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Summary: Jim and Blair investigate the murder of a family. While solving the crime,
they learn something about themselves and each other.
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POOR LITTLE GIRL

ARTWORK BY SNAILBONES

STORY BY PATT

TEN YEARS EARLIER:
“Oh Jim, I love you so much,” Lisa said as they made love for the third time that night.

Jim didn’t answer, because he felt that a month was too short a time to know if you
really loved someone or not. Lisa had been telling Jim this since the first week they
dated. She didn’t seem to even notice when he didn’t reply.
“I can’t wait for us to start a family,” Lisa said.

Jim pulled away from her and said, “Whoa! I don’t want to start a family yet. I’m not
ready for that. I thought you understood that when we discussed it a month ago.”

“Oh never mind me, I just like to plan ahead. You know the planner in me. Just ignore
what I said,” Lisa said as she calmed Jim back down.
“In a few years, we’ll discuss it, not now,” Jim explained once more.

“I understand, but honestly, I think I might need to move on. It’s been nice, but I want a
family,” Lisa said.
Jim looked at her like she was insane and said, “Lisa, we had this discussion. Why would
you think it had changed?”

Lisa got up and began to get dressed. Jim watched her and realized for the first time in
their relationship, he didn’t know where in the hell they stood.

He continued to watch her until she was fully dressed and finally asked, “So you’re
leaving? Just like that?”
“Yes…” Lisa walked out the front door and didn’t look back.
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Jim shook his head and wondered if she was mentally unbalanced. She had just said she
loved him and wanted children and then left, just because Jim wasn’t ready. Sometimes
things happen for a good reason, Ellison.
Jim didn’t give it any more thought, and like that, Lisa was completely out of his life. He
knew he would think of her now and then, but he would never look for her. She knew
where he was if she wanted to get into contact with him.
As Lisa drove away, she rubbed her flat tummy and said aloud, “Don’t you worry, little
one. I’ll give you a good life. We don’t need him at all.”

She smiled all the way to her apartment. She packed and moved within two days. She
didn’t want anything to do with a man that didn’t want to have his own baby. Some day,
he would be very sorry.
PRESENT DAY:
“Jim, do you want to have lunch today near the university?” Blair called out from the
bathroom, as he brushed his wild, untamed hair.
Jim started down the stairs from the loft bedroom and smiled. “Sure, that sounds good.
Do you want to meet somewhere, or do you want me to bring food to you?”
“I’d sort of like to get out. What about Quizno’s at 1:00?” Blair asked.

“Perfect, see you at one. I have to get to the station now. Talk to you later. Have a good
day, Chief,” Jim said as he leaned in for a warm kiss goodbye.
Blair loved Jim kisses, so he pulled him back for one more.

“Oh no you don’t, you get my motor running a little too fast, mister. Now, get to the
university. I’ll see you at one.”

Blair slapped Jim’s ass as he walked out the door, smiling the entire time. Blair was wild
about Jim and Jim was wild about Blair. Now, if they could just tell people, Blair would
be happier about their relationship. As it was, Blair still had to keep his room in the
office like his old room because everyone came over for poker games once every two
weeks. Jim didn’t want anyone to know. Blair sighed as he thought about the many
discussions they had had about that. Oh well, at least he loves you. A lot of people don’t
even have that.
Simon stood in his doorway of his office and said, “Ellison, my office, now.”
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Connor smiled and asked, “What did you do this time, Jimbo?”

“Oh shut up with the Jimbo, nonsense. I didn’t do anything. He probably wants to tell me
what a good job I do all the time,” Jim said.
Connor burst out laughing and said, “Yeah, just keep dreaming, Jimbo.”

Jim walked up to Simon’s office and knocked on the door. He stood there until he heard,
“Come on in, Jim.”
“Hi Simon, how are things this morning?”

Simon handed a cup of fresh coffee to Jim and told him, “Sit down. I want to talk to you
about something.”
“What? I have a feeling it’s nothing good,” Jim whined.

“Actually, it’s not bad. The commissioner wants to pay Sandburg for being an observer.
He would get an hourly amount and insurance. Do you think he would be interested in
that?”

“Are you kidding? This is great news. Blair would be thrilled. He needs the extra money
and as long as we can work around his teaching schedule, we’ve got it made. He would
love having the insurance. When does this start?” Jim asked.
“As of tomorrow. I need Sandburg to come in, sign the papers and we can go from there.
You want to call him, or do you want me to?”
“I’m going to have lunch with him at one, so I can tell him then. He can stop by after
classes today and sign all of the paperwork. This is such great news, Simon, thank you.”
“Go ahead and leave a little early for lunch. Then you’ll have enough time to talk to him
about it. See you later, Jim.”
Jim walked out of the door smiling and Connor wondered if Simon had told him he was
doing well. He never calls me into his office for anything.

Jim did indeed leave early for lunch and decided he would stop at the flower store
downstairs and get some fresh flowers for Blair’s office.

While Jim was looking at some lovely flower arrangements, he heard a voice from his
past say, “Jim Ellison, is that you?”
Still holding the flowers Jim smiled and said, “It’s good to see you, Lisa. How are you?”

“What’s it been, like ten years?” Lisa asked.
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“Something like that. I hate to cut this short, but I have lunch plans and I don’t want to
keep him waiting. I hope to see you again, soon,” Jim said as he went to pay for the
flowers.
Lisa was fuming inside, but on the outside, she smiled and said, “It sure was good seeing
you.” And just like that, she was gone.

Jim didn’t really give it much thought because he had the news to tell Blair and wanted
to take the flowers to his office first. Jim paid for them and began his trip to the
university. He wasn’t paying attention to anything else, or he would have known that
Lisa was following him.
Lisa watched from across the street from Quizo’s and was shocked when she saw Jim
kiss a man. When had this happened? Jim had looked around first to be sure no one saw
them before he kissed him, so Lisa was certain that he was probably ashamed of the
relationship.
She was going to have to follow this young man. He looked like he had his claws into Jim
fairly deeply and Lisa knew that she might have trouble winning Jim back. But it was the
only thing she could do. Lisa felt like she and Jim belonged together, always did and
always would.

She went back to watching the two men and had to almost smile at the animation the
small man had with the conversation. His arms were going like crazy and his mouth was
moving just as fast. Lisa could understand how Jim had been swayed by the young man,
but it was her job to be sure that Jim came back to her, not this young man.

When lunch was over, Jim let the man off at the university and drove off. Lisa parked
and followed the man into the building. She kept fairly close to him, but didn’t want to
chase him off, so she kept a good distance so as to not scare him. When he walked into
the office, she saw his name for the first time. Blair Sandburg had a nice ring to it, but
that didn’t mean he belonged with Jim. No, Jim belonged to Lisa and no one else. She
was going to have to find a way to get close to him without Jim knowing what was going
on. She walked up to the smiling girl by Blair Sandburg’s office and asked, “Do you know
Mr. Sandburg well?”
The girl smiled and said, “We all call him Blair. And everyone knows him and likes him.
Are you thinking of taking one of his classes?”
“Does he have any openings this late in the year?” Lisa asked.

“Oh my, yes. His fall classes have just started,” the young girl added.

“Could you tell me how to sign up, I’m afraid I’m totally out of my league?”
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“Let me walk you up to admissions and I’ll help you get started. Let me just tell Marsha
where I’ll be,” the pretty blonde said, still smiling. “My name is Susan, if you need me for
anything after this.”
“Thank you, Susan. You’ve been a big help already,” Lisa said.

Susan got Lisa all signed up for Blair’s class and she realized she had to be there that
afternoon. She wasn’t really in the mood, but she knew she had to get close to him.
Blair was getting ready to walk to his class when Susan walked up to him. “I think you
have an admirer, Blair. Just be careful.”
“Who?” Blair asked as he looked around quickly.

“Her name is Lisa Walker and she has a thing for you, so I’m just giving you a small
warning,” Susan answered.

“Thank you. I’m not up to anyone having a thing for me this year. I’ve run out of
patience,” Blair teased.
“What is your class about today?” Susan asked.

“The Urarina tribe in Peru. Very interesting reading and hopefully they’ll want to go and
see the Peruvian Museum after the class is over. It makes it twice as fun to read and
learn about when you can see things from the actual tribe. There are some actual skulls
and everything on display here in Cascade.”

“Blair, you always make everything interesting, so I’m sure they’ll all go and check out
the museum,” Susan said.

“I better go, or one of the kids is going to have to teach it,” Blair joked as he took off
rushing down the hall.
As he came swooping into the room, he was amazed at how packed the room was. This
made his heart feel good. There were people that actually cared about learning about
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other cultures. He walked up to his podium and said, “Good afternoon, class, my name is
Blair Sandburg. You can just call me Blair. Classes are Tuesday and Thursday from one
until three. My office is open on Wednesday from 8:00 until 2:00 for any questions or
problems. My door is always open for you. Now, I need to find out what you’re here for.
You’re going to take turns telling me what you hope to get out of this class and what you
hope to walk away from it with. Let’s start up in front and we’ll work our way to the
back. Tell me your name and then what you’re looking for in this class,” Blair said.

The students took turns, just as Blair had asked them to, and explained what they
wanted out of the class and why. When the class was done, Blair realized he didn’t
notice anyone named Lisa in his class.

But suddenly, he knew who she was. She had beautiful eyes, brown with speckles of
green throughout and they were so focused on him, that it was almost scary. She never
took her eyes off of him once, during the entire lecture. Yes, he was an interesting
teacher, but not that interesting. Blair had a feeling that this might not be a good thing.

He finished up the lecture with questions and everyone was dying to answer things
except, Lisa Walker. She just continued to stare at him and not notice anything or
anyone else.
Blair could only hope for the best, but for right now, he was just going to teach the class
and not worry so much.

Jim got home that evening before Blair, for a change and started dinner. There was
hamburger in the fridge, so he hoped meatloaf sounded good to Blair. It sure sounded
good to him. As he cooked, he cleaned up all of his messes until everything was ready to
go into the oven. You would never have known he had just made a nice dinner it was so
clean. Just the way Jim liked things.
Once it was all in the oven, he grabbed the paper and sat down in the living room to see
what was new in the world. He hadn’t been reading long when he heard Blair’s Volvo
outside in the parking lot. Jim really concentrated his senses and he could hear Blair
humming a little tune. This made Jim smile. God, he loved this man so much. Jim listened
as Blair came up on the elevator, singing now. By the time Blair walked into the loft, Jim
was grinning ear to ear. Sometimes, having Sentinel senses were a fantastic thing. Today
was one of those days.
“Hey Chief, how was your day?”

“It was great. The new class started today and it was full. I mean, no seats left, full. They
honestly seemed to be paying attention too, which made it really nice. I think one girl
has designs on me, but don’t you worry about it, my ass will always belong to you,” Blair
said as he leaned down to give Jim a kiss.
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Jim pulled him down onto his lap and they began to make out like crazy. “Do you know
how wild you make me, Jim?”
“Would you like to show me?” Jim asked.
“How long do we have before dinner?”

Jim smiled. “About twenty minutes. A quicky?”

“Race you upstairs,” Blair said as he laughed and took off running up the stairs, Jim right
behind him.
“So, Chief, what is the girl’s name that has designs on you?” Jim asked, as casually as he
could. He grabbed two beers out of the fridge and took the tops off and headed into the
living room.
“Not that it matters, but her name is Lisa Walker. She has the most beautiful eyes and
she never took her eyes off of me during the entire class. You’d have to see it to
understand how freaky it was. I found it a tad unnerving.”
“I don’t know how to tell you this, but it gets freakier. She’s an old girlfriend of mine and
she just showed up today at the flower shop while I was getting your flowers. What are
the odds that she would be in your class, today of all days? She’s sort of odd, so watch
out for her, okay?” Jim asked.
“I’ll be careful, but I think she just has a thing for me,” Blair boasted teasingly.

“Chief, she was giving me the same looks at the flower shop. So don’t trust her for a
moment. In fact, I don’t know how I feel about her being in your class,” Jim said.

“You don’t really have much say in that, big guy. She’s my student, not yours. Everything
will be fine.”
“Did you get all of your paperwork signed at the PD? “ Jim asked.

“I sure did. As of tomorrow, I am a Cascade Police Paid Consultant. Woo Hoo. I’m super
surprised and excited about it,” Blair rambled.

“Congratulations again, Chief. I know it’ll help with your loans at school and things like
that. I don’t know why you don’t let me help you,” Jim grumbled.

“I don’t want to be taken care of, Jim. I can take care of myself. Now, are we going to
watch the game tonight or what?”

Jim went and turned on the television and put the hockey game on. “We need to get
season tickets to the college hockey games. I hear they’re quite entertaining. It couldn’t
hurt, do you think?”
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“I would love to go to the hockey games with you. I love you and hockey, so talk about
your perfect date,” Blair joked.
They both sat down and began to watch the game. And as much as Jim tried to watch the
game, Blair wasn’t letting him. He had Jim stripped and naked in no time, and then it
was his turn. They stood holding on to each other kissing and touching and suddenly Jim
pulled away. “Someone just took a picture of us. I saw the flash.”

“You’re kidding me, man,” Blair said, pulling his clothes on as quickly as he had taken
them off.
“Maybe it was something else,” Jim said, trying to calm Blair down.

“Jim, what if those pictures go public? It would ruin my ride along and the paid status,”
Blair said, dreading the answer.

“Let’s not worry about it yet, Chief. Let’s wait and see what this person wants. Maybe it’s
someone that didn’t like being arrested. Shit, we need to start shutting the drapes and
curtains.”
Blair walked over and shut the drapes right then. It was too late, but it made him feel
better about the entire situation. Then he hugged Jim and Jim hugged him back. “I’m
sorry, Chief. I should have been paying more attention.”

They watched the rest of the game, but their hearts just weren’t in it. They finally went
up and went to bed at about 9:30 and both pretended to go right to sleep. Jim knew that
Blair wasn’t really sleeping and Blair knew that Jim wasn’t either. It was going to be a
long night.
The next day, Jim was sitting at his desk when Simon bellowed, “Ellison, my office!”

Connor smiled at Jim and said, “Still think he’s going to say what a good job you’re
doing?”
Jim stuck his tongue out at her and both of them laughed as he walked to Simon’s office.
He knocked and walked in.
“Shut the door, Jim.”

Jim shut it and looked like he was going to sit down. “Don’t bother sitting down yet. I
have something to show you. You’re going to want to be standing for this,” Simon
barked.

Jim knew immediately what Simon had. It would be he and Blair, in a compromising
position. Jim blushed before Simon even opened his mouth.
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“Jim, I don’t know what to say. I had no idea that you and Sandburg were involved. I
think you should have told me, at least,” Simon stated. Simon handed the picture over to
Jim to see what they were dealing with.

“Simon, we didn’t tell anyone. We’re still working out all of the kinks in our relationship
and I didn’t want anyone interfering with it. I hope you’ll keep this between the two of
us. Sandburg doesn’t even have to know, does he?”

“Jim, normally I would agree with you, but the commissioner got a copy too. He’s not a
happy camper. He doesn’t want that type of thing in his station house and all that. He’s
taking back Blair’s paid consultant job and he’ll no longer be able to ride along with you
at all.”
Jim pulled out his gun and his badge and put them both on Simon’s desk. “I resign, sir.
That’s shitty to take away something from Blair just because of a picture. I won’t work
somewhere where the commissioner calls all of the shots and has all of the power. I
expected more from your corner. Good working with you, see you,” Jim said as he
walked out the door.
Connor caught up to him and said, “Did I see you giving him your gun and badge?”

“Mind your own fucking business, Connor. Leave me alone,” Jim said angrily as he
stormed off towards the elevator.

Jim Ellison never talked to her like that, so she knew he was very upset and she
intended to find out what caused this. She needed to call Sandy, and head Jim off at the
pass.
Connor sat down at her desk and called Sandy’s cell phone and when he answered, he
was happy and she could tell he was smiling.
“Hey Connor, what’s new?”
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“I just wanted to give you the heads up. Jim just turned in his gun and badge to Simon. I
don’t know where he was headed, but figured you would want to know about it,” she
said as softly as she could. She sure didn’t want anyone else to know what was going on.

“Oh my God, I wonder what happened. Should I come down and talk to Simon?” Blair
wondered aloud.
“No, talk to Jim, first. Where does he go when he’s really upset?” Connor asked.
“To the pub, I’ll go and find him. Thanks for calling me, Connor.”

“No problems, Sandy. Find out what’s going on and take care of business as fast as you
can,” Connor ordered, softly. She then hung up her phone and was dying to talk to
Simon, but knew she couldn’t. Could she?
When Blair walked into O’Malley’s Bar and Grill, Jim was indeed there and was already
on his way to being drunk.
Jim saw Blair walk up to him and he glared at him. “Who told you? Big mouth, Connor?”

“It wouldn’t matter who told me, Jim. You should have told me. Why would you be down
here drinking all by yourself?” Blair asked gently. He knew that Jim was more upset than
he’d ever seen him and that was saying something.

Jim passed him the picture of the two of them and he said, “The commissioner said he
was taking back your job and pulling your observer’s pass. He didn’t want this in his
station house.”
Blair looked down at the picture and almost smiled. It was a lovely shot of the two of
them, too bad they hadn’t asked to have it taken. “Jim, there is nothing wrong with this
picture. It’s two men showing love for each other. It’s none of their business. And if the
commissioner wants to fight it, we’ll fight it and it’ll be good and ugly by then. I’m not
leaving my observing status for anyone. He’s a jerk and he’ll back down as soon as
Simon tells him as much.”

“That’s just it, Chief, Simon didn’t go to bat for us. He was embarrassed about the
picture, about our lifestyle and was disappointed that we hadn’t come to him before he
found out like that. Not that it would have made any difference, he still would have
hated the entire thing. He’s not going to go to bat for us.”
“Who would want to take us down so badly?” Blair wondered.
“I have no idea, but they did a fine job,” Jim answered.
Blair dialed Simon’s number and heard, “Banks…”
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“Simon, this is Blair, I just wanted to let you know that we’re getting a lawyer, we’ll be
fighting this and I know you don’t approve of us, but hopefully you’ll see that this is
going to get very public and very ugly. That’s all right with us. You can tell the
commissioner this is going to be the sorriest day of his life.”
“Now just a damn minute, Sandburg,” Simon started to say.

“I don’t want to hear it. You didn’t even go to bat for us, you jerk, so I don’t want to hear
anything you have to say. Just give the commissioner our message,” Blair said quickly
and then hung up.
“Chief, you shouldn’t have hung up on him. He hates to be hung up on,” Jim advised him.

Blair’s cell went off and he answered and then hung up again. Jim started to laugh and
said, “You’re going to make it the sorriest day of Simon’s life too.”

“I’m going to try. Now, let’s figure out who wants us out so badly,” Blair said as he
pushed Jim out of the booth. He helped Jim out of the front door and to his car so he
could drive Jim home.
Simon stormed out of his office and asked Rhonda if she saw who brought the package
for him that day and Rhonda gave a description, with Simon writing it all down. Blair
was right. He had just let it go and didn’t fight for his men at all. When he got back into
his office, he called the commissioner and told him what Blair had said and he backed
right down.
“We don’t want this to become public, Simon.”
“No, we don’t, sir.”

“Leave things the way they are and we’ll all act like it never happened. Just tell them to
keep their drapes closed at night,” the commissioner said helpfully.
“I’ll tell them, sir.” Simon got off that call and called Jim’s line.
“Ellison.”

“Jim, things are back to normal. Blair was right. I didn’t fight for you two at all and I’m
sorry. It’s all taken care of. Things are the way they were yesterday,” Simon stated.

“We’re trying to figure out who would have done this to us, Simon.”

“It’s a woman. She’s quite pretty from what I hear, very short, has piercing eyes, long
flowing blonde hair and a cold smile. I got that from Rhonda. She said she didn’t like her
at all. There was something odd about her.”
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“Simon, would you run a check on Lisa Walker. She used to live in Cascade, but she’s
been gone for about ten years. She used to be an old flame of mine and she was a little
odd back then. But I ran into her yesterday and she was in Blair’s class that afternoon.
We thought that was pretty strange, don’t you?”
“I’ll run it right now and try and get some information. I’ll call you back. Tell Sandburg,
I’m sorry, okay?”
“Sure, I will. Talk to you soon,” Jim said as he closed his cell.

“What’s up?” Blair asked. He hated that he couldn’t hear what other people were talking
about.

“First of all, Simon said he’s sorry. Next, everything is back to normal at the station and
next, it might be Lisa Walker that gave them the picture. I’m in shock. I mean, I haven’t
heard from her in ten years or so.”
“Why did you break up?” Blair asked.
“I didn’t want to have children.”

“Maybe she just left to have a family with someone else. I have no idea. Are you sure that
it was as simple as that?” Blair questioned.

Jim touched Blair’s cheek and said, “I love you so much, Chief. If you want to be out at
the station, that’s fine with me.”
“We’ll discuss that later on, Jim. Right now, we need to figure out what Lisa wants with
you,” Blair said.

“We’ll figure this all out and get to the bottom of it. Simon will call soon. Let’s just go
home and relax until we hear from him,” Jim suggested.
“That’s fine as long as we have the shades drawn,” Blair teased, with good reason.

Simon found some interesting things on Lisa Walker. First of all, she had a baby girl that
was stillborn ten years ago and had a nervous breakdown while at the hospital. She
spent the next five years in the mental facility. She had just gotten out of the rehab
facility before that. Simon called the mental facility and asked questions and Mrs.
Murphy was very helpful.
“Do you know where she is now?” Simon asked Mrs. Murphy.

“She was going to be with her husband in Cascade. They got back together and decided
to have another child after all these years. Isn’t that good news? Poor little girl, she was
always so lost and lonely without her Jim. And we don’t even want to mention the child
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that was stillborn. She can’t hear about it without getting hysterical. Have you been in
touch with her?” Mrs. Murphy asked.
“No, we haven’t found her yet. She’s not with Jim Ellison. They were never married and
never had a child together. She just thinks they did, evidentially,” Simon stated.

“Oh no, she had a stillborn child. She was named Jillian Ellison. It was a sad story. Come
to find out, Jim had deserted her, but at the end he came to her.”

“Jim Ellison had no children. She moved away without a word to him, if she was
pregnant, Jim sure as heck didn’t know about it. And how does one put someone else’s
name on a birth certificate if the person wasn’t the true father. We don’t know that Jim
was,” Simon said.

“Oh, she wouldn’t make it up. Everyone here called her the poor little girl. She was so
sad and lonely without her Jim and Jillian. She’ll be better when she’s back with him
again.”
Simon rolled his eyes and frowned. “Do you have an address for her?”

“Yes, she lives at 900 West 58th Street. Apartment D. She called and said she saw Jim and
it was like they had never been apart. You’re saying that he doesn’t feel this way about
her?” Mrs. Murphy asked.
Simon wrote down the address and said, “No, Jim doesn’t feel for her at all. In fact he
lives with someone and they’re quite serious.”
“She just called us today and said that any day now, they were going to be moving in
together. Perhaps she should be seen by her doctor, do you suppose?”

Simon sighed. “Yes, I suppose. I’ll call someone and have them see her directly. Thank
you for all of the information.”
“Call us if you need any more help. She’s always been a favorite client,” Mrs. Murphy
said before she hung up.

Simon called Jim as soon as he got off the phone. “Jim, she had a stillborn child after she
left you and told everyone at the mental facility that she was your baby. Her name is
Jillian Ellison and she’s buried in Seattle.”
“Jesus, I had no clue. She never said a word. I didn’t know, Simon, I swear.”

“I believe you, Jim. She put your name and everything on the birth certificate and
everyone believed her story, so she’s been known as the poor little girl and you’re
known as the beast that almost destroyed her.”
“I feel horrible,” Jim confessed.
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“Of course you do. Anyone would. It’s not her fault that she couldn’t take the strain of
losing a child,” Simon said.
“I’ve got to go and tell Blair what’s going on,” Jim said before he hung up the phone.

Jim told Blair everything that Simon had told him and they both just sat there quietly
until Blair finally said, “We’ve got to find her before she hurts someone or herself.”

“I would have had a little girl. I just don’t know how I feel about that,” Jim admitted.

“Well, you won’t have to think about that now, instead let’s focus on finding Lisa and
figuring out what we’re going to do. She’s got to go back to the mental hospital, but
couldn’t she believe that you’re going to wait for her or something?” Blair suggested.

“That’s a good idea, Blair. You’re always so thoughtful. Leave it to you to come up with
an idea or two,” Jim said.

Blair smiled at the compliment and said, “First we have to find her and I don’t think
she’s done with me by a long shot.”
“I really feel bad for her, Chief, but she had better not hurt you, that’s all I have to say.”

“Same goes for you, Jim. But I don’t think she’ll hurt anyone. She’s just lost.”

Lisa Walker moved into her new two bedroom apartment and started to arrange
everything she would need. Her grandmother had died and left her a very large sum of
money, so she was able to pay a year’s rent on the apartment and the man that rented it
to her knew her as Lisa Williams. That was her grandmother’s last name. She didn’t
want that Sandburg fellow finding her before she had the apartment ready. She was
going to go shopping for baby furniture that afternoon and evening. Everything had to
be perfect when she and Jim had their wonderful new baby girl. Lisa knew that Jim
would love her, just like she would. He couldn’t really love that Blair Sandburg and
that’s all there was to it. She needed to change her driver’s license, so that no one would
know where to look for her and Jim. But first things first. She had shopping to do. She
took a cab everywhere she went, so they wouldn’t find her in her car. Lisa couldn’t
understand why Jim’s friends were all against Jim and her. Didn’t they know that they
were going to be a perfect family? She sighed and called the cab. She was so excited to
get the apartment ready for the big day. She didn’t know how she was going to get Jim
over there without that Sandburg fellow, but she had to think of something.
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THE FOLLOWING DAY :
Jim and Blair both went into the station house and tried to track down Lisa. She no
longer lived at the apartment that the hospital had the information about, so they all
knew she had changed apartments, now they just needed to find out where.
Blair was on the phone most of the morning and part of the afternoon trying to locate
her. He tried almost everything he could think of and then realized he hadn’t thought of
one thing. Her name. She might have changed it.
He turned to Jim and asked, “Do you know any of her family members?”
“No, I didn’t know her long enough for that, why?” Jim asked.

“She has to have changed her name and it makes sense that she would change it to
someone or something she knew and was close to. Let’s look up her family history again
and see if any of those names ring a bell.”
“Good idea, Chief. I’ll tell everyone we’re looking for a second name,” Jim got up and told
everyone in the bullpen that was helping with this and then told Simon.

A delivery person showed up at 3:00 and asked for Blair Sandburg. Jim grabbed him and
said, “Where did you get this from?”
“My office, dude. I just pick them up, I don’t mail them. Now, where is Blair Sandburg?”
Jim took the package and said, “Get out of here.”

“Nice tip, mister,” the man yelled over his shoulder.

Blair walked over to Jim’s desk and said, “What do you think it is?”
Jim took a deep whiff of it and said, “It’s from Lisa.”

Jim opened up the box, carefully and found a small statue-like skull with a note.

You’ll look just like this skull if you don’t leave Jim Ellison alone. He belongs to me
and no one else. Stay away from him and you won’t get hurt.
“I’m not surprised that she sent it. She’s desperate to have that child with you,-,she can’t
if I’m in the picture. Maybe I should move out for right now,” Blair suggested.
Jim looked disgusted. “No one is moving anywhere.”

“Jimbo, he can move over to my place for a week or so. Just so he’s out of danger. We
don’t know what she’s thinking about doing to him. Think of Blair for a moment,”
Connor said.

Simon was standing there nodding and said, “I agree with Connor. Move Blair out
tonight. She might even be watching. Maybe we’ll see her and be able to arrest her.”
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Joel looked thoughtful and said, “Is anyone going to explain to us what this girl has done
and what we’re doing with her?”
Jim decided there was no time like the present to out them.

“Okay, is everyone ready? I’m only going to say this once. Lisa and I were an item about
ten years ago. She was pregnant when she left me and went off to have the child, I told
her I didn’t want one, not knowing she was pregnant. She delivered a stillborn baby nine
months later and totally lost it. She cracked in two and was in a mental hospital for the
next five years. She lived to find me again and try this once more. She wants the child
that she never got. She got to Cascade to find me again and found out that Blair lives
with me and that we’re a couple. Yes, we’re a couple. She wasn’t happy about it and now
she wants Blair out of our lives. She’s somewhere, planning on either getting together
with me, or hurting Blair. I’m not going to settle for either. So for right now, it looks like
Blair will be moving over to Connor’s apartment. Does anyone have any questions?” Jim
wondered.
Brown said, “Congratulations on being a couple, it’s about time.”

Simon frowned. “We don’t have time for this discussion. We need to put all of us on
watching his house as Blair moves tonight and I bet you we’ll see her and be able to get
her back into the hospital.”
“Let me just say, I’m not happy about moving over to Connor’s apartment. Is someone
going to be watching Jim all the time?” Blair asked.
Simon answered, “Yes, we’ll have at least one car on the street at all times even when
Jim isn’t there. We’re going to find her, Sandburg, don’t you worry.”
“I’m not that worried about Lisa hurting Jim. She loves him and wants a family with him,
so I think we need to focus on her being mentally unbalanced. She needs help, not to be
hunted like some animal. She really is a sad case and needs lots of help,” Blair said.

“Oh Sandy, you are always thinking of the other person. We’ll all be careful with her,”
Connor stated.

Simon set up the evening’s watch. Rafe and Brown were going to be on one side of the
street, while Joel and Simon were on the other. Connor was in charge of helping Blair
move out, in case Lisa was watching. Jim was in charge of staging a fight in the parking
lot of the loft. Everyone had their game plan and were all set for the evening.
The drive home from the station was pretty quiet for Jim and Blair. Blair was doing a lot
of thinking and Jim was upset about Blair leaving, even if it was only for a few days.
“I hate this,” Jim growled.

23 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

“Jim, it’s one way to draw her out and get her to believe that we’re not a couple
anymore. It’ll work. I feel it in my bones. We’ll only be apart for a short time. I’ll miss
you too.”
“I hate sleeping alone,” Jim confessed, which shocked both of them when he said it.
“I didn’t know that,” Blair said happily.

“You don’t have to look so darn happy about it, Chief.”

“I love that you’re going to miss me and you need me that much. It makes me feel great.
You don’t say that much about us, so I was just guessing about how you really felt about
me,” Blair said.

“I adore you. I thought you knew that. I love you more than you’ll ever know. I’m sorry
I’m not that demonstrative in our relationship. I’ll try and work on it from here on out,”
Jim said, sadly.
“Jim, I know you love me. You make me feel like I’m loved all the time. Don’t be so hard
on yourself. Things are going to be fine when this is all over with. Just you wait and see.”

Jim stopped at the red light and leaned over and kissed Blair, softly. “I really do love you,
Blair.”
“No more displays of affection, she could be anywhere,” Blair reminded Jim.
“You’re right, as always, Chief.”

That night, everyone was where they were supposed to be. Blair and Jim walked out to
the parking lot, arguing and Blair carrying his duffle bag and backpack. Connor drove
up, found them yelling at each other and helped Blair get everything in her car. She even
yelled at Jim too, just for good measure. Then they drove off. Jim walked back into the
building and up into his home. Finally the phone rang and it was Simon.
“We didn’t see her anywhere. This might have been for nothing.”

“Just wait and see. Sometimes things work out if you’ll just be patient,” Jim said.
“Whoa! You sounded just like Sandburg for a moment. That was scary.”

Jim laughed and then hung up the phone. There was a Jags game on television that night
and he dreaded watching it alone. He made up a small dinner for himself and ate alone
at the table. He didn’t like that either. Jim Ellison realized he needed Blair more than he
ever could have imagined. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad thing to happen. He was
learning things about himself and that never hurt. He never told Blair how much he
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meant to him. He never liked to admit to anything mushy, but Jim realized that he might
have to change his ways.
“Sandy, what would you like for dinner tonight?” Megan Connor asked sweetly.
“Jim?”

“Other than Jim,” she added with a big smile on her face.

“Why don’t you let me make dinner? It’ll give me something to do,” Blair suggested.

“Oh, wow. I love that idea. I have chicken out, make it any way you like,” Connor said.

The two of them talked about anything and everything while Blair made dinner. She was
very curious about Jim and Blair’s relationship, so they had plenty to talk about. She was
hoping that talking about Jim, didn’t make him long for him more.
“So, Sandy, how long have you and Jim been together?”
“About six months. Did you have a clue?” Blair asked.

“No, I was clueless. It was a wonderful surprise. I mean, everyone knows what great
friends you are, but it never dawned on me that you were anything more. Like I said,
clueless. Not so good when you’re a detective for Major Crimes.”
“Keep in mind, Connor, this isn’t a major crime.”
Both of them laughed.

“Are you really as okay with this Lisa person as you seem?” Connor asked.

“Yes, she’s a poor lost soul that needs love and medical attention. She doesn’t need to be
arrested. We’ll need to keep her calm and call in the doctor she was so fond of. That’s
the best way. Jim feels the same way too. He didn’t dislike her, but he never would have
probably planned a family with her. She couldn’t live with that knowledge so she lost it
and her poor mind couldn’t take it.”
“You and Jimbo are really nice guys. I’m going to have to remind you of that now and
then,” Connor joked.

“How would you feel if you found out you were pregnant and you mentioned something
to the man you loved about having a family and he said he didn’t want one? You would
have been devastated. Then she went the entire nine months on her own without family
or friends, knowing that she would have this precious baby in the end and come to find
out there was no baby in the end. She was instead stillborn. I can’t even imagine the
pain and agony she went through. It’s no wonder she cracked in half. Part of her stayed
the lover of Jim Ellison and the other half was the mother of the poor lost baby. Our
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hearts break for her. We’ve had many discussions about this very thing. Jim suffers a
great deal of guilt over this. First of all, he should have been more careful while making
love. Next, he could have checked into where she had gone. He just wrote her off. It’s a
shame she was all alone. But as sorry as I am for her, I won’t give up my man, totally. We
have decided that Jim could tell her that he would be waiting for her to get out. It’s
something, even if it’s a lie. We’ll see what the doctor says.”
“As I said before, Sandy, you and Jimbo are excellent men.”

They continued to talk while Blair cooked away the evening. Blair realized at ten, he
hadn’t thought about Jim except in good way for most of the evening apart.
On the fourth day that Jim and Blair were separated, Blair was teaching his class and in
walked Lisa. Blair wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. He smiled at her and went
on with his lecture and watched her go to her seat. She took notes and seemed to be
interested in his class. Blair didn’t know what she was up to, but he would wait and see
what Jim said to do about it. Blair had a feeling that Lisa was going to be going to Jim
sooner than anyone thought.
When the class was over, Blair called Lisa to his desk. She walked up smiling and said,
“Yes?”
“I missed you at last week during class. Are you all right?” Blair asked kindly.

“I’m doing just fine now, Blair. I needed to take care of some business and now that it’s
taken care of, I can be with my boyfriend again. It’s been awhile and he’s really looking
forward to it.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it, Lisa. Have fun with your report,” Blair said as she was leaving
the room.
“Oh, I plan on it. It’s so interesting. Thank you for being such a good teacher, Blair.”
“You are most welcome, Lisa. Go, start your work early,” Blair advised, smiling.

Lisa hummed as she walked out of the room and Blair knew how utterly sad she was.
Poor little thing, didn’t have a clue as to how gone she was.
Blair called Jim as soon as he saw her walk out of the building.
“Ellison.”

“Jim, I have a feeling Lisa will be showing up tonight,” Blair said quietly and quickly.
“She came to class?” Jim asked, somewhat shocked.
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“She did and she was nice as can be to me. It was like I was never in the picture at all.
She talked about you and how happy you were. So try and act nice and happy for her.
Okay?”
“You know I will, Chief. Hopefully, this will all be over soon. The doctor from the
hospital in Seattle is here already. He wants to be on call for her. So, it’s all taken care of.
Now we just need Lisa. Why didn’t you call and let me know she was there?” Jim asked.

“She seemed calm and serene. So I figured why mess with her now. Instead we’ll wait
for her to come to you. Did you find out any names to look for other than Walker?”
“Yes, her grandmother from Seattle died and left her a bunch of money. Her last name
was Williams so we’re looking that up now.”

“Good luck, Jim. Man, do I miss you like you wouldn’t believe? Not that I don’t appreciate
Connor’s help, but she talks too much,” Blair rambled.
Jim burst out laughing and said, “I gotta go. Talk to you later tonight. I’ll call you at
Connor’s apartment.”
“I love you, Jim.”

“I love you, back. We’re going to have lots of time to show each other how much once
this is all said and done.”

Blair closed his cell, sadly and realized he missed Jim more than he missed his mother.
Was this a good thing, or a bad thing? He wasn’t sure. Nah, it was a good thing, he was
certain of that. He smiled all the way to his office and didn’t give Jim or Lisa another
thought. He was busy, busy, busy.
“What do you mean, she was at the college? He didn’t call?” Simon barked.

“She wasn’t hurting anything and he felt like it would make matters worse if we had her
dragged off from the campus. I agree with him. She’ll come to me. Probably tonight. Blair
said she was very happy. Let’s hope we’re going to be done with these double shifts,”
Jim said.

Joel said, “I didn’t mind helping at all. I feel bad for the young girl. She’s such a tiny little
thing. It’s no wonder she was so fragile.”
Jim looked over at Joel oddly and said, “How do you know she’s a tiny little thing?”

“The doctor showed us pictures of her through the years. She’s a beautiful lost soul,” Joel
said.
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“Heads up everyone. This might be our lucky night, so keep your eyes open,” Simon
ordered.
They all went back to their paperwork and knew that two hours from then, they would
be back in Jim’s neighborhood again.
Jim got home and did the same thing he did every night in the last four, he made dinner
for just him and ate all alone. While he was doing dishes the phone rang.
“Ellison.”

“Honey, do you need me to pick anything up before I come home?” Lisa asked happily.
“No, everything is here,” Jim replied.

“I have a surprise for you,” Lisa said.
“What is that?” Jim asked.

“I want you to meet me at 700 West Kolb Street, apartment 403 and you’ll see the
surprise,” Lisa said.
“So you want me to come to that address right now?” Jim wondered aloud.

“Yes, hurry, darling. I’m waiting. This is going to make you very happy,” Lisa said before
she hung up the phone.
Simon called and said, “We’ve got the address. Do you feel all right going in alone?”

“Simon, she’s not going to hurt me. She loves me. She wants a baby. She wouldn’t touch a
hair on my head,” Jim said.
“I hope to hell you’re right, Jim.”

“I’ve got to go, Simon. I’ll see you all over there. I have my wire on, so don’t worry, dad.”
“It’s nothing to tease about, Jim. She is insane after all,” Simon stated.
“I’ll be very careful, sir.”
“You do that, Ellison.”

Lisa was sprucing up the place even more, even though it didn’t need any sprucing. The
place looked lovely and she knew that Jim would love it as soon as he saw the rooms.
The artwork was all from Peru. She knew he had spent time in Peru and liked the jungle
theme, so that’s what she did in the living room. In the bedroom, she had pictures of Jim
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and herself photo-maniped into a family picture. They covered the walls. Then in the
baby room, she had pictures of a beautiful little blonde baby girl. They were all over the
room, also. She was ready for Jim to get there and see what she had done.

Jim rang the doorbell and waited, listening for her heartbeat and found it instantly. She
was calm and serene, Blair had been right.
Without a second thought, Lisa opened the door without checking.

Jim said, “You should have looked out the peep hole first, Lisa. I could have been some
freak.”

“I knew you were coming home, darling. What do you think of the place? This is our new
home.” She had a way of only hearing what she wanted to hear.
Jim looked around and saw that Lisa had put a great deal of thought, energy and love
into this place, so he had to be very careful what he said.

“I love the Peruvian pictures you put up, Lisa. You picked out great ones for each wall.
Thank you. The furniture is all very tasteful and not flashy at all. The place looks great. I
love it.”

Lisa beamed with happiness at making her beloved so happy. She grabbed his hand and
said, “Come and see the bedroom, its lovely.”
Jim walked in and realized how off kilter she was when he saw all of the photo shop
pictures done of the two of them. “What do you think, sweetheart?”

“I think you did an excellent job on this room too. I don’t remember this picture here.
When was this?” Jim pointed to one of them standing in front of a Christmas tree.
“Oh you silly, that was our last Christmas together. You looked so handsome in that
sweater. You told me you loved that I picked it out special for you and the color was so
great with your eyes,” Lisa said happily.

Jim looked at the sweater and realized it was only his head that had been put in the
picture, not the body at all. So needless to say he didn’t have the sweater.
They were just getting ready to see the nursery when there was a knock at the door.
“Who could that be at this time, honey?” Lisa asked.
“Let’s answer it and see,” Jim replied.

Lisa opened the door to Doctor Hanson and smiled at him immediately. “Why Doctor
Hanson, it’s wonderful to see you. This is my fiancé, Jim.”
The doctor took Jim’s hand and shook it. “Lisa, remember how we talked about this
while you were in Seattle? Jim has another life here in Cascade. It doesn’t include you.”
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Lisa looked shocked, then angry. “It does include me. He just got done telling me what a
lovely job I did on the apartment. Didn’t you, darling?”

“Jim, you need to tell her the truth about you and Blair. Lies will only make it worse. Tell
her,” Doctor Hanson said.

