything; she liked to dance and the occasional drink, but she did it all in moderation. She would never want to live and breathe this scene night after night. And she couldn’t imagine how Kanyon had done it. Kanyon had always taken her career seriously. She had always been professional and never one for crowds or hordes of people; especially ones that swarmed around her, always wanting something from her. Like Lexi. She knew somehow Lexi had lured Kanyon onto the scene and seduced her with drinking and partying. She didn’t know how Lexi had done it because Kanyon had never been a follower; never been someone to bow into peer pressure. Not wanting to think about that little question, she took another drink. She tried to distract herself by watching the crowd and absently taking another drink, only to find her glass empty. She turned to the bar, needing to do something to keep her from the thoughts of Lexi and Kanyon. She raised her glass to the bartender who gave her a nod of understanding. Seconds later another drink appeared at her fingertips. She looked down at her watch; one o’clock. Kanyon should be here by now. A fear Kanyon had been caught up in her old ways rattled her. Five minutes then I’ll go find her, she decided. 
 
   A guy squeezed in beside her. “What’s a pretty thing like you doing sitting here all alone?” 
 
   Daylen did an internal eye roll and took another drink before she turned to politely brush him off. “I’m sorry, but I’m waiting on someone-” Her words and smile dropped when she recognized the man.
 
   The wave of hatred hit her and nearly knocked her off her stool. 
 
   “Hello, Daylen.” 
 
   Daylen fought to get her shields up, but they were slow to react with the alcohol beginning to kick in. 
 
   “Surprised to see me again?” 
 
   “What do you want, Trevor?” Daylen managed to say. 
 
   “Can’t a guy just come over and say hello to an old friend? What, has it been four, five years?”
 
   “Hello and good-bye.” Daylen fought to keep her voice calm, not wanting to show him any fear or weakness.
 
   “Ahh, come on. You still holding on to that little misunderstanding on the balcony?”
 
   “Misunderstanding? You put drugs in my drink and tried to…” She wouldn’t say it. “If it hadn’t been for-”
 
   “For your little girlfriend interrupting us? Right.” He trailed his fingertips down her arm. “No telling what would’ve happened. Speaking of your girlfriend, I saw her upstairs a few minutes ago getting really friendly with the chick that replaced her. What’s her name? Lexi, I think? She’s smoking hot. I guess she’s moved on. So what do you say, want to give us another go?”
 
   Daylen downed her drink, gathering her strength then stood, trying desperately to keep herself steady against the alcohol and emotions which were quickly overtaking her. “Go to hell, Trevor.”
 
   “Guess that’s a no?” he yelled after her. Without turning Daylen lifted a hand over her head and flipped him the bird. “Anytime baby! Anytime!” 
 
   Daylen headed upstairs to find Kanyon, fighting the urge to turn the other direction and walk out of the club. She didn’t want to see Trevor’s words confirmed. She didn’t want to see Kanyon with Lexi, but she couldn’t stop herself. 
 
   Kanyon snapped two more photos, but still didn’t think she captured the face of Lydia’s human chair. She tried to turn to get a better angle, but Lexi was still wrapped around her. She started to pull her off when a tingle shot up her spine. She stiffened. Something's wrong, she thought, Daylen. She broke away from Lexi’s grasp and moved quickly across the room. She tapped Lydia on her shoulder. “Hey, Lydia. Sluts only or can anyone have a ride?” Kanyon asked, snapping two photos of Lydia’s companion when she turned. 
 
   Lexi watched Kanyon’s odd behavior, wondering how exactly she had been able to ignore her so completely. Kanyon had never been able to… She watched Kanyon take close-ups of the two nobodies in the booth. This was interesting. Apparently her source was right and Kanyon was doing the P.I. thing with Daylen. Which means, Lexi thought, Daylen’s here. She turned just in time to see Daylen making her way up the stairs toward them. She smirked, and let the fun begin. She stepped back into the shadow of a booth, toying with the stone pendant at the end of her necklace, awaiting her prey like a spider on her web. 
 
   “Thanks. These are so going in my album.” Kanyon spun toward the stairs, wanting to find Daylen. She came up short when Lexi stepped out in front of her. “Where are you going, love?” Lexi dropped her pendant to lay her hand on Kanyon’s chest. Kanyon froze as Lexi’s touch sent a familiar rush of desire through her. Lexi took advantage of Kanyon’s stillness, leaning in, and assaulting her mouth with a kiss. 
 
   Then just as quickly as the sensation came, it fell away and reality of what was happening hit Kanyon and she pushed Lexi away. Kanyon took two steps around Lexi to see Daylen watching from the top of the stairs.
 
   “I’ll be in the car when you’re done here.” Daylen turned and moved back down the stairs.
 
   “Daylen.” Kanyon started to go after her, but Lexi grabbed Kanyon’s arm and pulled her back. 
 
   “Forget her, sweetheart. You and me, we can make big headlines.” 
 
   “I don’t want big headlines,” Kanyon caught her wrist before Lexi was able to lay another hand on her, “and I definitely don’t want you.” Kanyon said then turned and took off after Daylen.
 
   Lexi raised a curious eyebrow. “We’ll just have to see about that,” Lexi threatened as she glared at Kanyon’s retreating back.
 
    
 
   Kanyon bolted out the front doors of the club, darting right and left trying to see Daylen through the camera flashes. She moved in the direction of the car, hearing footsteps pounding the pavement behind her. Kanyon flipped off her heels and ran, sprinting barefoot the last hundred yards to the car, wanting to get herself and Daylen out of there before the pursuing paparazzi caught them. She found Daylen bent over, leaning against the grill of her vehicle. 
 
   “Daylen? Are you okay?” Kanyon asked as she stopped alongside her. 
 
   “Fine, perfectly fine.” She rose to look at Kanyon, only to find she couldn’t without seeing Lexi kissing her. She straightened and moved around to the door. “I just needed some fresh air. You can stay, get yourself a ride.” She tried to open the car door, but it was locked. She patted her hips for the keys, as if her skintight dress had pockets.
 
   “Daylen, that wasn’t-” 
 
   “Wasn’t any of my business,” Daylen responded flatly. “Can you please unlock the car?”
 
   Kanyon hit the remote, but moved in front of Daylen before she could open the door. “Please listen to me.”
 
   “Kanyon, you don’t have to explain anything to me. You and I, we’re just working together for a little while. Partners for a short time. Nothing more.”
 
   “Daylen, I think you know you mean more than-”
 
   “Hello, ladies,” a deep voice came from behind them. 
 
   Kanyon turned to see the two meatheads from Lydia’s table. “Crap.” She looked skyward then back at the two guys. “Listen, this is really not a good time.”
 
   “Oh, I think it’s a very good time,” Buzzcut #1 said as he punched his fist into his palm.
 
   “Kanyon, what the hell did you do now?” Daylen asked, swaying a bit as the alcohol and emotions assaulted her. 
 
   Kanyon automatically moved so she was shielding Daylen from the two men. “I didn’t do anything. Why do you always assume I did something?” Kanyon acted insulted.
 
   “Do I really need to explain that right now? Especially after what just happ-” Daylen didn’t finish her sentence, not wanting to relive the moment. “Never mind. Stop stepping in front of me. I don’t need you to protect me.” She tried to push Kanyon to the side, nearly knocking herself over in the process.
 
   “I wasn’t protecting you. I just couldn’t see and that was not what you think it was.”
 
   “Whatever. You’re a good four inches taller than me and it was exactly what I think it was. But I don’t care. Again, none of my business and stop touching me.” Daylen slapped at Kanyon’s hand which was trying to grab her forearm. 
 
   “Can you two babes wrap up your little girl fight so we can get down to business?”
 
   Daylen whirled on him. “Listen, I’m really not in the mood to do this right now. I’m a little drunk and I’m a lot pissed,” Daylen yelled.
 
   “What are you pissed about if you don’t care about Lexi?” Kanyon asked simply. 
 
   Daylen turned and jabbed a finger at Kanyon. “I don’t care what you do or who you kiss. You and your lips can do whatever they want.”
 
   Kanyon smirked. “Good to know. So what exactly are you a lot pissed at?”
 
   “I’m pissed... attttt…” She scrambled for a reason. “At all the political ads on television. You can’t go two minutes without seeing one party bashing the other,” Daylen supplied triumphantly. 
 
   “Righttttt.” Kanyon nodded. 
 
   “I’m with her. I hate those commercials,” Buzzcut #2 said, earning him a slap across the chest. 
 
   Buzzcut #1 stepped forward. “Shut up, all of you. I don’t care about anything, but kicking your ass and getting those pictures you took of the boss.”
 
   “Why don’t you let me handle this? Then we can go home and talk about what didn’t just happen.”
 
   “I’m not going to let you protect me anymore.” A wave of alcohol sloshed in her stomach and she bent slightly. “Maybe just one last time, but I’m still mad,” she informed Kanyon.
 
   “Yeah, at political commercials, got it. But it still wasn’t what you think.” Kanyon moved away before Daylen could protest or by the looks of her, vomit on her shoes. She held a “just a moment” finger up to the two men, as she walked Daylen around to the passenger side, giving her a hand in, then shutting the door, hoping to keep Daylen and her misunderstandings contained until she had time to straighten it all out. She turned to confront the two guys who were now looking down at the mid-thigh hem of her dress. She groaned, this is so going to end with a crotch shot.
 
   Walking toward her, Buzzcut #1 started with the fist to palm action again. “While you still have the use of your limbs, why don’t you go ahead and hand over your phone?” 
 
   “Hum. Yeah, I think not. Do you know what a pain in the ass it is to get a new phone? They take forever. Then you always lose your contacts and I’m only about a year into my two-year contract so, sorry, not happening.”
 
   Following in his partner’s lead, “Well then we’ll just have to take it from you,” Buzzcut #2 offered.
 
   Kanyon shrugged. “Orrrr I could just kick your asses?” Not waiting for an answer, she spun sideways, catching the two across their midsections with a spinning back kick, knocking the laughter from their throats. She dropped them to their knees with a low swipe of her leg to the backs of their knees. Reason number fifty-eight why I hate dresses, she thought as she stood and took a second to pull her dress back down. 
 
   One of the guys got to his knees, then lifted his ass in the air like a defensive linebacker. She was able to dodge enough, just enough, to avoid a full body smack down, but he caught the purse strap slung across her chest. He yanked, causing her to fall backward. He drug her a few feet before the strap broke. Reason number two hundred and twelve why I hate purses, she thought as she regained her footing. She looked down at herself, bloody knees and bloody elbows and though her dress was dirty, it was still covering her essential parts. 
 
   “Told you I’d get your phone.” Buzzcut #2 held out her purse by the broken strap. 
 
   “A temporary situation.” Kanyon took a step forward before she was grabbed from behind. She immediately threw her head back hard, cracking the guy in the nose. He screamed in pain and dropped her. She landed hard, but stood and began to step toward the purse-napper. “We’re going to have to end this quickly because there’s a bunch of people running up behind you.”
 
   “Yeah, right. Do I look stupid to you?”
 
   She tilted her head pretending to assess his face. “Actually, you do look pretty stupid. But that has nothing to do with,” she leaned slightly to look around him, “oh, I’d say the twenty people behind you, watching you steal a poor innocent woman’s purse.” Kanyon took several more slow steps toward him.
 
   “Whatever, bitch.” Still holding her purse out in his hand, he charged her.
 
   “Look stupid, act stupid.” Kanyon stood her ground until he was a few feet away then pivoted, jumped, and struck her attacker with a spinning heel in the jaw. 
 
   Kanyon looked over the guy’s limp body and rolled him over to his back. “I’m pretty sure that makes you stupid.” She took her purse from his hand. She was going to give the guy an extra kick to the ribs, but when a camera flash lit the sky, she turned and ran for the car as the hoard of paparazzi came running at her. 
 
   She smiled and waved her purse triumphantly as she maneuvered the car through the flood of people now surrounding them, demanding comments. 
 
   Clear of the crowd, Kanyon contemplated calling Roz, but she looked over at Daylen who had passed out and she didn’t want to wake her. She drove in silence to Daylen’s house, thinking of the headlines which were going to top tomorrow’s papers, “Kanyon McKane Attacks Strangers Outside Bar”; “Kanyon in Fight with New Lover Outside Nightclub”; “McKane Nearly Kills Two in Drunken Rage.” She groaned out loud. She didn’t really care what they said, but she did hate that her mother and Roz would wake up and read more career-killing headlines. She sighed. Then Daylen, who tried to push her away every chance she got, would get up and see her face on the front page and try to distance herself again. 
 
   Maybe she should just walk away, take one of the roles Roz found for her, and give everyone what they wanted. She knew she'd be miserable, but she was at least good at acting. She could fake being happy so her mom, Roz, and Daylen truly would be. 
 
   She pulled up in Daylen’s drive, parked, and watched Daylen sleep. Well, at least the headlines may be partially accurate. “I’ve definitely gone a little crazy,” Kanyon said softly running the back of her fingers down Daylen’s cheek. 
 
   Daylen stirred at the touch. “Kanyon?” she asked in a sleep and alcohol laden slur. 
 
   “Right here.” 
 
   “I don’t feel so good.” 
 
   Kanyon carried Daylen to her room and laid her in bed. She got some water and aspirin. “Daylen, I need you to sit up and drink this.” She held out the water.
 