“Let’s sit down in the living room, Lisa,” Jim said as he tried to guide her into the living
room.
“Oh my God, I was so blind. I believed you. You lied to me, didn’t you? You’re going back
with that man aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m going back with Blair, Lisa. I’m in love with him and have been for a very long
time. I was hoping you would understand and we could all be friends. We would like to
see you up in Seattle from time to time.”

Lisa calmed instantly and asked, “You and Blair would come and visit me in Seattle? Like
we were friends?”
“Yes, like we were friends. Blair had that idea at the very start,” Jim said.

Lisa looked very sad as she said, “He probably knew that something was wrong with me.
Doctor Hanson tried, but I just can’t seem to get past you, Jim.”

“I’m sorry, Lisa. I’m sorry about the baby we had and lost. It’s something terrible I will
have to deal with all of my life. I’m sorry I wasn’t with you during that trying time, but
now I’m with Blair. It’s only right that I stay with him instead of treating him badly, like I
did you, years ago.”
She started crying softly and Doctor Hanson said, “Lisa, let’s get a bag packed and we’ll
head back to the hospital. Everyone has missed you. Things will get better, I swear to
you.”

They walked into the bedroom and Jim could hear them packing her things and Lisa was
crying the entire time.

When she came out, she had finally finished her crying jag and put on a brave front for
Jim’s sake. “I’m sorry Jim. I get a little confused sometimes and let my thoughts take
over my life. I’m just so sorry that you got caught up in it. Doctor Hanson is so good; he’ll
have me better in no time. Thank you for being so kind to me.”
“Blair and I would like to become friends with you, if you can accept us together,” Jim
said kindly.

“It’s going to take some time, Jim, but I hope not too long. I’ll miss you,” Lisa said as they
got ready to walk out the door.
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Doctor Hanson said, “We’ll have everything packed and shipped to Seattle, Lisa. It’s time
we got on the road,” Doctor Hanson said as he gently steered her in the right direction.

Jim watched sadly at the woman who had never gotten a fair shake in life and hoped
that this time she would get it. He walked downstairs with the two of them and helped
them get in the car. He waved goodbye as she drove off and he was saddened.
Connor drove up at that moment and Blair jumped out and said, “How are you doing,
partner?”

Jim pulled Blair into his arms and just held on tight. “She’s so sad, Chief. It broke my
heart.”
“Let’s go home, Jim,” Blair said as he headed for Jim’s truck. “Thanks for the bed, Connor.
I’ll never forget it.”
As soon as they were on the road, Simon called and said they would finish all the
paperwork up at the station. He told Jim and Blair to stay away for the next week.

Jim got off the phone and said, “We have a week off.” Jim pulled all of the listening
equipment off him so they would have privacy.

“Good, I think we should make a quick trip up to see how Lisa is doing. She needs to see
us as a couple, Jim. At first I thought it would be okay to lie to her about us, but the
Doctor said it’s never okay to pretend with someone who isn’t up to speed.”
“That would be nice. We could go in two days. No classes, right?”
“No classes. I’m done for two weeks. I’m all yours,” Blair joked.

“I’m so glad you’re mine, Blair. This has been a horrible day, but the thing that kept me
going was I would see you in the end or at least talk to you on the phone. Thank you for
putting up with my crap all the time and making me a very happy person,” Jim
confessed.
“I’m more than happy to take on this job. I love you so much, man.”
“Good, because I love you too.”

SIX MONTHS LATER:
Connor walked by Jim’s desk and said, “So how was the trip up to Seattle?”

“It was great. Lisa is doing great. It’s going to be awhile before they let her out of there,
but she’s doing quite well if you ask me. She seems stronger every day and I do believe
that Blair has a lot to do with that,” Jim said.
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Connor smiled and said, “That’s our Sandy. Always working. I’m glad it all worked out in
the end. How are you blokes doing?”

“We’re doing great, Connor, thank you for asking. Being out at the station hasn’t been as
difficult as I thought it would be. Don’t get me wrong we take our share of shit, but for
the most part, everyone is quite accepting. Are you coming to the poker game on
Saturday night?”
“I’m sorry you have to take any shit, Jimbo. But it’s life. If you ever need help with
anyone or anything, say the word, I’m there. And as far as poker, I’m there too.”
“Thank you, Connor. You’re a good friend. Now, I better get busy and get this work done
before it’s time to leave for the day.”

Jim finished his work and had time to order some flowers to be delivered to the loft that
night. It was their year anniversary and he was sure that Blair figured he forgot. Jim
didn’t forget. He had a wonderful dinner planned and there were going to watch a DVD
and just relax for the evening. And even the DVD was picked with Blair in mind. He got
an old classic and knew it would make Blair very happy. His favorite movie was To Kill a
Mockingbird so Jim would sit through it again and do some making out and groping
while doing it.
When Jim arrived home that evening, he started shrimp and chicken shish-ka-bobs for
dinner. He got them all made up, got the sweet potatoes cleaned and ready to bake and
then did the asparagus. The secret to cooking it was trimming the outer shell off of the
stem. That way when it cooked it was nice and tender. Blair loved this meal and knew
that he would get perfect sex that night and that’s what Jim wanted.
He started cooking the meat ka-bobs on the grill and had the potatoes cooking when
Blair came walking through the front door. “What are you making?”
“You don’t smell it?” Jim asked.

“No, oh great Sentinel. Not all of us know what everyone is doing all the time. Now,
again, what are we having?” Blair teased.
Jim went on to tell him the dinner menu and Blair licked his lips making Jim even
hornier then he was before. There was a knock at the door and Blair went and answered
it. The delivery man was right on time. He handed Blair two dozen long stemmed roses
and waited for his tip. Jim reached out with a ten dollar bill and said, “Thank you.” Then
he shut the door and looked at Blair.
“You remembered. I can’t believe it. God, I love you.”
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“Chief, there aren’t many things about you that I don’t remember. One of them is this
special day. I count this as our anniversary not because it was the first time we slept
together but it was the first time that we kissed and knew we were going to be together
from then on.”
Blair was putting all of the roses into two vases. “Oh goody, one for the dining room and
one for the living room. Thank you, oh sneaky one.”
“Hey, what can I say? You’re worth remembering,” Jim kidded.

“You say the nicest things. Now, I have a surprise for you, would you like to guess?” Blair
asked.
“I don’t need to guess, I smelled them out in the hall as soon as you came home. I’ll take
one before dinner,” Jim said sniffing the air.
“You smelled chocolate truffles out in the hallway?” Blair asked, looking very much
surprised.

“Yes, I smelled them and you took your time telling me so I could have one,” Jim joked
again.
Blair went and got the truffles from the hallway and noticed that the bag was open. That
damn delivery guy must have taken some out.

“There were more of them, but the delivery man helped himself to some of them. Sorry
about that,” Blair said.

Jim popped a truffle into his mouth and let it melt. He moaned in happiness and Blair
almost laughed. “I swear, you like them better than sex.”
“Not better than, but they are right up there with sex.” Jim pulled Blair in for a big kiss
and then hugged him properly. “I have a card for you too.”

Blair went and got Jim’s card while Jim got Blair’s. They handed each other the card and
then burst out laughing. They had bought the same card for each other.
“I wonder if this says something about us?” Blair wondered.

“I hope it says that we both are in love and have good taste in cards and men,” Jim said
smiling.

Jim began cooking like mad so they could eat sometime that night. Once it was done,
they sat down to dinner and ate happily while talking to each other about their day.
Before long it was time for dessert and Blair was shocked to see that Jim had made a
wonderful fresh fruit salad for dessert. When they were done, they about exploded.
Jim said, “I got To Kill a Mockingbird for us to watch tonight.”
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“You’ll do the same thing you do every time you watch it. You start out well and then
you start making out with me and before long you’re fucking me. We never see the end
of it,” Blair complained.
“Blair, you’ve seen the damn movie like 20 times.”

“But you keep making me miss the ending and I love the ending,” Blair explained.
“Okay, tonight you get to see the ending,” Jim promised.

The two men did the dishes, put them away and then went in to watch the movie. Jim
did as promised. He didn’t touch Blair all during the movie. At the very end, Blair
jumped into Jim’s lap and said, “Okay, now I’m happy. I saw the ending and I need you
right away.”
Jim had planned a wonderful night of passion, but instead it was a night of urgency and
lust. Neither of them lasted long and came panting out each other’s names.

They fell asleep in each other’s arms and all that could be heard throughout the loft was
soft snoring from both men.
The next day, Jim was ready for work and Blair was ready for his class. Jim said, “Do you
want to go up to Seattle this weekend?”

“That would be good. We could tell Lisa how we celebrated our first anniversary. She’s
doing so well and I’d like to share,” Blair said.

“Just the basics. I don’t want to be embarrassed by what you tell her. Sometimes you get
a little carried away,” Jim pointed out.

“It’s hard to believe that Lisa is the same girl that we saw six months ago. She’s getting
so strong and capable of many things. She’s no longer the nurse’s Poor Little Girl,” Blair
said.
“Yes, life is good, Chief. Have I mentioned how much I love you today?”
“No, as a matter of fact, you haven’t. I love you, back.”

They kissed each other and went in their separate vehicles. Jim was thinking of the night
before with Blair. Blair was thinking of what he wanted to do with Jim that night.
Basically they were very, very happy.
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BLACK KNIGHT

ARTWORK BY BRYNNH
STORY BY KATEF

WAREHOUSE DISTRICT, CASCADE WA:
Jim Ellison crouched down beside the gleaming Harley-Davidson he now thought of as
his own, and treasured as a result, meticulously cleaning and tuning the sleek machine
which had been tricked out to be as dark, mean and dangerous as its present rider, and,
to be fair, as its original rider also. Jim had ‘inherited’ the hog as part of his deep cover
assignment after the previous owner, a well-known enforcer, had conveniently gotten
himself killed in an out-of-state auto accident. Once painstakingly rebuilt, the bike, like
Jim, became part of Cascade PD Vice unit’s most recent and the most ambitious sting
operation for some time.
As Jim lovingly polished already gleaming chrome, he listened in to the bragging going
on behind him, and his lips tilted in a sardonic sneer as the volume and exaggerated
claims rose in direct proportion to the beers being drunk and the quantity of weed
being smoked. As Butch, Karl and Blackie each tried to outdo the other in terms of
battles won, bitches laid and dope peddled, Jim grinned to himself knowing they weren’t
impressing anybody but themselves, least of all the target of their boasting; Denny, aka
Denzil P.B. Patterson, leader of the ‘Sons of Satan’ motorcycle gang. (The ‘P.B’ was pure
affectation, but in Jim’s opinion ‘Prize Bastard’ seemed appropriate.)

Now Jim, on the other hand, had quickly realised what did impress Denny; the proven
ability to act ruthlessly and unquestioningly as ordered, and unfailing loyalty to him and
the gang. An air of closed-mouthed menace didn’t go amiss, either, so Jim set himself to
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provide all of the above, with remarkable success and instinctive and effortless
proficiency.

Denny had ruled over his gang for some years now, enjoying low-key notoriety for
relatively insignificant criminal activity. But he had recently developed delusions of
grandeur, and wanted to graduate to the major leagues in fields such as prostitution,
drug distribution and protection with significant success thus far, such that Vice was
forced to sit up and take notice and take seriously the threat of an escalation in gang
warfare also.
When Jim’s boss, Captain Sullivan, had learned through an informant that Denny was
recruiting an enforcer from a sister gang in another state, and that said enforcer had
died instantly and unreported (and unlamented, truth be told), Jim was quickly inserted
in his place, and had been there ever since.
Vice Detective Jim Ellison was something of a loner and as such, well-suited to this type
of operation.

Before joining the PD, he had served his country for several years in the military as an
Army Ranger, rising to the rank of Captain, and taking part in a significant number of
covert operations before resigning his commission after a particularly badly botched
mission which left him the only survivor of his team.

A recognised Sentinel – a person who, through a natural genetic variation was
possessed of heightened senses – Jim accepted the fact for what it was, although he had
no desire to increase his ability through the use of a Guide. He was well aware that
Sentinels who did bond with Guides reported dramatic improvements in range and ease
of use, as they could rely on their Guide to ground them as they stretched out with their
senses to a remarkable degree. They were safe in the knowledge that they wouldn’t
suffer either from sensory spikes, or zone outs which could occur if a Sentinel lost him
or herself in one sense to the exclusion of all else.

It wasn’t that Jim didn’t give their claims due credence. He simply hadn’t met a likely
candidate who would suit him as a Guide, male or female, and wasn’t really interested in
making the effort to search for one. As far as he was concerned, he was a damned good
detective anyway, made better by the skills learned during his time in covert ops and a
moderate use of his senses.
He was also an impressive specimen of a man, well-suited to roles such as this and
happy to utilise his talents to the full to protect the tribe. Standing over 6’ tall, he was
buff and handsome in a classically patrician way, although none of the gang would have
believed that the cold-eyed and hard-faced expression he automatically wore in their
presence could, under happier circumstances, be replaced by a warm and blindingly
attractive smile on occasion.
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Wiping his hands on a piece of rag, Jim rose to his feet, turning to stroll nonchalantly
over to where the other gang members were relaxing in the section of the warehouse
known as ‘the Clubhouse’, partitioned off from the main area where various stolen
goods and other nefarious products were stored and the bikes were kept. Furnished
very basically with old sofas and battered easy chairs, a large refrigerator and drinks
cabinet, and with torn out nude centrefolds taped haphazardly on the walls, the only
luxury items were a state-of-the-art music and entertainment system, complete with a
giant-screen TV.

The warehouse also boasted a fully equipped machine shop and garage area - which
was indicative of where their real interest lay.

Moving with the unconscious grace of a large, predatory cat, Jim drew instant attention,
although some of it was undoubtedly jealous and resentful in nature. Dressed in his
habitual garb of scuffed biker boots, tight black leather pants and an oil-stained muscle
shirt that showcased his powerful physique, Jim was aware of the impact he made, even
though he was completely free from any hint of narcissism. As far as he was concerned,
his body, like his enhanced senses, was simply a tool to be used in doing his job to the
best of his ability, and maintained accordingly, not a reason for pride and selfpromotion.
Jim, aka Jake McNeil, had been undercover with the ‘Sons of Satan’ for nearly six weeks
now, and during that time had easily insinuated himself into Denny’s awareness and
approval. Denny now regarded ‘Jake’ as his second in command, much to some of the
other members’ dismay and disgust.

Not that they would admit to such feelings openly, of course. The only one who had
been foolish enough to do so was now an ex-member; and still recovering from the
broken jaw and shattered kneecap received when taken down with ruthless efficiency
by the ex-Army Ranger.

As Jim reached Denny’s side, he nodded wordlessly as Denny beckoned him to sit;
twisting off the cap of the beer he was automatically handed, ready to hear the latest
plan in Denny’s campaign.

Of course, since it was a deep cover operation, Jim had no face-to-face contact with his
colleagues at the PD, unless in the most dire circumstances. So he relied on technical
wizardry to clue his department in on his progress so far, which, in this case came in the
form of a tiny transmitter fitted into the earring he wore permanently in his pierced left
earlobe. As it was only one-way transmission for the benefit of his handlers, they had
come up with a simple code by which Jim could summon assistance if necessary when a
verbal request was inappropriate, and to alert the listeners that something important
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was about to be discussed, since it was impractical for those on the receiving end to
concentrate constantly on every word, every minute of the day.

By tapping the earring surreptitiously a set number of times, Jim could send simple
messages such as “Listen up, information incoming”, “Deal going down – keep back”,
“Deal going down – send units but keep distance” right through to “Operation
compromised, extraction needed a.s.a.p!”
Taking a long swig from his beer, Jim casually rubbed along his jaw with his free hand,
and tapped gently at his earring to warn his listeners that new information was indeed
about to come through.

LATER THAT NIGHT, BLUE LAGOON NIGHT CLUB:
Blair Sandburg sat at the bar of the Blue Lagoon Nightclub, foot tapping in rhythm with
the music from the popular local rock band playing live on stage, and grinning at his
companions as he listened to one of Suzy’s lame jokes. To look at him, one would have
thought that he was his usually bouncy self – he was, after all, frequently compared to
the Energiser Bunny – but in actual fact he was running on fumes, and was regretting
giving in to his friends’ invitation to join them tonight.

Blair was a grad student and Teaching Assistant at Rainier University working on his
doctorate in Anthropology, and although he was well used to burning the candle at both
ends, at present he felt like the candle was completely burnt through. Along with a killer
teaching schedule, extra classes for his doctoral programme and a paper to submit by
the end of the week, he knew very well he should be at home trying to grab a few hours’
much needed sleep. But when Suzy, Mark and Judy invited him out to celebrate Suzy’s
birthday, he couldn’t find it in him to disappoint them.
Knowing how tired he was he had offered to be the designated driver, so he was
drinking soda in an effort to be sociable without risking a premature trip to the Land of
Nod, which would undoubtedly have happened already if he had been tempted to have a
beer.

Pasting on an even brighter smile, he allowed himself to be dragged to the dance floor
by a faintly tipsy Judy, laughingly ignoring the giggles from Suzy and Mark as he lost
himself temporarily in the music, not knowing that hungry eyes were watching from the
other side of the room.
Unfortunately for Blair, he and his friends had captured the attention of two pretty
obnoxious characters; none other than Butch and Karl from the ‘Sons of Satan’, who,
along with Jim, had dropped into the club as a diversion on the way back from doing
some gang-related business. They had actually been doing a little preliminary
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negotiating for Denny’s latest potential drug deal – that is, Jim had been doing the
talking, because Butch and Karl didn’t have the capability. They looked tough enough,
though, as long as they kept their mouths shut, so Denny had no problem sending them
along as extra muscle as long as Jim was there to keep them in order.

Having finished their main business, and knowing Denny had shown some interest in
the Blue Lagoon for various reasons, Karl suggested they stop in for a few beers on the
pretext of checking the place out for Denny, but fully intending to get himself a piece of
tail for the night whether ‘Jake’ approved or not. With no good reason to object, Jim
reluctantly agreed, so they pushed their way into the dark and noisy interior, making a
beeline for the bar.
Now the Blue Lagoon was a popular place, well-liked by a cross-section of society who
generally integrated well in the club’s easygoing environment, whether het or gay,
couples or groups or even singles wanting an evening out at a venue where they weren’t
constantly being hit on by hookers and hustlers – unless they wanted to be, of course.
Like every club, there was a temptation by some of its patrons to walk on the wild side
as regards drugs and sex, but the management kept things pretty much under control
using enough bouncers and electronic security equipment to keep watch without
making the clientele feel overly scrutinised or intimidated.

Denny, however, considered that there was considerable scope for extending his own
interests in the club, beginning with a little intimidation and protection scheme to
soften things up before moving in with the drug and prostitution rackets....
As the three bikers made their presence known as they approached the bar, there was a
none-too-subtle shift amongst the crowd of clubbers as they parted to allow the new
arrivals through. Although Butch and Karl were threatening enough in their way with
their arrogant sneers and loud, crude comments, it was actually Jim who caused the
most disquiet, a reaction he was only too happy to engender in his audience under the
right circumstances.
Powerful body moving effortlessly with controlled and natural grace, Jim exuded
authority and his cold expression and ice-blue stare gave him an air of ruthless menace
that was more than enough to guarantee instant service at the bar, however crowded.

As he ordered three beers, he automatically checked out the interior and the customers,
surprised to feel a tug of attraction coming from the dance floor. Taking an unhurried
sip of his beer, he scanned the gyrating crowd, and homed in on a small, curly-haired
man, who was dancing uninhibitedly with a somewhat plain but cheerful brunette. She
was gazing at her partner with unfeigned adoration, laughing at his antics and trying to
copy them in her turn.
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Stretching out slightly with his sight, Jim contemplated the young man, noting the
almost too pretty face, with laughing blue eyes, neat, slightly tip-tilted nose and lush
mouth, presently stretched wide with a beaming smile to reveal even white teeth, and
he realised with a start that the kid was the source of the pull between them. Frowning
at the discovery, and hoping that it didn’t mean what he thought it might, Jim
determined to try to ignore the boy, trusting that by refusing to act upon the feeling it
would disappear once he had left the premises, and the tempting morsel was left far
behind.
Deliberately turning back towards the bar to take a further long drink of beer, he
became aware of Butch and Karl’s avid interest in the dancing couple, disgusted to hear
their lewd comments and seeing the nauseating lust on their faces.

Knowing what they undoubtedly had in mind, he was caught once again in the eternal
dilemma facing undercover cops: just how much could you overlook in the name of
hooking your prey, even if it meant innocent bystanders getting hurt.
Certainly up until now Jim had managed to bite down on his disgust when Denny and
his gang had come down on other victims – hell, he’d had to do some ‘enforcing’ of his
own in order to maintain his cover - but then again up until now, they had all been
criminals of one sort or another, who at least had some inkling of what they were
getting themselves into, and the likely consequences of failure.
What Butch and Karl had in mind would hurt innocent kids simply out for a good time,
and Jim wasn’t at all sure how he was going to handle the situation yet. Cursing his
companions’ loathsome appetites, he realised he was just going to have to play it by ear,
and hope that the situation resolved itself somehow, but wasn’t actually naive enough to
think that it was going to happen in any good way.

An hour and two more beers later Butch and Karl had worked themselves up into a fine
old frenzy. Although Jim would have preferred just to walk out and leave them to it,
uncaring if they got their sorry asses arrested, he knew there was no way in Hell he
could leave the unsuspecting victims of their lust completely unprotected.
By now almost completely wiped out, Blair had just about managed to convince his
fellow partygoers to leave. Except for Mark – who had drunk considerably more than
the others – who slurred that he had no intention of going yet, because the night was
still young, and besides, he insisted that Suzy wasn’t ready either, being the birthday
girl.

Oh man!” Blair argued “Look, Mark, I have to go, and now! I’m sorry guys, but if you still
want me to drive you back, it’ll have to be now unless you want to end up wrapped
around the nearest telephone pole!”
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Across the room, Jim could hear every word, and his jaw clenched with tension as he
willed the group to stay together, because there was at least a little more safety to be
had in numbers.

However, Mark wasn’t about to cooperate, and appeared to have won Suzy over also, so
the curly-haired guy sighed dejectedly before turning to go only for Judy to tuck her arm
under his, plainly only too happy to accompany him. As Mark assured them loudly that
he and Suzy would be just fine and would get a cab later, Blair and Judy crossed the
room and left the club to make their way around to the parking lot in back, having to
negotiate a dimly-lit and trash-strewn alley en route.
Nudging each other gleefully, Butch and Karl followed the pair out into the street,
uncaring that Jim was lagging some way behind, because they didn’t particularly want
to share with the hard-assed bastard, anyway.

As soon as the young couple had reached the darkest part of the alley, Butch cut round
in front of them, leaving Karl to cover their escape as he stepped out to block their path.

Grinning lasciviously from ear to ear, Butch addressed them with false joviality. “Going
so soon, kiddies? What say you join me and my friend for a bit more adult
entertainment, Huh? You sure look like you could use a good fucking” and he was
leering at Blair in particular as he spoke.
“Look, man, you don’t need to do this,” began Blair, pushing Judy slightly behind him.

“Just let us get to the car, and we’ll just forget this ever happened, OK? It’s not worth it,
man--”

But he got no further before Butch’s expression turned wholly evil as he replied, “Not a
chance, Sweetcheeks! You and your little friend are just what me and my friend could do
with right now, so let’s all come back here behind the dumpster and get it on,” and he
stepped forward to grab Blair’s arm.

However, he was completely taken by surprise when the little hippy made the first
move. Pulling Judy with him, Blair whipped around so fast that he was able to avoid
Butch’s clutching hands for long enough to shove into Karl shoulder-first, unbalancing
him and allowing Judy to run for the safety of the street with Blair’s cries exhorting her
to “get out of here and call the cops” ringing in her ears.
Growling in fury, Karl gripped the lapels of Blair’s jacket, and hurled him backwards
into Butch’s waiting arms, which wrapped around the struggling figure like a vice and
dragged him literally kicking and screaming into the deeper shadows behind the
dumpster.

Slamming his fist into Blair’s unprotected jaw, Karl snarled, “Just shut the fuck up, kid!”
before ripping at the stunned young man’s shirt and tee, tearing them enough for him to
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twist and pinch the tender nipples aggressively before reaching for the zipper of his
leather biker pants; hungry to force himself on the still weakly struggling figure.

Butch reached around to unsnap and pull at the young man’s jeans, thrusting cruel
fingers into his underwear, fingernails tearing and gouging carelessly at the soft skin of
Blair’s belly and groin only to pause as the sound of approaching sirens reached them,
shattering their resolve and completely dampening their ardour.
“Well, shit, fucking cops! Bitch must have called them!” grunted Karl as he pulled his
clothes together.

Throwing Blair to the ground and delivering a vicious kick to the student’s ribs, Butch
gestured to where the bikes were parked.
“Leave him to Jake. He’s being paid to clean up after us. No need to get unnecessary
blood on our hands!” he growled, knowing that that was the truth, at least as far as
Denny was concerned.
“Pity, though. That kid has some ass! Could have done with getting me a piece of that!”
Karl nodded in sour-faced agreement as he followed in his buddy’s footsteps.

When Butch and Karl left in pursuit of the young couple, Jim had followed more slowly,
trying to come up with a workable plan of action which would both leave his sleazy
companions free for the time being, and allow the young people to get away at least
with their lives.

Scanning up and down the street for unwanted intruders, he stationed himself where he
could monitor the activity in the alley and give himself a bit of privacy while he quickly
tapped out the requisite code for units to be despatched to the club, but to keep their
distance until further notice.
Just as he finished, however, the young woman hurtled past him, sobbing in terror, but
clearly intent on using her cell to call up help for her friend.

Recognising deep down that it was the boy he was most interested in, Jim was still
relieved at her escape, and concentrated on using every last bit of his self-control to
refrain from breaking up the attempted assault and ripping Butch and Karl’s miserable
heads from their shoulders.

Knowing full well that he couldn’t yet justify jeopardising the bigger upcoming
operation without more reason, he hardened himself to the boy’s whimpers and moans
of pain and fear, realising all the same that if the imminent rape and probable murder
looked likely to be accomplished before the units made their presence known, then he
was going to have to break his cover.
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As it happened, he was saved from making the choice by the sound of approaching
sirens, but as he quickly ran up the alley, he realised that the units were actually coming
far closer than agreed, so that they were probably responding instead to the girl’s 911
call rather than his own summons, and would undoubtedly come right to the club.

Swearing under his breath and knowing they had little time, Jim barked at his fellow
gang members, snapping, “Get out of here, you dumbshits! I’ll clean up this mess, and
I’m sure going to look forward to what Denny’s going to say about this! Fucking
morons!” and he turned his back on them in dismissal, already concentrating on the
figure sprawled at his feet.
Pushing himself up on one elbow, Blair tried unsuccessfully to wipe away the blood
streaming down his face from a scalp wound high up in his hairline, then looked up
shakily to see another giant figure looming over him; one who was far more menacing in
his silence and tightly-controlled demeanour than the two thugs who had just attacked
him.

“Oh no! Please, man, don’t! Don’t kill me! I didn’t see anything, OK? Please, man!” and he
tried to scuttle backwards using hands and heels, only to come up hard against the
dumpster’s side.
Quickly squatting down beside the distraught man, who was now crying in pain and
obviously in terror of his life, Jim raised a finger swiftly to his lips, indicating silence,
even as he reached with his free hand for the young man’s shoulder, finding and
squeezing the exact pressure point with the ease of long practice enough to render his
victim unconscious. As Blair slid to the ground, Jim was immediately aware of the tingle,
rather like a mild electric current, that spread up his arm from the hand still touching
the sturdy shoulder, so with a perplexed frown, he quickly let go.

With an almost soundless murmur of, “Sorry Chief, but it’s better than being dead!” he
stood quickly and strode to his bike, starting up with a roar, and escaping in his
companions’ wake, weaving in and out of the back alleys and so preventing any attempt
at tailing them back to the gang HQ on Grant and Jefferson.
CASCADE GENERAL HOSPITAL ER, JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT:
Blair sat despondently on the gurney in his examination cubicle, exhausted almost
beyond the point of actual sleep, and just wanting to get home to his draughty old
warehouse and curl up for the next 100 years or so.

The doctor who had examined him on arrival had been sympathetic but too busy to
spend any more time than necessary patching up his admittedly superficial cuts and
bruises. He did have to put three stitches in the cut on Blair’s scalp, probably caused by
falling onto a sharp piece of garbage rather than inflicted by his attackers. That
prompted a tetanus shot that Blair could have done without, and then a uniformed
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police officer had arrived to take his preliminary statement and collect his ruined and
bagged up clothing for forensic analysis.

Although the doctor had shown some concern about the fact that Blair had been
unconscious when help had arrived, Blair had implied that he’d probably just passed out
from the shock, macho image be damned. It wasn’t entirely untrue anyway, because he
really was pretty confused about what had happened when the third biker had
appeared, and he definitely couldn’t afford to spend a night in the hospital under
observation. He was worried enough about whether his puny medical insurance
package would even cover his treatment so far.

Now dressed in scrubs and paper slippers, Blair awaited his discharge papers, hoping
against hope that the young police officer meant it when he had offered to give Blair a
lift home, because there was no way he was capable of retrieving his old car from the
Blue Lagoon’s parking lot until he’d gotten some rest and his throbbing headache had
dimmed somewhat. And he wasn’t going to mention the slightly blurred vision, either.
Almost hysterical thinking Blair was dead, once the police and ambulance had arrived
Judy had clung to him, grateful that he had survived, and even more so for what she
perceived as his heroism in giving her the opportunity to escape. It was only after lots of
persuasion from Blair himself once he had woken up to find himself in the back of the
ambulance that she reluctantly accepted a ride home with another unit, having
promised to come see him tomorrow, and go with him to give her own statement at the
PD.
Sighing deeply at the memory of her genuine concern, his weary brain contemplated a
further complication in his already too complicated life – that of Judy’s open infatuation
with him.

True, she was great company: bright, funny, and a good conversationalist, but there was
simply no chemistry between them – at least on Blair’s side. She was no oil painting, to
be sure, but that had absolutely no bearing on the problem, since Blair had little or no
pretension on that account as regards his own appearance, perceiving himself as a
short, skinny, hairy Jewish brainiac who talked too much and got on people’s nerves
after a while.
No, he decided. He would just have to be honest with her as to how he felt, and pray that
she wouldn’t be too upset. He simply would not take advantage of her obvious desire to
sleep with him, even if it meant hurting her feelings, because he truly valued her as a
friend if not potential lover.
Wearily shelving the problem as the young police officer approached, along with the
nurse who had his release forms, he slid gratefully off the gurney and accepted the offer
of a lift, promising faithfully that he would come to the PD by late morning to give his
full statement.
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MEANWHILE, AT ‘SONS OF SATAN’ HQ, WAREHOUSE DISTRICT:
As Jim had anticipated, Denny was blazing mad.

Having heard the whole sorry tale about the attempted rape at the Blue Lagoon, he had
erupted in a truly spectacular fashion, hurling his full beer bottle at Butch and grabbing
the hapless Karl round the neck, squeezing hard and shaking him like a rag doll. It had
taken all of Jim’s strength and powers of persuasion to pry his hands away, and then
Denny had snarled at the two shaken bikers to get the fuck out of his sight and not come
back until he called them.

Watched by the other gang members, whose expressions ranged from pity to disgust,
Butch and Karl slunk away to hide in the section of the warehouse that passed for
sleeping quarters and to lick their wounds, although it was a safe bet that their
antipathy and resentment towards Jake had hardened even more.
Once Denny had calmed down enough, he accepted Jim’s assertion that the incident had
been taken care of, and that backlash should be minimal, but that he should be aware
that the girl might be able to identify Butch and Karl, although it was unlikely. Jim
deliberately failed to mention the boy, because he preferred Denny to assume that Jim
had taken care of that little problem permanently. Hopefully, by the time it came to light
that the young man had survived, the undercover operation would be over and Jim
would be free of his role of enforcer anyway.

Satisfied that his second in command had things under control, Denny turned his
attention to the upcoming deal, questioning Jim on the preliminary negotiations he had
undertaken and discussing their options until they had hammered out the next steps in
the plan. By the time they retired for the night, Jim was more than relieved that his
cover – and the whole operation – hadn’t yet been blown through the stupidity of a
couple of horny cretins....
LATE MORNING, BLAIR ’S WAREHOUSE APARTMENT :
Blair rose reluctantly to consciousness, spurred on by the irritating tones of his cell
phone which lay on the packing case that served as a nightstand at the head of his
lumpy sofa bed. Tempted just to either turn the damn thing off, or throw it across the
room, he raised his still aching head with a groan, knowing that it was probably Judy,
checking up on him and wanting to make arrangements to meet him so they could
collect his car from the Blue Lagoon parking lot, and visit the PD to give their
statements.
Stretching out a slightly shaky hand from beneath the pile of throws and blankets
cocooning him, he snagged the offending device and croaked, “Hey, Judy! You OK?” not
even up to considering that it could be anyone else.
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Luckily it was his friend as expected, who quickly responded, worry conspicuous in her
tone as she said, “Oh Blair, honey! Are you OK? I was so worried they’d keep you in
hospital, and no one would give me any information when I rang!”
Automatically forcing himself to keep his voice and words light and positive so as not to
further upset his friend, Blair replied, “Yeah, Judy, I’m fine. Well, I’ve got some pretty
spectacular bruises, but that’s about it. I was really lucky, thanks to you getting the
police there so quickly. And I feel much better for getting a few hours’ shut-eye.”
Realising what her friend was doing, but not about to call him on it right now, Judy
answered, “Well, whatever you say, Blair, but I still want to see you for myself, and make
sure you really are up to going to the PD with me. Shall I come and meet you at your
place?”
At that, Blair was quick to put her off, not wanting her anywhere near his warehouse,
because he knew the area was just too dangerous for a woman on her own. Hell, it
bothered him enough, especially at night.
“No, no Judy, that’s OK. I’ll catch a bus and meet you at yours instead. It’s more
convenient anyway, especially as I’d like to pick the car up first,” he finished in his most
persuasive tone.
“Well, OK if you’re sure. I’ll see you in, what, an hour or so?”

“Yeah, that should be fine, Jude. Don’t worry if I’m a bit later, though. You know what the
bus service is like!” and he forced himself to chuckle ruefully, wanting to allay her fears
on his behalf.

Once she had agreed and hung up, Blair groaned as he carefully lay back down for a
moment, dredging up the energy and the willpower to pull his aching body out of bed,
and fervently wishing he could just roll over and sleep for the rest of the week.

Knowing that he had to get moving if he was to actually honour his own arrangements,
he summoned up the energy to push himself upwards, only to yelp in pain as his
battered body complained violently, having stiffened up dramatically during the night.

“Oh shit, oh shit and more fucking shit!” he moaned pitifully as he swung his legs over
the edge of the bed, clinging on to the thin mattress for a moment before he could
summon up the courage to actually stand.

Once on his feet, and reasonably certain he wasn’t about to topple over again, he
shuffled painfully to the tiny area he jokingly referred to as his kitchen, and, grabbing a
bottle of water and some Tylenol, he swallowed the painkillers down hoping they’d kick
in sooner rather than later.
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Sorting out some clean clothes, he made his way to the shower, where he stripped off
the scrubs which he had slept in, and examined himself warily in the small mirror above
the chipped hand basin.
Disregarding the spectacular bed hair and morning stubble, he peered myopically at the
gauze at his hairline which was covering the stitches, pleased to note that at least the
doctor had only had to clip away a tiny area of his hair.

He vaguely recalled the doctor telling him not to wash his hair for a couple of days
unless he protected the area with film wrap or some such, so he decided that for today
he’d just pull the whole bird’s nest back into a ponytail. He knew very well that he
wouldn’t be able to tolerate the greasy locks for long though, but he was too tired right
now to work out the methodology required to allow him to shampoo the abundant
curls.
Contemplating his face, he grimaced at the rather colourful bruising and swelling on his
cheek where the biker had slugged him, but again considered that it could have been
way worse. At least his nose had escaped unbroken, and all his teeth were in place and
intact. Pity about the split lip though.

As to the rest of his body, he wasn’t surprised to see a large area of multi-coloured
bruising over his ribs where the bastard had kicked him, because it sure had hurt like a
son of a bitch, enough so that he’d thought that at least two of them were broken. As it
turned out, the doctor confirmed that there was a hairline crack in one, but it shouldn’t
need strapping as long as he took it easy for a couple of weeks.
He did say that it would hurt, though, and he wasn’t wrong.

The scratches on his abdomen were pretty unsightly, and he had been prescribed an
antibiotic ointment to apply twice a day and after showering, but they were better left
uncovered unless they rubbed too much against his clothing.
Just then his glance was drawn to dark fingerprint-shaped bruises on his left shoulder,
and a wholly unexpected frisson of unease swept through him.

Suddenly breaking out in the cold sweat of primeval terror, he experienced a flash of
memory, recalling the moment when the third biker had leant over him and
remembering in exquisite detail the cold but commanding gaze as the man reached for
him, gripping his shoulder, after which Blair had passed out.

Shuddering in the aftermath of the flashback, Blair knew for certain that he would never
forget that finely-chiselled face, or the touch of the large hand, and was both confused
and angered at the twitch of interest in his groin that the recollection had sparked.

Gods! Surely he hadn’t had a surge of desire for someone who was involved in his
assault! He surely couldn’t be so in touch with his primitive self that he was actually
turned on by the intended violation? Suddenly beset by a cartoonish image of being
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dragged by his hair to some caveman’s lair, he snickered uncomfortably before shutting
down hurriedly.

No! No way! He was just feeling a bit fragile and insecure in the aftermath of an
unforeseen and frightening incident, and he told himself sternly that he shouldn’t read
anything more into it.

Forcefully pulling his wayward imaginings under control, he turned on the shower and
concentrated instead on getting himself ready to meet Judy.
LATER THAT MORNING, CASCADE PD:
Seated in an interview room in front of a bored detective, Blair wondered why on earth
he was wasting his time. He was sore, he was still tired, and he sure as hell didn’t need
this attitude. He knew for a fact that the PD was too stretched to commit much time or
manpower to follow up on an assault which hadn’t actually ended up in either the rape
or killing of the victim, so he was just fulfilling the requirements to complete the
necessary paperwork.

Not normally given to self-pity or cynicism, right now Blair was experiencing a hefty
dose of both emotions as he wondered how Judy was faring in her own interview.

However, once he got to the part where he described the third biker, he noticed a subtle
shift in his interviewer’s body language. It probably would have passed unnoticed by
most people, but Blair was, if nothing else, a keen observer of body language – came
with the turf if you were an anthropologist after all – and his brows twitched together in
a tiny frown as he contemplated the other man.
Nevertheless, his curiosity remained unanswered as the detective quickly wrapped up
the interview, and, with a few curt words of thanks and insincere sympathy, showed
Blair to the door.
Less than satisfied with the outcome, but knowing that the case was probably as good as
closed as far as the PD was concerned, Blair concentrated on accepting the inevitable,
and resigned himself to settling Judy’s ruffled feathers, because he knew for a fact that
the other TA was on a roll, and wanted nothing more than a full posse out on the trail of
Blair’s attackers.

What neither of them was aware of was that, although under normal circumstances,
Blair’s somewhat cynical assessment of the complaint and its follow-up was sadly on the
mark, in this case there was decidedly more interest on the part of the PD, and Vice in
particular.
Immediately recognising Ellison from Blair’s detailed description, his interviewer had
quickly taken himself down to Vice and Captain Sullivan to see if they wanted to use the
information to aid the undercover operation.
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Even as Blair and Judy left the building, Captain Sullivan was using the information to
his advantage, already planning on picking up Ellison the following day to take part in a
line-up so he could call Sandburg back in to see if he could identify him. Of course, it
would make no difference even if the kid did so, but it would give Sullivan the
opportunity of touching base with his man face-to-face to discuss the upcoming
operation without unduly arousing the suspicions of his undercover employer.
As yet unaware of the Captain’s intentions, Blair drove Judy back to Rainier so she could
teach her afternoon class, and gave Blair the opportunity to pick up some papers for
grading at home as he had no intention of letting himself get any further behind in his
work than absolutely necessary.
Turning to contemplate his uncharacteristically sombre profile, Judy couldn’t help but
ask, “Well, honey, I should imagine that your sour expression means that you’re not too
hopeful that the cops are going to take our case seriously, huh? You’ve barely said a
word since we left the PD, and in your case, silence is no good thing!”
Giving himself a quick mental shake-up, Blair grinned over at her, although she could
easily read the resignation in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Jude. It’s just that I got the feeling that I was just jumping through the
required hoops, you know?

“I mean, the detective I spoke to couldn’t have been less interested if he had tried! It just
makes me angry, even though I guess their budget simply doesn’t run to employing
enough cops to take care of ‘almost assaults’!” and he chuckled wryly at his own words.
“Anyhow, Jude, did you get any more satisfaction from your guy? At least I hope you
received some genuine sympathy!”

Squeezing his knee gently Judy replied, “I’m sorry, Blair. Sorry that you’re so
disillusioned over this, although you have every right to be.
“But I have to say I agree with you, and that makes me mad! Yes, the detective I spoke to
did seem genuine, but he also implied that it was unlikely they would ever track down
specific suspects. Apparently the number of bikers in Cascade is growing daily, and they
sure aren’t all nice guys!
“But we can keep hoping, can’t we? You’re usually so good at that!” she added on a more
upbeat, if slightly plaintive, note.