   Daylen pried her eyes open and struggled to sit up. “Kanyon?”
 
   “Still right here.”
 
   Drunken thoughts of telling Kanyon she loved her swam through her mind. Tell her about being soul mates. Tell her about the Seeker, Guardian bond. “We need to talk.” With a flash of memory, Lexi’s lips on Kanyon, anger and jealously surged in her and she closed her eyes to regain her balance. 
 
   Kanyon cupped Daylen’s chin. “Not now. Not tonight.” She ran a thumb over Daylen’s bottom lip. “I need you to take some aspirin and drink this.” 
 
   Daylen complied then leaned back, exhausted, unable to keep her eyes open for another moment. 
 
   Kanyon moved to the end of the bed to remove Daylen’s shoes, dropping them on the floor and then pulled the sheets over an already asleep Daylen. She stood over her for a long moment. Heat and longing to protect pulsed through her body. There was no way she could or would let Daylen push her away. She belonged here with tabloid headlines, disappointed mother and agent, Blood Ring, psychic voodoo, dream-invading-ghost woman, and whatever else came in this surreal world of Daylen’s. She leaned in close to Daylen, combing her hair with her fingers. “I won’t let you push me away. I'll prove to you she means nothing to me and that you-” she brushed a kiss on her temple, “mean everything.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Kanyon watched as Daylen made her way into the office the next morning. “Rough night?” Kanyon teased. 
 
   Daylen moaned. “I feel like crap.” She took off her sunglasses and dropped them on the desk. “Why are you so perky? Why doesn’t your head feel like a jackhammer is going at your brain?”
 
   “Ahh, I didn’t have anything to drink last night.” 
 
   “I saw you. You ordered a-” Daylen’s brain wasn’t able to finish the sentence. 
 
   “An iced tea,” Kanyon provided. 
 
   Daylen turned slitted eyes on Kanyon which didn’t take much effort since they were barely open already. “You had an iced tea while you ordered me…?” 
 
   “A Pink Tuna.” Kanyon provided, lips curved.
 
   “Yeah, right. And very funny, by the way. I feel like I got ran over by a tuna boat.” Daylen dropped into her chair and let her forehead hit the desk. “Don’t even think about going there with that comment.”
 
   Kanyon sat a cup of coffee and more aspirin in front of her. Daylen lifted her head as the aroma of relief seduced her nasal passages. “Thank you.”
 
   Kanyon worked quietly until the coffee and aspirin brought Daylen somewhere close to alive. 
 
   Daylen blinked, catching a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye and turned to it. “Ahh, what’s that?” She pointed, finally noticing the fifty-inch monitor hanging on the wall adjacent to the working crime board Kanyon installed already.
 
   “It’s a monitor.”
 
   “Thank you. I know that much. Why is it here?”
 
   “So I can do this.” Kanyon turned to a laptop she also set up on a newly installed desk across from Daylen’s. A stream of photos began scrolling across the screen. Daylen stood and walked over to take a closer look. 
 
   “These are from last night?”
 
   “Yep.” Kanyon moved to stand next to Daylen. She reached out and touched the screen. “And this is what I think you call the money shot.” Kanyon double tapped her finger on a thumbnail picture. The photo enlarged to show a surprised Lydia straddling the lap of a man.
 
   “That’s definitely not Senior,” Daylen stated the obvious. 
 
   “Nope, definitely not Senior. But it is Jonathan Defalco, Jr.” Kanyon tapped the corner of the photo, minimizing it, then selected a different thumbnail; an old news article filled the screen. 
 
   “So we have Lydia having dinner with Daddy one night and giving lap dances to the son the next?”
 
   “Pretty much.” Kanyon nodded.
 
   Daylen flipped through the photos on the screen. “What do you think?” Kanyon finally asked.
 
   “The monitor is very NCIS.”
 
   “CSI: Denver,” Kanyon corrected. “It got canceled in pre-production. I got a good deal. But, I was talking about what you thought about the pictures.” 
 
   “I’m not sure, but I do know I’m kind of hungry. Let’s go down to the kitchen and talk it all through.”
 
   “Does that include…?” Kanyon didn’t need to elaborate.
 
   “The case, talk the case through,” Daylen clarified. “No need to discuss anything else. It’s done and it’s really none of my business.” Daylen began to gather things from her desk, afraid to meet Kanyon’s eyes, convinced she would see the hurt and lies in them.
 
   Kanyon walked over and laid a hand on Daylen’s arm. “I want to talk about it. I need you to know-”
 
   Daylen blinked away the tears that were threatening to form. “Kanyon, please.” Daylen stopped moving papers around and took in a steadying breath, hating that she sounded weak and vulnerable. “Kanyon, I don’t have any desire to talk about your love life. Let’s just solve the case and then you, we, can get back to our lives.” She pulled out of Kanyon’s grip and headed out of the office. 
 
   Kanyon dropped her head. She’d give her time, but she would find a way to make Daylen believe her, make Daylen understand that Lexi was a regretful part of her past. A past she didn’t even understand. Lexi didn’t mean anything to her. She recalled last night, watching over Daylen as she slept, and the overwhelming connection she felt. The want, the desire, the need to protect and love her; had been so strong. She’d even thought for a crazy second the connection had been real; that she could actually see it, a pulsing band of gold and red light that bound them together. 
 
   Kanyon sighed and let the thoughts drift away as she turned to follow Daylen down to the kitchen. A tingling sensation, like a low volt of electricity, ran through her body. She looked down at her hands and arms. The current didn’t hurt; it felt like strength and power coursing through her veins and muscles. She flexed her fingers, balled them into fists, and released. Maybe I should lay off the coffee, she thought as she began to move forward again. The sensation subsided only to be replaced by embracing warmth, like a heated blanket being wrapped around her. She savored the moment as her senses picked up on a now familiar feeling. She spun slowly around the room, and seeing nothing, she looked up. “Awww, Izzy. Did you just give me a supernatural love hug?”
 
   Her head knocked forward suddenly. “Ouch. Geez.” Kanyon rubbed the back of her head. “Hugs then head slaps? Man, you’re a moody Super-Guardian-Seeker-Guide or whatever.” She heard a faint chuckle as she headed down the stairs. This is so going to be a weird life, she thought as she walked into the kitchen. Daylen turned to her and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear before she met Kanyon with a small, regretful smile. But it was going to be an amazing one, she thought.
 
   “Kanyon, I didn’t mean… I shouldn’t have…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “If you’re making scrambled eggs, then all is forgiven.”
 
   Daylen nodded as she walked over to the refrigerator. “Scrambled eggs it is.” 
 
   As Daylen cooked, they talked about the non-Lexi events of the evening and pieced more facts together.
 
   “I agree,” Daylen said as she sat two plates of scrambled eggs and toast on the table. “Junior is definitely involved. We have the same two goons from the warehouse that we had at the club last night and Lydia is obviously involved in a sexual relationship with Junior.”
 
   Kanyon forked in a mouthful of eggs and chewed. “So what’s our next move?”
 
   “I think we go pay Senior a visit and see…” if I can get a read off of him, she thought, “…if we can get any answers from him. We can go there under the pretense of us doing backgrounds on the O’Connellys’ staff since he referred Lydia.” 
 
   A powerful pounding knock came from the backdoor. Kanyon glanced over her shoulder. “Expecting a mad, but polite elephant this morning?” 
 
   “Not this morning.” 
 
   As Daylen moved past her, Kanyon scooted her chair so whoever it was wouldn’t be entering at her back and the table wouldn’t be in the way if she needed to move quickly. 
 
   Daylen reentered the kitchen talking to someone behind her. “This is an unexpected surprise for a Sunday morning. I didn’t know you worked Sundays.” Daylen stopped and eyed Kanyon, confused for a second as to why she moved around the table. Though Kanyon sat relaxed and looked to be casually eating her breakfast, Daylen could see tightness in her posture, like an arrow pulled back taut in a bow, waiting to strike at a flick of a finger.
 
   Kanyon examined the woman who stepped around Daylen; she was maybe forty-five and approximately 5’3, a hundred and five pounds at most. That included the weight of the large gun and badge hooked on her belt. They were probably normal size, but looked disproportionate on the small woman. 
 
   “I work anytime there are pesky little issues running amuck in my town,” the woman said, irritated. “Kanyon, this is Lieutenant Pat Boston. Lieutenant, this-”
 
   “I know who she is.” Lt. Boston slapped a manila folder on the table in front of Kanyon.
 
   She had an attitude and dominated a room like a mad elephant, Kanyon thought. “Nice to meet you, Lieutenant,” Kanyon replied smoothly.
 
   Daylen moved around Kanyon laying a hand on her shoulder as she passed, a gesture she hoped Kanyon understood as please don’t antagonize the angry cop. “Can I get you something? Eggs? Toast?” Daylen offered.
 
   “Coffee,” Lt. Boston answered, still glaring at Kanyon while she took the chair across from her. 
 
   “You’re missing out.” Kanyon took another bite of eggs. “She makes great eggs.” 
 
   “I bet she does. But right now I’m more interested in these.” Lt. Boston flipped open the folder and spread out a half dozen photos in front of her. Kanyon ran her eyes over the photos then took another bite of her eggs. “Well, what do you have to say?”
 
   “I typically only sign photos my manager releases, but I could probably make an exception for you. Do you have a pen?”
 
   “Oh Miss hot-shot actress has a sense of humor, does she?” 
 
   Kanyon leaned over to take a closer look at the photos. “And a hell of a back kick apparently.” 
 
   Daylen stepped between the two as she sat a cup of coffee in front of Lt. Boston. She took in the photos lying on the table in front of Kanyon. They showed Kanyon in various stages of fighting with the two men from last night. Daylen remembered little about the events after she had exited the bar. As for the events before that, she had spent all morning trying to actively forget. She picked up a photo that showed one of the guys bear-hugging Kanyon, another of her being drug on the ground, and another which showed Kanyon’s satisfied smirk, the two guys decommissioned, with a lovely shot of her passed out and slack jawed, in the background. Oh yeah, she was a badass that didn’t need protection; taken out by some girlie drinks. She gave the picture another look, dropped it, grabbed Kanyon’s wrist, lifted her arm, and pushed down her sleeve in one quick motion.
 
   “Hey!” Kanyon protested.
 
   Daylen’s heart jolted when she saw the bandages wrapped around Kanyon’s arm from elbow to wrist. “I wondered why you were wearing long sleeves when it’s the middle of summer. Is the other arm just as bad?”
 
   Kanyon pulled her arm back and pushed down her sleeve. “It’s just a couple of scratches, no big deal.”
 
   “You have blood running down both of your arms. Damn it, Kanyon, I-” 
 
   “Ah, excuse me. Pissed off cop over here wanting some answers,” Lt. Boston snapped.
 
   “We’ll talk about this later,” Daylen said to Kanyon as she walked around her to sit at the table. 
 
   “Sure. We can add it to the growing to-be-talked-about-later list,” Kanyon mumbled. 
 
   Daylen gave Kanyon a cool glare.
 
   Lt. Boston slapped a hand down on the table, drawing both women’s attention back to her. “As cute and fun as it is to watch the two of you, do you think we can take a break with the little love spat and one of you tell me why Miss Xena Warrior Princess wannabe here is fighting with two of Defalco Jr.’s body guards?”
 
   “It’s not a love spat. We’re just friends, partners for the time being,” Daylen clarified for her own benefit. 
 
   “Sure. Whatever.” Lt. Boston rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to argue, ‘cause I really don’t give a flying flip. What I do care about is you telling me what happened.” She pointed a finger at the photos.
 
   Daylen recapped most of the events and details of their investigation, strategically dancing around the Seeker insight moments, the breaking and entering moments, the Lexi moments, and the wanting to kiss and kill Kanyon moments.
 
   Lt. Boston listened intently as Daylen recounted the events. When Daylen finished, she sat silent for a few moments. “That it?” she finally asked, disbelief in her voice.
 
   “Pretty much,” Daylen answered.
 
   “So apparently I didn’t make myself clear the other day when I told you to stay away from the Defalco’s?”
 
   “You said they were dangerous. You didn’t say to stay away.”
 
   “It was implied. These aren’t two guys you want to mess with.” Her voice softened slightly. “Daylen, listen to me. Our department, the FBI, and several other law enforcement agencies have been after these guys for years, with no luck. No offense, but some ex-actress turned P.I. and,” she flicked a look at Kanyon, “some I-played-a-pretty-superhero-on-tv-” 
 
   “Aww, you think I’m pretty?” Kanyon leaned in and fluttered her eyelashes at the Lieutenant. 
 
   Lt. Boston rolled her eyes again and stood to leave. “You aren’t going to take down the Defalcos. You’re only going to get yourselves hurt.” She gave a meaningful look to Kanyon. “And it could be a lot worse than a couple of boo-boos on your elbows next time.” She turned when she reached the door. “Oh, and just so there’s no confusion this time, stay away from the Defalcos.”
 
   Daylen waited until she heard the door shut and an engine start-up. “She’s right, you know. We should stay away.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is we’re headed to Senior’s when you finish your plate of cold eggs?”
 