However, before Blair could respond, her expression turned positively ferocious as she
growled only half-jokingly, “And if they don’t, I’ll be filing complaints like there’s no
tomorrow! Nobody ignores my hero and gets away with it!”
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And Blair couldn’t fail to be cheered up by her good-natured efforts to make him smile,
knowing that in all likelihood, she meant every word.
CASCADE PD NEXT DAY, EARLY AFTERNOON:
Jake McNeil took his place in the line with a long-suffering sigh, arrogant attitude firmly
in place and looking for all the world as if he couldn’t give a damn about why he was
here.
Late that morning he had received a heads-up about what was going to happen when
one of his fellow undercover cops strolled nonchalantly past where Jim and some of his
cronies were having a beer in a local biker bar. Surreptitiously tapping his ear to let Jim
know he should extend his hearing, the man wandered around the parking lot looking
as if he was muttering angrily to himself, but in fact clueing Jim in as to what was about
to go down.

Nodding distractedly and rubbing his jaw to let the other know that the message had
been received and understood, Jim reeled his hearing back in with only a low-key
headache to reward him for the effort.

Of course, he was well aware that with the backup a Guide could provide he would
probably have no headache at all, and would undoubtedly be able to use his senses a
great deal more, but such was life. He didn’t have a Guide, and didn’t expect to have one
in the near future.
Then again, there had been more than a little connection with that kid in the alley, but
Jim resolutely forbade himself to pursue that train of thought.

When a couple of units rolled in a few minutes later, with the intention of taking ‘Jake’ in
for a police line-up, Jim was able to give a convincing show of cold anger and disbelief,
sneering arrogantly at the cops and at Butch and Karl, who had the grace to look
abashed – at least when they caught Denny glaring at them, anyhow.
Hustled into the back of one of the units, Jim grinned cockily at Denny, letting his ‘boss’
know that he wasn’t worried, and that Denny shouldn’t be either.

At around about the same time as Jim was being picked up, Blair was back in his office
having dragged himself in to teach his morning Anthro 101 class – not wanting to have
to get it covered again by another TA – but basically feeling like death warmed over.
Sure, he had finally given in and taken one of the strong painkillers he had been
prescribed, but it had yet to kick in, and he felt like he had had a head-to-head with a
Mack truck.
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To be honest, it hadn’t helped that Judy was trying to spend every spare minute with
him, genuinely trying to help, but actually making him feel a whole lot worse as he
fought to maintain his positive attitude, not wanting anyone to pity him and unused to
being the centre of attention. That went for Mark and Suzy also, because they had made
it blatantly obvious that they thought the attack was partly their fault as they had failed
to keep their party together.
In truth, they were probably correct to a degree, but Blair didn’t want or need their guilt
either. What was done was done, and in all likelihood nothing more would come of it, if
the attitude of the detective at the PD was any indication.

He was extremely surprised, therefore, when the phone rang and a member of the Vice
unit asked him to come down to the station that afternoon to see if he could positively
identify one of his attackers from a line-up. Although somewhat sceptical, Blair agreed,
and left a message on Judy’s voicemail to let her know that he was leaving Rainier early,
knowing that she had classes for most of the afternoon, but that she had intended to
meet up with him later.
As he drove carefully downtown still favouring his sore ribs, Blair concentrated on
recalling everything he could about his attackers, but knew that he could only really be
positive about the third man. Whereas the other two were of medium height and wellbuilt, they had both sported full beards and heads of shaggy, long hair which effectively
masked their features, especially as those features were twisted in cruel anticipation
and taking the near-darkness of the alley and Blair’s own terror into account.
The third man, however, had been clean-shaven except for a neat goatee, had short,
almost military style hair, an earring in one lobe and the coldest pale blue eyes Blair had
ever seen, and which he knew he would never forget. And he had held Blair’s terrified
gaze for a long moment before doing whatever it was to render him unconscious. Add to
that the exceptional physique and air of indisputable threat, and Blair was as certain as
he could be that he would pick out that one if he was actually in the line-up.
All he could do was hope, and trust that his statement and descriptions hadn’t fallen on
deaf ears.

Less than an hour later, Blair was carefully studying a line of ten guys, only one of whom
was of any interest to him at all.

Breath catching in his throat, he stared unblinkingly at number 4 in the line, knowing
for sure that he was the third attacker, and feeling uncomfortably as if the guy was
actually staring right back at him through the two-way mirror, even though common
sense told him that such a thing was impossible. Swallowing audibly, he turned to the
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detective standing beside him and croaked out, “Number 4. For certain. I can’t swear to
any of the others, but I’ll never forget him!”

Nodding in acceptance and taking his arm to escort him out of the viewing room, the
detective who had accompanied him said in a neutral tone, “Thank you, Mr. Sandburg.
That’s really helpful. We’ll be in touch again with you very shortly. You’re free to go,”
and he smiled perfunctorily as he guided Blair down the corridor towards the elevator.

However, Blair had had more than enough of the man’s indifference, and also had a
pressing need to visit the bathroom, so he thanked the detective, indicating that he
would make his own way out, after using the facilities.
Long minutes later, because Blair had had to take a while to get himself together after
seeing his attacker so up close and personal, despite the insubstantial protection of the
two-way mirror, he exited the bathroom and looked up and down the corridor to
orientate himself and locate the elevator.

What he saw caused him to almost do himself a further injury, so swift was his doubletake.

Walking casually down the corridor towards him was none other than the man he had
just identified as his attacker. Furthermore, not only was he not restrained, but he was
grinning conspiratorially at the man who had a friendly hand resting on his shoulder – a
man whom Blair recognised as Captain Sullivan from the Vice unit, having overheard
the man talking to his interviewer the previous day.

As his emotions veered wildly from shock to confusion to fury, he growled, “You! What
the hell’s going on? He attacked me! What the fuck are you doing, playing nice with a
gang-banger? Is this some kind of sick joke?”
With a muttered “Oh, shit!” Jim glanced apologetically at Sullivan as he continued
quietly, “Look, Captain, perhaps you should leave this with me? If I can’t get it sorted,
then we’ll go back to the drawing board, but I think I can explain it to him – I hope I can,
anyway!” he finished uneasily.

Nodding unhappily, Sullivan withdrew his hand and, glancing uncomfortably between
Blair and Jim, he turned and retraced his steps towards the Vice bullpen.
Seeing Blair’s eyes widen with incipient panic as the Captain retreated, Jim quickly
addressed him, saying in his most soothing tone, “It’s OK, kid. I can explain. I promise
you you’ll be fine – it is the PD after all,” he added with a wry grin.
“I know it’s hard, but I’m asking you to trust me – to explain!” and he assumed his most
candid expression.
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And despite knowing for sure that he was playing directly into the other man’s hands,
Blair found himself nodding in agreement, some deeply-buried instinct telling him that
the man was actually telling the truth, even though he had no logical explanation for his
belief.

As Jim pushed open the door to an empty interview room, he couldn’t help but grin
ruefully to himself when the kid skittered around him, unwilling to come into any
physical contact as he entered the room. To be honest, he was impressed by the young
man’s courage, because the fact that they were in the PD didn’t add up to a whole hill of
beans if he really did have evil intentions towards Blair. On the other hand, Jim
wondered if perhaps Sandburg was totally naive – some sort of innocent abroad - before
deciding in the very next instant that he didn’t believe that for a second.
And, also like Sandburg, he couldn’t have explained the rationale behind his conviction
either.

When they were both inside and Jim had shut the door behind them, Blair couldn’t help
but glance nervously at the exit before putting the desk between himself and the big
man, who looked even more intimidating in the enclosed space.
Wanting to calm the other man’s nerves a little, Jim sat down opposite him, legs
stretched out comfortably and indicating that Blair should take a seat also.

Still tense, but with his infernal curiosity winning hands down over his unease, Blair did
so, then stared directly into the other man’s face, noting the tiny smirk and faintly
amused expression in the cornflower blue eyes with no little irritation before tacitly
indicating that he was ready to hear what the man had to say.
Suddenly rubbing his hands over his face, Jim looked up, all traces of humour expunged,
to be replaced by an expression both serious and apologetic.

“OK, Chief, now here’s the thing,” he began. “I’m a detective with Cascade PD Vice, and
I’ve been taking part in an undercover operation which isn’t over with yet--”
“I kind of figured that!” Blair snapped. “But why couldn’t you have distracted your
‘friends’? You must have known what they wanted!”
“Yeah, yeah, I did,” replied Jim with a sigh. “And I’m more sorry than I can say that you
got hurt, Chief. I’m only glad that your quick thinking let your girlfriend escape without
being assaulted also.
“But I couldn’t jeopardise the operation by letting those two assholes think I’m going
soft or something--”

“So you let them hurt me! Like I’m some sort of ‘collateral damage’, eh?” shouted Blair,
whose anger had by now eclipsed his anxiety.
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“How could you, a policeman, stand by and let them...let them...touch me like that?” and
he was mortified to find himself near to tears so he quickly sat back and averted his
gaze, trying to get his emotions under control.
“Aw, Chief, I’m sorry, truly. But at least you’re not dead,” Jim replied with a touch of
asperity.

When Blair’s head whipped up to stare incredulously at him, he continued, “I was
supposed to finish you off, kid, so you couldn’t finger any of us. That’s what they expect
of me as an enforcer. You could be dead! You’re supposed to be dead!” and he met Blair’s
gaze impassively, willing him to understand if not forgive.
For long moments Blair stared back, trying to get his head round the information.

Eventually giving himself a mental shake, he murmured, “So what was with the Vulcan
death-grip thing? That something all undercover cops get taught these days?”

And Jim just had to laugh briefly at the young man’s tone, appreciating the glimpse of
wry humour in Blair’s expression.

“No, not all of us, Chief. Just those of us who’ve got a history of time served in the
military. But you’ve got to admit, it’s a useful trick to have up my sleeve.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is at that,” replied Blair, knowing he had conceded to the other
man’s argument.

Becoming serious again, Blair continued, “So I guess what you’re asking is for me to
keep quiet and not screw up your cover, am I right?”
At Jim’s nod, he sighed deeply and surrendered.

“OK, OK. You got it. As long as those assholes eventually get what’s coming to them!”

“No doubt about that, Chief,” replied Jim implacably. “I’ll make certain of it!” and he
made to rise, hoping that the conversation was over, because, truth be told, he was
having more and more trouble ignoring the warm feeling and enticing scent he was
getting from the other man.
His own anxiety levels rose alarmingly however when Blair added conversationally,
“Oh, by the way, are you a Sentinel?”
“Um, why? What’s it to you?” Jim replied, trying not to sound concerned.

“Oh, nothing really. It’s just that I was thinking about how you must have been keeping
track of the incident even from the other end of the alley. And I’ve been working on a
Sentinel theme for my doctorate – basically, how Sentinels are integrated into closed
societies such as the police, fire departments, that sort of thing....”
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Relieved beyond measure that that was all there was to the innocent question, Jim
smiled at the smaller man as he held the door open again.

“Thanks for your cooperation, Mr. Sandburg. We do appreciate it wasn’t an easy choice
to make, but I promise you I won’t let you down”.

Holding out his hand for the other to shake, Jim was hard put to keep his face
expressionless at the strong tingle of current that passed between them at Blair’s touch.
Glancing up quickly, a bemused look on his face Blair said, “Did you feel that?”

“Feel what, Mr. Sandburg?” Jim replied nonchalantly, and was hugely relieved when the
other man seemed to be convinced by his lack of reaction.

“Oh, nothing I guess,” came the response, and Blair smiled briefly before turning to go,
but not before Jim caught the quick flash of wistful longing that crossed the lovely
features as Blair walked away towards the elevators.
Over the next few days, things began to return to normal – well, as normal as could be
expected in the grad student’s frenetic life.

As Blair’s bruises faded and his various aches and pains eased, he threw himself back
into his work and social life, much to his friends’ and his students’ relief. If he seemed a
little more preoccupied and introspective on occasion, they put it down to the natural
and understandable after-effects of an attack of that type, and didn’t call him on it,
believing that he would talk about it when he was ready.
For the most part they were correct, but there was another aspect that played on Blair’s
mind that he simply couldn’t seem to shake, even if he wanted to, which he didn’t.

In quieter moments, especially in bed at night when Blair tried vainly to get some
quality rest, he couldn’t help but recall the big detective in detail, and Blair’s own
response to him. Certainly, he had been terrified that night in the alley, but there had
been more to it than that. He remembered only too well the compelling gaze levelled at
him, even as the detective had reached out to him to do that ‘Vulcan’ thing, and he was
by now well used to the tingle of arousal that always accompanied the memory.
Added to that the fact that the guy was a Sentinel – a prime example of his favourite
study subject and drop-dead gorgeous at that – and it was hardly surprising that Blair’s
sleep was suffering.

However, he had sadly come to the conclusion that nothing could possibly come of his
attraction, because hadn’t the big guy been completely unaware of the current Blair
could have sworn he had felt pass between them at the other man’s touch?
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Sighing resignedly he punched his lumpy pillow into some sort of shape, and tried to
settle down again, resolutely turning his attention to the class outlines he was working
on for next semester, and the fact that he still hadn’t explained his feelings to Judy, and
that wasn’t conducive to sleep either....
As for Jim, he found himself also contemplating the other man on occasion, but was
doing his level best to stamp down hard on his feelings not least because he didn’t need
to be distracted from concentrating on his undercover role.
Despite what he had intimated to Blair, he had actually been taken aback by the
strength of the connection between them, and was convinced that in all probability,
Sandburg was more than compatible as a Guide, even if he was unaware of the fact.

And he was quite lovely into the bargain.

But Jim had absolutely no intention of dragging the young academic into further danger,
which would be almost inevitable if he was to hook up with a cop, so he concentrated
fiercely on playing out his part to the best of his ability, looking forwards with growing
intensity to when he would be free of the persona of Jake McNeil.

As he had hoped, it hadn’t been too hard to convince Denny that the cops had nothing
concrete to hold him for, implying that the witness was probably the girl, who hadn’t
really had the time to get a good look at any of them anyway and thus rendering the
identification inconclusive. He never mentioned Sandburg, hoping that Denny and the
others would continue to assume that the guy had been taken care of, thanks to their
enforcer.
Butch and Karl were still keeping a low profile, however, because Denny had made it
very clear that one more fuck-up like that, and they were gone....

A couple of weeks after the line-up charade, Denny announced to the ‘Sons’ that he was
about ready to finalise the deal with Cascade’s leading drug manufacturing and
distribution gang, thanks to a great extent to ‘Jake’s’ help with the negotiations.
Progress had been slow because of the two gangs’ very different make-up and attitudes,
as the bikers had earned a reputation for aggression and general intolerance,
particularly against racial and alternative culture and lifestyle groups they disliked or
disagreed with.

Since the other gang was predominantly African American in origin and membership,
and understandably wary of doing business with a white gang having the sort of rep
that the ‘Sons of Satan’ had earned, the leaders had been dancing around each other for
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quite some time until they decided that, even if they didn’t actually like or truly trust
each other, an agreement between them could still be beneficial to them all.

As a final step towards agreeing the terms of the deal, the leader of the ‘38 Specials’ –
Max LaFontaine - suggested that Denny and his most trusted men should meet at their
newest drug lab to view the product, which just happened to be conveniently situated in
a disused warehouse not too far from the gang’s HQ on Grant and Jefferson.
As it happened, that same warehouse also housed one Blair Sandburg, but neither he
nor the ‘Specials’ had any idea about the existence of the other.
With Jim’s handlers now listening in avidly to every word, Captain Sullivan decided that
now was the time to act and take down the key figures in two of Cascade’s most
troublesome and expanding gangs, so Jim was advised in the same way as before that
the cops would stake out the warehouse ready to act as soon as the deal went down.

Jim for one wasn’t about to complain, because he was more than ready to come in from
the cold, so to speak, especially as he had been thinking that perhaps he might like to
pursue some sort of relationship with the enchanting young grad student after all, even
if it did turn out to be ultimately unworkable....
Two nights later saw Denny and Jim pull up outside a large and scruffy warehouse a few
blocks away from their own HQ, and definitely in a more run-down area. They were
accompanied by Butch, Karl and Blackie as Denny considered that a show of extra
muscle never went amiss, and the three could provide that at least, even if thinking
wasn’t their strongest suit.
Leaving their bikes under the watchful eye of two of the ‘Specials’, which in itself was an
act of considerable trust, the five entered the building through a small side door, to be
met by Max LaFontaine and his own ‘muscle’, three heavily armed and grim-faced giants
who resembled heavyweight boxers.
After a few words of greeting, during which both sides checked each other out,
LaFontaine nodded in satisfaction, and led them further into the depths of the
warehouse to where his ‘chemist’ was brewing up his latest batch while a couple of kids
bagged up the finished product.
Of course, all of them apart from Jim were completely unaware that detectives from the
Vice unit were listening in to every word via Jim’s earring transmitter, having stealthily
moved into position earlier in the day to stake out the warehouse from their hiding
places in other similar ones nearby, and that backup vehicles and uniforms were also
ready and waiting a block or so away.
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Despite their care, however, they had failed to notice that there was another small
entrance on the far side of the warehouse, and that entrance led into the section where
Blair had set up his ramshackle living quarters.

Now that might not have been a problem had Blair followed his normal daily routine, as
he would probably have been spotted returning home in the early evening. He could
then have been apprehended by the watching cops and kept out of harm’s way – and
probably checked out to ensure that he wasn’t part of the gang running the lab also.

However, with typical Sandburgian luck, that morning Blair had awoken with a
pounding head that threatened to develop into a full-blown migraine, something that
only happened rarely, but when it did it was invariably a humdinger.
He had dragged himself painfully over to Rainier to teach his early morning Anthro 101
class and then, at the insistence of his friends in the department, had taken himself back
home while he was still capable of driving to wait out the migraine in bed, which was
the only way to deal with it.
He was still more or less out for the count when the deal next door was going down.

Although the whole set-up with both the gangs’ negotiations and the projected police
action had so far fallen neatly into place as planned by both sides, inevitably something
had to go wrong, and it was, as usual with such things, an unexpected incident that
sabotaged the expected outcome.

As luck would have it, one of the kids doing the bagging up had witnessed Ellison
arresting his sister, who worked the streets in the red light district on a regular basis,
during one of Vice’s periodic crack-downs on prostitution and kerb-crawling.

Dropping his half-filled baggie on the counter, he stalked aggressively towards Jim,
pointing accusingly as he growled, “Hey man! You that fuckin’ cop that pulled in
Shareen, ain’t you? Whatcha doin’ here, dude?”

As his outburst was met by various exclamations of surprise and anger, he appealed to
his boss saying, “It’s true, Max, I swear to God! He works in Vice, and I saw him down the
‘district’ when they was pulling the workin’ girls. He was the one pulled my sister last
time!”

Even though his angry accusation was initially met with disbelief by Denny, Max
LaFontaine was much warier, since he had a good deal more to lose on this occasion, so
he swiftly called a halt to the negotiations, while his men pulled out their weapons to
cover the bikers until the claim was dealt with one way or the other to his satisfaction.
As Denny snarled in impotent fury at the move, still unwilling to believe that Jake was a
cop, Captain Sullivan decided that his team should move in immediately if his man was
to have any chance of surviving the night.
58 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

With senses on high alert, Jim was ready to dive for cover the instant LaFontaine and his
men were distracted by shouts from the guards outside warning them of the police
presence, and drew his own weapon to take down the nearest thug while a barrage of
shots was exchanged between all gang members and the cops outside.

In the ensuing mayhem, stray rounds shattered equipment and chemicals on the lab’s
workbenches, and Jim realised immediately that an explosion was imminent. Yelling a
warning to Denny, who was crouched beside him, they broke cover and sprinted for the
exit, dodging bullets from both sides until the members from both gangs belatedly
spotted the danger and turned their attention toward saving themselves.
As the cops outside ceased fire when Jim emerged, and also retreated as quickly as
possible from the danger zone, a huge flash followed by a loud and powerful blast
announced the destruction of the lab even as Jim and Denny dived for cover behind
some nearby dumpsters.
In the immediate aftermath, Jim handed Denny over to one of his fellow detectives, who
dragged the man off, still yelling expletives at Jim, completely ignoring the fact that his
erstwhile enforcer had saved his life.
Even as emergency services began to arrive, one or two badly burned survivors of the
blast staggered out of the burning building, and Jim joined his colleagues in securing the
scene as best they could.
However, as he cautiously extended his senses, having kept everything dialled down
during the fire-fight and ensuing explosion, he became aware of another presence in the
warehouse.

“There’s someone still alive in there!” he yelled, gripping Captain Sullivan’s arm to
attract his attention.
“I can hear coughing, and I think it’s from the other end of the building! I’m going to
check it out!”

At Sullivan’s nod of assent and warning to use the utmost caution, Jim led the way,
followed by two firemen, swiftly following the weak sounds to the other previously
unnoticed entrance. Using their combined strength, they battered down the door, and
Jim ran unerringly to where a small figure, half covered by the remnants of an old sofa
bed, weakly tried to pull itself to safety. Ignoring the devastated remains of what was
obviously some sort of living area, Jim quickly picked up the slight figure and,
confirming that there was no one else present, ran from the burning ruin accompanied
by the firemen.
Coughing from the effects of minor smoke inhalation, Jim laid down his now
unconscious burden, who was immediately placed on a backboard by two EMTs in
preparation for transporting to hospital along with the other surviving gang members.
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However, before the gurney was lifted into the ambulance, Jim finally registered what
his senses had been trying to tell him, and he leaned over the limp and soot-streaked
body of Blair Sandburg.

At once horrified and filled with compassion for the battered young man, Jim took a
moment to gently smooth the dirty locks from Blair’s face, murmuring, “Oh, Chief! What
have you gotten yourself into now?”

Then, quickly filling in the EMTs with Blair’s name and occupation, he took it upon
himself to vouch for the grad student’s innocence of being involved in any crime so that
he wasn’t lumped in with the other injured gang members on arrival at the hospital.
Knowing that he had to stay on the scene until sent back to the PD to be debriefed, he
determined nevertheless to visit the kid as soon as he had a chance, to reassure himself
that Blair wasn’t too badly hurt.
Long hours later in the early morning light, an exhausted Jim Ellison let himself into his
loft apartment, glad to be home once again and free at last from his role as Jake McNeil.
The wrap-up of the operation had necessarily been complicated by the explosion, but he
and his fellow detectives had finally closed the case, since most of the gang members
from both sides had either perished in the warehouse or soon after from their injuries.
Of the ‘Sons of Satan’, only Denny, and, of course, Jim remained unscathed, and of the
other three, Blackie had survived thus far, but with severe burns, and both Butch and
Karl had been killed outright, and Jim wasn’t enough of a hypocrite to feel any sorrow
on their behalf.

Max LaFontaine, his ‘chemist’ and all but two of his men – the two who had remained
outside the warehouse – had died in the flames, so as far as Jim and his fellow detectives
were concerned, justice had been served.

Undoubtedly the remnants of both groups would reform into new and equally
dangerous gangs in due course, but at least for the time being, the streets of Cascade
were just a little safer.

Peeling off his filthy and smoky leathers, Jim rewarded himself with a long, hot shower
before falling into bed for some much-needed rest. He fully intended to visit the hospital
as soon as he could, however, having already ascertained that Blair was stable and not
in any danger even though patient privacy meant that he hadn’t received any details of
the young man’s injuries.
Greatly relieved that the kid was as safe and as well as could be expected, he fell asleep
almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.
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LATER THAT EVENING:
Having slept far longer than he had expected, but obviously needing the rest, Jim woke
refreshed and ready to visit Blair in hospital, determined to try to convince the grad
student to give them a chance at a relationship.

Yes, he was still concerned that should he succeed in persuading Blair to be his Guide he
would be putting the younger man in danger, but he had already decided after this last
operation that he had had enough of Vice, and was going to apply to fill the vacancy
recently opened in the Major Crimes Unit which was at present benefitting from the
appointment of a new Captain, Simon Banks.

No doubt there would be plenty of potentially dangerous cases in that unit also, but it
would appear that Blair had no trouble in getting himself into precarious situations
anyway, and at least Jim would be able to keep an eye on him.

He knew he might have an uphill battle having previously denied the pull between
them, but he hoped that the attraction remained strong enough for Blair to forgive him,
especially when Jim explained the reasoning behind his actions. He also hoped that Blair
could be persuaded to move into the loft with him, since not only would it suit the
Sentinel to have his new Guide safe in his own territory, but Blair was now homeless
after all, which could also work in Jim’s favour.
Clutching a bag of grapes and a couple of magazines, Jim walked down the corridor to
Blair’s room, having already learned that the grad student was expected to be
discharged in the morning if he continued to improve.

Just as he turned the corner, however, he was forced to step aside as a young woman
scuttled past him, head down and looking distinctly unhappy as she made for the
elevators. Jim instantly recognised her as the girl from the nightclub incident, and
frowned a little, having failed to take into consideration that Blair could already have a
committed relationship with her....
Deciding he needed to find out for sure, and wanting to visit Blair anyway, he gripped
his offerings a little tighter and, tapping lightly at the door, let himself in at the raspy
“Come in!” that issued from within.
Moments before Jim stepped into the room, Blair had, in fact, been feeling terrible, and
not because of his injuries either. He was beset by guilt at having hurt a dear friend’s
feelings, but he had promised himself that he simply had to be open with Judy as
regards their relationship, or lack of it.
61 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

As he should have expected, the kind-hearted young woman had come to visit as soon as
she had heard about his latest mishap, worried and fussing over him almost like a
mother hen. It was only after she had calmed down a little that he was able to broach
the subject of their friendship. As kindly and gently as he could, he explained how much
she meant to him, and how much he sincerely valued her as a dear friend, but that he
wasn’t attracted to her sexually, and didn’t think it fair to encourage her as he had no
intention of taking advantage of her.

To his eternal gratitude, Judy actually took it remarkably well, as she was an honest and
straightforward young woman, and she could tell by the genuine sorrow and concern on
Blair’s face that he truly cared for her and was upset on her behalf.
Smiling sadly she leaned over and patted his hand saying softly, “It’s OK, Blair. I guess I
already knew, but couldn’t admit it to myself.

“I appreciate your telling me, and the fact that you’ve always been the perfect
gentleman, even when I didn’t want you to be!
“I’d like to think that we can remain friends, but I hope you won’t take it amiss if I go
now – I think I need to lick my wounds in private!”
With a soft kiss to his brow, she got up and walked to the door, letting herself out even
as Blair whispered brokenly, “I’m so sorry, Judy...truly I am!”

As Jim stepped through the door, Blair didn’t look up immediately, assuming that his
visitor was one of the hospital staff, so Jim had an opportunity to give the other man a
quick once-over with his senses.
The young man was propped up with several pillows, presumably to help his breathing,
and the faint marks on his cheeks showed that he had been wearing an oxygen mask
until recently.

His long hair was tied back in an untidy ponytail, and definitely needed a proper
shampoo.

Although the original bruising from his attack had faded almost completely now – at
least to non-Sentinel vision – his face was marked by new bruising on one cheek, and a
sore-looking patch on his jaw where he had probably face-planted after being tossed
from the sofa bed by the blast from the explosion.
Nevertheless, despite the new injuries, and his momentarily despondent expression, Jim
still thought he was probably one of the most beautiful men he had ever seen, and his
resolve to win the young man to his side strengthened accordingly.
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Coughing slightly to gain Blair’s attention, he was quietly amused when Blair glanced up
to do an almost classic double-take as he took in the identity of his visitor.
“Detective?” he queried a little uncertainly. “Um, you look different!”

And Jim grinned at him, unaware of the effect he had on the other man at the complete
change in character which Blair had never yet experienced.
“Yeah, I think I probably do,” replied Jim cheerfully. “Detective Jim Ellison at your
service!
“Jake McNeil is gone at last, and, like they say, now ‘I’m free to be me’ again. Does it
disappoint you?” and he cocked an eyebrow, hoping that Blair liked what he saw.

Taking in his visitor’s handsome face, now lit with a lovely smile rather than the coldeyed stare of his undercover persona, he also noted that the goatee, like the earring, was
history, and instead of biker leathers, Jim wore form-fitting jeans and a cream cable-knit
sweater. In truth, to Blair he looked mouth-watering, and beneath the cover of his
blankets, certain parts of his lower anatomy began to take an interest also.

“Um, no! No, not at all, man!” Blair replied, glancing away briefly, but not before Jim
noted the tinge of pink in the pale cheeks. Then Blair looked up again and met Jim’s gaze
with a frank one of his own.
“I’m really glad you’re OK, man, and you got through whatever undercover operation
you were involved in.

“But I have to ask, why are you here? Am I in trouble? I mean, the officer that came to
see me this morning said that the explosion was due to a meth lab or something blowing
up? I swear, man, I didn’t know it was there! He didn’t seem to believe me, even though
he did tell me you had vouched for me.
“But I want you to know it’s true. I am innocent. Stupid, maybe, but innocent....”

“It’s OK, Chief, I know you’re telling the truth,” replied Jim soothingly. “Sentinel here
after all, even if I don’t use it much. I can tell you’re not lying.”

Blair looked immensely relieved, and relaxed into his pillows a little more as Jim
continued, “No, Chief, I came to make sure you’re really OK. After all, I feel as if I’ve
invested a lot of time and effort in you,” but he smiled to take the edge off his words.
“Guess you have at that,” came the chuckled response.

“I’m truly grateful for everything you’ve done for me. I mean, rescuing me once was
pretty amazing, given the circumstances, but then to do it again! Talk about my knight in
shining armour! All you need is the white horse and you’re done!”
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“Nope, no white horse for me,” laughed Jim. “My trusty steed’s a black Harley-Davidson,
so I’m really a Black Knight rather than a white one!”
“Then thank you, my Black Knight. And please feel free to rescue me again any time!”

Suddenly realising he was being rather too familiar; Blair blushed again and was
mightily relieved when Ellison didn’t call him on it. Instead, the guy sat back and gazed
at him for a moment, a slightly calculating expression on his face.

Abruptly changing the subject to let Blair off the hook a little, Jim said conversationally,
“So that young woman I passed in the corridor. Is she your girlfriend, Chief? Because I
have to say she looked a bit upset”.

Blair’s expression changed immediately to one of sadness and more than a touch of guilt
as he replied softly, “No, man, although she would like to be. She’s a great person,
Detective, and I’m really fond of her. But not in that way, and I just had to tell her. It
wasn’t fair to keep her hanging on in hope, and I would never take advantage of her just
because I could. Though the gods only know what she saw in me anyway...” he finished,
genuinely perplexed.
Hugely relieved in his turn, Jim said quietly, “Then you don’t see yourself as others do,
Chief. But I admire your honesty in your dealings with Judy.”

Then, in an effort to lighten the atmosphere a bit, he said, “So you really are OK, Chief?
What’s the diagnosis, and when can you get out of here?”

Latching on to the more neutral subject, Blair responded wryly, “Well, thanks to you, it
was mostly just smoke inhalation – hence the raspy voice,” and he chuckled again to
demonstrate.
“I’ve got some bruises and scrapes from being thrown out of bed, and the bed itself hit
me on the back of the head when it was blown over me, but I can hardly complain,
because apparently I’m alive because I was sleeping at the time of the explosion. If I’d
been moving about or upright, I’d probably be dead now.

“Anyway, they’re keeping me overnight again for observation, but after that, I’m good to
go in the morning,” and then his face fell again, and he couldn’t prevent the look of
despair which clouded his features.
“Hey, what is it Chief?” said Jim, immediately concerned again. “Anything I can help
with?”

Summoning up a rueful smile, Blair responded, “No, man, but thanks for asking. It’s just
that – well, I don’t know where I’ll be going, you see. I don’t know if any of my stuff
survived the blast, and I can’t ask Judy to put me up after what I just told her. I guess I
could sleep in my office for a couple nights while I get myself sorted out...” and he
frowned, obviously lost in thought for a moment.
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Actually, this was the opening Jim was hoping for, so he jumped right in, hoping against
hope that Blair would see things his way.
“Well, as to that, Chief, I was going to ask if you’d like to come home with me. I’ve got
plenty of room in the loft, even if you only want to stay a few days.”

At Blair’s incredulous expression, he smiled softly and continued, “And I have a really
good reason for asking you. I have a confession to make...” and he explained in detail just
why he wanted Blair at his side....
EPILOGUE: THE LOFT, FOLLOWING NIGHT:
Jim puttered around the kitchen, fixing a light snack and making some tea for his new
roommate.

Senses working as smoothly and comfortably as he could ever remember, he
contemplated the small figure cocooned in a thick comforter and propped up by several
fluffy pillows on his sofa.
Blair was quiet and introspective, which was hardly surprising after the emotional
drubbing he’d gone through over the past 24 hours, but at least he was here now, in
Jim’s territory where he was meant to be, and as far as Jim was concerned, this was
where he would stay.

Putting the finishing touches to the tasty sandwiches he had concocted, Jim placed the
plates and cups of tea on a tray, and, going against the habits of a lifetime for his new
friend’s sake, took the whole thing over to the coffee table, where he placed the tray
within easy reach before gently lifting Blair’s sock-clad feet and placing them on his lap
as he sat down beside his new Guide.
Gently massaging the small feet, he was gratified to hear Blair’s groan of pleasure as he
pulled himself back to the present, and murmured quietly, “I’ll give you about 100 years
to finish that, Big Guy!” before letting his head fall back against the pillows again, and
closing his eyes in bliss.
In no hurry to break the mood, Jim continued with his impromptu massage, and let his
mind wander over the events of the past few hours.

The previous evening, after he had explained to Blair about the fact that he believed that
Blair was his Guide, he had been amazed at the young man’s reaction. Emotions
changing from anxiety, to disbelief to outright joy, Blair had embraced his words, and
didn’t even seem to register Jim’s apologetic admission regarding his initial denial of
their mutual attraction. Slightly puzzled at Blair’s complete lack of offence or
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resentment, Jim realised with a pang that the younger man was somewhat deficient in
the self-esteem department, and vowed he was going to work on that.

“Wow, man! That’s just, so amazing! So cool! I mean, I’ve been studying Sentinels for
most of my higher education, but never had any idea that I could possibly have any
talent as a Guide! Oh man!” and he had beamed at Jim in unaffected delight.
However, as to the offer of staying in Jim’s apartment, he was much more reticent, but,
when prompted, he admitted that he had never had a real home. He told Jim that people
he stayed with usually got fed up with his hyper activity and incessant talking so they
tended to get rid of him as soon as they could. Jim knew it would take more than a few
trite words of reassurance to convince him that he had no intention of kicking his Guide
out once settled in his territory, but for now was content that Blair shyly agreed to come
home with him in the morning, “But just for a week, man, then I’ll be out of your hair....”

After leaving Blair in the hospital, Jim had driven home via the burned-out warehouse,
and confirmed for himself that Blair was correct in his assumption that he had lost
everything, at least everything that had been in the building. Whatever hadn’t been
destroyed by the explosion and ensuing fire had succumbed to water damage and was
now a soggy, blackened mess.
However, he located Blair’s beat-up old Corvair, which had survived relatively
unscathed, so Jim quickly arranged to have the old car towed to his own garage with
every intention of getting it road-worthy again.

He also found Blair’s backpack and a duffel packed with clothes and a few necessities in
the trunk – Blair’s ‘escape bag’ – so the younger man would at least have a change of
clothes when he got back to the loft.

Blair had also told him that most of his books and research materials were safe in his
office at Rainier, so that was a huge relief for him.
When he had arrived at the hospital the following morning, Blair had seemed almost
surprised to see him, and Jim was sadly aware that the kid must have had a lifetime of
unfulfilled promises, so had probably assumed that Jim was just being nice to him. On
realising that Jim was totally sincere however, Blair had almost bounced with
excitement so that Jim couldn’t help but smile at the young man’s unforced happiness.
“Come on, Chief. Let’s blow this pop stand and get you home where you belong!” and
Blair had gazed up at him with unfeigned adoration, puppy dog eyes fully engaged.

Once at the loft, however, Blair had become quiet, as though uncertain as to whether he
had fully understood what exactly Jim was offering. To alleviate any qualms Blair might
have as to his intentions, should he be unwilling to accept Jim as a potential lover, Jim
had immediately shown him the small spare room under that stairs where he had
already placed Blair’s bags. However, judging by the occasional wafts of pheromones he
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was catching, he hoped that Blair wouldn’t want to stay down there when there was a
nice big bed up in the main bedroom. He simply had to build up to the suggestion....

The rest of the day had passed quickly with Blair gradually settling in to his new
surroundings, and dealing with various necessary telephone calls and paperwork, plus
contacting Rainier to arrange for a couple of days off to get properly sorted out and back
on his feet.

Jim had also been busy, only in his case it involved taking a quick trip to the PD to put in
his application for the position in the MCU, and to explain to Captain Sullivan what he
was doing and why. To his credit, Sullivan understood where his detective was coming
from, having low-grade Guide capability himself, if not enough to actually bond with a
full Sentinel. He therefore had no intention of blocking Jim’s application, knowing that
Simon Banks had experience with dealing with true Sentinel and Guide pairs, of which it
appeared Jim Ellison was now one half.
Congratulating Jim on finally finding his Guide, he thanked the detective for his
outstanding work in Vice, and wished him luck in Major Crimes.

Back at the loft, Jim had explained what he had been doing, much to Blair’s excitement
on Jim’s behalf, but hadn’t yet discussed any further as to how he hoped their
partnership would work.
After a few more minutes of gentle rubbing, Jim lowered Blair’s feet to the floor, and
encouraged him to eat his sandwiches, which he did with gusto and murmurs of
appreciation.

Once they had both finished, and the tray removed and washing up dispensed with, Jim
moved to sit back down beside his friend, and turned slightly sideways so he could meet
the young man’s questioning gaze.
“OK Chief – Blair,” he began with a smile, taking one of his companion’s elegant hands
into his larger one and gently stroking the soft skin over the knuckles.
“Have you decided whether you’re comfortable with being my Guide at the PD? Because
I have to say, Chief, I really hope you like the idea.”

Taking in Blair’s rather worried expression, and correctly surmising the reason for it, he
continued, “I don’t expect you to give up Rainier, Chief, unless you particularly want to
go to the academy and become a police officer yourself.
“That’s always a possibility in the future, but for now I realise how much your
dissertation means to you, so what I’m hoping is that you’ll agree to give me as much
time as you can at the PD between your studying and teaching commitments, as you’ll
automatically be granted a full ride-along pass so you can accompany me in the field.
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“Of course, you’ll also receive a small salary from the department for your time and to
cover your expenses.
“What do you say?”

As he had been speaking, he had carefully monitored both Blair’s changing expressions
and his physical responses, and was quietly hopeful that the young man’s answer was
going to be positive.
He wasn’t wrong.

“Oh man! Oh yes, Jim! That would be great, really! I honestly never thought I could be so
lucky as to get the best of all worlds! Thank you so much for understanding about the
doctorate also!
“I mean, I would have given it up if I had to, if you needed me to because your job at the
PD is so vital, but you’re right, it does mean a lot to me, and I’m so close to finishing it...”
he babbled breathlessly.
At Jim’s quizzical expression, he hurried on, assuming he had to put Jim’s mind at rest
about his own intentions.
“It’s OK, man. I mean, the practical information I can get from riding with you will be
invaluable, but I won’t quote you or use you as my actual subject, man, I promise!

“I wouldn’t expose you like that, and besides, it wouldn’t be ethical to use a subject I
want to be intimate with...er...oops!” and he trailed off into blushing silence, cursing
himself for his stupidity in giving himself away.
Way to go, Sandburg! And just why would you think that he wants you that way?

He needn’t have worried, however, as, with a huge grin of genuine pleasure, Jim replied,
“Sounds good to me, Chief! Actually, better than good! Now, if I’m not hurrying you too
much, it’s late, and I think we could both do with an early night,” and he sent a
meaningful glance up towards the bedroom, eyebrow raised in question. Blushing again
in real joy and happy anticipation, Blair murmured hopefully, “I’m not sure I’ll be up to
anything too energetic tonight, Big Guy. Still a bit sore in too many places! But I’d really
like to sleep upstairs with you if you want me, and I love to cuddle...?”
And Jim’s grin widened still further as he took the smaller man into his arms, bestowing
a gentle but thorough kiss on the lush lips before pulling back a little as he smiled softly
down into the beautiful blue eyes looking up at him with such love.
“Oh, I want, Chief, I want! Now and forever.” And they kissed again to seal their pact of
love.
THE END

68 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

YOU'RE MY FANTASY

ART BY LAPETITE KIKI

STORY BY DEBBIE STONE

The room was dimly lit with lightly scented candles that cast a warm and inviting glow.
A soft and gentle breeze that wafted through the open windows made the flames dance
across the ceiling as if they were alive. This was a very special room. It is a room where
fantasies come true.
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There was a person in the room who was waiting patiently for another to arrive.
Everything had been prepared to exact specifications as per their request. Once the
fantasy began all the preparation in the world could not control the fantasy and where it
led. However, it was certainly going to be memorable for both.

A tall and very muscular man in a black pinstriped suit with a red satin handkerchief
adorning the breast pocket stood in front of the open window enjoying the full moon
against the dark sky above. The man looked as if he were going to be dancing at a ball
for the evening. His hair was styled to perfection with not a hair out of place and his
shoes where polished to a perfect military shine. He was planning on dancing this night
but not at a ball, he had other plans for dancing in mind. There was a gentle knock at the
cabin door that set the man in the suit’s heart racing with fear and excitement. He had
waited a long time for this night to become a reality and this night was one of his
wildest fantasies. He walked gracefully to the door and slowly opened it. There stood his
fantasy.