   Daylen looked at Kanyon, studied her face, and then looked deep into her eyes. She didn’t need any special abilities or powers to see the determination and desire to finish what they started. She assumed Kanyon still had the need to prove herself; still believed she had to make something up to her and helping her solve this case was Kanyon’s way of doing so. Though she didn’t need or want that from Kanyon, she couldn’t bring herself to deny her the satisfaction. So they would solve the case then they would say good-bye and go back to their lives. Daylen’s heart ached at the thought of a life without Kanyon, but Kanyon would be safe and she wouldn’t have to see Kanyon moving on with Lexi. She swallowed hard, forcing her heart to go back down in her chest. 
 
   “Well?” Kanyon questioned.
 
   Daylen sighed. “We’re headed to Senior’s.” 
 
    
 
   Daylen was struck with an overwhelming sense of power, greed, and arrogance as soon as they entered Jonathon Defalco, Sr.’s estate. As Ruby instructed, she closed her eyes in an effort to concentrate on putting up her shields. The task was proving more difficult with the leftover headache from the night before. 
 
   “You okay?” Kanyon asked when she parked and caught a glance at Daylen.
 
   “I’m fine. Just a little hungover still.”
 
   “You sure you want to do this now?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” Though she was pretty sure she'd gotten the shields up, they were definitely weak and the negative energy was intense. She tried to shake off the sensation. “Let’s go.”
 
   They knocked and the door was answered by a young woman. “Wow, a real French maid uniform,” Kanyon commented at the sight of her. “I didn’t know women actually wore those things outside of strip clubs and Halloween.”
 
   The woman, obviously embarrassed of her slut-wear, blushed a little. “It’s Mr. Defalco’s required uniform. I know it’s tacky.” She blushed again. “Can I help you?”
 
   Daylen spoke up. “We’re here to speak to Mr. Defalco about some property stolen from some of his acquaintances, the O’Connellys.”
 
   “Yes, I heard. Bless their hearts,” she said in a sweet southern drawl. “I’ll ask Mr. Defalco if he has time to see you.” She ushered them into the foyer. “Please wait here. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Another nice girl, Kanyon thought, who moved here with dreams of making it big in Hollywood, but forced to get a job, in this case, a demeaning job. “Before you go, do you know who I am?”
 
   The young girl’s eyes dropped to the floor. “Yes, of course. You’re Kanyon McKane.”
 
   Her response solidified Kanyon's gut feeling about the girl. She knew who she was, but she had not gotten all instantly stupid nor had she asked for anything. She dug in her bag and pulled out a card. “I think you have something special, call this agent and tell her I sent you.”
 
   “Seriously?” The woman’s eyes went from embarrassed to excitement instantly.
 
   She nudged the card again in the girl’s direction. “Seriously, take it.” 
 
   She clutched the card to her chest. “Thank you.” 
 
   “And keep the accent. It’ll work well for you.” Kanyon gave the girl an encouraging wink.
 
   A wide smile broke across the girl’s face. “Thank ya.” Full accent in place now. “That slimy, horny toad told me to lose it or keep my mouth shut. I’ll go fetch him, but you best watch yourselves, he'll try to feel you up like a farmer on milkin’ day.” 
 
   “Duly noted.” Kanyon laughed.
 
   She nodded then hurried off to find Mr. Defalco.
 
   “That was nice of you,” Daylen said.
 
   Kanyon shrugged as she looked around the room. “Ahh, I felt bad. She seemed nice. Plus, she’s going to be out of a job soon.”
 
   “And how do you know she’s going to be out of a job?”
 
   “Because this guy’s guilty and we’re going to arrest him,” Kanyon offered matter-of-factly.
 
   “We don’t have the power to arrest. Plus, you don’t know him or if he’s guilty.”
 
   “I know he’s very likely sleeping with Lydia who’s a third his age, he has his very young housekeeper in a skimpy maid outfit, and he has,” she walked over to the corner of the room and pointed, “a naked woman statue with a snake wrapped around her leg making its way up to her crotch and she’s smiling like she’s enjoying it.” She rolled her eyes dramatically. 
 
   “That means he’s a perv with bad taste, but not necessarily guilty.”
 
   Kanyon flicked the statue with a look of disgust. “He’s guilty of something,” she muttered, then turned her attention back to Daylen. “I bet you a pizza he comes out here in a Hugh Hefner robe.”
 
   Daylen was about to wager pepperoni, but Mr. Defalco entered the room in a maroon robe with some kind of monogrammed crest on the chest, and her knees buckled. The shields she had gotten in place were not near strong enough to handle the assault of emotions that hit her upon his approach. She struggled to refortify her shields. Kanyon sensed Daylen’s distress and moved to her side. She felt Kanyon's hand on her elbow and felt the invisible barriers solidify in place. 
 
   “Well, hello.” Defalco stopped in the doorway and openly assessed both Daylen and Kanyon. “Rachel told me there were two ladies here to see me, but she didn’t say they were such visions of pure beauty.” He smiled a smile Kanyon assumed he thought made women lift their skirts. 
 
   I totally hate this guy, Kanyon thought as he strolled toward them. With one hand still holding onto Daylen, Kanyon stepped forward keeping Defalco from coming any closer. “Mr. Defalco, I’m Kanyon and this is Daylen.” 
 
   “Please, call me Jonathon.” He took Kanyon’s hand and instead of shaking it as she intended, he raised it to his lips and kissed it. 
 
   To do list: Get a vat of hand sanitizer, Kanyon thought.
 
   “I have entertained many celebrities within these walls.” He waved a proud hand around the room.
 
   Yeah, I bet. And their names were Molly Porntits and Susan Dirtyleg, Kanyon swallowed the urge to say. 
 
   “But none of your…,” his eyes returned to her and did another appreciation run of her body, “exquisite…” he ran a tongue over his lips, “stature.” 
 
   “Yeah.” Kanyon took her hand back with a quick jerk, not hiding the act of wiping his lip cooties off on her jeans.
 
   “I’m curious.” He stepped forward and let his eyes lick her body from toe to head again. Kanyon held her ground, wanting to use safety pins to pin his pupils to his forehead so he couldn't look up or down any more. “What brings the famous Kanyon McKane to my home?” He gave his bushy eyebrows a suggestive wiggle. 
 
   Composed and her shields defending her from the onslaught of greed, lust, and hate, that was emanating from him, Daylen stepped forward. “She's with me,” she offered flatly. Then cutting off his groan of pleasure she added, “She’s researching a role.” He gave Daylen his full attention then let his eyes take a free roam of her body. 
 
   Fuck safety pins, Kanyon thought, she'd just remove his eyes all together. It was Daylen who took Kanyon’s arm this time, holding her back. “We're here to…”
 
   Defalco waved away her words. “To talk about the dreadful theft of the O’Connellys’ precious ring,” he finished for her. “Come, let’s have a drink and talk.” He didn’t give them a chance to protest, turning abruptly to walk down the hall behind him. 
 
   “You okay?” Kanyon asked, stepping alongside Daylen.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “Light headed again?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
   “Yes,” Daylen retorted, pushing ahead of Kanyon.
 
   Kanyon grabbed Daylen’s arm, spun her back, and pointed at her. “FYI, this has just been added to our to-talk-about-later list.” She dropped her hand. “Oh, and you should know before we go any further, there's a good possibility I’m going to superglue his eyes in place.” She waited for a protest, but Daylen didn’t protest, only shrugged complacently. They proceeded down the hall after Defalco.
 
    
 
   He was standing at a bar when they walked in. To prove to Kanyon and herself she was in control, Daylen took the lead. “I appreciate you seeing us without any notice. We hoped you'd be willing to help us by answering a few questions?”
 
   He began to make himself a drink. “I’m always willing and able,” he added in a deeper tone, “to help a woman or… women in need.”
 
   Kanyon couldn’t fight the urge to roll her eyes, but she covered her actions by spinning away and taking in the room and its décor of more erotic themed art. Kanyon leaned in and muttered to Daylen, “This is his study? What does he study in here, tacky penis art?” 
 
   Daylen spoke over her. “I appreciate your help. Can you tell me how you know the O’Connellys? 
 
   “Of course. The O’Connellys are stand-up people. I know Mr. O’Connelly through a couple of mutual business acquaintances. We’ve socialized at parties and such. My late wife was friends with Mrs. O’Connelly; they were on a couple of committees together.” He took a sip of his drink and openly relished in its taste. “Perfect.” He turned to face them. “What can I get you ladies?” He turned again, taking out two glasses from underneath the table. 
 
   “A puke bucket and some insecticide would be good,” Kanyon mumbled.
 
   Daylen backhanded Kanyon across the arm.
 
   He looked over his shoulder. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Nothing.” Daylen spoke before Kanyon could. “Thank you though.”
 
   “A raincheck then.” He smiled another, or so he thought, charming smile.
 
   Daylen felt his lust, desire to dominate, conquer, and control fighting against her shields. She was going to have to make this interview quick because she didn’t think she could hold the emotions off for long. “Mrs. O’Connelly said you referred Lydia, their assistant, to them.”
 
   “Yes, yes I did. Lydia's a lovely girl.”
 
   “And how did you come to know Lydia?”
 
   He gave Daylen a wicked smile. “Lydia…” he paused for effect, “did some work for me. She is very ambitious.” He gave them a devilish grin. “And has a good many talents that I found most… desirable.” 
 
   “She does seem like the kind of girl that has taken a lot of dick-tation,” Kanyon said, disgust dripping from her every word. 
 
   Daylen cut in. “So you referred her to the O’Connellys?”
 
   “Yes.” He answered Daylen, though his attention was still on Kanyon. “Mr. O’Connelly mentioned at a dinner party that his wife needed assistance managing the house and various events. I thought Lydia would be perfect.”
 
   “Because of her skills,” Kanyon stated pointblank, not trying to hide her sarcasm. 
 
   Though his smile did not waver, she could see the change in his eyes.
 
   Daylen felt the change in him as well and she tried to redirect him as she felt her shields weaken. “When was the last time you saw Lydia?” 
 
   He turned to Daylen and assessed her suspiciously. “The other night. I invited her for dinner at my restaurant, but unfortunately the evening was cut short. There was a little issue in the parking lot I needed to tend to.” He flicked a glance toward Kanyon.
 
   “Probably should get better security,” Kanyon replied.
 
   His smile widened. “Oh don’t worry, I plan on taking care of the problem.”
 
   Daylen’s wanted to close her eyes to the hate and vengeance that now filled the room. “I appreciate your time Mr. Defalco, you have been most generous,” she said as she willed her legs to stay under her.
 
   “No problem. Like I said, I’m always willing to help women in need.”
 
   Daylen and Kanyon made their way to the front door. When they were safely out of ear shot Kanyon ranted. “God, I think I got a sexually transmitted disease just standing in the same room with that freakin’ sleazeball. I mean seriously, how many sexual-” Kanyon stopped her tirade when she saw Daylen begin to crumble.
 
   Daylen’s knees gave out and her vision went black the second the door shut behind them. She woke, warm with Kanyon’s arms holding her tight against her. She wanted to stay that way, nuzzle into Kanyon’s strong embrace, but she leaned back. “Sorry,” she offered as she straightened and nudged Kanyon away so she could bear her own weight. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and released it slowly before opening them again. Still feeling unsettled, she knew she needed to distance herself from Defalco. “Kanyon, will you please get me out of here?” 
 
   “Sure.” Kanyon kept a steadying hand on her arm for a few steps, until Daylen waved her off. “I’m fine now, thanks.”
 
   “You don’t look fine.”
 
   “I just got a little-”
 
   Kanyon cut her off. “Light-headed, I know.” She followed Daylen to the passenger side and when she was secure in her seat she made her way around to the driver’s side. They drove silently for several miles until Kanyon pulled off onto a road near a sign announcing the entrance to a scenic overlook. 
 
   “Where are we going?” 
 
   Kanyon didn’t answer. A small parking lot emerged in front of them. 
 
   “Kanyon, we don’t have time for this.” 
 
   Again Kanyon didn’t answer, instead she pulled into a parking space, parked, turned off the engine, and exited the vehicle. Confused at Kanyon’s actions, Daylen sat and watched as she strolled toward the overlook, sat down on the vacant cement bench, closed her eyes, and let the sun hit her upturned face. 
 
   Daylen finally exited the vehicle and walked over to stand in front of Kanyon. She watched as the ocean breeze danced with Kanyon’s hair and a cloud moved in front of the sun and changed the light playing across her face. 
 
   Kanyon didn’t open her eyes. “Feeling better?” she asked serenely.
 
   “Yes, but we need to-” 
 
   Kanyon cut her off. “Good. Then you won’t mind telling me what the hell just went on?” Kanyon demanded softly. 
 
   “I told you. Sometimes I get a little light-headed and-”
 
   Kanyon opened her eyes and lowered her gaze to fix a glacier stare on Daylen. “Don’t even,” she ordered, her voice just as cold. 
 
   Daylen contemplated the truth. If she told Kanyon she had entangled herself in this surreal existence, then maybe Kanyon would think, well… she didn’t know what Kanyon would think exactly. The thought of being honest scared her. She cared what Kanyon thought and didn’t want her thinking she was some ex-Hollywood actress gone nut job. On the flipside, she didn’t want to lie, not to Kanyon. She wanted Kanyon. Wanted her in her life. Wanted to be back in her arms, but more than anything else she wanted Kanyon to be safe. When Kanyon cleared her throat, Daylen dropped to sit next to her. 
 
   Kanyon continued to stare at her, arms crossed, waiting Daylen out. Daylen sighed deeply. “Fine. Fine. God, I can’t believe I'm about to say this,” she muttered. “Okay, so my aunt and I come from an ancient bloodline of Seekers.” She rushed before she lost her nerve. “Seekers have special gifts which assist them in finding certain articles, items, and people. We find and collect these articles because well, if they are found or used…” Daylen paused to find the right words, “there’s a disruption in the grand plan or something.” Unable to turn back now, Daylen continued resignedly. “I don’t know everything; I just started working with my aunt since the show ended. I’ve always known about this inherited job title and what my aunt could do. But she just started teaching me, training me, to use my gifts. I can apparently see things, visions, sometimes. I can feel things, human emotions or whatever, I don’t even know, they’re unpredictable. Until recently, they haven’t even been all that strong. But the last couple of weeks or so they are kind of kicking in. They can kind of overwhelm me sometimes, hence the lightheadedness.” 
 
   Kanyon sat back and pondered Daylen’s explanation for a long time. The last couple of weeks or so? The same last couple of weeks or so that Isadora had been visiting her in her dreams?
 
   In her silence, Daylen watched Kanyon’s face for any indications of how she was taking the news. Nothing. She was probably trying to think of how to get to the car without the crazy person following her. Or she was figuring out the wording she was going to put on the psycho ward intake paperwork. Her heart began to ache.
 
   Kanyon finally turned to look at Daylen. “Save the world from supernatural trinkets? I definitely need to talk to Ruby about getting that dental plan.” Kanyon uncrossed her legs and rose. “So where to now?” she asked as she headed to the car. 
 
   Daylen caught Kanyon’s arm a few steps down the sidewalk, stopping her and spinning her back around to face her. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say? I just told you I’m part of an ancient group of mystical people and you say you need to talk to Aunt Ruby about getting your teeth cleanings paid for?” 
 
   Kanyon smiled a wide toothy grin. “Ahhh, yeah. I can’t be fighting the bad guys with f’ugly teeth.” 
 
   “Seriously?” Daylen could not register how she could have just laid out the most unbelievable, put you in a straightjacket, story and Kanyon had absolutely no reaction, no protest, not even a roll of the eyes. And she hadn’t even talked to her in a talk-the-crazy-person-off-the-ledge voice. 
 
   Kanyon took in the confusion on Daylen’s face. She guessed if she hadn’t grown up in Hollywood surrounded by crazy people and if she hadn’t been visited by her late night, pesky, ancient mystical guide, Isadora, she’d probably be doing the smile-while-you-try-to-back-away-from-the-loony-bin-escapee thing right now. But she had, and more so, it was Daylen. Daylen was all that mattered. So no matter what, she wasn’t going to walk away from her again. Her decision had been simple, she was in. Either they were both on their way to the crazy farm or everything Isadora had been telling her was confirmed. I should probably tell Daylen about Isadora she thought as she watched Daylen, hands on hips, shifting her weight uncomfortably from foot to foot. On the other hand, not telling her could be more fun. “Okay, fine. I do have one question.”
 
   “Good. Okay,” Daylen answered, relieved Kanyon was at least acting curious now. “What is it?” 
 
   Kanyon stepped close to Daylen and made a show of looking down the opening of Daylen’s shirt. She hooked a finger in its v and pulled her shirt open slightly. Daylen’s breath hitched and Kanyon looked back up at Daylen with a grin. She glanced back down. “Do you have a superhero suit under here?” 
 
   Daylen was caught between desire, laughter, and frustration, but desire quickly took the lead as Kanyon released her shirt only to run her hand up the opening. She swallowed a moan as Kanyon’s touch slid up her neck then cupped the side of her face. They stared at each other as Kanyon ran a soft thumb over Daylen’s lips. “Nice try with the crazy routine and trying to run me off,” Kanyon leaned in, stopping her lips a breath away from Daylen’s, “but I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
   “Good to know,” Daylen managed to whisper. 
 
   The corner of Kanyon’s lips smirked in satisfaction. She stepped back slowly, dropping her hand from Daylen’s cheek. “Where to now?” she asked as she turned to walk back to the car.
 
   Daylen didn’t answer, taking a second to collect herself. 
 
    
 
   Once in the car, Kanyon turned to Daylen. “So what about Lenny? What was his part in the grand plan? What did we save by finding him; a few dozen bakeries and a really bad Hawaiian shirt factory from going out of business?” Kanyon asked.
 
   Daylen laughed. “No. No grand plan with Lenny. His wife simply hired us to find him and bring him back. She probably altered Lenny’s plan a little, but there was nothing special about his recovery. Through the years the Seekers have always taken on added responsibilities along with their normal jobs. Aunt Ruby decided to make it a business by taking on normal cases as well, helps with the cover too.”
 
   “Smart,” Kanyon replied simply. “Okay so Madam Mystic, now what?”
 
   “First, no nicknames. Second, I think I need to go back to bed. The Defalco overload and last night are playing havoc in my head.”
 
    
 
   They pulled in front of Daylen’s house. “Are you sure you’re okay? I could come in and help you get to bed and stuff,” Kanyon offered with a wicked smile.
 
   Daylen wanted nothing more than Kanyon to come in and make sure she got to bed and stuff. “I’m good, thanks. I’ll be fine. I just need to spend some time alone, shake the last few days off, and re-energize. You understand?” 
 
   “I understand and I’ll leave, but we’re going to talk about last night. I don’t want you to think I-”
 
   “Kanyon, really, it’s fine. I was just a little drunk and a little surprised, that’s all. I know there’s something between you and Lexi and it’s not my business.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Not now. I can’t.” Daylen spoke over her.
 
   Kanyon was going to continue, but she saw the exhaustion in Daylen’s face so she just nodded.
 
   “Thanks,” Daylen said softly.
 
   “I’ll pick you up in the morning since your car is still at Ruby’s.” 
 
   “I’ll grab a cab, don’t worry. I’ll see you at the office in the morning,” she replied as she got out of the car. 
 
   Kanyon sighed heavily as she watched Daylen close the door behind her. Well, freaking now what? It wasn’t even noon. Daylen had been gone thirty seconds and she was already stir-crazy and bored. She went through her mental rolodex for someone to call. Mom? No. She was not going shopping or sipping drinks poolside so they could look at her latest pool boy’s butt. Roz? No. She didn’t want to get yelled at or have to feel bad about turning down any more roles. Dodge? Maybe. She did feel like hitting something, but she would see him in the morning for their ass-crack of dawn workout. She ran through a list of her Hollywood “friends.” No. All they did was talk about their big, upcoming roles and who was sleeping with who. Her list was dwindling. She was too restless to go home and couldn’t be alone right now. A name popped in her head. She disregarded it immediately, but with Daylen indisposed, she couldn’t think of anyone better. She pulled out her phone and dialed. She really shouldn’t be doing this and she nearly hung up, but the line was answered before she could.
 
   “Hey, it’s Kanyon,” she said tentatively. “What are you up to?” She listened. “Do you mind if I crash the party?” She waited for an answer. “Okay, cool. I’ll see you in a little bit.” She hung up and laid her head back on the head rest. “What the hell did I just do?” She looked at Daylen’s house, shook off the apprehension, and started the car.
 
    
 
   Two and a half hours later Kanyon was sitting outside on a bench with her head lowered as guilt and regret weighed heavy on her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. I don’t know what came over me.” A comforting arm went around her shoulders. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.” Silence fell for a long moment, then she looked up, remorse clear in her eyes. “I want to try again. It’ll be different this time, I promise.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Kanyon, it was okay at first, cool even, but… Well, the guys are kind of getting tired of being pelted to death with paintballs,” Theo explained apologetically. “You’re just too good. We’ve played five games and everyone is dead before they can even get a shot off. Well, except for Linus. He got a shot off, but only because you covered his face and chest with paint and he couldn’t see, so he fell and when his gun hit the ground it misfired.”
 
   “We could play ten against one, all of you against me. I’ll even shoot left handed,” Kanyon offered hopefully.
 
   “Ah, we already kind of did that last game when you shot the red team, then accused your own blue team of treason and killed all of them too.”
 
   “One of them was throwing hand signals, giving away our positions to the enemy. I couldn’t take any chances.”
 
   “He was waving for medical assistance after you used his back as a spring board to jump over the inflatable barriers into the other team’s bunker.”
 
   “So you’re saying I was a little too zealous?”
 
   “Maybe a tad.”
 
   “Understood. Tell the guy’s thanks and I’m sorry, especially the little scrawny one I picked up and used as a human shield.”
 
   “Will do,” Theo said, patting her on the back. 
 
   Back in her car, Kanyon looked at her dash clock. Two thirty. Great, now what? She headed for home, lacking anything better to do. She showered and changed then went downstairs to get something to eat, realizing she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. At that she thought of Daylen. It was everything she could do to keep from going to her. The need to comfort and care for her was overwhelming. She tried to distract herself with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich which fed her stomach, but did nothing for keeping her thoughts from wondering back to Daylen. Her doorbell rang and she leapt off the stool, thankful for the distraction. 
 
   Kanyon greeted her visitor with a big smile. “Hey, Benny.” 
 
   “Hello, Miss McKane.” He held out a set of car keys. “I finished your car.” 
 
   Kanyon snatched the keys from his hand and bolted past him, taking the front stairs two at a time until she hit the driveway. “Benny, it’s freakn’ amazing.”
 
   “Thank you, Miss McKane.”
 
   She turned to her long time mechanic and car restorer. “Benny, we’ve known each other for ten years. You’ve restored what, ten, fifteen, cars for me? Stop calling me Miss McKane.” 
 
   “Yes, Miss… Miss Kanyon,” Benny said sheepishly. 
 
   Kanyon rolled her eyes, and would have reprimanded him again, but she wanted to ogle her new toy. “It’s perfect. It’s exactly like the one from the movie.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I watched Smokey and the Bandit twenty times to make sure it was an exact replica. I mean this is a ‘79 and the one in the movie, actually they used more than one model I think, a ‘76 and ‘77, because there were some inconsistencies with the cars in the movie. So I had to use my best judgment. If you don’t like it-” He hesitated, uncertainty filling his voice. 
 
   Kanyon turned to him. “It’s perfect, Benny. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Miss, Miss Kanyon.”
 
   She shook her head, smiling. “You just can’t call me Kanyon, can you?”
 
   “I will work on it ma’am.”
 
   “It’s fine.” She ran a hand admiringly over the Firebird emblem on the hood. “You can call me whatever you want, you deserve it. This is absolute perfection.”
 
   Benny smiled and began a detailed tour of the car, inside and out. Benny fired it up, revving the engine while Kanyon watched the motor vibrate with power. She stood back, barely able to wait to get behind the wheel. “You're a true artist.” Benny blushed under the praise and then nearly passed out when Kanyon threw her arms around him. “A true artist,” she said again when she released him.
 
   “Thank you, Miss McKane.”
 
   Kanyon fought the urge to peel out. She played nice in the congested traffic, but then used the motor as it was intended when she hit the open highway. She had faster cars and newer cars, but she enjoyed the Trans Am’s low throaty rumble. You could feel its power and strength, which had earned it its title as a muscle car. As she drove she liked pushing its speed on the straightaways and maneuvering it around the tight and winding curves. She pulled over at one point to remove the T-tops, so she could enjoy the wind whipping through her hair. 
 
   “I have to say, this is quite enjoyable. We did not have such things during my day.” Kanyon nearly swerved off the road at the sound of Isadora’s voice. 
 
   “Holy Christ!” She straightened. “You nearly killed us.”
 
   “I am already dead.”
 
   “I’m not! Don’t do that again!” Kanyon took a couple of breaths to calm her racing heart. She looked over at Isadora and the full reality of the situation hit her, she could look over at Isadora. “I thought I could only see you in my dreams?”
 
   “No, most certainly not. Why did you think such a thing?”
 
   “Ah, I don’t know, maybe because I’ve only seen you in my dreams.” 
 
   “Because that was the only time I thought you would listen.”
 
   “So you can just drop in whenever? And that was you doing the whole sizzle then pop to the head thing this morning?” 
 
   “Yes and yes.” Isadora, who had been holding her hood in place, released it and her golden blonde hair flew free in the wind. “This is quite fun.”
 
   Kanyon glanced at Isadora who was smiling widely, truly enjoying the ride. She took her through the winding valleys and gave her speed when the road smoothed out. Kanyon found herself at the same scenic overlook where she stopped with Daylen. 
 
   “I can see why you like these machines.” Isadora ran a hand over the dash. “They are quite powerful and thrilling.”
 
   “Want to take a walk? Or glide, or whatever you do?” Kanyon asked as she held her hand on the door handle. 
 
   “I would love to.” 
 
   They made their way out to the benches and watched the waves crash against the rocks. “More power,” Isadora stated simply.
 
   “So you can visit anytime, day or night, when I'm awake or in my dreams?” 
 
   “Yes.” She smiled as she saw Kanyon realize the implications of her ability. She chuckled softly. “Do not worry, Kanyon. I kind of knock, I guess you could say, before I ever visit so I will not be showing up in your shower. You do have your privacy and moments in which I cannot interrupt.”
 
   “Good to know. Okay, so what’s up? Why are you here and what was the deal with this morning’s little electric show in my body? Did you do that?” Kanyon sat and Isadora followed suit.
 