The man who stood outside the cabin door was a most beautiful creature the man in the
suit had ever seen. The very first and most striking quality of this man was his
spectacular blue eyes. Those eyes were so blue you could zone on them and never know
how you got there but could totally trust that the man with those blue eyes would
always bring you back to yourself safe and sound. A gentle breeze kicked up to remind
the man in the suit about his next favorite thing about the man before him and that was
his beautiful long hair. Even in the moonlight he could make out all the hues of red and
brown that hid within those long locks. The curls whisped through the air as the breeze
tossed them gently to surround the face of this beautiful man. They stared but a few
seconds, into each other’s eyes and shared a smile of love and a long ignored and unfed
lust. The man in the suit stood still and didn’t move. He just looked at his fantasy and
had truly now become lost within it.
“Jim?” Blair paused and looked into Jim’s eyes but panic began to fill him when he didn’t
receive a response.
Blair shot forward and grabbed Jim’s face and said, “Oh man, Jim, come on, this is so not
the way to start our fantasy night together. Come on Jim, come back here right now do
you hear me? Jim, Jim, Jim!”

Blair was suddenly slammed back against the cabin door and his shirt was ripped from
his body with one quick ripping force. He was stunned by how fast Jim responded to
being brought out of a zone but he soon realized that Jim had never been zoned he was
just waiting to pounce on Blair when he least expected it. Once the shirt fell to the floor
Jim pinned Blair’s arms above his head and he began to nibble on Blair’s collarbone. He
then slowly licked it like a feral cat up to his ear lobe leaving Blair breathless. He then
placed his lips over his captive’s lips and sucked in the bottom lip and slipped his tongue
into the mouth of his wildest fantasy. Taste exploded into Jim’s mouth. Sweet nectar was
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what he found in Blair’s mouth. He felt every fiber of his soft, plump lips as well as the
warm moist heat when their tongues met and began a dance of love.

Jim hands slowly released Blair’s arms and they fell to his sides leaving him to hang on
the door only held up by the pressure Jim was now exerting against his hips as he
ground his hardening cock against Blair’s. The kiss broke and Blair was breathless but
said, “That was so not fair, man.”
A big smile broke over Jim’s face and he said, “Too bad Sandburg, my fantasy.”

Jim then backed up a step and took another long and lingering look at his young lover.
Blair was now shirtless with only his leather pants on. The gold nipple ring that Jim had
purchased just for this special night looked beyond delicious and the nipple it pierced
stood at attention just waiting to be fondled or suckled. Jim’s eyes caught the beauty of
the ring’s golden glint in the candlelight. The hair on Blair’s chest was now covered with
a fine sheen of sweat from the steamy kiss that they had shared and his hair brushed
over his shoulders to hang down over his chest hair. This was the longest Blair had ever
worn his hair and Jim was so absolutely turned on by its length. He couldn’t wait to slip
his fingers into the luscious curls as he sank into his body. That thought drove Jim to
grab Blair by the wrists and secure his hands behind his back as he forced his knee into
Blair’s groin and began to suck on the nipple ring while kneeing just a bit forcefully to
excite Blair even more.
It worked Blair tossed his head back against the door and nearly melted in pain from the
kneeing but was so aroused by it as well. Pain and pleasure were sending him into a
sexual overload and it was way to early for that. Jim could tell how close Blair was so he
quickly pulled away all stimulation and Blair nearly fell to the floor.
“My God Jim, you’re going to kill me before we even get this started. Why did you stop? I
was so close.” Blair said with a whisper.
“My fantasy, you don’t get to come yet, remember? I’m in charge of your body not you.
You come when I allow it.” Jim said in a sexy but stern voice.

Blair took a deep breath and gathered himself together and said, “Yes, Jim I know. I lost
myself for a second but I know you’re in charge of my body tonight. It belongs to you.”

Jim smiled once again and said, “That’s right, Chief, I own you. You’re bought and paid
for tonight and don’t forget it.”

Blair watched Jim as he stepped away and sat on a stool spreading his legs wide open.
He then lifted his right leg up to put it on the rung of the stool. Blair then noticed the
incredible shine on Jim’s shoes. Blair’s eyes rose back up along Jim’s body and stopped
when he met his eyes. He looked like a God in that suit. Blair loved how incredibly
manly and sexy Jim looked in his pinstriped suit and how it fit him to absolute
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perfection and enhanced his body in all the right places. The red handkerchief just about
drove Blair crazy with desire. Blair just stood and waited for his next command.

Jim smiled once again when he heard Blair’s heartbeat speed up and he began pouring
pheromones like he was going to drown in them. The smell coming from Blair was
nearly more than Jim could take. His cock ached for release not only from the tight suit
pants, but also from his balls that ached to spill into his lover.
Jim nodded to Blair and said, “Come over here and sit in my lap lover.”

Blair took an unsure step and thought he would collapse because all the blood in his
brain had gone exploding into his cock that was swelling and presenting Jim with a
wonderful outline of Blair’s exceptionally large manly gifts. The pain from the leather
pants as they tightened around his balls and cock only served to turn Jim on more. He
could sense Blair’s discomfort and wanted to relieve his pain as soon as possible.
Blair stopped right in front of Jim and waited to see what Jim would do. It didn’t take
long for him to find out. Jim grabbed Blair’s nipple ring in one hand and his cock in the
other through his pants. Passion and lust nearly made Blair’s knees give out but he
remained standing, allowing Jim do as he wished with his body.
Jim wet his right index finger and caressed the nipple pierced with the ring and brought
it to a hard and aching point. He then grabbed Blair’s balls and gave them a firm squeeze
to stop him from coming in his pants. The mild pain was enough to stop Blair from
erupting but kept him just enough on edge and silently begging for Jim to let him come.
“Sandburg, turn around and sit on the edge of the stool”

Blair turned as Jim removed his hand from his balls. Once Blair was seated Jim took
Blair’s arms and draped them backwards over his shoulders leaving him arched over
him. Jim placed his hands on Blair’s legs and spread them wide. Blair moaned as the
pants tightened just a bit more. Jim lifted his hands to caress Blair’s hairy chest and
rubbed over the nipples once again. He then followed the line of hair down to the belt
buckle on his leather pants and slipped his fingers into the top of the pants and stopped.
Blair let out a sigh of pain and said, “Oh Jim, please what are you doing to me. Don’t stop
man I’m almost there. Please don’t make me wait.”
Jim said, “My fantasy, remember?”

All Blair could do was moan once again and wait for the fantasy to play out.

Jim took his hands from Blair’s pants and said, “Stand up lover and don’t turn around.”

Blair did as he was told and waited for a couple seconds and then he could hear the
sounds of a zipper being lowered and knew the main event was about to begin. His
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heart pounded with excitement and he knew that Jim would be able to hear it but he
waited as he was told.

He could feel Jim shifting behind him and then he felt Jim’s hands on his ass. He began
massaging the tight round globes still trapped in the leather pants. Jim rubbed over
them again and again and dipped every so often in the crack of his pants. Blair couldn’t
help it he began to move back and forth seeking more stimulation. Ever so slowly the
hands massaged over his hips and back over to his cock and balls. It was an
excruciatingly slow fondling of his groin and his legs began to tremble from the sexual
tension building in his body. He couldn’t take much more of this sweet torture.
He once again begged, “Jim, I can’t take much more of this. I’m just about to explode.
Please take me now. I want to feel you inside me, please, please now.”

Jim’s hand dropped to the belt buckle and began a slow and agonizing opening of the
buckle. The pants were impossibly tight and Blair was told not to wear anything under
them and he didn’t. Jim popped open the top button and began to open his fantasy gift in
the exact way he’d always dreamed it. He unzipped the jeans and painstakingly peeled
the pants from Blair’s sweaty flesh. Jim massaged Blair’s flat abdomen, as he revealed
more and more of it to the air. The hairline went all the way into Blair’s thick curly pubic
hair. Jim’s sense of touch was dialed up so he was able to feel every hair on Blair’s belly
and then he reached down and grabbed a handful of curly pubic hair and pulled on it
just a bit. He knew this was slow torture for Blair but Jim was absolutely enjoying every
second of it. This was his fantasy of how he’d always wanted to take Blair for the first
time.
Blair tried to squirm out of the pants quicker but Jim tugged just a bit harder on his
curls and that got Blair to stop.

“I’m doing this my way, Sandburg. You’re mine tonight and I’m taking you slowly.” Jim
then kissed the small of Blair’s back sending a shiver up his spine as he did so. Jim could
smell that Blair was prepared as instructed and ready for penetration so he slid the
pants over the most beautiful ass he’d ever seen and kissed each cheek. He took his right
index finger and began to rub into Blair’s center. He teased him once again for a few
seconds but then stopped.
Jim then said, “Take your pants off I want fuck you.”

Blair quickly removed the pants as Jim had said and stood waiting for the next part of
the fantasy.

Jim rubbed Blair’s hips and over his ass again. He continued back over his hips until his
hand found Blair’s cock that was standing straight up just waiting to be touched. Jim
grabbed and pulled quickly two times on Blair’s cock and stopped.
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Blair screamed, “Oh damn please don’t keep doing this. I want to feel you in me I want to
feel your hands on me. I just want…”

At that instant Jim grabbed between Blair’s thighs and lifted him up onto the stool and
onto his very hard and huge cock. He held Blair up until the first pain of penetration
eased up and then he lowered his lover onto his cock and let Blair guide himself the rest
of the way allowing Blair to take Jim into him at his own pace.
Blair was filled and Jim was so big but it was absolutely explosive when he positioned
himself so that Jim’s cock hit his prostate for the first time.
Jim moaned and whispered, “Oh Chief, I’ve never been inside someone so tight you feel
wonderful. This is so much more than I ever imagined. I love you so much.”

Blair had goose bumps all over his body and he’d never felt so loved in his life. He
reached behind him to place a kiss on Jim’s lips and said, “Jim, I absolutely love you with
everything I am. You, are my fantasy and I’m so glad to be a part of yours. Please make
love to me now and forever.”
With permission given, Jim began to move inside his lover. He rocked back and forth at a
loving and easy pace. He didn’t want to hurt his life partner, however, Blair had other
ideas.

Jim angled carefully and hit Blair’s prostate again and that seemed to ignite the beast
within him. Suddenly, Jim found himself with a very active Blair forcing himself up and
down on Jim’s cock. Blair went wild and rode Jim like a professional jockey would a
prized stallion and ride Blair did. He forced Jim’s cock to slam into his prostate over and
over again. It was the ride of a lifetime and Blair wasn’t about to take an easy one he
wanted a ride to remember.
Jim was panting and sweating so much because he still had on his pinstriped suit. He’d
only unzipped the fly to allow him to penetrate Blair and now he’d wished he’d taken it
all off but that was part of his fantasy. He’d wanted to stay in his clothes in control and
have Blair naked and in his complete control but now the control was given to Blair and
all he wanted was to be naked along with him.
Jim began ripping his suit off but made sure he stayed in a position for Blair to enjoy the
ride. Once Jim was stripped of his suit he decided it was time for him to take back
control of his own fantasy.
“Sandburg, this is my fantasy so I’m taking over the ride so hang on I’m taking you for
one hell of a ride lover.”

Blair smiled when Jim grabbed Blair’s hands and put them over his head again and
started slamming into Blair’s heat with unbridled passion. Jim then reached around to
massage Blair’s cock. He stroked up and down faster and faster and then swirled his
thumb around the head and massaged over the slit in the head and he could feel the
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semen starting to flow from his balls up into his cock before Blair ever even had a clue
he was going to come. Once Jim felt the start of Blair’s orgasm Jim stroked hard over
Blair’s prostate with an upward thrust and in that very instant Blair’s orgasm exploded
from his cock into Jim’s hand. Jim then followed his lover over the cliff when he, only
seconds later, was overtaken by the most powerful orgasm he’d ever had in his life. The
waves of ecstasy flowed between them for a precious few moments but in those
moments they became one in body and soul.
Blair spoke first, “Jim, I have never felt such love and completion in my life. Thank you
so much for making love to me with such care. I love you so much, I can honestly say I’ve
never felt love before tonight with you.”

Jim was in awe of his lover. He didn’t want to withdraw from his body because Blair’s
body was home now and for eternity.

“Blair, you have given me such a wonderful gift. You gave me the gift of you and I
couldn’t have asked for more. I’ve had this fantasy for a long time and I can honestly say
being here making love to you was so much better than any fantasy. I love you Blair
Sandburg. You complete me.” With that he leaned forward and placed a kiss on Blair’s
neck.

Blair turned to look at his lover and said, “Jim, this may have started as your fantasy but
you need to know that being here with you tonight making love makes you my fantasy
now and always.”
Blair slowly climbed off Jim’s lap and allowed his cock to slip from his body and turned
around and gave him a long and leisurely kiss. Jim stood and took Blair into his arms.

“Chief, I want to do this again but I think I need to do it in a soft bed this time. My butt
hurts from that hard wooden stool.” Jim reached down to pat his butt at the same time
and chuckled.
Blair smiled and bounced a bit on his feet and grabbed Jim’s hand and dragged him
toward the big bed with the red satin headboard and said, “Come on old man, I’ll make
that butt of yours feel much better.”
“Is that a promise, Sandburg?”

“Bet your ass it is. It’s time to show you that you’re my fantasy too.”
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THE WORLD BETWEEN
ART BY BANBURY

STORY BY BLUEWOLF

Blair glanced from Incacha, to Jim, to Incacha, to Jim, as Jim interpreted the dying
Chopek's words in the short pauses while he gasped for breath.

"He - he wants me to become a sentinel once again, to help save the tribe." Jim's voice
was close to breaking.
"Good," Blair said. "It's about time!"

Incacha drew a long, shuddering breath, seemed to gather the last of his strength and
caught Blair's arm as he spoke again.
"He passes over the way of the shaman to you. He wants you to guide me to my animal
spirit," Jim said.

Blair looked up from his almost mesmerized stare at the blood-covered hand. "Jim... ask
him how I do that. I don't know how to do that."
"Incacha?" Jim said. "Incacha!"

But it was too late. One last, gasping breath and Incacha's hand dropped from Blair's
arm.
The Chopek shaman was dead.

Somehow - he was never quite sure how - Blair talked, coerced, indeed bullied Jim into
listening to the monotonous thrum of didgeridoo music, which - as Blair knew from
personal experience would happen - induced a semi-hypnotic state even as Blair told
Jim to picture Incacha's spirit and then go to where the animal spirits lived. Jim never
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told Blair what he saw during that journey, but it was enough to reboot Jim's senses and that, for Blair, was all that mattered. He had managed to do what Incacha had asked
of him.

Subsequently he joked about being 'the shaman of the Great City', but because he knew
that young shamans spent many years as apprentices to older ones, he couldn't believe
that the death grip of a shaman - even one as powerful as Incacha seemed to be - was
enough to confer on him any shamanic abilities. He simply assumed that Incacha - Jim's
first guide - had given his blessing to his successor. And even if Incacha had meant him
to be a shaman, there was nobody in Cascade who could give him the necessary training.
It was easy for Blair to get his hands on two or three books about shamanism, but he
found that even the best of them was not very useful as a manual for learning how to be
a shaman. And so he let the matter drop. He was a guide, one who was, he felt,
moderately successful, but he also felt that much of that success was probably due to the
training Jim had already been given by Incacha, the man - the shaman - who had been
properly trained.
When Alex Barnes showed up at his office door, gun in hand, Blair automatically raised
his hands, with no real expectation that she would take the gesture as a surrender. She
probably wouldn't shoot him here - she had to be aware that there were others in the
building, working late, and a shot would attract their attention. But if he was careful to
look defeated she might underestimate him - he was sure that she would never consider
a student to be any threat to her. And if she underestimated him, he might just get a
chance to jump her. Or - the idea appealed - somehow manage to put her into a zoneout.
"If it hadn't been for you, I never would have understood what I really am," she said. "I
owe you that. You want to know how I really got the sentinel senses? Solitary
confinement in prison. I thought I was going crazy. It wasn't until I met you that I
realized what I'd become."

"And look how you used this gift," Blair murmured, keeping his voice very low in the
hope that if she had to strain to hear what he said it might just be enough... "What a
waste."

But it didn't work. "This is the one thing I really didn't want to do," she admitted, and
she did indeed sound reluctant, "but I can't leave you alive. For several reasons, I can't
leave you alive."
She gestured with the gun, directing him towards the door and being careful to stay
some feet behind him as he left his small office and went along the corridor, finally
leaving the building. The light over the doorway let him see to walk down the stairs. At
the bottom, he paused.
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"Just walk straight on," Alex murmured.

He obeyed, moving as slowly as he dared, still hoping that he might get a chance...

About to turn to go around the fountain some yards from the building, Blair felt a hand
against his back, pushing hard. Unexpected as it was, he stumbled forward, his foot
caught the raised edge of the ornamental molding around the edge, and he fell forward.
As he fell, the realization that this design of fountain was actually incredibly dangerous
flashed through his mind.
The shock of the fall and of hitting the cold water was enough to make him take an
involuntary gasping breath, and water entered his lungs; the instinctive, uncontrollable
cough to try to expel the water simply made him breathe in more. The water in the
fountain wasn't deep - he knew it wasn't deep - and he tried to push himself up, but a
weight on his back prevented him from lifting himself enough to get his head above the
surface, and darkness claimed him.

Slowly, slowly, Blair realized that he was lying on his back. The ground beneath him was
hard... but it was dry. And he could breathe...
Had someone found him, pulled him out of the water?

Had Alex had second thoughts and relented, pulling him out of the water and leaving
him lying beside the fountain?

No. He was breathing too easily. He could distinctly remember inhaling water. Waterfilled lungs meant that even if the water had been expelled he still wouldn't be
breathing all that easily.
Had he dreamed Alex's attack? Was he just lying on the floor of his office, having finally
succumbed to the exhaustion that had been pressing on him since... yes, since his
discovery that Jim didn't trust him...
All he really wanted to do was sleep, but he forced his eyes open.
He was alone, and lying on grass.

He pushed himself into a sitting position and looked around.

The light was quite dim. Alex had attacked him late at night, so this was probably early
morning? The low-lying mist intertwined with the trees that surrounded the clearing he
was in certainly had a 'morning' look. He could just see a building not too far away, only
the roof showing clear above the mist, but it didn't look like any building he could
remember from Rainier... Of course the trees were added confirmation. Wherever he
was, he was not on the Rainier campus!
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Well, whoever lived there would surely help him... he hoped. He scrambled to his feet.

Whoa! He closed his eyes against the sudden dizziness, and took a deep, steadying
breath before he opened them again.

A huge butterfly flew out of the mist, heading straight for him. He gasped - it was much
bigger than the models of the Carboniferous era dragonflies he'd seen, and they were
enormous - and its wings were a beautiful iridescent light turquoise. He balanced, ready
to duck aside as it reached him; even a butterfly, at that size, could easily knock him
over.
Much to his surprise, however, it landed two or three feet from him, flicked its wings up
and down several times, then began to grow even bigger. Its wings grew bigger even as
its body swelled; four of its legs developed while the other two seemed to dwindle, and
a long neck topped by a surprisingly small, dainty head stretched forwards towards
Blair.
Not a butterfly - a dragon!

So, he thought, he was in some kind of spirit plane, because in real life butterflies just
didn't metamorphize into dragons!
"Welcome, young shaman."

The voice was familiar, although the last time he had heard it he couldn't understand
what it was saying.
"Incacha?"
"Yes."

"How can I understand you? I don't speak Quechua, and you didn't speak English... "

"Here, there is no such thing as Quechua or English. Communication is communication,
and everyone who comes here understands everyone else."
"Where are we?"

"This is the world of the spirits. Enqueri sees this place as a jungle, for his spirit animal
normally lives in the jungle." The dragon looked at Blair. "You see it as the kind of forest
that grows near the Great City, for that is where your spirit animal usually lives."
"And you, Incacha? How do you see it?"

The dragon looked around. "I see trees of a kind that Earth has not known for many
thousands of years," he said, and there was sadness and a terrible weariness in his
voice. "That was when I - my dragon avatar - was first born. But I am the last of my kind.
Even spirit animals can grow tired, and seek only sleep.
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"Soon, I too will join the other dragons in sleep - but first I have a duty to you, young
shaman."
"You do?"

"You have not used the gift I gave you to its full extent."

"I've tried," Blair said - not completely truthfully, for although he had never lost his
enthusiasm for helping Jim, he had become discouraged with regard to taking matters
any further, because the books he had tried had been so unhelpful. "But I need a
teacher."
"I know," the dragon replied.

"And... " He hesitated for a moment, remembering falling into the fountain. "In any case,
I think I'm dead."
"That can be corrected."

Blair noticed that the dragon hadn't denied it, had just... "It can?"

"Your sentinel can save you. Even now, he looks for you."

Blair shook his head sadly. "He doesn't want me. He doesn't trust me."
"How do you know that?"

"He told me he needed a partner he could trust."
"That was his fear talking, and only his fear."

"Fear-based responses..." Blair murmured. "I understand that. He's terrified of failing
the people who depend on him. But I've always helped him! Or at least I've tried to."

"The person he most fears failing is you. So he pushes you away, not understanding that
only by keeping you close can he fully protect you." The dragon sounded sympathetic.

"I've told myself that... but there's only so often you can make yourself believe it." To his
own surprise, Blair managed to sound matter-of-fact rather than disillusioned or bitter.
Nor had he allowed the deep hurt he felt about it to escape.

His tone didn't fool the dragon. "Every time he injures you emotionally, Enqueri injures
himself as well."
"So why does he keep on doing it?"

The dragon was silent for a moment. Then - "He has spoken to you of his family."
"Enough to let me know his childhood was... difficult."

80 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

"A child depends on his parents, trusts them to protect him, support him, defend him. If
he loses that trust, he is crippled."

"But when he was in the army, he trusted his fellow soldiers. From what he's said, he
trusted the Chopek - you - when he lived with you. He trusts his fellow cops. So why
doesn't he trust me?"

"There are many levels of trust," the dragon said. "Some are relatively superficial; you
trust that the men who have built the bridge you are crossing have done a competent
job, and that it will not collapse under your weight."

Blair could think of a few possibilities more applicable to urban life, but recognized the
example as one that would make sense to a jungle tribesman, and nodded.

"Enqueri trusted his fellow warriors to defend him, as he defended them," the dragon
continued, and Blair nodded again. "That, although not superficial, is also quite easy, for
it is reciprocal.
"But to trust someone with your heart? Especially when those you love have, in the past,
failed you? Left you? It takes great courage. Yes, to face an enemy who would kill you
without a second thought takes courage, but it is a different kind of courage, one that
Enqueri has in abundance. And even although that trust was betrayed by the leader who
sent Enqueri and his men to die in Chopek land, it did not damage his trust in the men
who stood beside him, facing an enemy. It did not damage his willingness to trust the
men who now work with him to guard the streets of the Great City.

"But his family failed him. His mother died when he was of an age to see it as
abandonment. His father tried to teach him strength, but in a way that indicated to him
that the only person he could trust emotionally was himself. A man he considered a
surrogate father, who was trying to undo the harm his father was doing to him, died another abandonment, even though the man was murdered."
Blair looked searchingly at the dragon. "How do you know that?"

"The spirits are aware of what has happened in the lives of those they seek to help." The
dragon stared into some far distance as if looking at something only he could see. He
sounded a little distracted as he said, "I know that although you never saw it as such,
because she always left you with someone you knew and loved and she always came
back, your mother often abandoned you, resenting the tie even though she loved you."
He turned his head to look directly at Blair.

Blair met the compassionate gaze briefly, then lowered his head to look at the ground.
"Sometimes I wondered," he whispered. "It was partly why I went to Rainier when I was
only sixteen. I suppose... I suppose I was doing the same as Jim - leaving her before she
left me permanently."
"It gives you a new understanding of Enqueri, does it not?"

81 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

"Yes."

"Consider this; despite everything, despite his fear of entrusting his happiness to
another person, he does love you. It is not something he will easily admit, not in words but it shows in his actions.

"It is time now for you to return to the mortal world. But now that you have found your
way here, you will be able to return any time you wish, either through meditation or in
your dreams... and I will be waiting. There is still much you need to understand and
some things that I need to teach you."
"But - "

"This is your spirit animal - "

A wolf padded forward and looked up at Blair. "Follow me," it said, and began to run.

"Go!" the dragon ordered.

Blair turned and chased after the wolf. He could see a black jaguar racing towards them.
It and the wolf jumped towards each other, met in mid-air and disappeared in a flash of
light... and Blair became aware of lying on the ground with hands touching his face, a
terrible irritation in his chest... He coughed, retched, and choked up some foul-tasting
water...
It was the memory of the absolute gentleness and affection in the touch of Jim's hands
that sustained him during the next two or three days while herecovered and antibiotics
battled the infection trying to take over his body. Jim - while friendly enough the two or
three times he visited - was acting as if nothing much had happened.

'Another fear-based response,' he told himself, resolutely dismissing the wish that Jim
would, for just a couple of minutes, sit down, hold his hand, and actually tell him, "Glad
you're alive, Chief."
And then on the fourth day Megan arrived instead of Jim, to tell him that Jim and Simon
had a lead, had followed Alex Barnes to Sierra Verde... and inside his head he heard
Incacha's voice.
You must follow...

So, enlisting Megan's help, he did.
On their return from Sierra Verde, things returned pretty much to the way they had
been. On landing, Jim hustled Blair back to the loft, where he found all his things back
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more or less where they had been before Jim packed them up, the furniture back in
place... Blair took the action as the apology that it was, but decided that it was more than
time he finished writing his dissertation, especially since he now had the input from a
second sentinel - a sentinel gone bad. Once the dissertation was out of the way, he could
concentrate on working with Jim.
He finished the first draft at absolutely the worst possible moment.

Afterwards, he wondered how he could have been naive enough to trust that Naomi
wouldn't interfere. It was a given that she would... especially if she thought it would
mean his faster departure from the world of the pigs.

Oh, she put a good face on it when Simon offered him the badge - but he knew how
hypocritical her reaction was. She saw - she had always seen - the police as lackeys of
the privileged rich, lackeys whose main job was to maintain the status quo, prevent
necessary change, keep the silent majority silent. She was still the teenager rebelling
against her rich parents and their way of life. The fact that they were now dead, leaving
her with enough money that she didn't have to work, enough money to let her travel
wherever and whenever she wanted, didn't seem to have registered in her mind. From
what she had told him about her parents, she had had good reason to rebel, to protest
against the things they valued, but sometimes he wondered how accurate her
assessment was. Not that he would ever know for sure, because he had never met them
- but according to Naomi, they had disowned her when she became pregnant; yet not
only had they left her plenty of money, they had left a reasonable amount of money to
Blair as well; enough for him to have a comfortable, though not lavish, lifestyle.

Certainly she had finally realized the mistake she had made in sending the dissertation
to Sid Graham; but Blair knew well that she was less than happy with his proposed new
career as a detective. She had never understood why he wanted to work, since he had
enough money that he didn't need to. She had accepted his work as a TA with apparent
equanimity, certainly, but he knew she had never really considered teaching as work.

Before the accident that had killed her parents Naomi had been forced to work - at least
from time to time - even though she mostly stayed at communes or with a short-term
boyfriend; and she had hated every moment of it, claiming always that she was being
exploited. Possibly she had been; the unskilled labor she had done was always
underpaid for the work involved. But that had been totally her own fault; if she had
buckled down and stayed put anywhere she could have got a steady, and at least semiskilled, job.
But although, as he had once told Jim, it 'Seemed like every man Naomi met would fall in
love with her', and it seemed that she easily fell in love with them, when she fell out of
love she moved on, not wanting to risk meeting the man again. She had never given
herself time to learn anything even semi-skilled.
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But her capacity for appearing cheerful when she wasn't was quite limited, and within
twenty-four hours of Simon's offer Blair found himself waving her off as she left Cascade
on a plane bound for Australia.
Jim was restricted to desk duty for several more days and wouldn't need him at the PD,
so he returned to the loft, reaching it about an hour before Jim was due home.
So much had happened so quickly... He took out his candles, lit them, and settled down
to meditate.

He opened his eyes to the misty dawn he had visited three or four times in his dreams
since his first trip there, but this was the first time he had deliberately tried to visit his
version of the spirit world.

There was no sign of the dragon - of Incacha. Instead, a small herd of horses wandered
towards him, individuals pausing briefly as they walked to take a mouthful of grass
before walking on. They had to be spirit animals, he decided, their charges possibly
asleep... or maybe in the limbo between death and rebirth?
"Hello?" he said tentatively.

One of the horses nodded surprisingly solemnly, acknowledging him, but any further
exchange was halted as the dragon appeared out of the mist and joined him.

"Well done, young shaman," he said. "You have found your way here of your own
choice."
"I need your advice, Incacha," Blair said.

"You have died twice, now," the dragon murmured, ignoring Blair's comment. He began
to walk away from the horses. "Physically, when the false sentinel drowned you; and
now you have voluntarily killed the career you chose when you were young."

"Don't - Incacha, please don't tell me that everything goes in threes," Blair pleaded as he
followed.
"No," the dragon said. "Not necessarily."

"Because I really don't want to 'die' again... not until I'm old and tired of living."

"You will never be tired of living... although the time will come when your present life
will end because your body fails.
"A true shaman faces death and revives to take up his new life. One who dies twice, as
you did, is truly strong. Now you are ready to take up your new life working with
Enqueri."
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"But is it the right life for me?" Blair asked.

"Only you can answer that. Do you think it is the right life?"

"It's the only one that will let me continue to guide my sentinel. It has to be the right
life."
"There is no 'has to be'. Is it what you truly want?" The dragon's voice was stern.

Blair came to an abrupt halt. The dragon took one more step, then he, too, stopped and
turned his head to look at Blair, waiting patiently for his answer. Blair knew that
Incacha would wait for ever, if that was how long it took him to give it.
He thought about it.

Jim could be really awkward sometimes, pushing Blair away, apparently resenting that
he still needed help. Blair had finally come to suspect that much of that apparent
resentment was actually frustration. Children didn't necessarily accept all of their
parents' values - teenage rebellion saw to that - but some things always stuck. William
Ellison's method of child-rearing, stressing that depending on others was a sign of
weakness, had apparently been one of the things that had stuck with Jim - his need to be
totally self-sufficient was strong.
And yet he was generous with the help he offered to others; when Blair needed help of
any kind, Jim had been there for him every single time.

He did want to work with Jim. He had no doubts about that. But... did he truly want to be
a detective? He had enjoyed helping Jim, working cases with Jim, but as a detective
himself he would have responsibilities he had not had as an observer or even as the
'consultant' they had started to call him.
He wasn't sure he was ready for those responsibilities.
Yet what choice did he have?

And then he realized - to accept the responsibility was also to accept his role as 'shaman
of the Great City'. There was no single definition of a shaman; although most people
thought of shamans as mystics, he didn't have to be a mystic to heal - or help to heal the ills of a city. To help enforce the law was a form of healing for society - and he
remembered that punishing wrongdoers was one of the many duties of tribal shamans.
"Yes," he said.

The dragon nodded.

"I still need to learn," Blair went on, "but it doesn't matter how often I come here, how
often I see you, you will make me consider the situation and force me to reach my own
decision - won't you?"
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"Most of the time," the dragon agreed. "In the jungle, there are things that a shaman
must learn, things that you do not need to know - nobody will come to you in the Great
City seeking a cure for some ailment or asking for defense against a curse.

"What you will need is wisdom, and wisdom is not something that can be taught. You
have already proved that you can find your own answers much of the time - how often
have you found a way to help Enqueri manage his senses, how often has your insight
helped him to find an answer to something that was puzzling him, even when you gave
him the credit for discovering that answer? All you have to do is believe in yourself.
"That is the true secret of a shaman's success; belief in himself."

Blair nodded. "I'll try," he said. "But... I can come back sometimes and speak to you, can't
I? If only for you to kick start my confidence again when it fails."
"Yes," the dragon said.

The word was still ringing in his ears when he opened his eyes and saw Jim sitting
quietly watching him.
"Oh, hi," he said.

"Did you find your answers, Chief?"

"Yes," Blair said. He stretched, rose easily to his feet and sat beside Jim. "I don't actually
need firearms training - I know how to handle a gun - but I know I'll have to qualify to
carry, and I guess I'll have to test out of the rest of the subjects cadets at the Academy
have to learn. Yes, that includes unarmed combat - I know more about martial arts than
you think I do. We will have to come up with a good reason for the press conference,
though, or defense lawyers will have a field day any time I have to testify."

Jim grinned. "A good piece of fiction, you said, right, Chief? I had a word with Dad and he
got one of his legal sharks on the case. Dad phoned me just before I left the station Brewster's already got a written statement from Berkshire Publishing saying that you
did not submit the document and had told Graham it wasn't for publication. There'll be
a financial settlement too, not a fraction of what it might be, but - well - I authorized
Brewster to tell Berkshire that you'd settle for a nominal sum if you got an immediate
apology and admission that the thing had not been submitted for publication. I was right
about that, wasn't I?" He sounded a little uncertain.
"Yes," Blair replied without a moment's hesitation. "I don't need Berkshire's money,
though paying fairly hefty damages is probably the only thing that would really make an
impact on its board of management."

"Also, Simon and I have discussed things with Chief Warren - well, we had to - as well as
Captain Sharp at the Academy. We sort of admitted the sentinel thing, and they both
fully understood why it's better to keep it secret. You're right about testing out - Sharp
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is willing to speed that up for you - and Warren is giving a press release on the day you
officially start work as a detective. I don't know exactly what he plans to say, but with
luck it should kill any potential problems with the courts."
"I'm surprised that Berkshire settled so quickly," Blair said.

"An apology costs nothing," Jim said, "and the money involved - a few thousand - is petty
cash for a firm Berkshire's size. Brewster made it clear that if they delayed you'd up
your claim for compensation quite considerably, and of course there would be lawyers'
fees on top... They saw sense.
"Now - how about Chinese for dinner?"

And his smile told Blair that distrust had finally been banished, and that finally they
were truly partners.
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THE SILENCE OF EAGLE'S NEST
ART BY MELLA

STORY BY MORGAN BRIARWOOD

Jim Ellison woke with a start. He sat up in bed and the blankets fell away from his naked
body. In the bed beside him Blair slept on, undisturbed by whatever had woken Jim. His
steady breathing was always a comforting sound to Jim and he let the soft rhythm
soothe his adrenaline rush. Almost involuntarily, Jim reached out to touch the wild
curls, his palm hovering just above Blair’s hair so it faintly brushed his palm. His heart
rate steadied, but Jim had not forgotten that something pulled him from sleep.
He took a deep breath and extended his senses out into the night. Eagle’s Nest was quiet.
Jim heard the horses in the stables, a dog barking at a passing rat, a couple making love
a few houses away. They were normal night-time sounds, nothing out of place, nothing
alarming.

Then it came again, a sound so distinctive Jim recognised it instantly. He had waited five
years to hear that sound again.

Quickly, he climbed out of the bed and found the clothing he had discarded earlier.
Heavy cotton pants, a butternut-coloured shirt and knee-high boots. The leather
creaked as he pulled the boots on. He buckled the belt around his waist and the holster
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settled onto his hip, a familiar weight. Jim drew the gun from the holster and checked it.
After five years he was accustomed to the clothing, though he occasionally wished these
folks could make decent underwear. He could live with the awful, awful beer and the
impossibility of keeping bugs out of the bed. He could live with being a cop without the
benefit of a forensics lab – being without the restrictions of Miranda rights was
sometimes useful. Fingerprinting wouldn’t be used in criminal investigations for several
decades yet, but Jim, with his Sentinel ability and twentieth century knowledge, could
and did use them. But he still hated the primitive revolver. No matter how conscientious
he was about keeping it clean and oiled, it would never measure up to his police special.
Jim settled the Stetson on his head. Blair stirred a little in his sleep, but did not wake.
Jim considered waking him, but decided he should hurry. Blair was not at his best when
wakened from a deep sleep. He slipped out of the room and walked out into the night.

Five years living in a place with none of the technology he had been accustomed to in his
life before had sharpened Jim’s senses as much as his time with the Chopec in Peru. Jim
no longer had the white-noise generators that had been so essential to him in Cascade,
but he didn’t need them any more. Compared with twentieth-century Cascade,
nineteenth-century Texas was quiet. There was no constant buzz of electricity, no hiss of
piped water. Instead there were natural sounds: people, animals, insects and weather;
the crackle of wood burning in stoves; and the occasional splash from the nearby river.
Once outside, it was a simple matter for Jim to locate the sound he’d heard. It was in the
alley between the saloon and the jailhouse.
Finally!

Jim was surprised to find he had mixed feelings. For five years he had trusted the Doctor
to come back, never doubting he and Blair would see Cascade again. Now, striding
toward the alley, he felt almost reluctant. Eagle’s Nest had become home. There were
people in town Jim cared about and would miss. But not enough to stop him from trying.

The blue box looked a little different. It was cleaner than he remembered. The blue was
richer. There was a light on inside the box and Jim heard a masculine voice within.
“Are you sure this time? Because I haven’t forgotten what happened when you said we
were in Rio.”

The door flew open and a young man peered out. It wasn’t the man Jim was looking for.
The man saw Jim and froze for a moment. Then he gave an odd wave. “Uh. Hi.”

Jim hadn’t heard someone say hi for hello for five years. Weird the things you miss. He
tipped his hat to the young man. “Howdy.”

A red-headed woman appeared in the doorway beside him. “What’s up?” she asked
brightly before she saw Jim. “Oh.” She stepped out into the alley. Jim noted that her
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clothing was definitely what he thought of as ‘modern’, though not from the year he’d
left.
“Where are we?” she asked him.

Jim tipped his hat again. “Eagle’s Nest, Texas, ma’am, and about a hundred years too
early for that skirt.”

She didn’t smile, but her mouth twitched as if she wanted to. “You don’t seem
surprised.”
“Been waiting for this blue box for a long time. I wasn’t expecting you, though.”

She did smile, then, and it was the kind of smile that lights up a room. “I’ll get him,” she
offered.

“If you’re staying, ma’am, better change your clothes. This is a frontier town.
Conservative.”

She narrowed her eyes but didn’t reply. Instead she disappeared back into the box with
a flick of her flame-red hair.
“So, uh,” the blonde man said awkwardly, “not New York, then.”

Jim grinned. “I reckon you overshot by a few miles. He offered his hand. “Jim Ellison. I’m
the sheriff of Eagle’s Nest. At least for now.”
“Rory Williams.” He shook Jim’s hand with a firm, confident grip. “My wife is Amy Pond.
You know the Doctor?”
He and his wife used different surnames. They were most likely from Jim’s future, then.
Both spoke with British accents, but from different regions. Jim filed the information
away automatically and answered Rory’s question, “We met five years ago.” He thought
about that, then corrected himself. “Or a long way in the future.”

Jim could see Rory was ready to ask another question, but that was when the door
opened wide and the Doctor appeared. He looked the same. As closely as Jim
remembered, he was wearing the same clothes he had been in when they met. But he
gave no sign he recognised Jim. He didn’t even say hello. Instead, he turned to the
woman – Amy – with a sunny smile.
“I told you. Stetsons are cool!” the Doctor declared.

“In these parts, it’s just clothing,” Jim pointed out. “Doctor, we’ve been waiting for you a
long time.” He couldn’t keep his voice entirely free of pique.
Amy snorted. “I waited twelve years.”

“But I did come back!” the Doctor protested. He studied Jim curiously.
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Jim didn’t like the implications of that look. “You don’t remember me, do you?” he
challenged.
“We haven’t met.”

“You brought me and my partner here!”

“If I did, that’s my future. Your past. It happens that way sometimes.”
“Is he like River?” Amy asked eagerly.

“There is only one River Song,” the Doctor answered.
“Doctor,” Jim interrupted.

“Yes,” he said briskly. “You can tell me about it inside. Amy, Rory, try and stay out of
trouble.”

Jim glanced at the girl’s skirt again. Trouble would find her. “Uh, let’s go back to my
place,” he offered. “I’ll introduce you to my partner.”
It wasn’t even dawn Jim had brought home guests for breakfast. But Blair was used to
improvising. He cooked up a batch of oatmeal, salt beef and tea. The tea was made from
local herbs, not imported from China, but it wasn’t bad.

At the table, Jim sat beside the Doctor, with Amy and Rory on the other side of the table.
She was now wearing one of Molly’s old dresses. Jim and Blair saved Molly from bandits
and she had lived with them for a while. The green-dyed cotton suited Amy’s
complexion. She’d complained about the corset, but Blair noticed her husband seemed
to appreciate it.

Blair served the oatmeal in a giant bowl so everyone could help themselves. He poured
tea for everyone and took his seat beside Jim.
Jim was in the middle of telling their story. “…So we ran. What else could we do? Next
thing I know there’s this blue box in front of us and a crazy man leaning out of it telling
us to get inside.”
“And you did?” Rory said with a laugh and a glance at the Doctor.

Blair answered. “I wouldn’t have trusted him for a second. But Jim ran ahead of me.”
Jim smiled. “Well, I could see a few things you didn’t.”

Blair grinned back and picked up the story. “The Doctor told us to hold tight to
something. Thirty seconds later we were just outside Eagle’s Nest. He told us he had to
go back and stop them, and promised to come back for us.”
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“Five years ago,” Jim pointed out.
Amy laughed. “You’re lucky.”