   “I did not do that, you did. I did give you, what did you call it? The “little love hug” and then the pop on the head,” she winked, “but what you felt before was your power releasing.”
 
   “My power?” Kanyon eyed her skeptically. 
 
   Isadora nodded at Kanyon’s car. “Like your machine.”
 
   “The Trans Am?” Kanyon asked, glancing back.“Like your Trans Am you have power inside you, lots of power. As you accept your role as Guardian, your power is released to you.” 
 
   “Power? What kind of power?”
 
   “That I do not know entirely. You are unique, like no other Guardian before you, and you are connected with Daylen. She is like no other Seeker. Your power, both of your powers will continue to grow stronger; she as a Seeker and you as a Guardian.”
 
   “Surely you have some idea. I mean, are we talking power like, leap tall buildings in a single bound and stop bullets with my teeth, or sucky Aquaman, talk to dolphins kind of power? Or Martha Stewart, make centerpieces out of twigs and gourds kind of power, or-”
 
   Isadora raised a hand to stop Kanyon as she laughed. “You are truly like no one else. I so enjoy you.” She laid a hand on Kanyon’s knee. “I do not know the true depths of your powers, as they are destined to be greater than I have ever seen. But if they are like my husband, Marcus’ powers then you will be able to sense danger, especially when it comes to Daylen. You already have a warrior’s mind and body; you will only become more knowledgeable and skilled. You will not only fight better, but smarter. You will likely develop some supernatural abilities as well, like anticipating your enemy’s actions. You might be able to control or manipulate some or all of the four elements; air, water, fire, and earth.”
 
   “This is surreal. Are you sure I don’t have a brain tumor and I’m dreaming all this?” Maybe when I fell off the horse on the set months ago I hit my head and I’m in a coma just lying there…”
 
   Isadora placed her hand over Kanyon’s. “I know this is unbelievable, but it is real, and you are our chosen Guardian, our warrior.”
 
   Kanyon sighed heavily. “You’re sure I’m not dreaming?” Isadora pinched Kanyon’s hand she was holding. “Ouch. Geez,” Kanyon cried, yanking her hand away.
 
   “You are not dreaming.”
 
   “Okay, I’m a Guardian.” She shook her hand out. “So how do I know what to do now?” 
 
   “Just keep doing what you have been doing.”
 
   “Getting in fights and frustrating Daylen?”
 
   Isadora laughed. “It is a good start.” 
 
   Kanyon thought for a long moment. “Controlling fire and wind, huh? I’ll be a hit at birthday parties.” Kanyon chuckled, but it soon died off and she lowered her head, thought for a second, and then raised it again meeting Isadora’s eyes directly. “You’re sure I’m the one? You’re sure I can do this?” 
 
   “I have no doubt. When you come to believe as I do,” she nodded toward the car, then the ocean, “you could be as powerful as both the Trans Am and the ocean.” Isadora gave Kanyon’s hand a comforting pat, then stood. 
 
   “You’re leaving?” Kanyon jumped to her feet. “Don’t you want to ride back? I mean, I know you don’t need a ride back, but…”
 
   “We will do it again, soon.” Her eyes sparkled. “I thoroughly enjoyed it.” She began to fade. 
 
   “Isadora, wait!” Kanyon rushed to say.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   “Quick question?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Should I be scared of this power? I mean, what if I can’t control it?”
 
   “You will know what to do when the time comes and Marcus, he will help you.”
 
   “Where is this no good, lazy husband of yours? Isn’t he supposed to be teaching me things? What has he been doing, drinking Rum Runners on a beach somewhere?” 
 
   She laughed at the thought of Marcus sitting on a beach, relaxing long enough to have a drink. Oh this is going to be so much fun, she thought. Her serious, resilient warrior and this one with such charm, wit, and more power than all before her; they were going to teach each other so much. That is if they did not kill each other. She smiled at Kanyon reassuringly. “Do not worry, Guardian. Marcus, he…” enveloping the memories of all the times he fought and protected her, “…he will be there when you need him.”
 
   “Will he be sober?” Kanyon asked.
 
   Isadora laughed again. “Oh, I can guarantee it.” Oh yes, this is going to be very entertaining.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Daylen crashed face first into her bed as soon as she downed a glass of water and three aspirin; her dreams coming quick and vivid with the facts of the case replaying in her mind. Then she saw it, the Blood Ring; an intangible glow just out of reach.
 
   Although her conscience mind would have resisted, not believing it was possible, her subconscious mind reached out and searched for the ring. She heard it like a siren’s call and she began to follow its allure. A light flashed and she suddenly found herself where she'd been earlier in the day, Defalco’s house. She walked through the front door without challenge, wandered through the halls and up the stairs, until she stopped in front of a closed door. She knew instinctively the ring lay in the room beyond and was as confident in that fact, as if she had placed it there herself. She reached and grasped at the doorknob only to have it dematerialize in her hand. 
 
   Another flash of light and she found herself in a different place, one she knew well. A place she had visited many times since she was old enough to remember. 
 
   “Hello, Daylen.”
 
   Daylen ran to the woman and gave her a welcoming embrace. “Isadora, I’ve missed you. Where have you been?”
 
   Isadora returned the hug and then released her, holding her at arm’s length and smiling warmly. “I have missed you too, my child.” Isadora dropped her hood and ran a hand through her hair to straighten it. “Sorry if I look a little tasseled and windblown, I just went on a most exciting adventure.” 
 
   “Is that why I haven’t seen you in so long, you’ve been vacationing?” Daylen asked, curious at the endless destinations a non-corporeal person could go. “Wait, Marcus went on a vacation?” 
 
   Isadora chuckled softly. “No, we have not been on a vacation in a number of years. I have been…” she tilted her head thoughtfully, “…recruiting, I guess you can say. But I want to talk about you; a lot has been going on with you these last couple of weeks. Ruby tells me your powers are developing rather quickly and as I can see by this last feat, your Seeker sight is developing well too. You have a good idea where the ring is located?” 
 
   “I guess.” She turned and began walking, Isadora falling in beside her. “Is that what that was? I mean, it could be just a dream.”
 
   “Did it feel like a dream?”
 
   “No, I guess not. It felt more like a calling or…” She paused in thought.
 
   Isadora put an arm around her shoulders. “A calling is accurate. As your powers grow, you will likely sense or feel the items in which you seek.” 
 
   “Yeah, though I thought at first I could see the Blood Ring, it was more the emotions that were drawing me to it. So much…” she closed her eyes and concentrated on the emotions which drew her to the ring, “jealousy?” 
 
   “Pride?” Isadora offered.
 
   Daylen stopped to turn to Isadora's furrowed brows. “Yes, but…”
 
   Isadora encouraged her to keep walking. “Pride is not always associated with bad or evil things, quite the opposite sometimes. However, pride is very powerful. It can encompass many things; jealousy, lies, spite, vengeance. It can also cause man to do a number of evil acts.” 
 
   “Kill.” Daylen remembered the story of the Blood Ring’s creation. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They walked in silence for a long time, until Daylen finally spoke. “Seems like I’m getting a lot more visions lately and I definitely have been seeing… feeling,” she corrected, “feeling more auras and emotions. The people I’ve talked to on this case and the emotions they’re emitting are almost overwhelming.” 
 
   “Ruby has taught you how to shield against such things?”
 
   “Yes, and it’s been working up to a point. But today…” Daylen tried to find the words to articulate the events.
 
   “Today they nearly overcame you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Was Kanyon with you?” 
 
   Hearing Isadora speak Kanyon’s name took her by surprise. Of course she didn’t know why. If what her aunt said was true, Kanyon was a Guardian and of course Isadora would know. “Yes. She was there.”
 
   “And she was able to assist you?”
 
   Daylen thought about Kanyon’s steadying hand on her; thought about her fortifying embrace. “Yeah, I guess she did.”
 
   Isadora smiled at the soft reluctance in Daylen’s voice. “So, tell me how this new partnership is going?”
 
   “Okay, I guess.” Daylen moved out from under Isadora’s arm. “I just didn’t expect… her, of all…” She ran frustrated hands through her hair. “I’m scared.” She finally admitted.
 
   “You care for her and you do not want her to get hurt?” Isadora offered.
 
   “Exactly. How did she get roped into this chaos? I don’t need any help. She can go back to acting and…”
 
   Isadora stepped forward, took both Daylen’s shoulders in her hands, and waited until Daylen looked up at her. “You have such a big heart, my child. I so love you for that. And the love I have for you wants no harm to come to you. I would fight to my last breath to keep you from being hurt, but my love does not keep me from letting you be who you want and who you are meant to be.” When Daylen started to lower her head again, Isadora placed a fingertip underneath her chin to raise Daylen’s eyes to hers. “Kanyon is your partner in this fight. The two of you are special; chosen ones, fated ones. Let her make her own choices, let her be who she desires to be.”
 
   Daylen sighed heavily as she pondered Isadora’s words. “Ugh, you and Aunt Ruby are playing the same record. You’re right, of course. It’s just so hard to let someone protect you, fight for you, and put herself in danger because of you. And she has so much to lose. I don’t want to be the cause of that.”
 
   Isadora pulled Daylen into her arms. “My child, I think the same about you.” She squeezed her tight then released her. “Kanyon is stronger than you think and the two of you share a special bond; an incredible, powerful bond. You can use the power, the bond, to give you strength when you need it and you can also use it to give her strength when she is in need of it.” She lightened her tone. “I have a feeling she is going to need it a lot. I think she has a special knack for getting into trouble.” Isadora gave Daylen another quick hug. “Trust yourself, your heart, and trust her.”
 
   Isadora began to fade. “Isadora, wait. Is Kanyon my, you know…”
 
   “Your soul mate?” Isadora filled in. “Child, you do not need me for that. Your heart already knows the answer,” she offered, then faded with a wink. 
 
    
 
   Daylen walked into the office the next morning to see Kanyon already sitting at her desk. “Why are you always here so early?”
 
   “I’m a morning person.” Because Dodge makes me be one, she elaborated in her own head. “Feeling better?” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks,” Daylen replied, dropping her bag on her desk.
 
   “So, what’s the plan today?”
 
   “We’re getting the ring.” 
 
   “You know where it is?” Kanyon asked surprised. 
 
   “I have an idea,” Daylen offered. 
 
   “An idea?” Kanyon asked suspiciously. 
 
   Daylen waved a hand at her. “Idea, premonition, whatever.” 
 
   Kanyon leaned forward, curious. “You had a premonition of where the ring is located?” 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Kanyon shrugged. “You’re kind of taking all the fun out of investigating if you're just going to premonition all the answers.” Daylen gave her a flat look. “I’m just saying, if TV shows did it that way it would be like, “Gasp! The ring is missing,” commercial, then the good guy would be like “I know where it is! It’s in the safe at the villain’s house!” Case closed. The end. Commercial, bad ratings and the show gets cancelled.” 
 
   “Yeah. Well, I don’t know what to tell you. Our ratings are just going to have to suck I guess, because I’m pretty sure I know where it is.” 
 
   “Fine. So where are we going?”
 
   “Back to Defalco’s.”
 
   “I’m sure you are right and that’s totally who took the ring, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. You almost blacked out with all the bad juju yesterday.”
 
   “I know. I think my shields will be stronger this time,” she said as she thought of Isadora telling her to use the bond. She walked over and laid a tentative hand on Kanyon’s shoulder; feeling the sizzle of energy she smiled. “Plus, if anything goes wrong, you’ll be there.” 
 
   Kanyon eyed her suspiciously, wondering what invoked the sudden trust and willingness to rely on her for protection. “Okay,” she agreed reluctantly. 
 
   Daylen removed her hand. “I’ll be even stronger if I have…”
 
   Kanyon’s eyes lit in excitement. “Please say French toast!”
 
   “French toast.” Daylen smiled. 
 
   “Yes!” 
 
   Over a mouthful of syrup soaked goodness, Kanyon thought she might push her luck and bring up a topic from their to-talk-about-later list. “We still haven’t talked about the other night.”
 
   “No, we haven’t.” Daylen took a bite and chewed. She’d reluctantly accepted the Guardian-Seeker bond, but she'd seen the power Lexi had over Kanyon, so her heart, okay her brain, wasn’t too keen on the whole “soul mate thing” just yet. She knew she loved Kanyon, but she also knew love was a two-way street and thought Kanyon’s street had led her and Lexi up to Make-Out Mountain. “And I really don’t think we need to discuss it.”
 
   “But what you saw-”
 
   “What I saw was you kissing Lexi.” Daylen heard the harshness in her own voice and knew she was being the unreasonable, jealous chick, but she didn’t want to talk about it. She wanted the image of the two of them locked in an intimate embrace to stop replaying incessantly in her mind. She sighed and softened her tone. “Kanyon, please. Can we just let it be and move past it?”
 
   Everything in Kanyon wanted to say no and that she didn’t want to let it go, but she saw the pain on Daylen’s face and conceded with a nod. 
 
   “Thank you.” Daylen took another bite, but her appetite was gone. “So, I think we should catch the bad guys before they go to work.” Or have any more time to use the ring.
 
   Kanyon crammed in the rest of her toast. “Okay, let’s do this,” she replied around her last bite.
 
   Daylen shook her head. “But I think we can spare enough time for you to chew.”
 
    
 
   Back on Defalco’s doorstep, Kanyon turned to Daylen. “You’re sure you’re ready for this?”
 
   “Yeah.” Daylen took in a breath, inhaling the electricity that was thick in the air around them, and felt her body hum. “Yeah,” she repeated and pressed the doorbell. “Just stick to the plan. I’ll distract and you excuse yourself to look for the room I saw.”
 
   “Will do,” Kanyon confirmed as the front door swung open.
 
   “Good morning,” Lydia said as she stood in the doorway. With no attempt to mask her utter disgust, she thrust out an irritated hip. “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
   “We are,” Daylen took in a breath and fortified her shields against the assault of hate Lydia was emitting, “here to see Mr. Defalco.” 
 
   “Mr. Defalco, Sr. is not available, but I’m sure Johnny will be happy to see you.” Lydia threw a smirk at Kanyon. 
 
   Kanyon repaid Lydia’s snide body language with a “bring it on” smirk of her own.
 
   “We’ll talk to Junior then,” Daylen snapped.
 
   “So, Lydia, they’re making you answer their door now?” Kanyon asked as they stepped into the foyer.
 
   “They're not making me do anything. I’m only answering the door because the maid quit yesterday. Apparently, she talked to some agent who was able to get her some role or something.” Lydia huffed. “Like she has a chance in hell of making it.”
 
   “You said ‘they’. I’m just curious, whose bed were you in last night?” Kanyon asked as Lydia began to retreat.
 
   “I don’t see why that’s any of your business,” Lydia scowled.
 
   Kanyon gave her a one shoulder shrug. “It’s not. I’m just curious who you’re whoring yourself out to.”
 
   “Why do you have to stir things up like that?”  Daylen demanded when Lydia stormed out of the room.
 
   “She annoys me.”
 
   Daylen rolled her eyes.
 
   Junior appeared in the foyer a few minutes later. “Ladies, this is quite a surprise.” 
 
   Daylen stepped forward to greet him. “Mr. Defalco, we’re sorry to bother you so early in the morning. We were actually going to try and speak to your father, but I understand he’s not available.”
 
   “Early morning conference call. That happens sometimes since he does a lot of business overseas.”
 
   “Follow me. I’ll entertain you until he becomes available.” He headed in the same direction as Senior had the day before. Daylen gave an I don’t like this look to Kanyon before following Junior down the hall. Junior headed to the same bar counter his father had and began mixing himself a drink. “Can I get you ladies anything?”
 
   “We’re good, but thank you,” Daylen answered. “So do you live here?”
 
   “Part-time. I have a condo in the city, but sometimes I stay in the guest house out back.” 
 
   Junior gestured to the chairs as he walked over with his drink. “Please make yourselves comfortable.”
 
   Kanyon spoke up. “Do you mind if I use your restroom first? Morning coffee is running through me.”
 
   Junior eyed her distrustfully and Daylen felt the annoyance roll off him. “Of course. It’s just down the hall, on the right.”
 
   “Thanks.” Kanyon exited and headed down the hall, but quickly found her away around to the staircase Daylen described to her.
 
   “So,” Junior said smoothly, “how did we go from actress to what, a private investigator hunting down missing trinkets?”
 
   “It’s a family business. Do you know about the Blood Ring?”
 
   “Of course. It’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Why your companion has been following me and my father? You think we had something to do with the theft?”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   Junior slowly rolled his wrist, watching the ice and liquid swirl in his glass. “It would be quite the treasure to have, wouldn’t it? Especially if the myth is true. Could you imagine the power one would have if they possessed it?”
 
   “I’ll ask again. Do you possess it?”
 
   “Let’s say, hypothetically, I did have it or at least know where it is. What exactly would you do to get it back? How far would you go?” Junior was lighter skinned, fit, fair-haired, and fully clothed, a stark contrast to his father, but she saw the resemblance now in his overtly sexual suggestion. 
 
   Daylen thought sending Kanyon to look for the ring was safer than leaving her alone to distract their host, knowing Kanyon would’ve only instigated another fight. She was now regretting the plan, thoroughly wishing Kanyon was here to kick Junior’s pompous ass. “Absolutely nothing. I would just call the cops and let them handle it,” she reacted bluntly. “Do I need to call the cops?” Daylen pushed.
 
   He swirled the glass again before he took another sip, savored it, then focused cold eyes on Daylen. “Yeah,” he scoffed. “I’m sorry, but that’s the wrong answer.” He nodded at someone behind her and Daylen felt a wave of hatred and pleasure a second before she felt a searing white hot shock to the back of her neck. Everything went black.
 
   Kanyon froze as she reached for the doorknob to the room where Daylen believed the ring to be, a quick burning sensation hit the back of her neck then faded. Daylen. Kanyon darted back down the hall, down the stairs, and back into the room. She saw Lydia leaning over a seemingly unconscious Daylen. “What the hell did you do to her?” Kanyon asked as she pushed Lydia aside and knelt by Daylen. 
 
   Junior came back from the counter with another drink in his hand. “We were talking, then she just… stopped talking,” he offered on a grin. 
 
   Kanyon picked up Daylen’s limp form and rested her in her lap, holding her head against her chest. “Wake up,” she ordered as she slapped her lightly on the cheek. She had not liked the plan of splitting up. She was afraid Daylen’s shields weren’t strong enough to hold. “What happened to her?”
 
   “Same thing that’s going to happen to you,” Junior replied smugly as he cheered his glass toward her.
 
   “I swear I’m going to freaking wipe that stupid grin off your…” her words got cut short as a pain shot through her neck, “face,” she finished. And she would have too, if everything wasn’t going all black. 
 
    
 
   As Kanyon's eyes began to open, Daylen let out a relieved breath. “Thank God. Kanyon. Kanyon, wake up,” Daylen whispered.
 
   Kanyon woke slowly, her mind foggy, but she heard Daylen calling her name. She fought through the haze, shaking her head to clear it, and saw Daylen sitting in front of her. She tried to reach out, but her hands were unable to move. She looked down to see her wrists and legs bound to the chair. She frantically scanned the room. 
 
   “I don’t know where they are. They were gone when I woke up a few minutes ago,” Daylen said. 
 
   Kanyon’s focus came back to Daylen, who was also bound at the wrists and ankles. “What the hell happened?” she asked as she tried fruitlessly to free herself from the restraints.
 
   “I don’t know exactly. I remember talking to Junior then everything went black. What about you?” 
 
   “I don’t know either. I came back in and you were on the floor. I tried to wake you, but like you, everything just went black.” Kanyon pulled again on her bindings. “Don’t happen to have any special Seeker “untie ropes with your mind” tricks, do you?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can you summon sharp utensils?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Mentally call a hungry beaver?”
 
   “No, and no to your next ridiculous question too.” Daylen jerked at her restraints again.
 
   “Fine. But for your information, I was going to ask if you wanted to fly off and spend a week sipping umbrella drinks on some remote Caribbean beach, but whatever.” Kanyon shrugged a shoulder. “Never mind.”
 
   Daylen’s heart enjoyed the possibilities of that little hypothetical getaway before her brain reminded her she was currently tied to a chair in The Defalco House of Porn Horror. “Can we focus on trying to get out of here, please?”
 
   Kanyon closed her eyes, twisted her ankles in their restraints and clicked her heels together three times, in a “there’s no place like home, there’s no place like home” fashion. 
 
   Daylen watched Kanyon in befuddlement. “Did you just try to click your heels together?”
 
   Kanyon shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “You are unbelievable. We’ve been tied to chairs by a couple of maniacs who are likely going to kill us, and your grand plan is trying to click your heels together and magically transport us back to Kansas?” Irritated, Daylen began to hunt for a more reasonable form of escape. 
 
   “Hey, I’m new to this whole Guardian gig. You never know, it might come with special powers. I mean you’ve got the whole read their aura, get visions, voodoo thing going on-” her words suddenly died off, realizing her mistake a moment too late.
 
   Daylen whipped her head back around to face Kanyon. “What did you just say?”
 
   “Visions, voodoo thing going on?” Kanyon answered, knowing there was a good possibility that wasn’t the part of her sentence Daylen was interested in.
 
   “You know that’s not what I’m talking about. You said Guardian gig. What Guardian gig?”
 
   “Figure of speech? And I wish you wouldn’t glare at me like that, it makes me uneasy.” 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry! I meant to put on my non-intimidating eye glare.” She narrowed her eyes even more. “Better?” 
 
   “Not at all. Listen, can we fight about this later, after I figure out a way to get us out of here?”
 
   “Multi-task,” Daylen deadpanned. “Talk. Now.”
 
   Kanyon sighed heavily. “Fine. I’ve been having these dreams, I guess you’d say. They started the night you stayed over. This… well, I don’t know what she is; ghost, angel, guide, or something… This woman, Isadora, kind of told me I was chosen to be your Guardian. I don’t know what it all means.” Uneasy with her confession, Kanyon struggled against her bindings again. There was no give at her wrists, but this time her feet didn’t feel as tight. 
 
   “And why are you just now telling me this?”
 
   “Ummm, because I just now slipped up and you just now called me out on it,” Kanyon replied honestly. 
 
   “I told you about the Seeker thing.”
 
   “Because I forced you!”
 
   Daylen glared at her. 
 
   “Okay, fine. I don’t know. Maybe because I didn’t want you to think I was crazy or that I killed too many brain cells when I was drinking. Or that I was still drinking.” She paused. “But mostly, I guess, I couldn’t believe...” She fought at her bindings again.
 
   “Believe it was real?” Daylen asked.
 
   “No, believe they would choose a fuck up like me to protect you.” Kanyon met her eyes then quickly diverted them, uncomfortable under Daylen’s gaze. Kanyon yanked again at her bindings. “Case in point.”
 
   At Kanyon’s confession, Daylen’s eyes fluttered, suddenly seeing Kanyon as she had so many times on the set. She saw the warrior again. Although it was acting before, there had always been a fierceness about Kanyon, a calculated determination, a fire in her eyes. Maybe that was why Kanyon was so believable in the role of warrior; she is one. She thought of Kanyon on the balcony that first night and over the last few weeks. Kanyon had been there for her despite the physical and professional harm that could have come to her. She acted and protected her unselfishly and without hesitation. She smiled, the realization coming to her. “I know exactly why they chose you.”
 
   Kanyon stopped struggling at Daylen’s words, feeling the warm heat rise in her. “You knew about this Guardian thing?”
 
   Daylen nodded.
 
   “Then why have you been so adamant about pushing me away?”
 
   “I thought I was protecting you. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “Or you didn’t trust me.” Kanyon looked away again and back at her bindings.
 
   “That wasn’t it, Kanyon.”
 
   “I don’t blame you. I really haven’t given you much reason to.”
 
   “Kanyon, that wasn’t it. I trust you. Look at me, please.”
 
   Kanyon raised her head. “You don’t trust me about Lexi,” she challenged. You trust me with your life, but not your heart. Kanyon finished to herself.
 
   At that, Daylen diverted her gaze. That was the one thing she hadn’t come to grips with yet. “Kanyon, I’m sor-”
 
   “Sorry ladies if I’m interrupting,” Lydia said as she entered the room.
 
   Daylen watched Kanyon’s face go from pain to fierceness before she turned to Lydia. “Not a problem, we were just debating something. Maybe you can help.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can,” Lydia offered, acting as if her two guests weren’t being held hostage. 
 
   “We were trying to decide how you got so stupid. Daylen thinks it’s probably just unfortunate genetics, but I told her I think you actually had a doctor liposuction your brain and inject it in those, you-aren’t-fooling-anyone fake boobs.”
 
   Lydia’s Stepford wife smile dropped from her face. 
 
   “Ahh, Kanyon. This is my first hostage situation and all, but I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to torment your captures. They’re supposed to torment you,” Daylen offered.
 
   Kanyon watched as Lydia walked over and picked up a knife from the counter top. “Geez, thanks for giving her ideas,” Kanyon quipped as she watched Lydia walk toward her, admiring the sharp point of the torture utensil. “Whoa, whoa, whoa… Hold it right there, Lizzie Borden, is that a Ginsu knife?” Kanyon questioned. Lydia stopped, eyeing Kanyon and then the knife with confusion. Kanyon leaned forward and squinted as if she was trying to see the tiny writing on the blade. “Yea sorry, that’s a freakin’ QVC knockoff. You will be lucky to give me a paper cut with that cheap-ass butter cutter.”
 
   “Lydia, put the knife away,” Junior ordered as he entered the room.
 
   Lydia shot Kanyon an evil smirk, but turned to put the knife back on the bar.
 
   “Good little bimbo,” Kanyon taunted then turned to Junior. “Man, you’re so lucky. It’s hard to find dumb, obedient women these days.”
 
   “So very true.” Junior chuckled. “Okay, so what should we do now?” Junior asked, circling their chairs like a predator taunting their prey before killing it. 
 
   “Apparently someone didn’t read their Villain’s Guide to Devilish Plots. If you had, then you’d know this is the time, while you have your two heroines seemingly demobilized, that you confess your evil plan. In that confession of ego, you’ll tell me something that I can use to throw you off and make you come closer, where I’ve already undone my bindings. I then over power you, save the girl-”
 
   “Excuse me, save the girl?” Daylen interrupted.
 
   “Fine. We each save ourselves,” Kanyon said exasperated, “then we escape.” Finished, she looked at Daylen. “Better?”
 