The Doctor, who had been very quiet, said, “The Tardis can pinpoint an exact point in
space and time, but she won’t always home in on it perfectly.”
“You didn’t come back for us tonight, did you?” Blair realised.

“I’m a time traveller. What happened for you in 1999 is in my future. I couldn’t come
back for you because I didn’t know you were here until we landed.” But then he smiled.
“I’ll still take you home, if you’re ready to leave.”
“We’re ready,” Jim said at once.

“Come on, man. It’s not that bad here!” Blair was ready to leave, too. But he loved living
in the wild west. It was an anthropologist’s dream: he was literally living in history. He’d
spent time with the Comanche and learned how their sentinels worked together. He’d
been able to study Frontier American society from the inside. He loved every second of
it, even as he missed Naomi and Simon and all their friends back in Cascade.

Jim laid a warm hand on Blair’s thigh. “It’s not that bad being sheriff in a frontier town,”
he conceded, “and I will miss it. But I want to live someplace where we can be out of the
closet.”

Blair pulled a face. “I hear you,” he agreed fervently. Most of the town had assumed Jim
and Molly were a couple while she lived with them. It hadn’t been planned that way, and
in public they all denied the rumours, but they knew denial was considered
confirmation by many and the deception was useful.
“But before we go,” Jim went on, “Doctor, what do you know about a creature no one can
remember seeing?”
Blair expected the Doctor to be confused by the nonsensical question, but the Doctor sat
up straight. “What creatures?” he asked sharply.

Blair knew, because Jim had told him, but he still felt weird about Jim mentioning it. It
sounded insane, after all.

Jim answered matter-of-factly. “Tall. Humanoid. White skin, great hollows for eyes. No
nose or mouth. Three fingers on each hand. It has a slower metabolism than humans,
heart rate about twenty per minute. Body temperature cool, but warm-blooded. It
smells sweet, like jasmine.”

“Silence,” Amy said, but it wasn’t an order. She sounded scared. She looked down at her
hands, turning them over as if something was missing. She pushed up her sleeves and
stared at her own arms.
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Rory leaned close to her. “It’s alright, Amy. None of us is marked.”
“Marked?” Jim asked.

“We mark our skin when we see them,” Rory explained. “It’s the only way to know.”

“No one who sees the Silence remembers them,” the Doctor asserted. “Not even me. So
how is it you’ve managed to study one so closely and remember?”

Jim looked at Blair as if asking his permission. Blair nodded. There was no reason to
keep Jim’s secret from these people.
“I’m a sentinel,” Jim said, looking at the Doctor.

Blair could see the young couple didn’t understand, but the Doctor’s face lit up with
excitement.

“Of course! You would have an eidetic sensory memory that even the Silence couldn’t
override. It’s in your genetic makeup. Why didn’t I think of that before?”
“But we defeated the Silence,” Rory said.

“In 1969,” the Doctor answered, with no trace of condescension. “Here and now, they
are still everywhere, manipulating human history.”

“Stop,” Blair interrupted. “What’s the Silence? I know better than to doubt Jim’s senses,
but I’ve never seen this thing.”
“You have,” Rory told him. “You just don’t remember seeing them. That’s the point. The
instant you look away, you forget what you’ve seen.”

Blair looked at Rory sceptically. That story had more holes in it than a broken basket. “If
you can’t remember seeing them, how could you recognise it from Jim’s description?”
Blair challenged.

“We don’t, not really,” Amy answered. “We’ve put it together by leaving ourselves
messages. Each time we saw one, we’d record a bit more. But even that, you forget after
a while. What makes you different?” The last was directed to Jim.
“I’m a sentinel,” he said again, then explained. “It’s a genetic gift. All my senses are…well,
much stronger than a normal person.”

It was typical of Jim to understate it like that. Blair opened his mouth to tell the truth,
but the Doctor got there first.

“If he’s a true sentinel, Jim is aware of more than you can imagine, and his brain records
all of it, every detail. It’s the basic nature of the Silence that we all forget them. But it’s
the basic nature of a sentinel to forget nothing. There’s a conflict, but the sentinel is
stronger because his ability is active. The Silence is passive.”
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“My memory isn’t that good,” Jim objected.

“Yes it is, Jim,” Blair told him. “It’s not conscious. It can’t be – you’d be overwhelmed by
it the way…the way Alex was. But if I help you focus, you can go back to any time and
remember every detail. You know you can.”
Jim thought about it and nodded. “You’re right,” he conceded.

“So you can remember the Silence as long as you see them for yourself,” the Doctor
explained. “How many of them are here?”

Jim frowned. “I’ve only ever seen one at a time, so maybe only one. But it doesn’t always
look the same. Details change. Clothing, the shades of its skin. Maybe that’s normal for
them and there’s just one. Or there could be six different ones. I call it The Watcher
because mostly that’s all it does. Watch people.”
“If it knew you were from the future it would kill you both. We’d better get you back to
your own time. There are none of them left in 1999.”
Blair frowned, “Because you defeated them in 1969?”

“No! Not defeated. I used their power of post-hypnotic suggestion together with a
famous moment in history to kill them. It was a brilliant plan, but it has a downside. I
can’t do anything to keep them off Earth before that moment. Like now.”
Blair shook his head. “I think you lost me.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Rory told him with a smile.

“I still want to know what they’re up to, though,” the Doctor continued, ignoring the
interruption. “Let’s go.” He bounced to his feet.
Everyone else remained seated. Jim leaned back in his chair. “Go where, exactly?”

“Wherever you’ve seen the Silence.”
“Right now?”

“Yes, right now!”

Jim smiled, but Blair could see his stubborn streak kicking in. “Doctor, it’s been here for
five years. It isn’t going anywhere and it’s dark out there. Unless your night vision is as
good as mine or better, sit down and wait for dawn.”
The Doctor glanced toward the door, evidently jittery, then back to Jim. He sat down.
“Not that good, no,” he muttered grumpily.
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Jim cinched the saddle into place and hooked a spare gun belt over the pommel. He
stroked the horse’s neck gently, feeling his eagerness in his quivering muscles. Blair had
named their horses: Enqueri and Chief, a kind of private joke and reminder of the world
they had left. They were Comanche horses: the Comanche were horse breeders and
traders and, knowing they were dealing with a sentinel, they had offered Jim their very
best. Enqueri was a chestnut gelding, powerful and fast. It had taken them a while to get
used to each other, but now Jim found he could almost read the horse’s mind, the subtle
signals of movement, scent and breath as clear to his senses as language. In return,
Enqueri was responsive to Jim’s every command. They were good friends.
Jim turned to Blair, who handed him a water-skin and a cloth-wrapped bundle.

“I know you said a day, but…” Blair shrugged.

Jim smiled. “We won’t be delayed, Chief. I promise. But I’ll take the food anyway. You be
ready when we get back.”
Blair nodded. “We don’t have much to pack, but we can’t leave here without tying up
some loose ends. You want to hand your badge to Roy?”

“Yes. He won’t want it, but he’s the best man to take over.” Jim packed the food into a
saddlebag. He reached out to Blair. They did not kiss. It had been hard enough to break
the habit and though the stable was private, they wouldn’t risk it. Instead, Jim clasped
Blair’s shoulder firmly. He could gauge Blair’s mood from the tension – or lack of it – in
the muscle beneath his palm. Blair was relaxed, untroubled in spite of his outward
fussing. Blair raised a hand to his shoulder, but brief brush of his fingers over Jim’s said
everything a kiss could. Jim smiled. They didn’t need words.
Jim mounted Enqueri with the graceful ease of long practice. He smiled down at Blair, a
promise to return quickly, and urged the horse into motion. The Doctor, riding Blair’s
mount, Chief, followed him.

Jim could understand the Doctor’s eagerness to use his sentinel gift. It had to be
frustrating to have an enemy you couldn’t hunt down. Until the Doctor’s return, though
Jim had been aware of the creature called the Silence, he hadn’t thought of it as a threat.
The Silence, so far as he knew, never harmed anyone. It just watched. But perhaps Jim
hadn’t been paying enough attention. He had assumed it was just one creature; the
Doctor said there could be hundreds. If they could manipulate people, the Silence didn’t
have to do harm directly.
So Jim agreed to show the Doctor the places where the Silence were most often seen.
For Jim, that meant the foothills above the town.
“Will bullets kill these critters?” Jim asked as they rode side by side, heading out of
town.
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“Probably,” the Doctor answered. “Being shot hurts them, but I don’t know if we’ve ever
managed to kill one. I can’t remember it.”

Jim greeted Ed as they passed the hardware store, but didn’t stop to chat. “What are we
going to do if we find one?” he asked the Doctor.

“Find out if it’s alone,” the Doctor answered at once, “and then make it up as we go. If it’s
a threat I’ll try to kill it, but only if I can figure out how to do it without blowing your
cover. I can’t risk changing the future this time.”
The possibilities implied by that made Jim’s head spin and his blood run cold. Blair
might get a kick out of the paradox, but it scared Jim to death. If there was a future
version of the Doctor who brought him and Blair to Eagle’s Nest in the first place,
couldn’t they be changing that future right now? What would that mean?

Once out of town, Jim signalled a gallop and they rode for the foothills. The earth was
iron-rich, red and dry so the horses’ hooves kicked up a cloud of dust around them as
they rode. Jim raised his kerchief over his nose and mouth to avoid breathing the dust,
but didn’t slow. The Doctor kept pace with him.

Only when they reached the foothills did Jim slow the horses to a trot. He pulled the
kerchief down and transferred the reins to his left hand before he loosed the gun in his
holster. He glanced back, once, to make sure the Doctor was riding well, and then
extended his senses into the hills ahead of them. He scanned ahead as far as he could
see, letting his hearing piggyback on his sight. He heard the eagles cry as the rode the
thermals high above, saw small animals in the brush, heard the hiss of a snake and the
bubbling of an underground creek. He detected people far to the east, but no one close.
“The gun isn’t necessary,” the Doctor said. Though he spoke quietly, his voice boomed in
Jim’s head.

Jim cursed inwardly and dialled his senses back to a more normal level. “You’re a time
traveller. Don’t you know the history of this place?”
“I haven’t been here before!” the Doctor said defensively, which Jim took as a no.

“This is Comanche territory. There’s a treaty and we trade with them for horses, but we
still have raids and skirmishes.”

The Doctor took a moment to process that. “You would know well in advance if there
was an attack force near.”
“Not if you keep yelling,” Jim growled.

The trail narrowed as they rode higher and Jim slowed the horses to a walk. Here, there
was a lot of loose scree on the trail and the horses’ hooves slipped a little as they went.
They entered a narrow gully, the rocky walls on either side rising high above them. This
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was the part of the journey Jim was nervous about: it was such a perfect place for an
ambush. But he sensed no one nearby and they came through the gully without incident.
From there, Jim took a trail that angled steeply upward. As he came to a place where it
widened enough for the horses to walk two abreast, he stopped and waited for the
Doctor to come alongside.

“Over there,” Jim pointed to a different trail below them, “was the first time I saw it. I
was escorting a caravan to the railroad.” He turned toward the rocky plateau above
them. “It was up there, watching us the whole way. I thought it was a Comanche scout at
first, but when I got a good look I could tell it wasn’t human. After, I rode up here to see
what kind of trail it left, but I didn’t find any sign of it.”
The Doctor pointed some kind of metal wand toward the plateau. Jim winced as a highpitched scream came from the gadget and it glowed briefly. Pain pierced Jim’s skull and
he raised both hands to his ears. The Doctor glanced at the instrument as the sound died
away.
“What is that?” Jim asked, still holding his head.

“Sonic screwdriver,” the Doctor answered, which told Jim exactly nothing. But sonic
explained the scream in his head. “Warn a man next time, will you. That damn hurt!”
The Doctor looked confused but only for an instant. “Oh. Right. Sorry.” He stared at the
‘screwdriver’ for a few moments. “There’s a cavern under the plateau,” he said. “Do you
know the way in?”
Jim hadn’t known a cavern existed, but he shrugged. “Reckon I can find it,” he agreed.

Dismounting, Jim stroked Enqueri’s neck in unspoken thanks. A truck might be faster,
but he enjoyed travelling on horseback. There was something special about the
relationship with a horse; though the horse obeyed him it felt like a relationship of
equals, and he was careful to let Enqueri know his efforts were appreciated. Jim tied the
reins loosely around the pommel so they wouldn’t tangle in the brush if the horse
wandered. He left him to graze, though there was little enough forage up here.
The Doctor waited, still in the saddle.

Jim looked up to him. “Am I searching for a cavern or some kind of alien technology?”
“I don’t know. It could be either, but it will look like it belongs here.”

Jim nodded at the unhelpful information. He wasn’t going to search with his sight. He
walked to the place where he had seen the creature watching so many years before. He
closed his eyes for a moment, calling up the memory. It had been a hot day – a bad day
to travel. Jim rode beside the caravan, sweating, his Stetson pulled down to shield his
eyes. Every thirty seconds or so, he did a quick visual sweep, and that was how he saw
the strange figure on the rocky plateau. It was a silhouette against the bright sky but
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even from that distance to Jim’s sentinel sight it didn’t appear entirely human. It was too
tall, its head too large. And still. The creature had been completely still.

Jim walked across the plateau to where the creature had been standing that day. He
knew he would find no visible trail: it had been years ago and Jim came up here then to
try to find it, and failed to find anything. Which suggested that either the creature had
beamed out of there, Star Trek style, it could fly or it left the plateau without walking.
Jim knelt on the ground and laid his hand on the rock, spreading his fingers wide and
opening his sense of touch as completely as he dared. The weight of clothing against his
skin became irritating but he pushed that aside. He felt the dust on his palm, little pieces
of grit in the creases of his skin. He felt the warmth of the sun on his back and the
radiant heat it drew from the rock. They were surface things, unimportant, but he had to
notice them in order to filter them out. He quested below the ground, searching out the
cavern the Doctor said was there. He felt small tremors in the ground. Yes, there was
something down there.
If he couldn’t find the way in by touch, and he couldn’t see it…

They smelled like jasmine. Jim sought out the scent. Out here, so far from other people,
it was easy to catalogue everything he could smell: the dust, plants, wildlife, the horses
and leather. And the faintest trace of jasmine. Jim rose to his feet and followed the scent,
moving slowly across the plateau. As so often happened when he worked as a sentinel,
he forgot everything but the scent he was tracking. The Doctor, the horses, even the
creature he might find at the end of the trail were forgotten. Blair would have kept his
mind on the danger, but Blair was still in town.

The scent of jasmine led him to the other side of the plateau. Here, the plateau sloped
downward in a gentle gradient, but then broke in a steep drop-off with an angle or
around sixty degrees. It was climbable, but dangerous and it was a long way to fall. Jim
started over the edge, focussed on the scent trail. The ground moved under his boots.
Adrenaline flooded him and instinctively Jim crouched, reaching down with both hands
for balance.
“Jim!” the Doctor shouted.

The fear in his voice, together with the adrenaline rush jerked Jim back to full
awareness. He wasn’t falling. The ground under him was sinking into the plateau with
the smooth, silent motion of an elevator.
“I think I found your entrance,” Jim called back.
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The hatch closed, plunging them both into darkness, but Jim’s eyes adjusted quickly.
Beside him, the Doctor muttered something about the dark and raised his screwdriver.
Jim braced for another burst of pain but the gadget only glowed brightly as the Doctor
pointed it like a flashlight. Jim blinked, his vision adjusting to the increased light. Then
he smelled jasmine, thick and cloying. It was close…or there were a lot of them. The
Doctor stepped forward, intending to pass Jim.
Jim grabbed his shoulder. “Wait! They’re here.”
“I don’t see – ”

Jim interrupted impatiently. “Neither do I. I smell them.” He kept his hand on the
Doctor’s shoulder. “Let me go first.”
“You’re – ”

“I’m the sentinel,” Jim insisted.
“Good point. Go ahead.”

Jim moved past him. “This isn’t a natural cave,” he said as they walked. “The walls are
smooth, like metal. I can’t see tool marks or rivets, so it wasn’t built with today’s
technology.” He stopped walking, holding up a hand in a “stop” signal. “I hear
something…I think it’s them.”
99 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

“What do you hear?” the Doctor asked quietly, moving up to Jim’s side.

“It’s hard to describe. Breathing, I think. Maybe voices. Not words.” It sounded like Darth
Vader battling a chipmunk, but Jim thought it best not to voice that description.
“If this is like the tunnels we found in 1969 there will be a door or a hatch,” the Doctor
said tensely.

The passage sloped down sharply, but there were no stairs. Jim laid one hand on the
wall for balance as they continued downward. All his senses were alert. The smell of
jasmine was strong, but beneath that he began to detect something else. A familiar scent
that seemed as out of place as the jasmine. Something from his life in Cascade. Banana?
He searched his memory, and as the scent deepened he got it. Not banana, though it was
similar. Something much more ominous.
It was nitroglycerin. Dynamite.

Once Amy got over her pique about the dress, she loved being in the Wild West. The
town wasn’t much: houses, stores, saloon and a church all on a single street. But it was
so very real. She’d seen this street in a hundred movies, but that was nothing to walking
down it, her shoes gathering dust, the sun beating down on her shoulders, smelling
horses and livestock, tripping over chickens running wild in the street. And there were
the people: women in long dresses and colourful shawls, men in cowboy hats with guns
hanging from belts and shiny spurs on their boots. So much more fun than Venice.
She almost danced down the street with Rory walking more sedately at her side and
Blair a few paces behind them.
“This place is amazing!” Amy declared.

“Straight out of a Clint Eastwood movie,” Rory agreed.

“It’s not Rawhide,” Blair pointed out, keeping his voice low. “It’s real, and you need to be
a lot tougher than Clint when things get bad around here.”
Rory frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The Comanche raided the Barstow ranch a month ago.” Blair indicated the direction
with a nod of his head. “The house burned to the ground. Four people died.”
Rory looked where Blair pointed, but there was little left to see. That was Blair’s point.
All that remained of the ranch were the fields and fences and scorched earth.
“Comanche?” Rory repeated. “As in Native American?”
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Blair smiled. “You won’t hear that term around here, but yeah. Jim thinks the raid was
retaliatory, but we couldn’t prove it.”
“I see why you’re so keen to go home,” Rory commented.

Blair laughed. “No way, man. This is way safer than Cascade. No, I want to go home
because that’s where our friends and family are. And because this isn’t a good place to
be gay. I’ll miss it, though.”
Amy raised a hand to shield her eyes as she gazed up at the hills. “We should have gone
with them.”

“There were only two horses,” Blair reminded her. “They’ll be – ” he broke off, his eyes
on the plateau. Dread filled him an instant before the roar of an explosion reached them
and the plateau disappeared in flame and smoke.
“Doctor!” Amy gasped. She began to move forward as if she would run all the way there.
Rory stopped her.

Blair’s heart was beating wildly but he did his best to keep his voice steady. “Anything
that could cause an explosion that big, Jim would have known it was there. They’re
okay.” He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. Jim’s senses were amazing,
that was true, but would he have sensed it in time to get away?
“Are you sure?” Rory asked, as if he could read Blair’s mind.
“Uh…about eighty percent,” Blair admitted.

They were not the only ones who had noticed the distant explosion. Small groups of
people gathered in the street were looking up there and pointing. No one seemed very
concerned, though.
“We should go. They might need help.” Amy shook off Rory’s restraining hand.
Blair agreed with her. “Can either of you fly that blue box?”
Amy answered, “No.”

“Then, can you both ride?”

Amy nodded. So did Rory but he added, “A little.”

“Alright. I’ll try to borrow some horses. Go back to the house and pack us some food,
water and blankets. If someone’s hurt, we might be out there overnight.”

By the time Blair had talked Everson into loaning him three horses it was later than he
liked. He’d been hoping Jim would show up and save them a trip but there was no sign
of him. He held the horse for Amy while she mounted and couldn’t help grinning as she
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cursed the dress she wore. On her second attempt, she got herself into the saddle. Blair
looked her over and was relieved to see she had a good seat. He mounted his horse and
waited for Rory.
Rory moved his horse alongside Blair. “I’m a nurse. If he’s hurt…”

Blair nodded. “Jim was a field medic. If the Doctor is hurt, he’ll know what to do.”
“The Doctor isn’t human.”

“No kidding. Jim’s senses are as good as a hospital lab.”

Amy interrupted them. “Are you boys going to stay and chat, or can we go?”

“Let’s go,” Blair agreed. He signalled a gallop and they left the town in their dust.
When they reached the hills, Blair slowed his horse to give the others a chance to catch
up. He studied the ground while he waited, hoping to find some sign of Jim’s passing. It
was possible the explosion was a coincidence and Jim hadn’t gone that way. Blair
wanted to be sure before he took this young couple into danger.

He dismounted and walked toward the place where the track diverged then crouched
down to examine the ground. Blair was rarely called upon to track: Jim was so much
better at it. But Jim taught him what to look for, and others had taught Blair what they
knew. He was an adequate tracker. He could see the marks of horses’ hooves in the dust
but they were not fresh.
“What’s wrong?” Rory asked as he and Amy came alongside.
Blair explained, still looking at the ground.

“But we know where they went,” Amy objected, looking up at the plateau. There was no
more flame visible, but smoke still rose in a black column from the rock.

“We’re assuming, Amy. Jim didn’t say exactly where they were going.” But Blair had
found nothing to track on the dry ground, so he had no better ideas. He was about to say
so, when he heard a horse coming. “Never mind.”
Enqueri was walking, with both Jim and the Doctor on his back. That was strange
enough that Blair mounted up again and cantered up the track to meet them. Where was
Chief?
As he came close to them, Blair saw blood on Jim’s shirt. Both of them were dirty, their
clothing scorched. They’d been near that explosion.
Blair moved his horse alongside and reached for his lover. “Jim?”
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The Doctor spoke quietly, “He’s hurt, but it’s not bad. The explosion overwhelmed his
hearing.”

Blair looked to Jim, who nodded without speaking. Blair understood. Something that
loud was bad for normal hearing. It wasn’t at all uncommon for someone in proximity to
a large explosion to lose their hearing for some time afterwards. For Jim…if he’d known
it was coming he might have had time to protect himself. But if he hadn’t, it would be
worse, so much worse, than for someone with normal senses. Any damage to his
hearing should be temporary – Jim’s senses adapted remarkably well – but it might last
longer than it would for most people. Blair guessed from the Doctor’s quiet tone that
sounds were painful for Jim right now, so he didn’t speak. With Jim, he didn’t need
words anyway, but his first worry wasn’t Jim’s hearing. It was the blood on his shirt.
Blair slid easily down from his horse and reached up to help Jim. Jim dismounted
unsteadily and leaned heavily on Blair, still holding the saddle with his other hand.
“What happened?” Blair asked in a whisper. He tried to lift Jim’s shirt.
“Ricochet,” Jim answered, his voice tight with pain.

“Shit, Jim!” Blair signalled to Rory for help and led Jim to the side of the track where he
could lie down. “He’s been shot,” Blair explained quickly when Rory joined him.
“It’s not bad,” Jim protested.

Rory knelt quickly and pulled Jim’s shirt away from the wound. “There isn’t too much
blood. That’s a good sign. I need water.”

Amy was already there, offering the bottle. Rory took it from her, cleaned his hands,
then examined Jim’s wound. He touched the bloody skin carefully, murmuring apologies
each time Jim flinched.

Blair waited, tense, though he could tell Jim wasn’t hurt badly. Jim was hurting, but his
colour was good and he was conscious. They had both been injured worse than this. Of
course, that was in Cascade, where an ambulance was a mere phone call away.
When Rory looked up, his relief was plain before he spoke. “The bullet just grazed him.
It’s deep and needs stitches, but there’s no sign of shrapnel in the wound and no damage
to his organs.”
“Could have told you that,” Jim grated out.

“How’s your hearing?” Blair asked, giving Jim the water bottle to drink.
“Hurts. I tried to dial it back, but…”
“Yeah, I know. It’ll take time, Jim.”
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Rory bandaged Jim’s wound. “This isn’t exactly sterile. We need to get you into the
Tardis. I can deal with this properly there.” He looked up at the Doctor.
“The sooner we leave, the better,” the Doctor agreed.

The tension in his voice made Blair think there was more to this story. “You take my
horse and go ahead,” Blair suggested. “I’ll ride with Jim and we’ll meet you at the
Tardis.”
“Good idea,” the Doctor said, jumping down from Enqueri’s saddle. “Come along,
Ponds!”
They changed horses and set off at a gallop, leaving Blair wondering why the Doctor was
in such a hurry.
Finally alone with Jim, he kissed him. “Are you sure you’re okay, cowboy?” he asked.

“I will be.” Jim hauled himself up. “Both the horses bolted when the cavern blew,” he
said. “Enqueri came to my whistle. Chief just kept going.”
“He would,” Blair answered, grateful his horse hadn’t been killed, at least. “I guess it
doesn’t matter. We’re leaving anyway. What happened, Jim?”

He offered Jim his help to mount up, but Jim waved it away. He hauled himself up into
the saddle. A grunt of pain escaped him and he grabbed his injured side as soon as he
was seated.
“Quit trying to be a hero,” Blair snapped, and swung himself up behind Jim. “Now tell me
what happened.”

As Enqueri began to walk, Jim explained. “There was a cavern under the plateau. I don’t
know what else to call it, but it wasn’t natural. I think it was some sort of surveillance
station. Anyway, it was packed with dynamite. One of those Watchers…Silence…saw us
and it…” his voice trailed off.
Blair waited, and when Jim didn’t go on he prompted, “It saw you and…?”

“I’m still trying to figure it out. I guess it was an attack, but I’ve never seen anything
quite like it. You know those plasma globes, where you touch the glass and you can see
the electricity inside?”

Blair remembered them from science lab when he was a kid. A glass globe filled with
neon which made the electric current visible and powered by a simple electrode in the
centre. If you touched the glass, the current would be attracted to your fingers because
the body conducts electricity better than the surrounding air. They were fascinating to a
kid. “Yeah, I remember,” he answered.
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“Well, that’s how it looked. And felt. The Silence was in the middle and the air became
charged around us. I don’t know if it meant to blow the dynamite or if it’s so dumb it
didn’t know how volatile that stuff is. I shot it to stop the charge building.”
“And you missed?” Blair asked, thinking that Jim didn’t miss very often.

“That’s the weird part. I didn’t miss. The Doctor claimed bullets can hurt them, but this
one must have had a vest or a shield. The bullet just bounced off. The Doctor yelled at
me to run and I didn’t even notice I’d been hit at first. We just had to get out before it
blew.”
“So that thing is dead?”

“It was still underground when the tunnel blew. If bullets bounce off it, I guess it might
be able to survive, but I wouldn’t bet on it.”
“Good. Let’s get you home.”

CASCADE, AUGUST 2001
The telephone shrilled into the silence of the bedroom and Simon jerked awake, cursing.
He rolled over in bed and reached for the phone. In the darkness, he fumbled and the
receiver dropped to the ground. The ringing cut off abruptly. He swore again and
snapped on the bedside light before he leaned over the side of the bed and finally picked
up the phone.
As he raised the phone to his ear, he glanced at his alarm clock. The red, glowing
numbers told him it was nearly three in the morning. There had to be some emergency
for him to be called in at this hour. Dread filled him.

“Banks,” he said into the phone. His mouth was dry and he looked for a glass of water
but the glass on his nightstand held the remains of a smoked cigar.
“Simon, it’s Jim.”

For a moment, Simon’s mind went blank. Jim Ellison had, after all, been missing for
more than two years. Missing, Simon always insisted, not dead, though so many had died
on the night Ellison and Sandburg disappeared that the odds were very much against
their survival. But they never found a body, nor even signs of a struggle, and Ellison was
nothing if not a survivor. Though Simon had given up the search, having exhausted all
avenues a year ago, he would not believe Ellison and Sandburg were dead without
proof.
But a phone call at three o’clock in the morning was not how Simon expected to find his
old friends.
Jim? his sleep-fuddled brain questioned. Jim who?
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Adrenaline flooded him as he belatedly recognised the voice and understood. “Ellison?”
Simon almost yelled into the phone. “Where are you? Is Sandburg with you? What the –
”
“Woah, Simon, not so loud!” Ellison said. “I know you have a lot of questions, but please
listen. We need help.”
Fully awake now, Simon sat up. “Tell me what you need,” he instructed.

“We’re on the interstate where it crosses Green River out of Cascade. No ID, no money.
Can you come and pick us up? I’m, uh, I’m hurt, or we’d walk.”
“I’m on my way.”
“Thank you.”

Simon found himself holding a dead phone. He hung it up and took a deep breath. Jim
was alive!
And hurt, his memory supplied. Which, knowing Jim, meant something serious, but he
would worry about that when he found them. Simon dressed quickly and headed out the
door, his mind filling with questions and relief.
~ End ~

106 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

THIS DREAM OF DISTANT LIGHT
ART BY DEBBIE STONE

STORY BY ENIGMATICBLUE

Yesterdays, how quick they change
All lost and gone now.
It’s hard to remember anything
Moving at the speed of sound
Moving with the speed of sound.
And yet I’m still holding tight
To this dream of distant light
And that somehow I’ll survive.
~Pearl Jam, “Speed of Sound”

Blair hears the front door open and braces himself for the explosion he knows is
coming.
He doesn’t have to wait long.

“Where the hell were you today?” Jim demands as he enters.

Jim has every right to be angry; Blair had promised to come to the station, and he hadn’t
even called.

“Jim, I—” Emotion chokes his voice, and Blair pushes the heels of his hands hard into his
eyes.
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The couch dips next to him, and Jim asks softly, “What happened? I was worried when
you didn’t show.”

Blair takes a deep breath and risks looking at Jim. Whatever anger may have been there
is gone now, replaced by concern and a touch of fear. “You remember what I told you
about my advisor needing to take an indefinite leave of absence?”
Jim nods slowly. “Sure. Cancer, right? You have a new advisor. Dr. K-something.”

Blair nods. “I was assigned to Dr. Kaye, who wanted an update on my progress. One
thing I’ll say for Dr. Cummings is that he gave me a lot of leeway. That’s why I was
scrambling this week—I had to come up with at least an outline of the first chapter and
a bibliography.”
Understanding begins to dawn on Jim’s face. “You had your meeting this morning. I
guess it didn’t go well.”

“That’s why you’re the detective,” Blair replies, his mouth twisting up into a bitter smile.
“To make a long story short, he read me the riot act, and told me there’s no way he’s
ever going to let me submit a dissertation on Sentinels.”
Jim frowns. “What? Why? I thought it was a done deal.”

“With Dr. Cummings, yeah, but Dr. Kaye—” Blair flushes as he remembers Kaye’s
pointed questions, and the sting of the truth. “He had a few not so nice things to say
about the fact that I only have one subject, which means no controls, and suggested I
was too close to see things clearly. And then, he said since I was doing sensory tests, and
I wasn’t strictly an observer, I should have gotten authorization from the IRB, and by
not doing so, I was acting unethically.”
Kaye had said more than that. He’d called Blair irresponsible, and had questioned
whether Blair had been seeing things because he wanted to see them. He’d also
suggested that Blair had been postponing writing his dissertation because he’d wanted
to eke out his time as a graduate assistant indefinitely before he declared himself ABD.
And then he’d said it would be a cold day in hell before Blair defended a dissertation on
Sentinels on his watch.
“What’s an IRB?” Jim asks.

“Institutional Review Board,” Blair explains, closing his eyes. “You’re supposed to get
approval prior to any behavioral or biomedical research. Basically, if there’s a human
subject, you have to get approval. Normally, anthropologists are strictly observers, so
it’s not an issue, but Kaye is of the opinion that you’ve been a test subject, which means I
fucked up.”
Jim is quiet for a long moment, and then he says, “But you were helping me.”
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Blair is glad he thinks so, and that Jim trusts him that much, but that just leads to
another problem. “And when I told Kaye as much, he questioned my objectivity, and
said he didn’t think I could keep your identity secret. And he said that without meeting
you, and seeing what you could do, he wouldn’t believe it.”
“He accused you of making it all up,” Jim says.
“Yeah, he did.” Blair swallows.

Jim clears his throat. “What if I talk to him? What if I prove it?”

The offer means a lot to Blair, but he’s been thinking about Kaye’s accusations all
afternoon, and he’s come to the realization that Kaye was right—at least about some of
it. “Thanks, man, but he was right about keeping you anonymous. Kaye halfway guessed
who the subject was just from my outline, and I don’t think I can protect you if I
publish.”
“So, what does this mean?” Jim asks cautiously. “Can you change your dissertation
topic?”

“Not with Kaye as my advisor. I’m pretty sure he wants me to drop out. And since my
funding is up at the end of this semester, and I can’t move ahead with my dissertation,
I’m going to be out of a job in a few weeks.”
Jim places a careful hand on Blair’s shoulder. “You know—whatever you need, however
long you need it. I mean that.”

Blair lets out a laugh, although it doesn’t hold much humor. He’s not sure how Jim is
going to respond to this next bit of news. “I made some calls. You know Eli Stoddard?”
“Your old mentor,” Jim says. “The one who invited you to go to Borneo.”

Blair nods. “He has another expedition, this time to Paraguay, and one of his assistants
took a sudden leave of absence. Eli said there would be plenty of material for my
dissertation if I went with him.”
“And you’re going,” Jim says flatly.

“I don’t have a choice, man,” Blair protests. “I can’t get my dissertation at Rainier. No
way will they let me switch advisors. If I’m going to get my Ph.D., this is my only option.
Once I get the data, I can come back here and write it, but I have to go.”
“And what happens after you get it?” Jim asks. “Are you going to teach? Are you going to
come back here?”

That’s something Blair hasn’t given much thought to; his doctorate is the brass ring—
Jim is the brass ring. If he writes his dissertation on something other than Sentinels, he’ll
get his Ph.D., but at what price?
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And what is he going to do afterward?

“I’ve already said yes,” Blair replies. “Eli needs an assistant, and I have experience. I’ll
figure out what I’m going to do next when I get back.”
“Of course,” Jim says distantly. “I understand.”

Blair doubts that he does. Jim has abandonment issues up the wazoo, and unless Blair
stays in Cascade and forgets about getting his doctorate, Jim is going to regard his
decision as jumping ship. “Jim—”

“The room is yours as long as you want it,” Jim says earnestly, meeting Blair’s eyes. “You
can leave whatever you want there; you can leave anything there. It’ll be there for you
when you get back.”

Blair lets out a breath. Jim is offering absolution, and he wants to take it. “I’m not leaving
forever,” he says. “I want to come back. I want—”
The truth is, Blair doesn’t know what he wants. Before he’d met Jim, his focus had been
on finding a Sentinel and getting his Ph.D. Right now, he doesn’t have a lot of options,
but even once he has his credentials, he doesn’t think he’ll be happy in a strictly
academic job.

Maybe, if he’d had more time to prepare, or if Eli hadn’t found an immediate opening,
Blair might have looked for another option. But that’s not the road that lies before him,
and he can’t see any other direction to go.
“It’s not forever,” he finally says.

“It better not be,” Jim replies, and Blair isn’t sure whether his tone is a warning or a
promise. “How soon do you have to leave?”

“Four weeks,” Blair replies. “I spent the afternoon finding someone to cover me for the
end of the semester.”

He risks a glance at Jim, whose expression is completely inscrutable. “You need
anything, you call,” Jim instructs.
“I will,” Blair replies, and he wishes he could make the same promise, but he can’t. He’s
not even sure they’ll have access to a satellite phone while in Paraguay, and there’s
nothing Blair could do for him from so far away. “Jim, I’m really sorry.”
He hears Jim take a deep breath, and then he drapes a warm, heavy arm across Blair’s
shoulders. “You gotta do what you gotta do,” he says philosophically.

Blair is pretty sure there’s more to it than that. He’s certain that Jim is putting on a good
front. Still, there’s not much he can do about it. At least Simon knows about Jim’s senses,
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and he can fill in the gaps Blair leaves. Jim will probably be glad to have the loft back to
himself.
In fact, maybe Jim won’t want Blair back at all once he’s used to the quiet again.

Jim spends the next four weeks keeping up a good front. He knows that Blair hadn’t
planned on leaving—and to be honest, Jim had expected something like this to happen
eventually. Their deal had always been for Blair to write his dissertation, and Jim had
figured Blair would leave afterward. Best-case scenario had been for Blair to get a job at
Rainier and stick around.
Jim had tried not to think about the worst-case scenario.

In truth, Jim wants to be selfish and demand that Blair stay; he might have, except that
he could smell how upset Blair had been after that disastrous meeting with his advisor.
Blair had the rug pulled out from under him, and Jim isn’t going to add to that burden.

Besides, Jim was always going to have to learn how to deal with this Sentinel thing on
his own; it’s just happened sooner than expected.

Three days before Blair is scheduled to fly to Paraguay, he’s busy packing and getting
last minute things together—and he’s too busy to come into the station, which is about
par for the course for the last couple of months.
“Ellison!” Simon calls from his office. “Get in here!”

Jim sighs and hits save on his report before heading into Simon’s office. “You yelled?”
Jim asks, hoping that Simon doesn’t dig too deeply.
“Close the door,” Simon instructs. When Jim has done so, he asks, “When does Blair
leave?”
“Three days.”

“You going to be okay?”

Jim wants to give a glib answer, but he owes Simon the truth, and he says, “I hope so, but
I don’t know. Blair’s given me a lot of control, and a lot of tools, so I might be all right.”

“And if you’re not?” Simon counters. “Are you going to call him back if you have
trouble?”
Jim shakes his head. “If it gets that bad, I’ll make other arrangements.”
“What kind of arrangements?” Simon asks.
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“Medical leave of absence, if it comes to that,” Jim explains briefly. “But I don’t think it
will.”

“You’re going to need a partner, Jim,” Simon insists. “I’m not letting you back out on the
street without one.”
“And who would you recommend?” Jim asks. “Whoever it is, they have to know about
my senses, and I don’t know who I can trust for that.”

“Joel?” Simon suggests. “He’s transferring back here, and I think he already suspects
something is up. He’s trustworthy, and he won’t let you get too carried away.”
Joel isn’t Blair, but he’s a good guy, and Jim trusts him. He can’t even argue with the
necessity of having a partner. The last thing Jim needs is to zone in the middle of an
operation without anybody there to pull him out.

He’s just going to have to be a little more cautious until he knows he can do okay
without Blair around.
“That will do,” Jim agrees. “Maybe we can tell him together.”

“Just let me know what you need, Jim, and I’ll do my best,” Simon says. “I don’t want to
lose my best detective.”
“You won’t if I can help it,” Jim promises. “When does Joel start back here?”

“In a couple of weeks,” Simon replies. “And until then, I’m putting you on school duty.”
Jim winces. “Come on, Simon.”

“The mayor has been pushing me to designate someone to go around to the schools in
the area to talk about staying off drugs and in school, and you’re down a partner,” Simon
says implacably. “Besides, I’ve seen you with kids. You’re not nearly as bad with them as
you pretend to be.”
“That reputation usually keeps me away from jobs like that,” Jim points out.

“Too bad I know you so well,” Simon replies. “You’ve cleared most of your current cases,
so you’ve got the time, and the mayor will be thrilled with your service.”

“I’ve got that deposition in the Carl case coming up,” Jim points out. “And testimony in a
couple of other cases.”

“The schools will work around your schedule,” Simon says with a smile. “I’ll let them
know you’ll be calling them to set things up.”
Jim knows he isn’t going to get out of it, and really, the idea of speaking to a bunch of
kids about staying off drugs and in school has its own appeal.
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“Thank you, sir,” Jim says, with only a touch of sarcasm. “Send me the information, and
I’ll make the calls.”
“And then you can take the next couple of days off,” Simon orders. “You’re more than
due, and I know you probably want to spend some time with the kid before he leaves
town. How long is he going to be gone?”
Jim shrugs. “At least six months, maybe up to a year.”

“All the more reason to take time off,” Simon replies. “So, go home.”

Jim knows better than to protest when Simon is in this frame of mind. Besides, Blair’s
Volvo is giving him trouble, and he’ll probably appreciate the services of a chauffer.
“Thank you, Simon,” he says dutifully.

Jim makes a few phone calls, setting up times to go to the list of schools Simon has
emailed. Blair is probably going to kick himself for missing it, both because he likes kids,
and because he’d have his own spin on the usual spiel.

From there, he gives a heads-up to Rhonda and a few other people before heading home.
He notices the sidelong looks from the other detectives, as though they’re waiting for
him to go off the rails now that Blair is leaving.

He’s not sure whether to be insulted or amused. He’d been a damn fine detective before
the senses, and before Blair—but he’d been a better one with his partner, that was for
sure.
When Jim enters the loft, it looks like a hurricane has been through, and he heaves a
purely internal sigh.
“Sorry, Jim!” Blair calls from his bedroom. “I’ll clean it up!”

Jim grunts in lieu of a response, both unwilling to pick a fight and unwilling to excuse
the mess. He doesn’t want to let on how much he’s going to miss Blair—including the
ubiquitous clutter.
“You’re home early,” Blair says, poking his head out of his room.

“Simon pointed out that I had a lot of vacation time socked away,” Jim replies, grabbing
a bottle of water from the fridge. “And I know your car is on the fritz.”
Blair grimaces. “Yeah, it is. There are a couple of errands I need to run. I was hoping—”
“I don’t mind driving,” Jim says easily. “No problem.”

Jim is used to hiding his emotions, and keeping his thoughts to himself. He doesn’t want
Blair to leave, but he can’t ask him to stay. And Jim isn’t willing to reveal how deeply he
feels the upcoming separation.
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And it’s partly selfish, because Jim doesn’t want Blair to know how much he’s come to
rely on him, and it’s partly unselfish because he wants Blair to be happy, and getting his
doctorate will make Blair happy.
Blair fills the silence between them with chatter, and Jim lets it wash over him. He
knows by now how to tell when Blair is saying something Jim needs to hear, and when
he’s just trying to fill the quiet.
It’s not until they’re heading back to the loft—after a trip to the pharmacy, the organic
grocery store, and a side trip for Thai food—that Blair asks hesitantly, “Did Simon talk
to you about getting another partner?”

“Joel’s transferring to Major Crimes,” Jim replies. “Simon thinks he’ll be able to keep me
out of trouble.”

Blair laughs, but it has a hollow sound. “Good. That’s good. I thought he might try to
partner you with Megan.”
“I doubt Simon wants bloodshed in the bullpen,” Jim replies with a smirk.
“You know, she’s not so bad,” Blair protests.

Jim shakes his head. “Give it up, Chief. We both want to be in charge too much to work
together.”

“Well, I’m glad there’s someone replacing me,” Blair insists. “You need someone to
watch your back.”
“He’s not replacing you,” Jim snaps, and then modulates his tone. “He’s just filling in
until you get back.”
“And if I can’t come back?” Blair asks quietly. “I might not be able to get a job here.”

Jim grips the steering wheel tightly enough to turn his knuckles white, biting back the
first response that comes to mind—that Blair could do whatever he damn well pleased
because he doesn’t owe Jim anything.
It would be so easy to burn this bridge, to say something he’ll regret that will result in a
fight and the end of their relationship, or at least a breach that can’t be healed.
And for once in his life, Jim doesn’t want to cut contact; he doesn’t want to take the easy
way out. He’s known all along that Blair would someday leave, but right now, he wants
Blair to know he can come back.
“I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” He’s proud of how even his voice is,
and Jim thinks he can hold it together until Blair is gone.
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Blair swallows audibly. “It’s not that I don’t want to come back. It’s just that the situation
with Kaye—I don’t know if I can.”

He sounds a little desperate, a little afraid, and Jim suddenly realizes that Blair is as
afraid to leave as Jim is to let him go. Maybe it’s because Blair has left a lot of places
without a ripple to mark his absence, and he thinks Jim’s just going to forget him.
No chance of that.

“Sandburg,” he growls. “I told you—that’s your room, and you do what you gotta do.
When your research is done, you come back. And if you can’t come back—” He turns to
look at Blair. “We’ll deal with it then.”
Blair’s gaze turns searching, and then he relaxes into a real smile. “Okay. I will come
back, Jim.”
Jim doesn’t know if he believes Blair, but he can accept that Blair believes what he’s
saying.
For now, that has to be enough.

Blair meets Eli in Luque with only a backpack and a duffel bag to cover his needs for the
next year. Leaving Cascade had been harder than Blair anticipated, even though Jim had
been stoic right up until the last goodbye. He’d hugged Blair tightly, slapped him on the
back, and wished him luck.
But Blair can’t take offense when he knows that any time he goes back to Cascade, his
room will be exactly as he left it; Jim had promised as much.
It’s strange to know he still has a home to go back to.

Blair spots Eli immediately after getting off the plane, and a large grin crosses the older
man’s face. “Blair, my boy!” he calls. “Look at you!”

“Look at you,” Blair replies admiringly. His mentor doesn’t seem to have aged a day. His
silver hair and beard frames a tan, weathered face, and his teeth are a bright flash as he
grins. “You go straight from Borneo to Paraguay!”
“The language opportunities here!” Eli responds. “And I know you’ve been interested in
oral histories. You might even find something about those sentinels of yours.”

Blair winces at the reminder. “Maybe, but I think that has to be relegated to the realm of
a hobby.”
Eli gives him a reproving look. “I did warn you, Blair.”

“You did,” Blair agrees. “But I don’t want to talk about it.”
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Eli nods. “Then I will say no more. You’ll have no problem getting enough material for a
dissertation on this trip. There are eighteen reported languages, not including Spanish,
and a number of people groups that have had very limited contact with the Western
world.”
And then Eli is off, describing their study, but Blair has heard it already when he’d first
called Eli. While Blair likes Eli, and respects him a great deal, he also knows that Eli likes
to talk, and he tends to repeat himself—a lot.

It’s going to take some getting used to, being around someone who talks more than he
does. Jim is usually content to let Blair jabber on, whereas Eli is the one who likes to fill
up the silences.
Eli continues to talk as he leads the way to a Land Rover, and then as they rattle on
down a relatively well-paved road.

The pavement soon gives way to dirt, and the rainforest crowds the road on either side.
The humid air causes Blair’s shirt to stick to his back, and he can feel the hot sun even
through the foliage that shades the road.
Eli finally says, “I haven’t asked you how you’re doing. I know how upsetting it must
have been to suddenly find yourself with a new, unsympathetic advisor.”
“It was disconcerting,” Blair admits. “I hadn’t planned on leaving Cascade.”

“I can’t help but assume that you had a good reason to stay there,” Eli probes.

Blair shrugs, still not willing to give up Jim’s secrets, even to Eli. “I had friends.”
“And a sentinel?”

Blair shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. I lost my objectivity; Kaye was right about that
much.”

“It’s funny,” Eli muses. “A good anthropologist must connect with his subjects in order
to truly understand their lives. And yet, we must always remain separate from those we
study.”

“Yeah, it’s a fine line,” Blair replies, and thinks of all the ways he’d failed to do that with
Jim.
He doesn’t regret it, though, not even a little.

“There’s no shame in losing our objectivity,” Eli says suddenly. “Sometimes such a loss
leads us down a road we hadn’t anticipated, but it’s where we’re meant to be.”

Blair knows that Eli’s words are meant to be a comfort, but they’re not. Instead, he has
the sinking feeling that he’s missed his path.
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SIX MONTHS LATER
Jim parks the truck in front of his building and pinches the bridge of his nose. The
migraine that’s been threatening all day is blossoming behind his eyes in full force now.
His stomach roils, and he swallows convulsively, trying to keep the nausea at bay.
Breathing through his nose helps, and Jim rests his forehead against the steering wheel.
It had been a long day, made longer by the interrogation of a subject who had only a
passing acquaintance with hygiene and a passionate love for garlic and curry. Trying to
keep his senses dialed down had only made matters worse.
And that’s the story of his life recently.

He’s begun to think of his senses as something separate from himself, like a wild animal,
untamed and largely outside his control. If he’d been inclined to share his current
predicament with Blair, Jim might have called him the Sentinel whisperer, since things
had been a hell of a lot easier with him around.

Blair would get a kick out of the title, but Jim has no intention of sharing that tidbit.
Blair’s most recent letter had indicated he’d have to spend at least another three months
in Paraguay, and Jim isn’t about to let on how bad things had gotten.

Once Jim is sure he’s not going to lose his lunch all over the sidewalk, he climbs wearily
out of his truck and locks it behind him. He’s hoping that a good night’s sleep—
assuming he can sleep—will chase the migraine away.
He collects his mail and flips idly through the envelopes, mostly consisting of junk and
bills, but there’s a battered, dirt-stained letter addressed to Jim in Blair’s familiar
handwriting.

Jim holds his emotions and senses tightly in check until he’s inside the loft and the door
is locked behind him. He sinks down onto the couch and carefully opens the envelope.
Now that he’s home, Jim can relax his guard a little bit. He studies the cramped
handwriting and catches the scent of earth and ink. If he closes his eyes, Jim can see
Blair hunched over the letter, the lantern light reflecting off his glasses.

With that image firmly in mind, Jim begins reading. As usual, it’s filled with observations
of the people, descriptions of the food, and a bit about a recent discovery of temple
ruins. And, as usual, Blair doesn’t say much about how he’s really doing right up until
the end, when he closes the letter as he always does—with an estimate of how much
longer he’s going to be in Paraguay, and a simple, “Wish you were here, or I was there.”

The letters come irregularly, since they’re dependent on the supply runs, and the people
who may or may not be inclined to post the letter in a timely fashion. In some ways, Jim
likes that there’s no set pattern, because getting a letter from Blair is always a pleasant
surprise.
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And for some reason, Jim always feels better after hearing from Blair. The migraine
hasn’t receded far enough to allow him to eat, but he thinks he might be able to sleep.
Without thinking about it too much, he gets ready for bed and tucks the letter under his
pillow.
That night, Jim sleeps like a baby.

Blair puts the finishing touches on his most recent journal entry. As Eli had suggested,
the Guarani people have stories of sentinels, although no one will admit to having one
now. The tribal elders keep insisting that with encroaching civilization, the tribal
guardians had passed on to the next realm.
“Guardians dwell apart with their guides,” the elders had told him. “And their day is
gone now.”

Blair suspects that the tribe still has a guardian; the elders seem all too aware of things
going on just outside their usual territory, and they always have game enough to share.
Blair knows enough to know that’s not typical for the people of the area.
Blair can’t blame the Guarani for their caution—that’s not what bothers him. What’s
eating at him is what the shaman, Paulito, had said to him. He’d grabbed Blair’s arm as
Blair left the council group about four months into his stay and had said, “You have left
your true path, shaman. You have left half your heart behind.”
He certainly feels as though he’s left half his heart in Cascade, but Blair keeps telling
himself that it’s only a few more months. He tries not to think about how he lives for
Jim’s letters, which tend to come two or three at a time every couple of months.
Jim doesn’t say much—which isn’t anything new, but he usually ends with, “Miss you,
Chief.”
And every time Blair sees that one line, he’s warmed and terribly homesick.
“Blair?” Eli calls from outside his tent. “Can I come in?”

“Sure,” Blair replies, trying to infuse some enthusiasm into his voice.

Eli lowers himself onto the other end of Blair’s bedroll. “I’m getting too old for this, I
think.”
“Never,” Blair says automatically. “You’re still young at heart.”

“These old bones tell a different story,” Eli replies. “But I want to ask you, what
happened to your enthusiasm?”
Blair blinks. “I don’t know what you mean.”
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“You have always had a passion for your subject of study, and a delight in the world
around you,” Eli replies.
“If you’re not happy with my work—” Blair begins, only to be cut off.

“No one can fault your work,” Eli says quickly. “But the light has gone out of your eyes,
my boy. You’re not happy here.”

Blair glances away, swallowing against the emotion that threatens to choke him. “I love
these people.”

“And they have opened up to you in ways they have not to me,” Eli agrees. “But Paulito
spoke to me the other day and asked me why I keep you here, when your heart is clearly
elsewhere.”
Blair wants to protest that Paulito shouldn’t have said anything, but there’s a part of him
that’s relieved it’s out in the open.

“Let me ask you this,” Eli says, leaning forward, his faded gray eyes intent on Blair’s face.
“Should you get your doctorate, would you be willing to go on expeditions year after
year for months at a time? Can you be happy always leaving your friend behind?”

Blair opens his mouth, and then closes it again. The truth—which he hasn’t been willing
to face until now—is a most decided no. The thought of never returning to Cascade
hurts; the idea of going back to Cascade only to leave again is just as bad, if not worse.
The truth is that Blair misses Jim—and he misses police work. He had anticipated the
former, but not the latter.
“No,” Blair admits. “But Eli—”

“You have enough information for your dissertation,” Eli says. “The subject of
shamanism in the modern world is interesting and relevant. I know you’ve been
speaking to Paulito extensively, and you’ll have the chance to contact other Native
peoples in Washington—if you choose to finish.”

“What other option is there?” Blair demands.

Eli shakes his head. “Blair, there are times when we remake our lives to fit our goals,
and times when we remake our goals to fit our lives. You will not be happy in academia,
unless you are prepared to spend most of your time in the field. You’ll find an outlet for
your energies, whatever that might be, but do not settle for anything less than what will
bring you happiness.”
Blair nods slowly. “I have to go back to Cascade.”

“I think it wise,” Eli agrees. “I will somehow manage without you for a couple of months.
There’s another supply run in two days. You’ll go back with them.”
119 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

It’s not a question, and Blair is actually relieved to have the decision taken out of his
hands so neatly.
He’ll be back in Cascade by the end of the week, and back with Jim. He can decide where
to go from there.

The weekly briefing seems interminable. Stuck inside a conference room with his fellow
detectives, Jim is distracted by Connor’s perfume, Rafe and Henri’s cologne, and the
onions someone ate for lunch. Even the smell of Simon’s cigars is bugging him, and Jim
has long since relegated that odor to little more than white noise.

Joel, bless him, has been avoiding wearing any kind of scent, and he’s careful not to eat
strong-smelling foods in the middle of the day. Granted, Joel isn’t Blair, but he’s tried
hard to be considerate of Jim’s needs.

Jim had actually been a little surprised at how not surprised Joel had been when he and
Simon had told him about the senses. Joel had just nodded and said, “I figured it had to
be something,” and that had been that.
It’s just too bad that it takes Joel twice as long to pull Jim out of a zone than it took Blair,
which is why Jim has tried to keep his senses dialed down to normal as much as
possible.
“All right,” Simon says, ending the meeting. “Jim, you stay.”
Jim sighs. “Yes, sir.”

Joel pats him on the shoulder, and the others give Jim a sympathetic look as they file out.

Jim isn’t sure what they think about Blair leaving, but he can’t miss their concern, as
though they’re not entirely sure that Jim can get by without Blair, even if they don’t
understand why.

Honestly, Jim isn’t sure how he’s getting by without Blair, and he doesn’t know how he’s
going to do this long term.

“Joel tells me you’re not doing so well,” Simon says when Joel closes the door, leaving
them alone in the conference room. “Maybe you should take some time off.”
“I’ve taken enough time off lately,” Jim protests.

“For migraines,” Simon replies. “Jim, I’m speaking as your friend right now, not your
captain, and I’m telling you—you look like shit. Are you sleeping? Eating?”
“When I can,” Jim says. “I’m okay. I’ll be okay.”
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“You’ve got the weekend,” Simon replies. “Get some rest. And if you’re not feeling better
by Monday, call in sick. You have sick time to burn, and Joel’s been covering for you
enough.”
Jim winces, but he’s tremendously grateful to Joel, who’s been a good friend through this
entire process.
Joel looks up as Jim enters the bullpen. “Everything okay?” he asks.
Jim nods. “Yeah. Do we have anything else lined up?”

“Nah. Go home, Jim,” Joel replies. “I’ll finish up this report.”

“You’re a saint,” Jim replies.

Joel waves him off, and Jim heads home, wondering if there’s any way he can manage to
sleep the entire weekend. He’s tired enough, but he suspects staying unconscious that
long is a pipe dream.
As he climbs the stairs to the loft—the elevator is out again—Jim realizes that he can
hear the sound of a heartbeat from inside. Jim draws his gun and tries the knob, and the
door swings open without a sound.
“Jim?”

Jim stops just inside the door, thinking maybe he’s hallucinating. “Blair?”

Blair emerges from the bathroom in a cloud of steam, wearing only his boxers. “Hey,
man. I wasn’t expecting you home so soon, or I would have been dressed.”
“Blair?” Jim asks incredulously, slowly holstering his gun.

“I came back early,” Blair replies hesitantly. “I hope that’s okay.”

Jim doesn’t think—he can’t think. He’s been acting on instinct for the last seven months,
ever since Blair left, just getting through each day as best he could.
So, he doesn’t consider his actions; he just steps forward, puts his hands on either side
of Blair’s face, and kisses him.
Blair freezes for a moment, and then his hands grip Jim’s shoulders, and he kisses Jim
back, his clever tongue as arousing as Jim would have suspected if he’d allowed himself
to think of it.

Breaking off the kiss, Blair says, “Okay, not that I mind the welcome, but that was
unexpected. You okay?”
“I missed you,” Jim replies simply. “I didn’t think you’d be back for another couple of
months.”
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“It turns out that field work doesn’t hold the allure it once did,” Blair replies with a
smile. “Although if I’d known that was the welcome I’d get, I would have come back a lot
sooner.”
Jim kisses him again, just because he can, because Blair doesn’t seem to mind. “Why did
you come back early?”

“Eli pointed out that my heart wasn’t in it, and I had to agree,” Blair replies. “Let me get
some clothes on, and we can talk about it.”
Jim smiles. “Do we have to?”

Blair chuckles, and the sound goes straight to Jim’s groin. “I think we should probably
talk before we do anything else.”
Jim takes a deep breath and steps back. “Sure.”

Blair’s gaze turns searching. “What changed, Jim?”

“They say absence makes the heart grow fonder,” Jim jokes, unable to quite articulate
what it meant to have Blair gone.
Blair seems to understand, though, because he says, “The shaman of the tribe we were
studying said that I’d left half my heart behind. He was right.”
Jim swallows past the lump in his throat and says, “If you have to leave again, I’m going
with you.”

He’d intended to frame it as a question, not a statement, but he means every word, and
he can’t take it back.

“Funny, I was about to tell you I was staying,” Blair says lightly. “Although I don’t know
what I’m going to do.”
“You’ve got time to figure it out,” Jim insists. “We have time.”

“I guess we do.” Blair grins brilliantly. “Okay, so we can talk later.”

That’s the only permission that Jim needs to kiss Blair again, and Jim lets go for the first
time in months. With Blair here, Jim’s senses feel sharp again, controllable, and Jim
knows he won’t give that up.
Well, he won’t give Blair up. Controlling his senses is just a nice side benefit.

“You’re overdressed,” Blair mutters against Jim’s mouth. “And we need a bed, because
I’ve been looking forward to a mattress for months, man.”
Jim laughs. “Yeah, that can be arranged. Your bed is closer, but mine is bigger.”
“I’ll take bigger for two-hundred, Alex,” Blair quips.
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Jim feels dizzy with Blair’s scent, dizzy with his sharpened senses—dizzy because
everything is working for the first time in months. All Jim wants right now is to glut his
senses on Blair. He wavers a bit, unsteady on his feet.
“Okay, I don’t think you’re up to navigating the stairs right now,” Blair says. “Come on.”

He leads Jim to his bedroom, one hand under Jim’s elbow to steady him. Jim has kept
Blair’s room dust-free over the last months, and he knows the sheets on the bed are
clean because he’d washed them, although he can’t explain the impulse.
“You okay?” Blair asks as soon as Jim is sitting down. “You looked unsteady there.”

“I’ve had everything dialed down,” Jim explains. “And it all snapped back into place.”
Blair frowns. “Maybe I should put some clothes on.”

“I’m fine now that you’re here,” Jim insists, because he hasn’t gotten his fill of Blair yet.
“Come on.”

Blair’s wearing what Jim thinks of as his Guide expression—looking for any trouble Jim
might be having and figuring out what to do about it. “Okay,” Blair agrees, and then pulls
Jim’s polo shirt up over his head.
Jim loses the rest of his clothes in short order, and he’s overwhelmed with sensations—
so many that he’s in no danger of zoning. And Blair’s talking the whole time, filling Jim’s
ears with the sound of his voice, and Jim can believe that Blair is really here, really with
him, and his whole world narrows until there’s nothing but Blair—Blair’s throaty
laughter, Blair’s hand on his cock, the smell of his shampoo, the rich colors of his hair,
the taste of Blair’s mouth.
It’s been a long seven months, and Jim comes a lot sooner than he’d intended; it’s some
consolation that Blair is only half a second behind.

“God, Jim,” Blair murmurs, resting his forehead against Jim’s shoulder. “That was quite
the welcome home.”
“Let me guess, you didn’t think I had it in me?” Jim asks lightly, hearing Blair’s racing
heartbeat. His own heart is beating double time, too.

Blair raises his head. “Nah, man. I knew you had it in you. I just didn’t think you swung
this way.”

Jim threads his fingers through Blair’s hair. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,
Sandburg.”
“Then it’s a good thing I have plenty of time to study up,” Blair replies with a hopeful
smile. “Maybe even a lifetime.”
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Jim smiles. “That sounds like it might almost be long enough.”
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COPY, COPY, COPY
ART BY PATT

STORY BY KERENSA

Translations:
Carrier=vehicle
Cred center=bank
Flashed=beamed
Law Enforcer=police officer
Plexi=glass, sometimes a window
Tome station=bookcase
@ John Astin (actor, he played Gomez Addams) had a part where he said he was ‘feeling
much better now’.

COPY 1
Simon Banks stopped in front of the battered looking door and took a deep breath,
steeling himself for what was to come. In all of his years as a law enforcer, Simon hated
this task more than any he had ever done before. Banks knocked on the door and closed
his eyes in frustration when, despite his over average size—6’4”, in the old
measurement—the sound come off as more of a muffled tap than a knock. With a
grimace, he tried again, and ended up overcompensating, which led to a thunderous
pounding, instead. A few moments later, the door opened to reveal a much smaller man,
one with long, curly chestnut colored hair and bright blue eyes.
“How can I…” Blair Sandburg’s eyes dimmed a little when he saw who was standing in
the doorway. “Oh, hello Simon. Uh, Jim’s not here right now,” he added, shifting
nervously.
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“I know, Sandburg.”

Banks winced at the jumpy reaction he got. Once upon a time, he and Blair had
been…well, not friends, but friendly, at least. That was Before. Before Blair’s loving, but
rather flighty mother, Naomi, had sent Blair’s End School Summarization to a columnist
friend who sent it out on the Intra-Net. Normally, the Summ of an End Schooler
wouldn’t have attracted any attention, but since it included a lot of personal information
about Jim Ellison, a much decorated enforcer and Sentinel, it was an immediate click
sensation. Sandburg had done the right thing and stated that the information was his
own hopeful imagination, which got all of the clickers off of Jim’s back, but the damage
had been done.
Simon knew that his reaction had not been a good one. He’d hinted to Jim that Blair had
actually sent the info off himself and had accused Sandburg outright to his face. Blair
had, of course, denied the accusation and been able to prove his innocence, but the
damage to Simon and Blair’s ‘friendship’ had been done. Blair had avoided Simon and
his attempts to apologize. Banks had been peeved and had asked Jim not to bring Blair
to the Enforcer Locality any more.

“Alright.” Blair frowned up at Simon before he gave a little laugh. “Where are my
manners? I’m sorry, please come in, sir.”
Banks followed the younger man into the loft. The front roomlooked different from the
last time that he had been there, which was, admittedly, several lunar cycles ago.
Through the clear plexi windows at the far end of the room the sun had finally set and
the first moon could be seen rising through the hover city in the distance. It was a
stunning view, one that made Simon momentarily forget his grim assignment.
“Can I get you a beverage?” Blair asked politely. “Jim should be home any moment.”
“Sandburg…Blair…” the older man hesitated, a pained look on his face.

Blair’s normally tanned complexion paled rapidly. “Blair. You used my given name. But
you never…” he trailed off, closing his eyes. “Jim’s not coming home, is he?” he asked in a
whisper.
“No, no, I’m afraid he isn’t.”

Blair swayed, and afraid that the younger man was going to fall, Simon reached out for
him, but Sandburg moved his arm out of reach, just as his legs gave way and he
collapsed onto the divan. Banks sat down on the chair opposite him.
“What happened?” Blair asked, looking up at Simon, his eyes filling with tears.

“There was a break in at the local cred center, the one on Merg-X,” he elaborated. When
Blair nodded, indicating that he knew where Simon was talking about, Banks continued,
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“Fourteen of the work force were taken hostage. Jim went in to negotiate for their
release.”
“What happened?” Blair asked when Simon didn’t go on.

Banks sighed. “It was all a trap,” he continued. “The Franklins brothers wanted revenge
on Ellison for his part in sending their father to the Pluto Penitentiary.” The prison on
Pluto was the coldest, most miserable place in any of the galaxies; to be sent there
meant that you were the worst of the worst. It was, for all intents and purposes, a death
sentence. “They hit him with a laser the minute he walked into the building. He never
had a chance.”
Blair didn’t say anything, he just sat there looking at his hands and after a few minutes,
Simon began to get antsy. It wasn’t long before that antsiness segued into anger.

‘Little punk, he can’t even cry over his lover.’ Simon glared at the dry-eyed man. ‘Jim
deserved better,’ he thought resentfully. ‘He deserved me.’
Sandburg looked up at Simon at that moment, as if he could hear the condemnation in
the older man’s mind. Simon saw the pain in Blair’s eyes and felt a twinge of remorse.

‘It’s not the kid’s fault that he’s in shock. Or that I have always been in love with Jim and
was too much of a coward to tell him.’

With a sigh, Simon reached out a large hand and patted Blair on the arm. This time, Blair
didn’t flinch away.
Seven enforcers aimed their laser rifles into the sky and let off three volleys in the time
held tradition of saluting a fallen hero. James Ellison had been a tough, but fair man and
his interment service was well attended.
“He would have hated this,” Blair murmured in a Sentinel soft voice.

Simon, who was standing right next to Blair, heard him, just barely. He flicked a quick
frown at the younger man, but inside, he knew that Sandburg was right. James Ellison
hated being the center of attention.
“My sympathies for your loss.”
“So terrible.”

“I’m here for you.”
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Banks looked up in surprise, thinking for a moment that the condolences were being
aimed at him. But naturally, they were for Blair, who was James’ acknowledged spouse.
For Simon, who had loved Jim just as much as Blair, there was nothing.
“Are you alright, Simon?” Blair asked when the other mourners had left.
“What?” Banks asked in surprise.

“I asked if you are alright? I know that you and Jim were very close and this has to be
very hard on you.”

Simon opened his mouth, but couldn’t answer, at first. Guilt over his uncharitable
thoughts had the dark skinned man blushing. Here Blair was, having a memorial for his
husband, and yet, he was thinking about Simon’s welfare.
“Yeah, kid. It is tough, but even though Jim is gone, we’ll have to try and keep him alive
in our hearts.”

Blair nodded. Both men turned and watched solemnly as the internment receptacle was
flashed into the waiting carrier. The receptacle, with James’ body, would be taken to a
holding facility until such time as Blair had it incinerated. That was the tradition that the
dead were held in a controlled atmosphere for an undetermined time, to allow
mourners who might be out of galaxy time to say goodbye.
“Yes, in our hearts,” Blair repeated in a subdued voice. “Jim,” the Guide whispered in
anguish. Simon saw the younger man wiping his eyes and nodded in satisfaction.

COPY 2
Blair blew a frustrated breath out as he juggled the five plexi bags as he pushed open
the loft's front door. "J. J., man, you couldn't have helped me?" he groused. "It's not as if
you didn't 'hear' me," Blair muttered sub-Sentinelaly.
Although, Sandburg knew that the persnickety Sentinel usually got so involved in
cleaning on their home that he forgot about anything and everything else. On the upside,
the loft—or more accurately, the house that they had remodeled to look like the loft—
had never looked more spotless. On the downside, well, that was kind of obvious.
Cough. Cough cough cough.

Sandburg spun around at the harsh coughing sounds coming from the kitchen, tiny bags
of pre-shrunk and hyper-vacuum sealed veggies and fruitables went flying out of his
hands, only to bounce against the front door that Blair had just shut. "J. J.!"
Blair hurried into the kitchen area and slid to his knees by his lover, who was lying on
the floor, gasping for breath. As quickly as he could, Blair turned the older man onto his
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side, in the 'recovery position'. Unfortunately, Ellison's breathing didn't become any
easier, in fact, it worsened.

"Oh, geez." Sandburg looked around the kitchen in desperation. "What happened, J. J.?"
A quick sniff of the air answered that question quickly; he could smell the sour tang of
the toxic mix of chlor and amoni. "Oh, man. I warned you about mixing chems."

Knowing what had happened didn't really help Blair that much. The mixing of chlor and
amoni was known to put off a noxious cloud that impaired breathing in a norm, let alone
a super sensitive Sentinel. Knowing the cause only added to Blair's problems, especially
since J. J. had developed pneumonia, twice, since he turned 50 a few years ago. The
younger Guide called out, "Vent!" which started the automatic ventilation system over
the cooker area. The air cleared in an instant and the vent shut off five seconds later. In
the silence, Blair heard...nothing.
Ellison had stopped breathing. "J.J.!" Sandburg screamed the older man's name, again.

The Guide sat on the kitchen floor, tears running across his cheeks as he looked at the
body of his lover and friend, J. J. Ellison.

Nothing he had done had helped. Not using the portable vent. Not trying the cardiac
defib. The epi pens lay on the ground around J. J.'s body, like extra, little bodies.
The Sentinel and Guide lived far enough from res areas that calling for medical backup
wasn't practical. Hence, the extra med equipment.
"The completely worthless, and utterly superfluous med equipment!" Sandburg yelled,
throwing the rebreather for the vent across the kitchen. Blair crawled over and lay
down beside his dead lover, pulling the rapidly cooling body closer.
"Jim," Blair whispered into the Sentinel's neck.

A youngish man had walked into their home, just an hour ago, despite his actual
physical age. Now, a much older man lay beside his beloved on the floor, aged by his
grief and pain.
"I'm so sorry for your loss," the major from the nearby hover base told Blair as he shook
his hand.
"Thank you," Sandburg muttered back.

"It's so sad," the major's wife said to her husband when she mistakenly thought they
were out of hearing range. For most people, they probably would have been, but Blair
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had lived most of his life with a Sentinel, so his hearing was more attuned to a lower
range than the norms.

Blair agreed with the woman, it was sad. Sandburg had suffered through a lot of
setbacks in his lifetime. First, getting Jim to let him 'study and observe' the enforcer,
then that psycho, Alexia, had murdered him. Yes, murdered him, but Blair was feeling
much better now.@ Then there was the Summ mess, where Blair had been kicked out of
the locality, and out of the lives of his friends on the enforce. That, in turn, had
necessitated Blair and J. J. moving farther out, onto one of the terraformed moons. Then,
his mother, Naomi, had died in that planetquake on Mars a few years later.

And now, his lover and husband had died. Staring at the plexi container that was J.J.'s
final resting place, Blair felt his shoulders droop. An instant's worth of distraction from
the hyper-cleaner and he was minus one love.
"Blair, honey." Sandburg hugged the older woman back as she clung to him. Emilie
Johansen reminded him a great deal of his own dear, departed mother...except. Well,
except that she was around a helluva lot more than Naomi ever was and actually
considered his feelings when there were problems.

"Emilie," Blair sighed into her shoulder as he let himself droop. He knew that she
wouldn't, and didn't, care about appearances and so he could let himself actually grieve
around her.
“Come, my sweet. Come back to my residential dwelling. We can drink to your beloved J.
J. and let ourselves think of all the good times.” Emilie linked her arm through Blair’s
and slowly led him away from the resting platform. J. J.’s container would be taken to a
holding facility until Blair came to collect him.

COPY THREE
The mourners bowed their heads as the two old men were laid to rest. Blair Sandburg
and Jimmy Ellison had both died within minutes of each other; Blair had been a
weathered 128 years old when he died, while Jimmy had been several years older. Both
ages were rather old, but not unheard of in this day and time. The late 23 century had
seen miraculous advancements in medicine and molecular rejuvenation, so people who
would normally have died in their 70's or 80's were living upwards of thirty years
longer.
The two men would be missed in their small community. Blair and Jimmy had led a
secluded lifestyle in their farmhouse on one of the outer moons of Mars, but not
secluded enough that they didn't have friends who would miss them. Years earlier,
Jimmy—who was good at woodworking—had built a coffin that was big enough to
accommodate both he and Blair. A few people commented on the 'coffin built for two', to
themselves, at least. Some even wondered how Jimmy knew that he and his husband
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would die at the same time, thereby allowing them to be buried together, but they
wisely kept that question to themselves.
"It's so sad, losing both of them at the same time," one younger woman said as she
sniffed into her handkerchief.

"Yes," her mother agreed with a nod. "But they were so devoted to one another, I just
can't imagine either of them living without the other one."

"That's so true," another mourner stated, as he walked up to the two women. "They
were inseparable, both in life and now in death." He gave the open grave a quick glance.
"How long were they together?" The mayor asked as he too joined the conversation.

"Nobody knows. I know that they renewed their wedding vows on their 50th
anniversary, but that was several years ago, now. And, if I'm not mistaken, they were
together several years before they finally made it official."

The group of friends and acquaintances of the two men glanced at the open grave and
the overly large coffin lying inside the freshly dug hole. That was another thing that was
unusual about the funeral, they were being buried in the ground! Nobody was put in the
dirt any more, preferring to be incinerated instead. The archaic procedure was
unprecedented and frankly, a little scandalous, but Blair had insisted and no one wanted
to deny their favorite anthropologist his final request.
It was a good thing that the people at the funeral didn't possess the ability to look
through solid matter, or they would have received an even bigger shock. Several feet
underneath Blair and Jimmy's coffin, lay another casket, this one was older by several
decades, the metal of the coffin still as bright as when it had been placed there years
before. Inside lay...J.J. Ellison, who bore a striking resemblance to the Jimmy Ellison they
were burying.

J. J., of course, differed from Jimmy Ellison in as many ways as they were similar. First of
all, were their ages. J. J. was a robust man of 63 when he died, not an elderly man of well
over a hundred. The slight chem burns on his face, still visible—thanks to the
preservation of the plexi container—even after all these years, bore testament to J. J.’s
accidental death.
The mourners would have been further stunned if they had seen down several more
feet to where…another internment container resided. Inside lay an even younger
version of Jimmy, namely, James Ellison. A nice, neat hole was still on his forehead,
where those long dead criminals had gotten their revenge in that cred center heist.
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However, the biggest shock would have come when they went down the next few feet.
James Joseph Ellison, known as Jim to his friends and family, lay interred in an old
fashioned coffin, one that was almost a hundred years old.

Time hadn’t been as kind to this Jim. Without a fancy plexi container, the elements
hadn’t been held back, and since he had been placed in the ground, not in a reclamation
center, Jim hadn’t been protected from the elements. His body had been subjected to the
ravages of time and only a skeleton remained. A skeleton with a strange bit of metal in
the center of his chest.
Below that level, lay only dirt. Dirt and memories.

99 YEARS AGO
Blair slumped against the loft door, on the outside of it, that is. He was gathering what
little strength he had to go inside and face Ellison.
Not Jim. Ellison.

Since the Summ mess had hit the vid screens a few days earlier, Jim had morphed into
Ellison; no nonsense, tough as titanium, 'I don't need anybody' James Joseph Ellison.
Even after Blair had denounced himself in front of any and all deities, and the known
universe, and Jim had acted all mushy at the injury ward, things weren't back to normal.
In fact, since Simon had finagled an invite to become an enforcer--and who were they
kidding—Jim had quickly fallen back behind his mask, or more accurately, his wall;
Ellison, the jerk, had made a comeback appearance.

Blair raised a weary hand and squeezed on the hair clamper to release it, and let his hair
fall down like he normally wore it. The young summ student was worn out, physically
and emotionally, from the trauma of the last few days. No, make that the last several
months. He had just finished clearing out his cubicle at the uni—and run the gauntlet of
students and teachers who had lined up to berate him—and he literally had nothing left
to give. Luckily, his mother had decided to 'detach with love'...
'After screwing up my life,' Blair thought. He felt a moment's pang of guilt, because he
knew that she truly didn't mean to cause harm. Anyway, she had moved on to the next
person she was going to 'visit', so Blair, and Jim, didn't have to play nice with her.
Plastering on his most sincere smile, Blair put a hand on the door lock. It automatically
recognized Sandburg as one of those authorized to enter and opened the door for him.
The door swung open...about ten inches...and then it bounced back, hitting Blair in the
chest. He glanced down with a frown and saw several plexi containers sitting just inside
the doorway.
With a sickening sense of deja vu, Blair swallowed the bile that he could feel in the back
of his throat and called out,tentatively, "Jim?"
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A book, a rare and precious actual physical copy, came flying out of Blair's office under
the stairs. It landed haphazardly in an open plexi square, where several pages were bent
under, thereby creasing them permanently. Ellison's voice called out from the
bedroom/office, letting Blair know just who was rummaging through his things.
"Sandburg! Stay right where you are, I'm coming out."

A few seconds later, Jim followed his words with actions and limped out of the room. His
leg, where Zeller had shot him with the laser gun, was still a little weak. After all, even in
the 22nd century it takes a full day for gun wounds to heal.

"I want you out of here. Now!" Jim bellowed. He stomp/thumped over to the kitchen
area and touched the cooler, which opened and allowed him to get a synthbeer. Ellison
didn't offer one to Blair.

"I've had it with you, your flaky mom, and fitting you into my life." Ellison took a
healthy drink of his synthbeer, wiped his mouth off on the back of his hand, and
continued. "You wormed your way into my life, here and down at the locality. You
follow me around like a lost puppy and I'm sick of it. Offering you an enforcer job was
Simon's idea, not mine, and I am damned glad that you hesitated ." Jim paused and
glanced around the room. Looking up, he continued his tirade, "And you are a lousy
lover. I mean, man...shit, damned, your old timey way of speaking has rubbed off on me."

Blair couldn't keep his eyes off of the molested book. He'd look up at Jim's rant, but his
gaze kept straying back to those bent pages. His mind heard everything that Ellison was
saying and the words kept building up, like pressure behind a dam, one that was about
to crack right down the middle.
"...stupid clothes, weird hair...always getting into everything..."

Sandburg finally looked up and away from the book. He looked over at his husband and
for a moment the pressure built to an unbearable (pressure) in the middle of his
brain...and then the damn broke.

"You've had it! YOU'VE had it!" Blair screamed. For a moment, even Jim looked startled,
his eyes widening in surprise. "I've put up with you and your stupid senses, your dumb
ass rules and your screwing anything female with red hair. Oh wait, one time the slut
was blond, wasn't she?" He was, of course, referring to Alex Barnes, the rogue Sentinel
who drowned Blair, the same one that Jim was making out with a couple of days later.
"But that's okay. I mean, it was just your senses acting up. Right?"

Ellison quickly went from startled to Really Pissed Off, in a micro-second. Blair was still
talking when Jim barreled across the room, dropping his synth onto the floor, and
slammed Blair into the tome station. As Blair's back hit the simulcron wood, his mind
flew back to his and Jim's second meeting; the Sentinel had slammed him against a tome
station then, too.
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Blair gasped in pain as his ribs gave in a forceful way. Under different circumstances
that would have sent Jim into his Blessed Protector mode. However, these were very
unusual circumstances and Ellison had his senses dialed down low, because of the pain
in his leg and the synthbeer he was drinking. So, instead of letting Blair go with an
apology, he shoved harder.
The younger man’s eyes flew open and he tried desperately to suck in some air, but in
his anger, the Sentinel was pushing his back into the tome station harder than before.
He couldn’t breathe!
He was drowning in a roomful of air!

Sandburg pushed at Jim’s arms desperately, but it was like pushing against a boulder.
Blair’s face was turning an ugly red shade—one that almost matched the color of Jim’s
face—but Ellison was too pissed off to see. In desperation, the summ student’s arms
began to flail around…and he hit something.

An actual wooden box. Precious, rare wood. Old wood, that splintered, spilling its
contents onto the loft’s floor.
There was a deafening roar, one that competed mightily with the roaring in Blair’s air
deprived ears. Jim’s hands fell away, taking Blair with them. The loft was filled with
silence.

Blair moaned at the pain in his back and the pain in his head that was making that
appendage feel like it was falling off. Opening his eyes slowly, Sandburg tried to figure
out what had happened. The last thing he remembered was finishing his summ report.
After that…
Memories came flooding in. Naomi walking in and ‘helping’. Jim assuming he’d sold him
out to the clickers. Simon outright accusing Blair of taking advantage of Jim’s ‘natural
fragility’. The broadcast, losing his job—jobs—and finally the scene at the loft with Jim.

Blair was bombarded by all of those memories in a fraction of a second. He moaned at
the pain of all he had lost and tried to curl up into a fetal position, hoping to stave off the
memories for a few moments. But…his head bumped into something.
Sandburg opened his eyes and saw Jim’s shoulder. Frowning, Blair tried to understand
why Ellison would be on the floor. Bracing his ribs with one hand, the younger man
pushed himself up into a sitting position with the other.
There was blood everywhere!

“Jim!” Blair called out to his lover.
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He reached out one hand, but hesitated a moment before touching him. There was a
hole in Jim’s chest, on the left hand side, and the older man’s eyes were open and
staring. Despite Blair’s earlier observation, there really wasn’t all that much blood. A
quick finger to Jim’s neck provided proof of what he knew…Jim was dead.
There was no telling how long Blair sat on the floor in shock; he did know that by the
time reality reasserted itself, shadows had moved across the floor and it was well into
nighttime. Sandburg finally shifted and realized two things, one his butt and legs had
long since gone numb and another, he had hit his head, probably on the floor, when Jim
dropped him. Nausea, from the head injury, but also from the shock of his husband
dying, had the younger man leaning over and throwing up on the floor next to the tome
station.
“What happened?” Sandburg wondered aloud.

He looked around the area and spotted the shattered wooden box, of which remnants
were lying on the floor. With a frown, Blair recognized Jim’s antiques box. It was an
actual wooden box, an antique itself, filled with vintage weaponry, etc. from an ancestor
of Jim’s.

The paraphernalia belonged to a great, great, great, great grandnephew of Ellison’s
father who used to be a police officer—back when they were called that—also named
Jim Ellison. The man had lived, and died, in Cascade, WA, several hundred years ago. The
box contained his badge, a shoulder holster and…a gun, which Jim kept well oiled and
loaded.
Hypothesizing, Blair reasoned that his flailing around while Jim had him shoved against
the tome station had broken the fragile box and sent its contents to the floor. Which, in
turn, had caused the older weapon to discharge, accidentally killing this Jim Ellison. He
also realized that his recent trouble over the summ, and the fights with Jim over the last
several days, meant that no one—meaning Simon and the clickers—were going to
believe his innocence.