   “Better would’ve been, I saved you.”
 
   “This really is no time for a sidekick complex.”
 
   Junior chuckled. “You two are quite amusing, but I think you’ve been watching too many movies, or should I say playing in too many movies?” He strolled over to Kanyon, leaned in close, and ran his hand down her cheek. “Amusing and exquisite with those remarkable, dark blue eyes. I don’t believe I've ever had a woman with eyes that color.” He studied Kanyon for another moment then moved to Daylen. He took her face in his hand. “You’re quite the magnificent creature yourself.” He leaned in, inhaling the scent of her hair. “I have a weakness for blondes.” 
 
   “Don’t you fucking touch her,” Kanyon growled. 
 
   Junior turned a curious look to Kanyon. “Well, isn’t this interesting? I believe someone has a real-life thing for their on-screen love interest. It’s going to be so fun,” he twirled a strand of Daylen’s hair between his fingertips, “enjoying her, torturing you, and then killing you both.” 
 
   Kanyon yanked against her bindings so hard they cut into her wrists and blood began to soak the ropes.
 
   Junior ran his fingertips down Daylen’s cheek. “A whole lot of fun.”
 
   Kanyon steadied herself and decided on a new tactic. Well, partially new tactic, she was still going with the make him a eunuch ending. “Lydia, your little boyfriend says he has a thing for blondes. How does that dark head of yours feel about that?” Kanyon asked, hoping with a little goading that Lydia would go all jealous female on him. “It’s sad that he doesn’t love you, especially after all you’ve done for him; stealing the ring so you could prove your love to him.” She heard Lydia moving toward them.
 
   “Shut up! Johnny loves me and he knows I love him. It was his father that needed the proof, but Johnny wasn’t going to let him put the ring on me so we stole it before he could.” 
 
   At Lydia’s confession, Junior dropped his head and shook it slowly back and forth. “Seriously?” he murmured. 
 
   “Welcome to the biggest movie cliché ever, Lydia. Duh. He used you to get the ring. He doesn’t care about you,” Kanyon continued.
 
   Lydia’s voice wavered. “Johnny, tell her. Tell her she’s wrong. Tell her you love me.” 
 
   Junior raised his head back up, exasperated. “Well, here’s the deal.” He walked toward Lydia. “She’s right. I don’t give a shit about you. I mean you’re a good lay and all, but I do prefer blondes.”
 
   Lydia closed the distance between them and began to beat his chest with her fists. “You’re lying. You love me. I did all this for you!”
 
   Junior caught both of her wrists in his hands and then pushed her away. “And I truly appreciate it, but you’ve really served your purpose at this point.”
 
   “You can’t do this to me.” Lydia sobbed.
 
   “Sorry I’m late. Am I interrupting something?” Defalco, Sr. said from the doorway behind them.
 
   Kanyon saw the panic overcome Lydia then watched as her survival instinct kicked in. “Thank God you’re here, he’s gone mad.” Lydia’s voice vibrated in fear as she threw herself at Senior.
 
   “Hush now, love. It’s all going to be okay.” He ran a hand affectionately down her hair. “I’m going to take care of everything.”
 
   “Shhewww, that’s good to know. Can you start by taking care of these bindings? Junior apparently doesn’t know that tying guests to chairs isn’t good etiquette. Typically, I’d blame bad manners on bad parenting-” 
 
   Junior grabbed Kanyon by the face. “Don’t insult my father.” Kanyon didn’t need the threatening cheek squeeze, she’d already figured out Senior and Junior were close, being they shared bodyguards, license plate numbering, and women, apparently. And one woman in particular, Lydia, had been a simple, dumb pawn in their game. Kanyon could see their sick game clearly now. Senior had pretended to be jealous and Junior had pretended to be the sacrificing, rebelling Romeo who was going to save her. All she had to do was get the ring and they would ride off into the sunset. Blah, blah, blah. 
 
   Senior walked over and looked at both Daylen and Kanyon, then Lydia, then to his son. “It really is a shame we’re going to have to kill all these beautiful women.” 
 
   “All?” Lydia asked nervously. 
 
   Senior turned an evil grin on Lydia. “All.” He pulled the ring from his pocket. 
 
   “Lydia, run!” Kanyon warned. 
 
   Daylen couldn’t see Lydia, but she heard her feet scrambling backward. “Kanyon, we can’t let them-”
 
   “I know, I know.” Kanyon fought even harder against her bindings. “Come on Daddy-whore-bucks, you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to fucking hurt her!” Kanyon yelled, trying to get their attention on her.
 
   When Daylen nearly toppled her chair, Junior grabbed it. “I’m sorry, did you want to watch? There you go, front row seats.” He spun Daylen’s chair around in time for her to see Senior step over to Lydia and grab her hand. 
 
   “Daylen don’t watch, turn away,” Kanyon yelled as she tried to stand and move with the chair still attached. 
 
   Junior pulled a gun from the back of his waist band and aimed it at Kanyon’s head. “Isn’t this ironic? I have two heroes in my living room and they can’t save the day.” Kanyon sat the chair back down on the floor. “Good girl. Now, let’s watch and see if this ring has the power they claim it does.”
 
   Senior forced Lydia’s hand open as she screamed, tears and mascara pouring from her eyes, causing long black tear tracks down her face. He slid the ring on her finger then dropped her hand and stood back. 
 
   Lydia immediately tried to pull it off, but it wouldn’t budge. She scrambled toward Senior’s feet. “Take it off. Take it off. Please take it off.” She clawed at his pant leg, trying to climb to her feet and that’s when Kanyon saw the blood begin to run from her nose.
 
   “Daylen, look at me. Please, look at me,” Kanyon begged as Lydia began to frantically wipe the blood from her face. It wasn’t until Lydia began to choke on the blood in her throat that Daylen turned away and looked at Kanyon. “That’s right, look at me. Right here, nowhere else. You have your shields up?” At Daylen’s nod, Kanyon tried to give her a comforting smile. “We're going to get out of this.” Daylen squeezed her eyes shut when she heard Lydia begin to gasp for breath. Kanyon tried to talk over Lydia’s desperation. “Stay strong. You have to keep your shields up. You have to stay with me. I’m right here.” 
 
   When the room went quiet, Kanyon looked away from Daylen and toward Lydia who now laid motionless, face down in a pool of blood. Senior knelt, picked up Lydia’s limp hand, and slid the ring easily off her finger. He turned to his son. “Hum, I guess she wasn’t faithful to me.” They both laughed as he tossed the ring to his son.
 
   Catching it, Junior held it up, examining it in the light. “So simple, yet so powerful.” He held it out in front of Kanyon and Daylen. “What do you ladies think? Impressive, huh? Can you imagine what some jealous drug lord, or paranoid dictator will pay for such a weapon? I’m thinking ten, maybe twenty million dollars?”
 
   Kanyon sneered. “With that big of a payday maybe you two can afford two women versus having to share. I have to say, that’s kind of sick. I mean it’s kind of like sleeping with eac-” 
 
   Junior cut off the rest of Kanyon’s sentence when his fist connected with her face. He immediately grabbed her jaw again, forcing her to turn back to him. Leaning in close, “Where’s that charming wit now?”
 
   Kanyon jerked her head from his grasp, spat out the blood pooling in her mouth, and then turned cold avenging eyes back on him. She let the anger slip into a nonchalant smile. “Funny thing, I just ran out, but don’t worry I ordered more off Amazon. It should be here any minute.”
 
   He stood again and shook his head amusingly. “You’re quite engaging. I really hate that we got off on the wrong foot and now I’m going to have to kill you. Or should I say,” he turned and pointed the gun at Daylen, “have her kill you.” He walked over, keeping his gun aimed at Daylen’s head. “You up for killing your girlfriend today, Daylen?” he asked, smiling at the fear he saw in her eyes. He grabbed the back of Daylen’s chair and dragged it over, placing her directly in front of Kanyon, so close they were within reach of each other. 
 
   Kanyon gave Daylen a reassuring smile as she reached out with her fingers, lightly brushing Daylen’s knuckles. Daylen looked down and mimicked Kanyon’s movements. At their touch, Kanyon felt a surge of heat and power race into her body. She closed her eyes to absorb it. She heard a calm, deep-toned voice whisper in her ear as images began to flash rapidly in her mind. 
 
   Kanyon’s eyes jolted open and Daylen saw a ferocity in them like she had never seen before. “Kanyon?” At Daylen’s words, Kanyon focused on her, and Daylen swore she saw bolts of lightning striking in the pupils of her eyes. “Kanyon?” 
 
   Kanyon turned silently away from her and locked her gaze on Junior. “You all done with your little intimate moment?” Junior asked, gun lifted to Daylen’s temple and the ring fisted in the other. “Good, then we’ll get this party started.” He held the ring over Daylen’s hand. “Take it.” 
 
   Daylen closed her hand in a tight fist. “No!”
 
   “Ah, why not? Don’t you think your little girlfriend has been faithful?” He laughed sardonically. “Course we both already know she isn’t, don’t we?” He asked as he stroked her hair with his gun. “That’s right, I saw her at the club making out with that other hot TV star chick. What’s her name again?” 
 
   “She’s not my girlfriend. We’re not involved like that. We’re just friends so the ring won’t work. This is pointless.” Daylen fought to keep the desperation from her voice. 
 
   “Pointless? I don’t think so. But we do have the ultimate test now, don’t we? So let’s give it a try just for fun.”
 
   “I’m not going to play your sick game.” Daylen clinched her fists even tighter.
 
   He pressed the barrel of his gun against her temple. “I think you are.” 
 
   “Daylen,” Kanyon said forcefully, “it’s fine. Do what he says.” 
 
   “Kanyon, I…” 
 
   “It’s fine,” she said softly. “Take the ring.”
 
   Daylen opened her hand reluctantly, not taking her eyes from Kanyon’s.
 
   He placed the ring into her palm. “Good girl. Now put it on her finger.”
 
   Daylen’s hand closed around the ring as tears began to slide down her face. “Kanyon, I can’t do this… You and…” She couldn’t even bring herself to say Lexi’s name as the images of Lexi and Kanyon at the bar played in her mind.
 
   Kanyon gave her a soft smile. “Trust me,” she encouraged as she reached her hand as far as her restraints would allow.
 
   Daylen shook her head defiantly. 
 
   Junior impatient now, nudged Daylen’s head with the barrel of his gun. “Oh my God, just do it already.” Daylen didn’t move. “Fine.” He switched the gun to Kanyon’s temple. “Maybe this will help. You can either put the ring on her finger and take your chances or you can watch her brains get splattered all over the wall.” 
 
   “Daylen, put the ring on my finger!” Kanyon ordered. “You have to trust me.” 
 
   Daylen looked at Junior, he pushed the gun harder against Kanyon’s temple. “You have two seconds or splat city,” he urged.
 
   Daylen met Kanyon’s unwavering eyes and had to blink away the tears as she began to slide the ring on Kanyon’s finger. “Kanyon, I-” 
 
   Kanyon stopped her with a smile. “I know,” she said softly then thrust her hand forward forcing the ring onto her finger the rest of the way. 
 
   Daylen screamed and tried to grasp at the ring and Kanyon’s finger, but Kanyon balled her hand into a fist. The room fell silent as they all watched for the signs of blood, betrayal, and death. Kanyon closed her eyes just before her head swayed and then fell forward. 
 
   “No! No! Kanyon!” Daylen began to scream and fight against her restraints, trying to get to Kanyon. 
 
   Junior chuckled. “Surprise, surprise, babe! Your girlfriend is a lying slut. But hey, the good news is at least she’ll never cheat on you again.” Dropping the gun to his side and turning to his father, he smiled. “I’m definitely thinking twenty million. I mean, how many crime lords and heads of drug cartels have been taken down by some lying, cheating whore? They’re going to be fighting over that thing.”
 
   Tears were clouding Daylen’s vision, she blinked fiercely to clear them. She needed to get to Kanyon, needed to touch her. She reached out in blind desperation. “Kanyon. Please no, Kanyon…” 
 
   Kanyon heard the deep sorrow in Daylen’s words, felt her desperate fingertips attempting to get to her. She twisted her wrist, caught Daylen’s hand, and gave it a light squeeze. 
 
   Daylen’s breath seized at Kanyon’s touch.
 
   Kanyon raised her head, smirked then whispered, “Sorry about this,” and kicked Daylen’s chair over. 
 
   Junior spun when Daylen and her chair crashed backward and was instantly met with a charging Kanyon.
 
   Kanyon, legs freed, lowered her right shoulder, along with the still attached chair and struck Junior full in the chest just as he raised the gun and fired. They both hit the floor hard causing the arm rest to crack just enough that Kanyon was able to pull her right hand free. She delivered two quick strikes to Junior’s head, knocking him out. A bullet struck the wall just to the right of Kanyon’s head. She flipped the chair up as she spun, sitting in it only long enough to lean the other direction, the momentum taking her ankles over ass behind the bar. Two more shots followed her movements. 
 
   She righted herself only to flinch as another bullet impaled the bar. No biggie, just a movie-ending gunfight. The good guys always make it out alive, she reassured herself as her free hand felt blindly for the knife that Lydia had left on the bar top. Of course the last hero I played ended up with fifty arrows in her back. She felt the handle, grasped it, and smiled. But everyone likes a good comeback scene… Feeling triumphant she pulled the knife down …that involves a stupidly large olive spork. “Shit!” She thrust the prongs into the binding which still held her other hand to the chair, pried, and a couple of back and forths later, she was free.
 