Don’t be mistaken, Blair wasn’t coolly and logically thinking over Jim’s death while
sitting on the floor like nothing had happened. No, Sandburg had been a multi-tasker
since he was a baby, so he was more than capable of thinking over what had happened,
while still clutching Ellison’s cool body to his chest and crying, while hysterically calling
out Jim’s name.
By the time Blair had calmed down enough to think clearly, he surmised that the
building must be exceptionally empty tonight. Either that, or no one cared to come see
what was happening. Actually, it was a combination of both; several people were
attending a concert on the next block—one which Blair and Jim had planned on
attending…Before—and the rest of the building had learned to ignore any yelling of
either man’s name since they became rather vocal lovers.
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“If I call the enforcers and tell them what happened, they are going to call Simon, who,
let’s face it, doesn’t like me all that much at the moment.” Looking down at the man in
his arms, Blair felt the tears threatening to fall anew. He blinked hard, trying to stave
them off for the moment, because, not only did his swollen eyes hurt from all the crying
he had already done, but he also needed to think clearly for a moment. “They’re going to
wonder why I didn’t call them a long time ago, as well,” Sandburg realized with a
grimace. “No matter what, I’m going to end up alone, and most likely, in prison.”
“Ray! Get in here and clean up this room!” Although shouted, the words barely made it
through the loft’s concrete block walls as Mrs. Davies hollered at her son.
Her cloned son.

Raymond Davies had been hit by a landing hovercraft almost two years ago. Devastated
by the loss of her only child, Sophia Davies did something radical…she had him cloned.
The young man, who was aged to 11, the age her son was when he was killed, wasn’t a
duplicate of the original Ray, but he was accepted for himself, just the same.
Surprisingly, Jim had been more than receptive to the idea. In fact, he’d insisted that he
and Blair leave multiple DNA samples some place safe, so that they could clone one
another if the worst happened.
Blair looked over at their linen closet, which housed a secret refrigeration chamber.
Inside were multiple samples of blood, saliva and hair from both men. The chamber was
super-secret, because the ability to clone either a Sentinel or a Guide, or both, would be
worth billions on the open market.

“I could clone Jim, dispose of…him,” Blair paused and looked down at his lover and felt
guilty for thinking that way. Then, he remembered that Jim had been in the process of
throwing him out, literally, when he was killed and hardened his resolve. “And no one
would be the wiser.” With that thought in mind, Blair touched a finger to his temple,
thereby activating his phone chip imbedded there, and called his cousin, Robert.
Robert was invaluable. He owned a holding facility—one with a somewhat shady
reputation—so, really, Blair didn’t have to do much of anything.

Jim was on leave for a month, due more to the emotional trauma he had suffered than
the physical, so his being missed at work wasn’t a problem. Everyone expected the two
men to avoid the clickers, so it wasn’t a surprise that they stayed in. Luckily for Blair,
cloning only took about a week. That was the only place there was a snag in the process.
“What do you mean there are three Jims?” Blair asked incredulously.
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The small Asian man wrung his hands and looked scared. That could have been due to
the snafu with the cloning process…or it could have been because Robert was standing
to one side, glaring at the older man in a way that just screamed just how ‘shady’ Rob’s
dealings were.
“I’m so sorry, sir. We try several different clones, because it generally takes several
times for a viable specimen to take hold. Amazingly enough, all three tries have begun to
grow.”

Blair looked at the plexi containers that each had a Jim in them. Three Jim’s. It was too
much to take in, all at once.

“I am so sorry, sir, but you must make a decision, and very quickly,” the cloner
interrupted Blair’s thoughts.
“Decision?” he asked with a puzzled frown on his face. “What decision is there to be
made?”
“Which clone to keep. We can terminate two of them.” His finger was pointing at a black
button and Blair gasped in pain.
“I’m not going to kill Jim!” Blair expostulated.

The older man’s eyes widened at the vehemence of Sandburg’s statement. “Or possibly,
give them up for adoption,” he amended hastily.
“N-no. I want all three of them. Aged to the same age, 41.”
“Very well, sir.”

So, Blair ended up with three clones. To be certain, they weren’t like Jim, exactly.
James—Blair refused to call them Jim—was very devoted to his job…so, he was the one
who went to work with Simon. J. J. was even more of a neat freak than Jim had ever
dreamed of being, so he kept their home clean. Jimmy was more of an outdoorsman; he
and Blair often went off camping, and later on in life, had a farm.
One by one, the Jimclones died off, leaving Blair to live out the rest of his life with Jimmy.
Blair lived just a few minutes longer than Jimmy.

The last of the ground covering was packed on top of the grave and the final mourner
had departed the plot. Because the ground was repaired so quickly, a gravestone was
immediately erected at the head of it. Two men walked down the hill overlooking the
final resting place and read the stone.
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Blair Jacob Sandburg
And

James (Jim, J. J., Jimmy) Joseph Ellison
Together For Eternity

With a smile at one another, the taller man with pale blue eyes reached down for the
hand of the smaller man with cobalt blue eyes and long, dark curly hair. Turning around,
they walked off.
The End?
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TO BIND OUR SOULS BY GOLD
ART BY ZELEMPA

STORY BY ALEX MCLEOD

James Ellison, of Ellison Industries, had had enough of the problems at his mine in Peru.
Another set of vehicles had been destroyed the night before; according to his men, by
ghosts. 'Damn superstitious lot!' he thought. Pressing the intercom button, he told his
secretary, Naomi, to find Simon, his right hand man.
Waiting as patiently as a man in his position can wait, Ellison was just about the hit the
intercom again when Naomi announced the man. Simon knocked and then entered,
sitting in the chair that Ellison gestured to.
“I don't understand why we can't stop this, Simon,” he said heatedly.

“I'm sorry. The men I've sent are supposedly the best at stopping these things from
happening, but they can't seem to find the vandals. All of the incidents happen at night
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and the men can't find a track to follow...even when the sun's up. I don't know what else
we can do. Maybe we should just heed the natives' warning.”

“Well, that's just it. The note was written in English...therefore someone there is
civilized enough to understand what's at stake here. We need that gold to fill the
defense contract.” Ellison paced behind his desk, before slamming his hand on the
intercom button. “Naomi, get me the next flight to Peru and add two tickets in coach.”
Without waiting for a response, he looked up at the other man. “Get me the best two
security officers we have. They're going with me.”

“But sir, you can't go down there. We can't guarantee your safety. Even with guards.”
Simon felt sweat break out on his forehead, willing his employer to see the foolishness
of his impetuous decision.

“Nothing's going to happen to me, except I'm going to stop this shit! Now, go find me
guards.” Dismissing Simon with a wave of his hand, Ellison grabbed his briefcase before
heading out of his office. He needed to go home and pack. As he walked by Naomi, he left
instructions for the woman to call him with his flight information.
“Shaman?” Tatori inquired softly. She peered tentatively around the flap of the tent to
see the village's white shaman meditating on his mat. His head came up and he turned
to smile at her. The young girl smiled hesitantly at him.
“Yes, Tatori?”

“It is time for the high meal, Shaman,” she replied, bowing her head.

“Thank you, I will be along in a minute,” he answered as he stood easily and stretched.
After washing his hands and face, the shaman left his tent and headed for the chieftain’s
fire. The elders were meeting there to discuss the continued rape of their land by the
white men.
He sat down cross-legged, greeting the chieftain first, then the other elders in order.
Tatori served their breakfast in order of rank and as soon as the young girl left them, the
chieftain began to speak.

“Wise One, the gold-men are coming closer and closer to our village. The scouts report
that more men are dying and more of the land is being poisoned by their liquids.” The
chieftain looked at the other elders and sadly continued, “We will have to leave our land
soon if they are not stopped. We will die along with the land if we do not.”

The Shaman nodded as he continued to eat his meal. The elders were quietly eating and
trying to wait patiently for the Shaman's ideas. Finally laying his dish down, he spoke. “I
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dreamed last night of a white man coming. A powerful man. He will stop this
desecration of our land.”
“Our men have tried to stop them. They have been killed as have men working for the
gold-men. If this man is powerful, then he must be a gold-man.” The elders shook their
heads, not understanding what their Shaman had meant.

The tribe had often wondered how this white man had come to be their Shaman. He had
saved the chieftain's only daughter's life many years ago, had been adopted into the
tribe and, after many prophesying dreams; had been made their tribe's shaman after
their older shaman had died. He remembered none of his previous life except for his
true name...Blair.
“Trust me, my Chief...”the Shaman replied.

“Mr. Ellison...Mr. Ellison...” Jim heard a voice calling to him, waking him from a very
pleasant dream. He was walking through trees, bushes...like a forest or jungle. And he
wasn't alone, there was a person next to him holding his hand, someone with brown
hair that smelled of tropical flowers.
“What,” he spit out, regretting the intrusion. He sat up and blinked expectantly at the
man. “What?”
“We're approaching the Lima Airport, sir...We have to refuel here, then we will continue
to Cusco,” the other man said.
Jim nodded and then offhandedly said, “What's your name?”

“Rafe, sir. Brian Rafe,” he replied, surprised that Mr. Ellison would even ask.

“Thank you, Brian.”

“You're welcome, sir. I'll let you know when we're ready to take off again. Would you
like something to eat or drink?” Rafe asked.
“No. Thank you. I'll get something myself.”

Rafe nodded and returned to the front section of the Lear jet, intending to tell his coworker that Mr. Ellison must have lost his mind in the trip. When they embarked on the
plane in Cascade, Ellison was gruff, impatient, and didn't give them a second glance. And
now...now Rafe thought he should look for a pod.

Soon, the jet was in the air, heading for the town of Cusco in southwestern Peru. Jim
stared out the window trying to shake the feeling that the incidents at the company's
gold mine weren’t the most important thing that he was going to find.
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Landing in Cusco at dusk, Jim knew that the safe thing would be to spend the night and
set out for Soncco in the morning. His secretary had made reservations at the Hotel
Monasterio in one of the Royal Suites for the night. He hoped that she had made suitable
reservations for his bodyguards.

A private car was waiting for him and for some reason, Jim decided his guards would sit
in back with him. Both men appeared highly uncomfortable at their boss'
unconventional request. Jim gave a small smile to the two men and said to the other
guard, “What's your name?”
“Henri Brown, Mr. Ellison.”

“Henri..good name. My grandfather was a Henry.” Jim held out his hand and after staring
at it for a moment, Henri reached out and shook the other man's hand. Jim then shook
hands with Rafe. “I appreciate you accompanying me on this trip.”

“Ah...you're welcome, sir,” Rafe answered, feeling the need to look for the pod again.
This was not the man he had been warned about from Mr. Banks...that man was rude,
curt, and had no time for people underneath his status. And now...
Arriving at the hotel, Henri exited the car and headed inside to clear the way for his
boss. Rafe kept an eye on their surroundings as Jim got out of the car and walked inside.
The way cleared for him, the three men headed up to the royal suite that Jim was in.
They checked out the room for dangers as Jim waited at the doorway.
“Everything's fine, sir,” Henri announced as they came back into the entryway.

“Thank you, Henri, Brian. You both get some sleep, we have an early day and a long
drive ahead of us tomorrow.” Having said that, he turned and walked to the doorway of
his private courtyard and stared out into the night.

“Good night, sir,” Henri replied as the men let themselves out, locking the door behind
them. Once they got into their room, Henri turned to Rafe and said, “I'm beginning to see
your pod idea might be accurate.”
Rafe shook his head and laughed. “I rather like the pod person. At least he treats us
nice...unlike the ogre we were warned about.”
Both men laughed and hoped the 'nice' Mr. Ellison would stay.

The next morning found the three men in front of the hotel waiting for their ride. The
heat of the morning did not portend well for the day's trip. It was already too hot and
Jim was sweating in his suit.
He was glad that he had thrown another change of clothes into his suit bag; he would
need it to meet with the mine foreman.
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A jeep pulled up, and the driver introduced himself as Jorge Montavo. He quickly tied
their bags to the roof, and the men soon found themselves on their way. On the road
winding out of town, they found the elevation growing with every mile. Admiring the
scenery as they rode by, the men drank their bottled water to fight elevation sickness.

Midday, Jorge stopped the jeep on the side of the road and motioned the men to a
shaded area. Climbing the jeep to remove a box from up top, he handed it down to
Henri. Taking from the other man, Jorge brought it to the area where Jim was sitting and
opened to reveal packages wrapped in foil. Jorge waved the men to help themselves,
pulling out one and opening it to reveal a corn tortilla with some meat inside.
“Que es esto?” Jim asked and, for the benefit of the other men, added, “What is this?”

“Lengua. Lengua de res.” The other man smiled, showing small white teeth. He bit into
the wrapped food and chewing lustily, he added, “Mi esposa les hizo.”
“His wife made them...beef tongue tacos,” Jim translated. He took one of the packages,
unwrapped it, and took a bite. He smiled at the other men to let them know it was good.

Rafe had a skeptical look on his face but Henri grinned, grabbed a taco, unwrapped it,
and took a huge bite. Chewing lustily, he nodded at Rafe, and said as he was chewing,
“It's really good.” He took another one and handed it to his friend. “Eat.”

Jim was watching the younger man's face and saw the look of distaste. But when
Rafe opened the foil and took a bite, the distaste changed to wonder. Soon his guards
were eating their second helping.
“Cuánto tiempo más hasta que lleguemos allí?” Jim asked.

“Tres quizás quatro horas. Dependiendo de la carretera,” Jorge replied as he put the
empty box back on to the roof of the jeep. He waved the men over to the vehicle.
“Go...we go.”

Regretfully, the men left the shade of the trees and returned to the jeep. The sun was
high in the sky and the heat was starting to make them sweat, although Jorge didn't
appear to be affected in the least.
“Yes?” the chief asked, hearing the high pitched whistle that the tribe used to announce
themselves.

“It is time, my Chief,” Blair said after he had done the polite thing and sat at the chief's
offer.
“The white man is here and I must go prepare myself to meet him. You will know when
we are victorious.”
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“Very well, Shaman,” he replied. “I wish you much safety and may the gods watch over
you.”

Blair nodded, smiling at the elder man, before taking the cup of tea he was offered. As
quickly as politely possible, he finished the tea and respectfully left the tent. Gathering
his satchel, he disappeared into the jungle.
Reaching the sacred cave that his predecessor had shown him long ago, Blair took a cup
and some powder from his bag and sat down next to a clear blue pool of water. Pouring
the powder into the cup, he took a flint, and set it on fire... Soon the cave was filled with
a green smoke. Blair closed his eyes and breathed deeply to let the chemicals work their
way into his system. Time passed until he felt the air change. When Blair opened his
eyes and looked into the pool, which was now green, he saw the man coming closer.
Soon, he would arrive and then he would be in great danger.
As they approached, Jim noticed the lack of guards and noise. Soon they entered the
camp and Jorge pulled up near a small shack. The camp appeared deserted except for a
brindle dog nosing around the garbage pile behind one building.
“Where is everyone?” Rafe asked. Jim repeated the question to their driver.

Jorge shrugged, looking puzzled. “No se. He hablado con MÉndez por telÉfono satelital
esta mañana.”
“He talked to Mendez this morning. Well, Rafe you look over there,” Jim pointed at a
building located at the edge of the jungle. “Henri, you look at the mine, and I'll check
those buildings.”

He pointed at the buildings, one of which was labeled Gerente de la Mina...Mine
Manager. “Jorge, te quedas aquí y velad.” (Jorge, you stay here and watch.)
“Si, senor,” Jorge replied, nodding his head. “I watch.”

Each man started walking in the direction of their assignment. Jim reached the mine
office first; knocking at the door and receiving no answer, he entered the small building.
The heat trapped inside almost knocked him over. Opening the only window in the
room to attempt to get some cooler air in, he then looked around the room. The desk
was covered with papers; most written in Spanish but some were in another language,
which he didn't recognize.

Under the desk, Jim found a smashed satellite phone and a empty revolver. 'What
happened here?' he thought. He read the papers, one by one, and couldn't find anything
that looked out of the ordinary. Basically, requisitions for supplies; food, dynamite,
guns, and ammunition, and an accounting of the hours worked by the twenty-man crew.
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Leaving the office, he searched the other buildings. One was obviously a cafeteria; plates
were still on the table, some only half eaten. A door on the back of the building proved
to be the kitchen area. Jim checked the pot of water on the stove; warm, with little
bubbles in it, which told him it had been sitting there for awhile.
Going out the back door, he continued to the other two buildings. Finding nothing of any
importance, he walked across to the edge of the mine. The miners had not being on the
job long, but Jim shook his head in disgust. The mine should be deeper.
“Henri?” Jim called. Hearing no response, he walked down the small ramp and called
again. “Henri?”
Dead silence met his calls. Looking around he didn't see any sign of the other man.
Hurrying back up to the top, he jogged by the buildings. Coming around the corner of
the mine office, he saw the vehicle, but no Jorge.
“Jorge...Jorge...Jorge, ¿dónde estás?”

No answer. In fact, the only sound Jim could hear was the wind howling through the
jungle.

Looking into the truck, he saw the keys dangling from the ignition. Turning completely
around, he could see no sign of the driver. His eyes fell on the building which he sent
Rafe. He quickly walked to the building and opening the door, called for the other man.

As with the others, Jim received no answer. He searched the building, finding forty
bunks in various states of disarray. He dropped down on one of the bunks in shock.
Completely alone. The men he came with were all gone along with all the employees of
his mine.

Something caught his eyes and he got up, walking to the other side of the room. 'A white
button,' he thought. Bending over to pick it up, he heard a shuffling sound behind him,
but before he could turn, he was hit by something and fell to the ground, unconscious.
One of the men standing over Jim spit on him and said, “Tenemos que matarlo. Él que va
a echarlo todo a perder, y no nos van a pagar.”

“No podemos matarlo. Él es la persona de contacto. Vamos a llevarlo a la selva y dejarlo.
Los animales se hará cargo de Éle,” the taller man replied, grinning with few teeth. His
partner chuckled and nodded in agreement.
Blair watched this whole episode in the pool of water on which he had used his magic.
Listening to the men, he translated in his mind.
'We need to kill him. He's going to ruin everything and they won't pay us.'
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'We can't kill him... he is the company man. Let's just take him into the jungle and leave
him...the animals will get him.'
Blair narrowed his eyes, then stood and gathered his bag. It was time to face his destiny.

The men carried Jim's limp body into the jungle, deciding they would leave it as far
away from the mine as possible. One man stopped and pointed at the ground.
“No hay. Mira. excremento del jaguar. Vamos a dejarlo aquí.”

(There. Look. Droppings of the jaguar. We will leave him here.)
“Bueno que es pesada.”

(Good, he is heavy.)

Shrugging his shoulders, the tall man dropped his burden on the ground and kicked him
in the ribs. Laughing, the two men left the area, assured the American would be dead
soon.
Blair headed toward the mine camp. His first mission was to get the bag that his destiny
had left. After finding the correct path back by instinct, he took a circular route to where
his heart was leading him. Around the shaman were animals; monkeys, snakes, insects,
and carnivorous predators, but that did not detract him from his path.
Arriving at the clearing, Blair saw a large, black jaguar sitting by his destiny. The cat
turned its head to balefully look in his direction before lowering its head to nuzzle Jim's
face.

When the cat licked across his face, Jim turned his face away, attempting to escape from
the rough contact. Moaning, he raised his head, eyes squinting because of the pain. The
motion of the jaguar standing up made his eyes fly open and as he looked peripherally
at the animal, the cat backed up and jumped at him. Jim screamed before it slammed
into him. Suddenly, the pressure was gone. Jim opened his eyes and looked around
carefully. No sign of the cat.
He sat there, panting, before spotting bare legs at the edge of the clearing. Jim decided to
ask, “Who are you?”
“My name is Blair and you are Jim. You are a guardian and I am your guide.”

Jim looked at the young man and his heart told him that what Blair was telling him was
true. “Why did that black cat disappear?”
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“You and he are the same. He is the embodiment of your spirit...you are silent, proud,
courageous, and deadly...as is the jaguar.”
“And you? Do you have one, too?” Jim asked as he stood up with the help of the other
man.
“I do,” Blair replied. “It's intelligent, loyal, and imaginative...the wolf.”
Jim smiled and asked, “Is that my bag?”

“Yes, will you come with me?” Blair asked.
“Of course. Where are we going?”

“To the edge of jungle at the ceremonial caves. There we will pledge ourselves to each
other. I have your bag here and you can watch at the waterfall.” Blair handed Jim the
bag.

“Thank you. Lead on, I am right behind you.” Jim smiled as he watched the handsome
man turn and start through the edge of the clearing. 'Wow', he thought to himself, 'I
can't believe I found him.'
“You didn't find me, I found you,” Blair called back.

Jim stopped dead in his tracks and stood there with his mouth hanging open. Blair
stopped and turned around. When he saw Jim, frozen in his track, Blair approached him.
“Jim, Jim...can you hear me?” Blair asked, raising his hand to the taller man's arm. He
stroked down his face with his other hand until Jim finally blinked his eyes.

“What the hell happened?” Jim asked, shaking his head to try and relieve the sudden
stiffness in his neck.
“You were distracted by my voice and blacked out...kind of a daze,” Blair smiled at him.
“That is why you need me.”
“And why do you need ME?” Jim asked, looking at the other man's face.

“I need you because I do,” Blair laughed. “I can't explain it more than that. But I have
been waiting for you...forever it seems. Come, we must hurry. The ceremony must be
performed soon.”
“What ceremony? I don't have anything clean to wear.”

“Our binding ceremony. And you do. There's a clean suit in your bag. That's why I
stopped at the camp.”
“The camp..oh, Rafe...Henri and Jorge! We have to find them.”
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“I am sorry, my love. They are dead. The men that attacked you killed them,” Blair
replied. “They are men from another tribe; they work for another mining company.”
“I have to stop them!”

“We will. But first, come.”
At the cave, Blair stripped his loin cloth and footwear off, encouraging Jim to do the
same. Guiding him into the pool, Blair pushed him under the water, then grabbed a bag
from his pack. Squeezing the contents in his hand, he washed himself, then Jim, making
sure the substance reached every part of their skin.
Rising from the pool, Jim opened his bad and removed his black suit. Even though in his
past he would have never worn a suit that was even slightly wrinkled, Jim put it on.
Turning to look at Blair, he watched the other man braid his hair.
Blair dipped his fingers into the pots in front of him. First he drew a mask around his
eyes, relying on the memory of what a raccoon mask looked like. Then he bound his
arms with leather cords; keeping one back, and his wrists and ankles with blue ribbons.
“What do the ribbons signify?” Jim asked quietly.

“They were my mother's. To me...they mean faithfulness, love, eternity.” Blair looked up
at Jim and smiled. He then took two necklaces from his bag and put them on. One bore a
huge piece of turquoise; bigger than Jim's hand, the other red feathers and beads.
Standing he held his hand out to the taller man. “Come. It is time.”

Jim walked beside his soon-to-be partner, marveling at the confidence and calmness of
Blair. As they walked through the multitudes of flowers surrounding the entrance to the
cave, Blair pulled a red flower off it's stalk. Turning to Jim, he placed in the button hole
and smoothed his lapels down.
“Kneel here.” Blair instructed, pointing to the spot at his feet. Jim knelt at his feet,
looking up into Blair's face expectantly. Blair smiled down at Jim and sank to his knees
in front of him.

Taking the cord in his hand, he gave one end to Jim. Taking the end from Blair, Jim
suddenly had the knowledge of what to do. He twisted his wrist one, then waited for
Blair to do the same. Within five twists, they were tied together.
“I am yours, beloved, and you are mine,” Jim said softly, his eyes on Blair's shining face.
“And you are mine, beloved, and I am yours,” Blair answered just as softly.
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Bound forever by fate and destiny, the two men freed the jungles from the men who
where filled with lust for gold. Then they returned to the United States to live their lives
in comfort, peace, and love.
FIN
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DIGGING UP DEATH
ART BY SCH

STORY BY ARIANNA

PROLOGUE: CHOLULA, M EXICO, UNDER THE GREAT P YRAMID, 300 BCE – 23 MAY 1998:
I fought what seems eons ago, when the Xelhua first cast me into this pit and cursed me, so
that I was imprisoned within this cold stone. I raged against the darkness, the empty,
endless silence. For years, forever it seemed, I raged, but my lonely prison remained firm.
No one can imagine the horror of it, of being trapped in the boundless darkness behind
closed eyelids, bereft of all light and warmth, with no touch or sound, no sense of time
passing, caught in an eternal moment between one breath and the next. And why had they
cursed me? For what reason was I condemned to this hideous punishment? What was my
crime?
I screamed at their perfidy, ranted at their jealousy, but of course, there was no sound, not
in the stone in which I now dwelled. My crime? Only that I served the gods, as was my duty.
And I was immortal, as I was created so that my service would know no end. The priests
hated me for how well I served, and the shamans conjured a way to turn my immortality
into a weapon of torture and eternal torment, here in this well of cold, silent, stone.
I might have gone insane. In truth, perhaps I did for uncountable centuries. How could I
not? For untold years, I imagined being back in the sphere of the spirits, a place of
incomparable peace and beauty, and forgot for a time that I had been cast out. I felt myself
walking in the clean, clear air, spiced with the scent of chocolate and flowers, my toes
digging into the hot dust. I felt rich, pulsing blood gush over my hand, my fingers wrapped
around a still-beating heart. I could see the spray of blood, smell its singular metallic
essence, feel the muscles in my arm contract as I ripped the heart free and raised it with a
cry of praise to the gods I was there to serve...
Eventually, even the madness passed, leaving only emptiness and the weight of darkness. I
realized the truth then, and that truth gave me the strength to learn the skill and art of
patience. I need only wait. The truth was and is and ever shall be that I am immortal.
Eventually, I will again see the light of day, feel the warmth of the sun, smell the richness of
the earth, and walk in the company of humans. I will have both my revenge and my
triumph, for the gods will not be denied. Humans – despite their pride and wicked
independence – are created only to serve the gods, to be fodder for their divine will.
Eventually, I will, once again, be their instrument.
... ... ... waiting ... ... ... waiting ....
A tremble in the earth? Vibrations, rhythmic, growing stronger, sand trickling through
rocks. Light! Blinding brilliance and seductive warmth. And, finally, after untold eons, the
long-awaited touch of a human hand. I AM FREE TO SERVE!
150 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

CASCADE, WASHINGTON
Blair jerked awake, the cacophony and horror that woke him still thrumming through
his bones: cats yowling, roaring, screaming, wolves growling, yipping, howling, bears
bellowing, elephants trumpeting, thousands upon thousands of wings cracking and
snapping, whirring as birds hit the air with high, sharp cries, hooves thundering upon
dry earth, agonizing human shrieks abruptly silenced. Familiar faces frozen in a frenzy
of fear. Trembling with raw panic, he inhaled deeply to calm himself, but gagged at the
all-pervasive sickly-sweet metallic scent of blood. Terrified now, he rolled upright and
turned on the bedside lamp, only to find nothing wrong. Heart pounding, he struggled to
remember and understand the nightmare that woke him, even as its blue shadows and
sounds faded from his mind, leaving only nameless dread twisting in his gut.

ACT: I JUNE 18, 1998
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Blair was hitching a ride with Jim from the PD to the Hargrove Hall; he’d be going on a
stakeout with Jim later, and it was easier to ride together. The air was heavy with
humidity and, though it was summer and only late afternoon, the clouds and light
drizzle created an early twilight. His body also felt heavy and sluggish, weariness
weighing him down, wearing him down like water over stone. Whenever he slept, the
nightmares returned. Every damned time. So now, he tried not to sleep until exhaustion
dragged him into muffled darkness. But the strategy wasn’t working for him; he felt
drugged, and his body ached with the need for sleep. As he stared out the window,
wondering if he should go to the clinic and get some pills that would just knock him out,
he was scarcely aware that the truck had stopped and that Jim was talking to him.

“You’re sure you’ll be ready to go when I come back in two hours?” Jim demanded as
they turned into the entrance and the long drive to the Hall. “You couldn’t just put this
off until tomorrow? Sandburg? You hear me?”
“Yeah, yeah,” Blair muttered, reaching for the lever to open the door. “I do have a day
job,” he snapped defensively. “I told you I’d be ready and I will be. And I’ve already told
you I have to unpack these artifacts ASAP. We have to inventory them tomorrow and
then get a quick analysis and research done because there’s no time to lose. According
to the original research agreement with Mexico, whatever objects the exploration team
found were only ever supposed to be on loan for a few months, so they could be studied
before being returned to the local authorities. Now, with the team gone, it’s going to
take even more work to sort out everything. We’re lucky the crates were mostly already
packed and labeled, or their findings might never have been shipped at all.” Vaguely
aware that he was rambling, knowing that Jim really didn’t care about the details about
his work at Rainier, Blair stopped talking and shoved the door open.
“Mexico? Dig? Why isn’t the project team, or whatever you call them, doing their own
unpacking?” Jim asked, exasperated. He knew Blair had a point about his
responsibilities to his work at Rainier, but unpacking dusty, grubby bits of stone and
pottery or whatever didn’t have a high priority with him. Blair had been run off his feet
lately, and it didn’t seem either reasonable or fair that he should also have to do
someone else’s grunt work.
Blair stiffened and looked away. “They can’t,” he said, his tone low and tight as he fought
back the nearly ever-present dream fragments of those hideous shrieks and frozen
masks of horror. “They’re dead.”
“What?” Jim exclaimed as Blair climbed out of the truck. “All of them? What the hell
happened?”

Blair sighed and shrugged, shaking his head. “Nobody’s really sure. Looks like they were
attacked by a pack of wolves. They were, uh, torn apart.” He shuddered. The dim
interior light played over the planes of his face, emphasizing his pallor and the dark
shadows smudged under his eyes; rain glistened on his face. “Look, Jim, I knew all of
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them and really don’t want to talk about it. I’ll be out here waiting for you in two hours.”
With that, he slammed the door shut and hustled through the light rain to the entrance
to Hargrove Hall, where he took the steps two at a time and disappeared inside.

Unsettled by what Blair had just told him about the deaths of his colleagues, and
concerned about how bone-tired he seemed to be, Jim wished he hadn’t griped about
the time Sandburg was giving to the university. Watching the kid disappear inside, Jim
had to admit that the big reason his partner was run ragged and on the edge of
exhaustion was the amount of time Blair spent helping him with his senses and
providing unpaid backup on the job. But, he had a hard time feeling any guilt about that.
For one thing, Blair had opted-in years ago, chasing the credentials he’d eventually get
out of working with him. And for another, Sandburg had made it clear months ago that
he already had enough information to write his dissertation; he’d said he was only
putting it off because he didn’t want to give up ‘the rollercoaster’. It wasn’t like Jim was
forcing Blair to keep up with him at the PD. Still, Jim thought as he put the truck into
gear, it had to be hard on the kid, doing work for friends who had been so suddenly and
shockingly killed.
Jim was turning back onto the main drive when a flicker of motion on the edge of his
vision caught his attention. He looked quickly, but whatever it was, was now gone. Or at
least out of sight. Frowning, Jim rubbed his eyes and told himself that Sandburg wasn’t
the only one who was tired. He could have sworn he’d just seen a wolf. But what would
a wild creature be doing prowling the university grounds? They were a long way from
the mountains, a wolf’s usual domain. Was probably just a dog, a big shepherd, maybe.

He didn’t notice the black jaguar that was also prowling the shadows along the side of
Hargrove Hall.
Inside the building, Blair spotted Kristen. The other teaching fellow was, like him, all but
dissertation. She was waiting for him near the stairwell, leaning on the wall, her long,
dark hair cascading to her shoulders and the snug t-shirt and jeans delineating her
curvaceous figure. Her wide smile at his arrival lit her pretty face, and Blair couldn’t
help but smile back. “I really appreciate you agreeing to help with this,” Blair gusted,
raking his damp hair back and giving himself a shake that sent droplets flying into the
air as he hurried toward her.
“After what happened to the team, well, it’s the least any of us could do,” she replied, her
smile fading into sorrow and vague irritation. “You’d think more would have
volunteered. I can’t believe what everyone is saying. Honestly, scientists should know
better, you know? But, oh, no, it’s all about curses and –”
“Yeah, I know,” Blair cut in as he led the way into the stairwell and down to the
basement storage rooms. “It’s horrible. God, they must’ve been so ecstatic about having
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made such an amazing find. Ancient artifacts found in Cholula, Mexico under the largest
pyramid – in fact, the largest manmade monument – ever made? I heard the findings
probably date back to three hundred BCE, when the first stones were laid down,” he
said as they clattered down the stairs, focusing on the details of the find to shut out the
visions that had begun to haunt him. “And, instead, they’re....”

Blair paused at the bottom of the stairwell, his shoulder against the closed fire door.
Sighing, he reflected slowly, “After what happened, I guess it’s only natural that some
people are talking.” He gave her a wan smile. “Any artifacts worth anything seem to
come with some kind of curse, right? Even if we all know better, even when we know
that any deaths can usually be explained by ancient diseases or poisons that the
explorers were exposed to and didn’t know about.”
“People love to terrify themselves,” Kristen observed. “But, well, I have to admit that this
was, well, awful.”

Shoving open the door, Blair nodded in agreement. He murmured, “I can’t believe
they’re all gone, you know? Professor Anglesey was so amazing, so vibrant, interested
in everything, always willing to share his knowledge and to listen to another’s ideas.
Mariana, his E.A. ....” He bit his lip, his eyes downcast, as he struggled to master his
emotions. “She was really something special. Brilliant. I like – liked her a lot. And I
taught each one of the four student interns at one time or another. This was their first
project, and they were all so excited and enthusiastic the last time I saw them.” Blair
paused again, in sorrow, but he consciously tried to put his emotions aside so he could
focus on the work at hand. They didn’t have a lot of time if he was going to meet Jim in
less than two hours.
“Mmm,” Kristin murmured, subdued, evidently lost in her own thoughts about the
tragedy. “I heard their throats were ripped out ... and their hearts; that there were claw
marks...”

Blair winced at her words, which conjured fearsome fragments of the devastating
nightmares. His gut twisted as gory images flashed in his mind. “Makes me sick to
imagine them massacred like that,” he stated. “And it makes me furious that some of the
reports are even suggesting that they killed one another, or that – so crazy, I can’t
believe anyone would think it – that Mariana killed them all. With those kinds of
injuries, it had to be some kind of animal.”

“But, Blair ... what kind of animal rips out throats and takes a heart – six hearts – but
doesn’t maul or mangle or, well, eat anything else? It’s no wonder it’s got everyone
spooked,” Kristin retorted, evidently more caught up in the rumors than she wanted to
admit.
Blair grimaced as he realized that, maybe, like so many other people, she got some kind
of vicarious thrill out of horrors too far away to touch her or even seem ‘real’. She sure
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wasn’t picking up on his signals that he’d prefer not to talk about the details. Irritated,
he retorted, “Oh, come on, give me a break. Don’t you start suggesting there’s any basis
for thinking there’s a real curse happening here. There’s no such thing. For all we know,
it could have been some local group that thought of them as grave robbers, or some
damned thing, and decided to make sure nobody ever went back there. You know how
reports get distorted. Who said there were no other injuries? Huh?”

Sickened by the whole discussion, he tossed his hands in the air and turned away to
stalk down the concrete hall. “I really don’t want to talk about it, okay? I sure in hell
don’t want to imagine how they died. What I do know is that I don’t believe anything
supernatural happened to them. I’m a scientist, and while I might believe in ghosts or
spiritual energy in a cosmic sense, I most definitely do not believe they can hurt us.”
If he’d been able to perceive the wolf pacing by his side, fangs bared and ruff bristling,
he might have been less sure the supernatural had played no role in the demise of his
friends.

But he didn’t see the wolf, or the black jaguar that materialized nearby when he stopped
to unlock the door to the storage room next to his old office. Inside, he flicked on the
lights and looked around at the stack of wooden crates awaiting their attention. They
smelled musty ... and underneath the usual scents, he caught the rusty scent of old
blood. Peering at the crates, his stomach flipped when he spotted some dark blotches on
one. Turning away, determined to not think about what he was seeing and smelling, he
took a crowbar from one of the dusty shelves. “I’ll open them all and then help you with
the unpacking,” he said over his shoulder to Kristin, who had followed him into the
room.
Moments later, Kristin was digging into the crate splattered by old blood, removing
packaging material and stuffing it into one of the garbage bags she’d found on the shelf.
“Oh, wow,” she murmured, pulling out the last bits of straw. “Look at this.”

“What?” Blair asked, curious and, despite the deaths of his friends, very eager to see
what they’d discovered at the ancient site in Mexico. He looked over her shoulder and
nearly recoiled from the ugly skull carving, positioned in the center of radiating spikes
made of solid stone. Shuddering, he thrust away the memory of a similar shield in his
nightmares – similar, but the one that haunted him was drenched in blood. Then he
noticed the traces of dark stains in the fissures of the stonework, and couldn’t help but
imagine how they’d gotten there. Swallowing hard, he grated, “That looks like a
traditional Aztec god of death mask, except it’s carved out of stone, not fashioned from
gold.”

Frowning, his aversion giving way to academic analysis, he studied the large circular
carving. “This could be a really exciting find. It could be evidence that the death
god/skull imagery goes back more than two and a half millennia. Would make sense, I
guess. Death has been an enduring mystery throughout history and prehistory.
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Amazing, though, to have such an exact style replicated for more than two thousand
years. Or maybe not. The imagery of the cross hasn’t changed in two thousand years,
either. Still ...” he reflected, his fingers lightly tracing the stone rays that circled the skull,
“it’s fascinating. Could be the one of oldest examples of this specific symbolism ever
found.”

“They must have been excited when they found it,” Kristin mused. “Hopefully, their field
notes are in here somewhere and will document their findings.” She reached into the
crate to lift the shield out, grunting unconsciously when she felt its weight.

“Hey, let me help,” Blair exclaimed, quickly moving beside her to grasp the solid stone
artifact. It felt cold and clammy to his touch, unclean. But he told himself he was being
ridiculous, and remained silent as he helped her lift the heavy object onto a shelf. Blair
was glad to put it aside. Though he knew it was unscientific and totally fanciful – no
doubt nothing more than residual emotions from the nightmares that had been
tormenting him for weeks – he couldn’t help feeling that there was something
dangerous about the shield, something inexplicable. The dark splotches of old stains of
what he suspected was ancient sacrificial blood left him feeling queasy.
Stepping back, he deliberately turned his back to it and surveyed the remaining eleven
crates stacked around the room. “There’s more here than I expected,” he said to Kristin.
“I’ll do what I can, but I’m sorry, I have to be somewhere else in two hours.”
She shrugged. “No problem. Whatever we can’t get done tonight, it’ll be easy to finish in
the morning when we’re doing the official inventory.”
The wolf whined fretfully as it paced beside Blair. The jaguar stared unblinkingly at the
shield. Oblivious to them, Blair and Kristen worked steadily until all the crates of
pottery, whole and in pieces, and metal, and other carved stone artifacts were extricated
from their packing and carefully placed upon the empty shelves.

“Okay, I guess that’s all of it,” Blair said as he dusted his hands on his jeans and then
checked his watch. “Oh, man, I’ve got to run! Let’s just stack the crates in the corner and
toss these garbage bags on the way out.”
“I’m in no hurry,” Kristin said, holding out her hand. “Give me the key and I’ll lock up
after I take care of the crates and the sacks. I’ll give it back to you when we meet to do
the inventory in the morning.”

Normally, Blair wouldn’t give up a key he’d been entrusted with, especially with all the
valuable pieces in the room. But he’d found most of the artifacts so fascinating – partly
in an effort to block out the nightmares and any thought about the deaths of his friends
– that he’d let the time get away from him. Jim would be waiting impatiently outside,
and Brown and Rafe were expecting to be relieved; he just didn’t have the time to spend
another fifteen or twenty minutes on cleaning up the detritus. Besides, Kristin was his
equal in status at the school and every bit as responsible and capable as he was. “Okay,
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thanks,” he agreed with a relieved smile as he fished the key out of his pocket and
handed it to her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Turning away, he dashed out the door and raced down the hall, up the steps and outside
into the now heavily-falling rain. As he’d expected, Jim’s truck was at the curb, engine
running. Slightly out of breath, he climbed inside and buckled up. “Sorry, man, sorry.
Took a little longer than I expected. Hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

“Just since we agreed to meet – fifteen minutes ago,” Jim replied, sounding irritated. But
then he relented and gestured toward the seat between them. “Brought you a sandwich,
two apples, a bottle of milk and one of water. Thought you’d be pretty hungry by now.”
“Fantastic!” Blair exclaimed as he reached for the bag. He’d been too busy for lunch that
day, and was starving. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate this,” he said, digging out the
sandwich and the bottle of milk.

Jim just glanced at him and nodded. The cab was so dark that Blair didn’t see the
shadows of concern in Jim’s eyes. “Yeah, well, you won’t be much good to me if you faint
from hunger later,” he teased.