   “If you come out now, I’m sure we could discuss an alternative ending to this little scenario. One that is mutually desirable for both of us,” Senior offered. 
 
   “Let’s sayyyy, I come out, kick your ass, then you go to jail, where you spend the rest of your life playing butt puppets with a guy named Chester?” Two more shots slammed into the bar. “Guess not.” She quickly moved the length of the counter, snagging a bottle of whiskey as she passed, hoping it was the really expensive stuff just for spite. She crouched at the other end of the bar and found a cocktail napkin on a lower shelf.
 
   “I’m going to give you until the count of three to come out or I’ll start aiming at your friend,” Senior demanded.
 
   Kanyon crammed the napkin into the mouth of the bottle as she calmed her breathing. “I seriously can’t believe you chose this moment to finally show up. I mean really, Marky Mark, you couldn’t have dropped in earlier over a nice calm cup of coffee and introduced yourself?” 
 
   “One!” Senior started.
 
   Kanyon snapped her fingers frantically as she lowered her voice to a low mocking male tone. “Hello. I'm Marcus, your supernatural butt kicking guide. It’s nice to meet you, Kanyon. Here, I brought you a pound cake.” She huffed in frustration. “But no, you just decide to flash me a bunch of images, like a Bruce Lee highlight reel and then mind whisper oh by the way you can start fires with your fingers.” She examined her fingertips, which looked very non-matchstick-y. “This better freaking work or I’m going to kick your non-corporeal ass.” 
 
   “Two,” Senior taunted. 
 
   “Fu-” She cut off her own words. Forcing herself to exhale slowly, she cleared her mind of everything but the energy and heat that had shot through her at Daylen’s touch. She felt her body surge with the contained electricity; pulsing sparks of lightening. Then gripping the part of the napkin still sticking out of the bottle, she tried to harness what was racing through her and direct it to her fingertips.
 
   When she felt the white hot heat in her hands, her eyes shot open in disbelief. “Holy sh-” Her words dying with the flames. 
 
   “Kanyon!” Daylen yelled. “Run. Get out of here!”
 
   “Ahhhh, surely you are not going to make me say three? I'd really hate to have to kill such a lovely specimen when there are much more fun things I could do with her. Especially, when she sounds like such a…” he put an extra layer of perv on his next words, “selfless, giving little thing.”
 
   Anger, desperation, and the need to protect caused the heat in Kanyon to surge, igniting the napkin with a burst of flames. She ran a quick hand through the flames to make sure they were real. Feeling heat, she grinned, and stood. “Three, jack-hole,” she mocked as she launched the bottle at Senior. 
 
   The bottle broke at his feet and burst into a ball of fire. Kanyon leapt the bar and dove through the flames, pushing Senior back as she delivered a spinning back kick to his chest, knocking him breathless to the floor. “Stay,” she demanded as she gave him a quick jab to his temple.   Unconscious, Senior released his hold on the gun. She flicked it into the fire with a quick swipe of her foot before she jumped through the spreading flames to Daylen, who was still secured to her knocked over chair. 
 
   “Hey,” Kanyon said casually as if she hadn’t just been tied up, had the ring of death slid on her finger, been shot at or hadn’t just lit the house, that was currently burning down around them, on fire with her bare hands. 
 
   “Hey,” Daylen replied with the evidence of dried tears still prevalent on her cheeks. 
 
   “Ready to get out of here?” Kanyon lifted her and the chair back to an upright position. 
 
   “Definitely.” Daylen watched the spreading fire.
 
   “Me too.” She began working on untying Daylen’s legs from the chair.
 
   “Quick question?” 
 
   Kanyon stiffened slightly, wanting to avoid the “Hey, why didn’t you bleed to death when I put the ring of death on your finger?” conversation for a bit longer. 
 
   “Why, exactly, did you have to knock me over?”  Daylen asked instead.
 
   Relieved, Kanyon gave a quick head nod to the nearest wall then went back to untying Daylen’s other leg. Daylen looked in the direction Kanyon indicated. Daylen saw a bullet hole in the wall at the exact height and angle of where her head would have been if she would have remained upright. She turned back to Kanyon. “But how'd you know that was going to happen before…?” 
 
   Kanyon freed the restraints from Daylen’s wrists. “We’ll talk about it later. Drag out Junior and I’ll get Daddy Pornbucks. We need to get out of here.” A flame flicked close to Kanyon’s leg. “And I’m thinking now would be good.” 
 
    
 
   They sat on the hood of Kanyon’s car with a semi- conscious Senior and Junior tied up at their feet, silently watching the flames lick at the house. The fire crackled loudly then spit up a burst of towering flames. “Think the fire just found his porn collection,” Kanyon cracked. 
 
   Daylen leaned back, pulling a knee up to her chest, casually watching the destruction. 
 
   Kanyon lowered her head and noticed she was absently running her thumb across the tips of her fingers. She stopped and examined them one at a time. The heat was gone now and there were no indication flames had ever been there. 
 
   In Kanyon’s silence, Daylen glanced in her direction and saw the attention she was giving her hand. Jolting upright, she reached for Kanyon’s bruised and bloody wrists pulling them closer so she could do her own examination. “You burn yourself too?” She twisted Kanyon’s hand to check the other side and froze when she saw the Blood Ring still on Kanyon’s finger. 
 
   Kanyon took her hands back. “I didn’t burn anything.” She slid the ring off and looked at it closely for the first time. She peered into the red stone that had somehow caused Lydia’s death. She held the ring out to Daylen.
 
   Daylen let the ring rest in her palm as she gazed down at it. “I thought…” 
 
   Kanyon tilted her head slightly as she raised her hand to Daylen’s chin and turned it to face her. “I know,” she started, but heard sirens and the rush of tires on the pavement. “We can add it to our talk-about-later list…” 
 
   A car door slammed behind them. “What the hell have you two done? Jesus H. Christ!” Lt. Boston’s voice boomed from behind them. 
 
   Kanyon dropped her hand from Daylen’s face. “I think I’ll let you handle this. I’m just a wannabe,” she said with a wink then started to slide off the hood of the car.
 
   Daylen grabbed her arm and pulled her back down beside her. “Nice try. We’re partners, we’re in this together. If we’re going to do this, we have to have each other’s backs in good, bad…” she watched as Lt. Boston stormed up toward them, “and in very angry Lieutenant times.” 
 
   “Let’s review. I say ‘stay away from the Defalcos’ and you guys take that as set their freaking house on fire? Do I speak opposite talk? Are we living in Do-the-exact-opposite-of-what-Lt. Boston-tells-you-to-do Land?” 
 
   “No, but that sounds like a cool place to vacation. Are there direct flights from LAX? Do they have t-shirts with,” she ran a finger across her shirt as if reading from it, “Welcome to Do-the-exact-” 
 
   Daylen caught Kanyon’s wrist, cutting off her little taunt the mad cop routine. “Probably not the best time for… well, you.” 
 
   “Fine.” Kanyon rolled her eyes. “But just remember, you wanted me here, Miss Good Times, Bad Times.”
 
   Lt. Boston took two more steps toward them, as she pointed at the burning house. “What the hell happened?”
 
   “She did it.” Daylen pointed at Kanyon. 
 
   Kanyon’s mouth dropped open. “What the…? What happened to in this together, have each other’s backs?”
 
   “I’m still mad at you,” Daylen stated.
 
   “Mad? Over what? I just…” she pointed at the house, then noticed the all too interested look on Lt. Boston’s face, “rang the doorbell and their house burst into flames. How could anyone,” she shot the Lieutenant a pointed look, “be mad because of that?” 
 
   “Seriously? That’s what you’re going with? You were here… what, delivering Avon door to door and the house went up in flames?” 
 
   “Would that work for you?” Kanyon asked curiously.
 
   “No.” 
 
   “What, you’re more of a Mary Kay girl?” She got a raised eyebrow in response. “Fine. You figured us out. We’re here for one of those naughty girlie parties. You know, where you can get all shapes and sizes of-” 
 
   Daylen forced Kanyon’s hands out of the air and back into her lap before the descriptions went R-rated.
 
   “Please stop helping,” Daylen pleaded. 
 
   “Please tell me why you’re mad and decided to throw me under,” she flicked a head nod at Lt. Boston, “the short and cranky bus?” 
 
   Daylen rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Oh, wait. This isn’t about the bar and Lexi?” 
 
   Daylen stiffened at the memory rewind. 
 
   “Seriously. Did you forget the ring?” Kanyon held up her hand and wiggled the finger that had worn the Blood Ring. “No bloody death, remember?” 
 
   Oh she remembered, she definitely remembered the no bloody death part, and she wouldn’t let her thoughts start translating that little fact just yet. “I was talking about you kicking my chair over, you dork.” 
 
   “Oh that, you mean when I saved your life? Yes, I can see where that would be quite irritating.””
 
   Lt. Boston cleared her throat. “Excuse me. I’m sorry, but can you two save this cute little lover’s spat for later? And maybe tell me why there is,” she looked over her shoulder, counted, and turned back, “why there's now five fire trucks putting out a fire at the Defalco’s house, and why the once occupants of said home are now tied up at my feet?” She gave Junior a nonchalant kick in the thigh. “You know, if it’s not too much trouble?” 
 
   “This is so going on our to-be-talked-about-later list,” Kanyon murmured.
 
   Daylen threw Kanyon a playful wink then turned to Lt. Boston and held out the ring.
 
   For the next two hours they spoke to Lt. Boston, giving her first verbal then handwritten statements. They both left out their supernatural secrets, but told the truth when it came to Lydia’s death by the Blood Ring. Lt. Boston hadn’t believed the ring caused Lydia’s death, stating the more likely scenario was they had poisoned her somehow, and Daylen and Kanyon had just seen the bloody after effects. They both let Lt. Boston make her own assumptions, not really caring how she came to a conclusion, as long as she would be able to make the case of Lydia’s murder stick to both Junior and Senior. 
 
   “Where now?” Kanyon asked when they were finally allowed to leave.
 
   “Home. I think we’ve both earned the rest of the day off.” 
 
   They drove in companionable silence until Kanyon pulled into Daylen’s drive. Parked, Kanyon saw Daylen’s eyes were closed. “The whole Seeker thing takes a lot out of you, doesn’t it?” 
 
   Daylen rolled her head to the side and smiled weakly. “Pretty much, but I’m getting stronger. It’ll get better.” 
 
   “So the case is closed…” Kanyon asked hesitantly.
 
   “So?” Daylen teased.
 
   “So what now?” 
 
   Daylen unclipped her seatbelt and twisted slightly in her seat to face Kanyon. “Show’s not cancelled yet.” A grin spread across Kanyon’s face. “Kanyon, you know I don’t want this life for you.” Kanyon opened her mouth to protest, but Daylen held up her hand to stop her. “But if you’re okay with being the sidekick, then I guess you can ride on my coattails for a little while.” 
 
   “Sidekick? I totally kicked ass back there,” Kanyon started in mock protest.
 
   “Tonto, maybe Kato, because of that whole spinning back kick thing you’ve got going on.” Daylen reached back for the handle of the door.
 
   “Are you freaking kidding me, Tonto? Kato? No way, I’m so… Wolverine,” Kanyon protested.
 
   Daylen scoffed. “Rogue, maybe. Storm, tops.”
 
   Kanyon squinted defiantly. Daylen chuckled at Kanyon’s mocked distress then let the soft laugh die on her lips. “Kanyon, I don’t like the idea that you could get hurt, more hurt,” she amended as she looked at Kanyon’s raw wrists then up to the new bruise forming on her face, “because of me.” She lifted a hand to touch the new bruise forming as a result of Junior’s fist. 
 
   Kanyon felt the immediate healing warmth and leaned into Daylen’s touch. “It would be more painful not being here for you.”
 
   Daylen was taken aback by such an open admission from the normally emotionally closed off Kanyon. Her heart began to reel, her thoughts that maybe the Blood Ring… “Kanyon, I…”
 
   Kanyon saw the reaction her words caused and felt Daylen physically flinch. She forced a smile to her lips as she gently removed Daylen’s hand from her face. “Go rest. It’s been a crazy day. We can just add all this to the list.”
 
   Daylen nodded reluctantly, not wanting Kanyon to go, wanting the answers to all the questions the Blood Ring had caused her heart to ask. She wanted Kanyon to come inside with her. “Okay. So I’ll see you tomorrow then?” 
 
   “Absolutely.” 
 
   Daylen nodded again and got out of the car.
 
   Kanyon watched Daylen for a few steps then hit the button to roll down the passenger side window. “Daylen,” Kanyon yelled to her retreating back. “How about Wonder Woman? I’m totally Wonder Woman.” 
 
   Daylen threw a playful smile over her shoulder. “How about we just go with my Guardian?” 
 
   Kanyon pretended to contemplate. “Hummm yeah, see my Guardian? Kind of sounds sidekick-y.”
 
   Daylen quirked a challenging eyebrow. “Take it or leave it?” The wide grin Kanyon returned sent waves of heat and lust through her. 
 
   “Fine. I’ll take it. But I get to drive.”
 
   Daylen smirked. “Deal.”
 
    
 
   THE END (But not really…)
 
   ###
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