“Faint?” Blair echoed, laughing as he unwrapped the cellophane. “Like that would ever
happen,” he retorted before taking a huge bite of the turkey, tomato and cheese on
lettuce and whole wheat. “God, this is good,” he mumbled, and relaxed back against his
seat.
Kristin pushed the last bag of packing materials between the wall and the crates she’d
stacked in a corner. Straightening, she heard a low growl and, alarmed, she turned
swiftly, her hands raised and her body crouched in an instinctive posture of selfdefense. But she paused, startled but no longer afraid and the tension eased from her
body. “What are you doing here?” she asked, a smile beginning. “I thought you were –”
The smile froze into a rictus of confusion and fear. Her eyes widened with horror and
she backed up, banging against the crates behind her. “No, don’t!” she cried, cringing
away, and then she screamed.
Blair wanted to stay awake. He was there to help Jim, to be his backup, to make sure his
friend didn’t zone. But he hadn’t slept well for weeks. The first nightmare had been
filled with a roar of chaotic noise, wild animals snarling, howling, screeching in ... he
wasn’t sure what. Alarm? Fury? Horror? He’d felt all three when he’d jerked into
wakefulness; had felt more than a little panic because, in addition to the noise, he’d seen
fountains gushing crimson, hot and sticky. Blood. Seen the faces of his friends distorted
by terror and death. And then he’d smelled fresh blood all around him; could still smell it
even when he awoke. He’d thought in those first few seconds that carnage surrounded
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him in the dark, only to discover everything was normal. But, heart hammering, he’d
found it impossible to get back to sleep that night.
The horror-filled dreams had been haunting him ever since, waking him every night, so
that he’d grown anxious about even going to sleep. For nights now he’d tried to stay
awake, and had avoided sleep by working on various projects for school, as well as
helping Jim with the research on the suspects of the human smuggling and slavery ring
they were investigating. They were staking out one of the warehouses on the docks,
hoping they’d find where the kidnapped people were held on their way in or out of the
country. Jim was focused on trying to hear beyond the walls but, so far, hadn’t picked up
any voices or other sounds that would indicate there were people locked inside. It was
dark and nothing was happening. The night was heavy with humidity, and the steady
patter of rain on the roof of the cab was hypnotic.

Blair slipped into sleep between one breath and the next, tumbling down into the
darkness where the horrors dwelt.
Jim immediately noted the shift in Sandburg’s breathing that signaled the kid had fallen
asleep. He reached over to jostle Blair awake, but then stayed his hand. Studying the
face that usually looked so young in sleep, he frowned at the dark shadows under Blair’s
eyes and the unnatural pallor of exhaustion in every line of the kid’s face. Settling back
into his seat and drawing his sight and hearing back to their normal ranges, Jim decided
to let Blair rest while he could; it didn’t look like anything was going to happen that
night, anyway. If he was wrong and one of their suspects showed up, well, he could
wake Sandburg then.
Minutes trickled by until nearly an hour had passed. Blair mumbled something and
twitched in his sleep. His whole body tightened, and he even raised an arm, as if staving
off some threat. “NO!” he cried out and was instantly awake, panting for breath. Staring
wide-eyed out the windshield and then looking all around, he didn’t seem to know
where he was. When he turned to Jim, he flinched to find Jim already reaching out to
calm and reassure him.
“Hey, hey, relax,” Jim soothed, taking in the pupils dilated with fear, the heightened
heart beat and the short, panicked respirations. “Must’ve been a hell of a dream, Chief.”
Blair stared at him then flopped back against the seat. Swallowing hard, he raked his
hair away from his face and took a few deep, slow breaths. “Oh, man,” he gusted. “I hate
these dreams. They’re ....” He stopped, not wanting to put the fractured images into
words; they were already fading, and he shook his head in unconscious denial of what
he’d ‘seen’.

“What?” Jim asked, the concern he felt written all over his face. Was the work they did
finally catching up with the kid? Was Sandburg beginning to have nightmares about
158 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

everything that had happened, all the trauma and injury and near-death experiences
he’d suffered over the past few years? Jim dreaded the day when Sandburg would
declare that enough was more than enough. “What dreams? How long have you been
having them?”
“I ...” Blair began, then paused, one hand waving a little in front of his face, as if he was
trying to reclaim the images – or maybe drive them away. “There’s a wolf. Big, very
scary.” He swallowed, licked his dry lips. “Growling and snarling and howling. S-ssometimes I see blood dripping from his fangs. And, and other animals. Like a zoo on
crack, man. All of them on a bad trip.” Blowing a long breath, he shook his head and
closed his eyes, only to have them pop open again. “Sometimes,” he added, his voice low
and tremulous, nearly breaking, “I ... I see people. People I know. The project team.
Being torn apart. There’s ... there’s blood everywhere.”

“Whoa, hold on,” Jim interrupted. “That’s not something you want to think about. It’s
probably, I don’t know, the grief you’re feeling about what happened to them. Your
mind trying to make sense of it, only to get trapped in how horrible it was. Let it go,
Chief. Torturing yourself with those kinds of thoughts ... you don’t deserve that.”
Blair gazed at Jim and nodded slowly. A slight smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“You know, that makes a lot of sense. And it’s really, you know, supportive; sensitive,
even.”

Jim snorted and turned away. “Yeah, well, even a caveman can have his moments,” he
drawled.

Blair’s smile widened but there were sad shadows in his eyes. “I’m sorry, man,” he
murmured. “You know I never wanted to make you feel like a lab rat.”
Startled, Jim turned back. “Where did that come from? I thought we were past all that
stuff from last month. I just needed a break, that’s all.”
“I know,” Blair sighed, his gaze dropping away.

“Is that what’s been bothering you?” Jim demanded, thinking back, wondering if that’s
when the nightmares had started. Blair had thought he was going to die in that damned
tent. Had that fear gotten mixed up with his feelings about the friends who had died in
Mexico?

“Nooo ... or at least, I don’t think so,” Blair replied, still evading eye contact. His fingers
twisted together, parted, twisted again. He gnawed on his lip.
Jim waited, wondering what was going on with his partner, but realizing he had to give
Blair space. For all that the kid could talk a blue-streak, it was rarely about anything
other than his studies, past work or travel experiences or stream of consciousness
bullshit. When it came to stuff that really bothered him, Blair was practically mute; Jim
knew that if he pushed, Sandburg would just clam up.
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Finally, as if making up his mind to take a leap of faith, Blair took a deep breath and
looked up at him. But his eyes were in shadow, not giving anything away. “You’re right.
The nightmares are about the massacre in Mexico.” He paused and looked away. “Only ...
only I had the first nightmare and, and smelled the blood, before I knew what had
happened.” His hands fisted. “And it’s not the first time I’ve dreamt stuff before it
happened. This is just the worst. It’s been happening ... well,” he went on, straightening
now to face Jim, his manner and tone becoming almost defiant, as if he expected
ridicule, “it’s been happening ever since Incacha passed me the way of the shaman.”
Jim gaped at him. “You’re putting me on,” he finally breathed, wishing that were true but
knowing it wasn’t. What the hell had Incacha done to Sandburg? He wanted to believe
that there was nothing to this kind of supernatural bullshit, but he’d seen too much in
Peru, experienced too much. Hell, he saw spirit animals. “Why didn’t you tell me before
now?”
Blair grimaced. “Because I didn’t know what was happening and wanted time to figure it
out. And then, after a while, I was pretty sure you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe you?” Jim demanded, both surprised and hurt to learn that
Sandburg didn’t trust him enough to confide in him, especially after all they’d been
through in the past three years.

Blair gave him a crooked smile that looked more sad than amused. “Because you hate
this stuff, Jim. When it happened, you didn’t even want to discuss it. I figured you’d think
I was either crazy or exaggerating or ... I don’t know,” he sighed. “Besides, there’s
nothing you can do about it. Nothing I seem to be able to do about it.” His jaw tightened
and when he turned to Jim, he looked haggard. “This last dream? I ... I saw Kristen, the
woman who was helping me earlier at Rainier.” For a moment, he couldn’t seem to get
the words out. “She, I heard her screaming. I saw blood. But she’s fine – she has to be
fine.” Tossing up his hands, he grated, “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s all about the
massacre and unpacking those artifacts with her just made me associate it with her in
my dream.” He rubbed his forehead. “And this headache just won’t quit!” he snapped in
frustration.
“Look, maybe you just need a break, you know? Things have been pretty intense,” Jim
soothed. But he didn’t like the sound of the precognition, and he could see Sandburg
was stretched thin, like a piano wire about to snap. “Why don’t you call this Kristin and
reassure yourself that she’s alright, huh?”

“Yeah,” Blair agreed, nodding. “That’s a good idea. It’s not too late, right?” he asked,
fumbling in his jacket pocket for his cellphone. “I wasn’t asleep all that long, was I?”

“No, only for an hour. It’s not even ten yet,” Jim told him, and watched while Blair
punched in the number. “You remember her number, just like that?” he asked,
wondering if the girl was more than just a colleague.
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Waving at his head, Blair muttered, “Once something’s up here, man, I don’t forget it.” A
frown grew as he listened to the distant ringing with no response. Jim could see and
hear the anxiety building in Sandburg’s tighter, faster respirations and increasingly
tense posture.
“Maybe she just left the phone somewhere,” Jim offered, but concern was contagious
and was now growing in the pit of his stomach. “Where was she in your dream?” he
asked.

Blair disconnected the call, gave a short shake of his head. “It’s not clear. Just
impressions, sounds. I just don’t know.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I ... I get the
feeling that I should go back to Rainier.”
“Okay, as soon as our shift is done, we’ll do that,” Jim replied.

“Really? You’d go check just based on a disjointed dream and a feeling?” Blair asked,
sounding and looking astonished.

“Yeah, sure. If it will help you sleep, why not?” Jim replied, as if it was no big deal.
Returning his attention to the warehouse and the streets surrounding them, he
sincerely hoped that’s exactly what it would turn out to be: no big deal.
ACT II

Hargrove Hall was dark and silent when Jim pulled up in front of the building, but they
could both see light spilling out of a basement window on the side.

“Maybe she just forgot to turn off the light,” Blair murmured as he quickly unsnapped
the seatbelt and jumped out of the truck.
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“Not so fast,” Jim called quietly, as he too climbed out. “I want you to stay behind me,
just in case there is trouble.”
Blair looked like he might argue but subsided and nodded. As they strode toward the
double doors, he pulled a key to the building out of his pocket.
“Doesn’t security do rounds at night?” Jim demanded as they slipped inside.

“When there’re no classes and most of the buildings are practically empty for the
holidays, they usually just patrol outside,” Blair replied, his voice low.

In less than two minutes, they were coming out of the stairwell, and Jim knew they were
going to find something bad. He could smell the blood, so strong it was like an abattoir.
Stopping, he put out an arm, to hold Blair back. “Stay here. And call in backup.”
“What? What are you sensing?” Blair demanded, eyes wide, voice rising.

“Just do it,” Jim ordered, leaving him to swiftly lope down the hall, weapon drawn and
held ready. He slowed as he neared the room with the light spilling into the hallway;
stopped with his back against the wall. He took a quick look inside and his stomach
flipped at the carnage. There was blood everywhere. The walls were painted with it, and
there was a large pool of it where it had flowed from the broken and torn body of the
naked young woman lying on the floor. He could see her throat had been ripped out, her
body ripped open, as if by a wild animal. Jim could also see the paw-prints of a large dog
in the puddle of blood.
“Oh my God, Kristen!” Blair gasped, staggering back from the doorway, a hand covering
his mouth. Jim had been so preoccupied with noting the details of the scene, he’d not
heard Blair approach.
“Damn it,” he growled, helpless now to spare his friend the shock and horror of what
had happened to his colleague. “I said to stay back!”

“I ... what ...” Blair stammered, incoherent with shock as he stared at the door, though he
couldn’t see inside from where Jim had pushed him along the hallway. “She’s dead, isn’t
she?”

“Yeah, yeah, sorry, Chief,” Jim sighed, and he squeezed Blair’s shoulder in silent
sympathy. “Look,” he went on, wanting to prepare Blair for what was coming, “you
might’ve been the last person to see her alive – other than the killer. I need to you to
remember everything that happened, anything you noticed, anything that’s different
now in the room. Can you do that? From out here? We can’t go in yet; it’s a crime scene
now.”

Mutely, Blair nodded, and slowly edged back toward the door. As he neared the
threshold, Jim saw a wolf materialize in front of Sandburg, barring his entrance into the
room. “Watch out!” Jim yelled, thinking the large animal must’ve gotten into the building
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and killed the young woman. Belatedly, he remembered thinking he’d seen such an
animal earlier. Leveling his pistol, he wondered if the beast was rabid, but dismissed the
idea based on the wolf’s behavior. It was looking into the room, growling with fangs
bared, but not posing an immediate threat to his partner.

Blair jumped and looked around. “What?” he gasped. When Jim didn’t answer, he yelled
again, “What?! Did you see something?”
Only then did Jim realize that Sandburg couldn’t see the wolf.

Or the panther that was now prowling toward them from the end of the corridor.

What the hell was going on here?

Not knowing what to say, and definitely not wanting to admit to seeing animals that
weren’t there, Jim shook his head. “No, I ... I just don’t want you going inside.”

Blair held up his hands. “Oh, don’t worry, man. I definitely don’t want to go in there.”
Steeling himself, he returned his attention to the room. His hands were fisted and his
head down, his gaze narrowed, as if it was taking all he had to examine the room, to not
run screaming from the horror. His lips parted and he frowned. “The stone shield,” he
said softly. “It’s hanging on the wall.” He had to close his eyes and look away from the
rivulets of blood dripping down the wall from where it had splashed on the surface of
the death mask. “We, uh, we put it on a shelf. It was too heavy for Kristin to hang up on
the wall without help. No reason why she would even try.”
Jim stared at the skull, hoping there’d be fingerprints. Thinking that if an animal had
killed the girl, then who had hung it there? The wolf keeping Blair out of the room
growled again at something Jim couldn’t see, and the ruff rose on the animal’s back as he
crouched, as if readying for an attack. Something ... something was definitely wrong;
something beyond the girl’s death and the mystery of how she’d died. He could almost
feel evil wafting at them from out of the room, and he was aware that the black jaguar
was now between him and the doorway, as if guarding him.
“We need to get out of here,” Jim grated, reaching to grip Blair’s arm and draw him back
from the doorway. “C’mon. We’ll wait for backup and the crime techs upstairs.”

Nodding, Blair didn’t fight him, even led the way back down the hall. Jim figured the kid
was glad to get as far as he could from the blood and the ravaged body.
“I don’t understand,” Blair was muttering, more to himself than to Jim, his voice cracking
with grief. “It’s what happened to the others. But, but what – how could it happen here,
too? And why?”

“Good questions,” Jim grunted. He hastened Blair up the stairwell even as he looked
back over his shoulder. He could feel the hairs on the back of his neck rising, as if
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something was following them, something he couldn’t see or hear. But, he thought he
might be able to smell it – something musty mingled with earth, mold, and old blood.
Simon stood in the doorway, scowling as he surveyed the grisly scene. Behind him, the
Dean of Anthropology was blustering about the artifacts, how important they were, and
how urgent it was that staff be able to retrieve and inventory them immediately, to
inspect the pieces for damage –

The endless demands were wearing on his patience. The old junk seemed to matter a
whole lot more to the man than the destruction of the young woman, still lying in her
congealing blood. Holding up a hand to stay the harangue, Simon turned to face the man.
“Look, Doctor ...?”
“Oldham, Sidney Oldham,” the man told him again with evident irritation at having to
repeat himself.

“Doctor Oldham, this room will remain sealed until the technicians and detectives are
finished with it,” Simon went on, and then continued talking to forestall the man’s
interruptions. “I understand your concerns, but the investigation into this young
woman’s murder takes precedence over the valuables on the shelves. You’ll be advised
immediately when the room can be cleaned and your objects retrieved. They’re safe for
now; nobody is going to get past the police to steal anything. We’ll clear the area as
quickly as we can.”
The Dean glared at him, then wheeled away to point a finger at Blair, who was standing
a few feet away beside Jim. “You! I understand these precious objects were entrusted to
you for unpacking and cataloguing. You had the key to this room. Why weren’t you
here? If you’d been doing your job, this might not have happened!”
Blair, despair written on his face, arms hanging by his side, offered no defense. “You’re
right,” he agreed, bowing his head. “If I’d been here –”

“You would have been killed, too,” Jim interjected, his tone fierce, livid with the jerk for
attacking Sandburg. Stepping between Blair and the administrator, Jim continued, “Mr.
Sandburg was providing assistance to the police on another matter last evening and is
in no way responsible for what happened here.”

“Jim, don’t,” Blair murmured, stepping up beside him. “Sidney is legitimately upset; who
wouldn’t be? This is terrible. But, Sid, Captain Banks is right. There’s nothing you can do
here right now; nothing any of us can do. I’ll ... I’ll stay with the police and when they’re
finished, I promise I’ll take care of the artifacts. I’ll keep you posted on what’s going on.”
“We’ll discuss this later. Be advised, your excuse for disregarding your duties here in
favor of hanging around with the police to do ‘research’ is fast wearing very thin.”
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Oldham glared at him, but seemed to have run out of things to say. With a curt nod, he
pushed past and disappeared into the stairwell.
Simon studied Blair for a moment, then drew Jim aside. Reluctantly, but having no
choice, he said, “You know Sandburg can’t be a part of this investigation. He’s the last
person to have seen her alive.”

“Except for the murderer,” Jim stated unequivocally, clearly offended on his partner’s
behalf. “Blair didn’t do this, Captain, you know that.”

“How do I know that?” Simon argued, though he kept his voice low. “Tell me, why did
you come here tonight?”

Jim looked away, uncomfortable with the question. “Okay,” he finally replied. “I know
what it looks like – last person to see her alive, person who discovered her body with no
apparent reason to return to the scene except to do so. But, Simon, he was with me the
whole time.”
“Except for when he was here, with her,” Simon countered.

Tossing out a hand toward the murder scene, Jim snapped, “If he’d done that, he would
have been covered with blood, not wearing the same clothes as when I dropped him off,
with not a drop of blood on him. He did not do this!”
“Then, why ...?” Simon pressed.

Jim, feeling as he was being pressed into a corner, searched for a way to avoid
mentioning his senses, but couldn’t see it. “You’re not going to like this,” he grated. “It’s
... I can sense something else, something ... I need time to figure out what went down
here.”

“Fine, but I need a reason for why you and Sandburg returned here, other than to
discover a mutilated body,” Simon retorted with grudging patience. Lord, how he hated
this sentinel stuff and the need to pretend he didn’t know a thing about it.

Jim pressed his lips together as he considered how best to rationalize their presence at
the crime scene. The truth was always best, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. “Sandburg
had entrusted her with the key to the room, and was worried about the
artifacts. Apparently, they’re ‘priceless’, and he was responsible for them. He’d had to
rush out to meet me so we could relieve Brown and Rafe, and he left her to finish up. But
he couldn’t relax until he came back to make sure everything was alright.”
“Because he’s such a responsible person,” Simon said, with just a trace of sarcasm.

“Exactly,” Jim confirmed with a decisive nod, not giving way. Sandburg was responsible
and dependable, most of the time. “And that’s why we came back.”
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Simon grimaced and looked away, at Blair, who was watching them. “Fine, but you
better make sure he knows why the two of you came back here before he gives his
official statement.” Relenting, he looked back at Jim. “I trust the kid, too, but we need to
do this by the book. What was done to her ... well, the press are going to have a field day.
People, especially folks here at Rainier, will be panicking, wondering who’s going to be
next. Given the circumstances, Sandburg’s a natural suspect, and you know it.”
Jim nodded in resigned agreement.

“He’s lucky he was with you and that you’re, more or less, his alibi. But be careful, Jim –
some will say you’re in it with him. She was all that stood between him and those
‘priceless’ artifacts. Now, if any are missing, who’d know? He unpacked them and he’s
going to inventory them. And if he did ‘discover’ some were gone, the theft could be laid
at the door of the murderer, whoever or –” Simon looked back at the room and couldn’t
help an internal shudder, “– whatever that killer is.”
Jim looked away. “There’s something else,” he said.

Simon narrowed his eyes, wondering if he wanted to hear it. “What?” he demanded,
steeling himself for bad news.

“The team who discovered all the stuff on the shelves,” Jim said, meeting Simon’s eyes,
“were all murdered in the same way, in Mexico. Whoever killed them, killed this girl,
and I’m pretty sure it has something to do with the artifacts.”
Dread now heavy in his gut, Simon studied Jim. “Well, that lets Sandburg out. He sure in
hell hasn’t been in Mexico recently. Solve this, Jim. Solve it quickly. Before more people
are slaughtered.”
With a weary half-smile, Jim nodded. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

Simon snorted and shook his head. He clapped Jim on the shoulder as he moved past.
“Good luck. Let me know if you need help.”
As Simon strode down the hall, Blair sidled closer to Jim. “I’m a suspect, aren’t I?”

“Not a serious one,” Jim replied, lifting a hand to Blair’s shoulder and meeting his
despondent gaze. “All there is on you is circumstantial, and you’ve been with me the
whole evening. You had no blood on your clothing when you left Rainier earlier. We
came back because you wanted to be sure everything was locked up and secure,
because the stuff in there is your responsibility. Besides, this killing mirrors those in
Mexico, and you sure didn’t do those.”

Blair held Jim’s gaze, evidently processing what he was being told and why, and then
nodded his understanding. Jim couldn’t help but look down at the wolf at Blair’s side
and then at the jaguar lying at his own feet. Needing to ignore the spirit animals, at least
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for the time being, he returned his gaze to Blair. “You up for helping me examine the
victim and the murder scene?”

Blair swallowed heavily; his nod was uncertain, but he said, “Sure, man. Let’s uh, let’s
get it done.”
“Okay,” Jim said, moving toward the doorway. “Let me know if it gets to be too much.”

Blair followed him inside. They both took care to not step into the blood on the floor.
Dan Wolf was hunkered down by the body. Her throat had been torn away and there
were what looked like deep claw marks across her abdomen and diaphragm under her
ribs. Dan looked up at Jim, his expression inscrutable. “Looks like an animal did this,” he
said as he stood up and gestured at the paw marks. “Doesn’t make any sense. There’s no
sign of the animal leaving the room, but it’s sure not hiding in here. I’d say it’s a very
clever murderer, using claw-like implements.”
Jim nodded his agreement. “Let me know if the autopsy gives us any clues,” he said,
moving aside as the EMTs moved in to bag the body and take it away. Turning to Blair,
he asked, “Can you tell if any of the artifacts have been taken?”
Frowning in concentration, Blair moved to the shelves. After a moment, he shook his
head. “I don’t think so – there are no gaps between the pieces we placed here and the
dust on the shelves doesn’t seem to be otherwise disturbed. It’s just the stone shield,” he
said, waving at the large skull dripping with blood on the wall. “Like I said earlier, we
put it on this shelf here.”

Jim watched the spirit animals position themselves between the shield and himself and
Blair. The wolf’s fangs were bared and it was growling. The jaguar was crouched as if
ready to pounce on something Jim couldn’t see. But he felt a frisson of something
emanating from the ugly thing, something that chilled him to the bone. Turning to the
technicians, he asked, “You done with this?”
One replied, “Yes, for now. We’ve taken samples of the blood, dusted for prints,
photographed it. We’ll be taking it with us. When we’re done with it, we’ll send it to the
Evidence lockup and let you know.”

Jim nodded. He knew it was dangerous, but he didn’t know why or what to do about it,
at least not yet. Stepping away, he studied the rest of the room. Shutting out the
overwhelming scents of blood and carnage, he tried to sense if the killer had left a trace
of himself behind. He smelled that odd mustiness but thought it was probably just
clinging to the old artifacts that had so recently been buried in the earth. There was no
trace of the murderer. Nothing beyond the claw marks and paw-prints. Nothing human.
Finally, he sighed in defeat. Gesturing toward the door, he said to Blair, “C’mon, let’s get
out of here. There’s nothing more we can do.”
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“Um, the key?” Blair asked, pointing at the glint of metal in the blood by Kristin’s hand.
“The room needs to be locked up when everyone’s finished in here.”

Jim looked to the lead technician, who nodded. “I’ll take care of it,” she said. “And send
the key to you, Detective.”
“Thanks,” he acknowledged, as he herded Blair from the room, unconsciously remaining
between Sandburg and the shield on the wall. Jim wasn’t surprised that the spirit
animals remained behind, still watching the shield. Whatever was going on here, he
instinctively knew it was something he hadn’t encountered before. Something deadly.
Something maybe not of the world as he knew it.
What he didn’t know was what to do about it or how to stop it.

Blair didn’t say anything until they were back outside, well away from anyone who
might overhear them. The rain had stopped, but the clouds blocked the night sky.
Though it was early summer, Blair shivered. When they got to the truck, he grabbed
Jim’s arm, to stop him. Leaning close, he demanded, “What’s going on here, man? What
aren’t you telling me?”
“What?” Jim asked, his expression carefully blank.

“That,” Blair retorted, gesturing at his face. “You’re being very careful not to give
anything away. What did you see in there, or sense? Why won’t you tell me?”

Jim looked away, unsure of what to say. He hated everything to do with the
supernatural. He didn’t understand it; didn’t even want to admit it existed. Except for
when they’d gone after Simon and Darryl two years ago, he hadn’t ever admitted that he
saw animals that weren’t really there. At the time, Blair had had a variety of possible
explanations, most of which said it was all about his subconscious; he hadn’t suggested
that what he was seeing actually existed. He’d never told Sandburg about any of the rest
of it. Wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready to tell him, or anyone.
The silence stretched between them. Finally, too tired to play games, Blair snapped,
“Fine, don’t tell me.” He went to the truck and climbed inside.

Jim opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say, where to begin. “What the hell,” he
rasped and walked around to his side of the truck. It was late and they were both
beyond tired. Once he started explaining what he was seeing, he knew the ‘discussion’
would go on a long time before Sandburg would give it a rest. Better to wait until the
morning and tell him then.
Blair felt chilled and sick. His whole body ached, simply because he needed sleep in the
worst way. Hunched against the truck’s passenger door, he avoided looking at Jim, not
wanting to put any more pressure on his friend than Simon – or the whole damned mess
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– already had. Nor did he really want to know what Jim had sensed in the storage room,
because he was pretty sure that it was only more evidence against him. Any idiot would
know he was the best suspect around, and he was no idiot. Jim knew he hadn’t done it,
but the circumstances and all the evidence of him being in that room with Kristen told a
different, pretty compelling story.

Only ... Blair flinched at the memory of what had been done to his friend. His gut twisted
with the realization that this atrocity was exactly what had happened to his friends in
Mexico. What the hell was going on? Who was doing this, and why? Where the hell did
they even begin? With airline passenger manifests? He nodded to himself. Yeah, yeah,
that might put them on the trail of who had come with the artifacts from Mexico.
Frowning, he wondered if he could get started on the search that night, or if they’d need
a warrant to access the information.

When they got back home, he climbed out of the truck and headed inside, Jim on his
heels. Once in the loft, Blair went to the kitchen, to put on a pot of coffee.
“What are you doing?” Jim asked.

“I need something to help me stay awake,” Blair muttered, and was disconcerted when
Jim took the pot of water from him. “What are you doing?”
“That was my question,” Jim said, studying him with concern. “Chief, you’re dead on
your feet. You have to get some sleep before you fall on your face.”

Fear of what sleep would bring bubbled inside. Blair’s hands were trembling as he
shoved them through his hair. “I ... I can’t,” he said, hating the desperation he heard in
his voice. “You don’t understand. The nightmares ... I dream about people dying, and
they die. I don’t want to....”
“Shhh,” Jim soothed, looping an arm around his shoulders and guiding him down the
short hall to the doors of his room. “What’s happening isn’t your fault, Sandburg.”
“But –”

“I mean it, Chief. You need to sleep. And so far, your dreams may be our only lead on
what’s going on. Maybe you’ll ‘see’ something that will help us figure out what’s
happening here,” Jim suggested in a tone that sounded very much like he was humoring
Blair.

Blair gaped at him like he had two heads. Despite whatever he’d seen in the Peru jungles
while searching for Simon and Darryl, Jim didn’t believe in the supernatural. Nobody
knew that better than Blair, and he resented being patronized. On top of that, the idea
sounded crazy ... but maybe it wasn’t. The dreams were evidently precognitive, which
scared the hell out of him, and he didn’t have a clue how that could be happening.
Nevertheless, if he could see the future, or even action as it was happening, maybe he
would ‘see’ who was doing the killing.
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Just thinking about it made Blair feel dizzy. God, he was so damned tired he could barely
stand. Jim was definitely right about one thing: he needed to sleep. People who didn’t
sleep went crazy in very short order, and then they died. Slowly, feeling as if his
thoughts were congealing in amber, he nodded. If the idea that the dreams had value got
him through the nightmares, well, so be it. “Okay,” he said, his gaze dropping away as he
shrugged off Jim’s arm and went into his room. Too tired to completely undress, he only
kicked off his shoes and pulled off his shirt, and then climbed into bed.
The lab technicians, two women and a man, carried their gear and cases of samples into
the brightly-lit, soundproofed laboratory in the basement of the PD. The dark hallway
beyond turned the wall of windows into opaque mirrors, reflecting their brisk
movements as they sorted and catalogued. Two of them lifted the heavy stone shield
onto a wide, metal table and began the tests to analyze the blood spattered upon it,
while a third left to get supplies from the storeroom down the hall.

Inside the lab, the technicians chatted and laughed as they got on with their work. One
saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye and turned, surprised but smiling
in welcome. “We don’t have any results yet,” she began, only to stagger back. The
scream rising in her throat died with her in a gush of hot red blood. The male technician
tried to escape but couldn’t move fast enough to outrun the fangs and claws.

Minutes later, the third technician was returning to the lab when she saw a familiar
person disappearing into the stairwell. Unconcerned, she looked into the lab, at first not
understanding what she was seeing. She was puzzled by the splatter of red liquid
running down the other side of the glass and the crimson spray on the far wall. But then
her gaze drifted downward.
Her screams echoed off the barren walls, and then she ran for help.

ACT III
An hour after they’d gone to bed, the loft was quiet and dark. Blair twitched in his sleep
when garish visions began invading his dreams. Fragments, fractured images of goresplattered counters and walls, mangled bodies. He heard a wolf’s vicious snarl. Then he
saw the reflection in the glass: a man, covered in blood, looking back from the doorway.
Crying out in horrified denial, he thrashed, fighting the dream, waking even as screams
ripped through his mind.
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“No, no! God, no!” Blair yelled, shattering the silence of the night and bringing Jim into
instant wakefulness.
Rolling off the bed and onto his feet, Jim grabbed his spare revolver from the bedside
table and ghosted down the stairs. He’d just turned toward Blair’s room when Sandburg
appeared in the doorway, hair in wild disarray, eyes wild and dark with fear. The phone
began ringing, sharp and jangling, seeming unusually loud in the silence.
“Damn it,” Jim cursed, turning from Blair, who seemed unhurt although frightened, to
hurry through the kitchen. Grabbing the phone from the wall, he snapped, “Ellison.”

“Jim, you’d better get downtown right away,” Simon said, his voice laden with barelyleashed anger. “Two of the techs from the crime scene were murdered in the lab.”

Simon’s words tore Jim’s attention from Blair, who had followed him into the kitchen.
“What the hell happened?”

“Whatever happened to that woman at Rainier,” Simon grated. “And your partner has
something to do with it. More than he’s admitting. Looks like he’s ...” he stopped and his
voice was deeper as he ordered, “You can’t keep protecting him, Jim. One of the techs saw
him leaving the lab and going into the stairwell; he was wearing the same clothes as
earlier, and he was covered in blood.”
“What? When?” Jim exclaimed staring open-mouthed at Blair.

“No more than five minutes ago. The night shift is searching the building for him now.”
“Simon, that’s impossible.”

“I don’t want to believe it either –”
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“Captain, listen to me!” Jim cut in. “Whoever they saw, it wasn’t Sandburg. He’s standing
right here in front of me. He was in bed, asleep, five minutes ago, having a nightmare.
His yells woke me up.”
For a moment, Simon didn’t say anything. Then, “What the hell is going on here?”

Jim’s blood ran cold when the wolf materialized to pace near Blair, and the jaguar
crouched above him at the top of the stairs. “I don’t know,” he admitted.
“Well, you’d better figure it out, and fast. I’ll meet you downtown.”

Jim hung up the phone. Behind him, sounding sick, Blair rasped, “The lab techs. They’re
dead, aren’t they? And ... and I was there. Someone else saw me.”
Scowling, Jim nodded. “Someone else?” he echoed.

“I saw – in the dream – my reflection.” Blair’s gaze dropped and he crossed his arms as if
he was cold.
“Sandburg, you didn’t do this.”

Blair lifted his head to meet Jim’s gaze. His face looked gaunt in the gray shadows cast
by the streetlight sifting through the living room windows, and his eyes were dark
pools. “Are you sure?” he countered, sounding scared. “Someone saw me there, right?”
he continued, his voice rising in barely controlled panic. He threw his arms out,
gesturing wildly as he said, “Maybe I’m sleep-walking or, or maybe some part of me is, is
astral traveling to, to k-k-kill –”

In two paces, Jim had crossed the room. Gripping Blair’s upper arms, Jim shook him to
get his attention. “You did not do this,” he said, each word loud and clipped. Blair stared
up at him, uncertainly chasing despair across his face. “You hear me, Chief? You didn’t
do this. You haven’t hurt anyone.”
“But I saw ...”

“Whatever you saw in your nightmare, you were here when they were murdered,
minutes ago,” Jim insisted. “And you were with me on the stakeout when,
whatshername, Kristen, was killed. Whatever happened in Mexico, you sure in hell
weren’t there. Whatever is going on here, you’re not doing it.” Slowly, color returned to
Blair’s cheeks and his eyes looked less haunted, less like he was on the edge of hysteria.
After swallowing hard, he took a breath and nodded.

Jim released him. “Wear the clothes you had on last night, especially the plaid shirt and
the brown suede jacket,” he directed. “So everyone can see there’s no blood on those
clothes.”
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Blair gave him a wan smile as he gestured at his jeans. “Won’t be hard. I’m still wearing
most of them. Was too tired to get undressed. I’ll just go put the shirt and my shoes back
on and grab the jacket on the way out.”

Jim watched him return to his room; watched the wolf pace silently behind him until
they both disappeared through the doorway. Then, as he mounted the stairs to get his
own clothes, he looked up at the jaguar, which was staring at him intently as if daring
him to deny its reality.
Half an hour later, they parked in the underground garage and were crossing the
pavement toward the fire door when two cops burst out, weapons leveled at Blair.
“Blair Sandburg, you’re under arrest!” one shouted.

“Whoa,” Jim interjected, holding up his hands in a non-threatening manner, but
deliberately moving to stand between the guns and Sandburg. “Calm down,” he said.
“The man you’ve been looking for is an imposter. Sandburg’s been with me since we left
the earlier crime scene. Put down your weapons.”

Uncertain, the officers lifted their pistols, pointing the barrels toward the ceiling. When
neither Jim nor Blair made any threatening moves, they slowly holstered the guns. “We
have him on tape,” one reported, watching Blair with a wary eye. “If it’s not Sandburg,
then it must be his evil twin.”
“Must be,” Jim replied laconically, lowering his hands. “Or just someone trying damned
hard to frame my partner,” he went on as he continued toward the door, gesturing to
Blair to follow him. “We want to see the security tapes.”

The cops stood aside, one of them opening the door and waving Jim and Blair in ahead
of them but Blair hesitated. Hands up, he started to back away. “Nobody wants me here,
man,” he said, trembling in an effort to control his muddled emotions. “I gotta say it’s
just a little scary to have the good guys waving guns in my face. I don’t know if I can
stand to see any more bodies tonight.”
The cops stiffened, and one reached again for his weapon. Neither of them were about
to allow Sandburg to leave, and Jim knew it. “Hey, c’mon,” he cajoled, lightly taking
Blair’s arm, only to have his partner pull away. Annoyed, not needing any more
problems to deal with, Jim gripped him more tightly and held on. Voice low, he grated,
“Look, you can’t leave; they won’t let you. You’re still the principal suspect here, Chief.
Now, c’mon; get a grip. This isn’t about you; it’s about getting justice for the people
being killed by this creep. I need you to help me go over the crime scene.”
Rigid with tension, Blair stood very still, listening to him, and then the energy to resist
any further seemed to drain out of him. “Fine,” he huffed, and moved past Jim and the
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uniforms to enter the building. Nobody but Jim knew the wolf and the jaguar trailed
them all inside.
Before going upstairs to MCU, Jim led them down the hall and round the corner to the
lab, to see the scene of the crime for himself. The stench of blood and gore was nearly
suffocating, forcing him to dial down his sense of smell. Pausing to look over his
shoulder, beginning to think forcing Blair to witness more atrocity might push him over
the edge, he said to Blair, “It’s okay; you really don’t have to see this.”

“Yeah, man, I think I do,” Blair murmured. “I need to see if,” he glanced back at the two
uniformed cops, “well, you know.”

Lips thin, Jim nodded. They turned the corner and he glanced up at the security camera
above them. Ahead, all along the left-hand side of the corridor, the glass walls of the lab
were vividly splattered and streaked with dried and drying blood. Past the doorway, a
few steps further on, was the entry to the stairwell. Jim concentrated on the floor and
walls between the lab and the stairwell, looking for bloody hand-, finger- and footprints.

“My god,” Blair breathed behind him, not needing sentinel vision to see the paw-prints
on the linoleum flooring.

Both the wolf and the jaguar rumbled with low growls as they slinked past to crouch
staring at the door to the stairwell. Jim blew a long breath, knowing he was going to
have to tell Sandburg – and probably Banks – about the animals, but he dreaded doing
so; dreaded having to admit he saw them. Jim was worried that, just maybe, they
weren’t really there and he was losing his mind. And he was pretty sure that Simon was
more likely to believe he was going crazy than that spirit animals were prowling the
corridors of the Cascade Police Department.
“You’re seeing WHAT?” Banks demanded, astonishment lending volume so his question
rattled the windows in his office. Wincing, Jim rubbed his ears. With a thunderous
scowl, Banks growled around the unlit cigar in his mouth, “You can’t be serious.”

Blair was staring at Jim, blinking rapidly as if not believing what he was either seeing or
hearing. “Spirit animals?” he finally echoed, his gaze flashing around the room. “Are they
here now?”
Reluctantly, Jim nodded. “I wish I was kidding,” he said to Simon. His gaze slid toward
Blair and the windows. “They’re over there. Both of them.”
“And one is a wolf?” Blair asked, staring hard at the empty space.

“Not the wolf doing the killing. This one doesn’t have any blood on its paws or fur.”
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“Oh, don’t get started,” Simon whined in complaint. “You know I hate this stuff. What am
I supposed to tell the Commissioner and the Mayor? That invisible ghost animals are
running around tearing hearts out of people?” He raised a hand when Jim opened his
mouth. “No, don’t answer that.”
But Jim persevered. “These animals aren’t doing the killing.”

“Of course they’re not. They’re not real!” Simon snapped. Pressing his lips together, he
shook his head. “I’m not saying you don’t see them or that they aren’t ‘there’. But
something a whole lot more tangible is running amok; we have to figure out who, and
how to stop the killing. I can hold the jackals off for a while, but if we don’t get any
better answers soon, Sandburg here is looking like the best suspect we’ve got. At least
people can see him.”

For a moment, Blair’s wide eyes made him look like a deer in the headlights, but then he
shook it off and turned back to Jim. “You said the wolf is hanging around me. And you’ve
seen it growling, snarling.”

Jim ignored Simon’s roll of the eyes. “Yeah. I think it’s your spirit animal. The jag is the
one I saw in Peru a couple years ago.” And since, he thought, but didn’t admit it. “I think
the animals might be trying to protect us, or warn us of danger.”
Blair frowned and chewed on his lip. “Maybe,” he allowed, but unconsciously shook his
head, disagreeing with the idea. “But I’ve been seeing a snarling wolf in the nightmares.
And the victims look like they’ve been ripped apart by a wolf’s fangs and claws.” His
shoulders slumping, he recalled, “It’s a dog or wolf’s prints we’ve been finding in the
blood.” Swallowing heavily, he lifted his eyes to meet Jim’s gaze and added, “I’m the one
having the nightmares. Maybe ... maybe my spirit animal has gone berserk and is
somehow killing people in this world.”
“This world?” Simon groaned and turned away to fill a cup of coffee from the pot behind
him, as if turning his back on the whole conversation would make it, them, and the
invisible spirit animals all disappear and leave him in peace. Turning back, he glared at
them. “You two do realize that if anyone heard this conversation, we’d all be tossed in
the loony bin, right?”
With a sigh and reluctant smile, Jim nodded and stood to pace. “There’s got to be
something more here that we’re not seeing?”

Glancing at the empty space in front of the window, Simon muttered with no little
bitterness, “No kidding.”
Jim followed his gaze. The wolf and the jaguar stared unblinkingly at him. “You really
can’t see them?” he verified, looking from Sandburg to Banks and back again. Both men
shook their heads. Jim scrubbed his face with his palms. “I’m certain your wolf isn’t
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killing people,” he said to Blair. “The killer has to have something to do with the stuff
from the dig. That’s when the killings started: in Mexico.”
“Mexico?” Simon echoed, putting his cup down on the desk and leaning forward. “You
said something about other people being killed in Mexico last evening at Rainier, but do
you really think that has something to do with this?”

Surprised to realize they hadn’t told Simon much about the original deaths, Jim and
Blair exchanged quizzical looks and Blair replied, “There was a six-person project team
from Rainier in Mexico, working on a new dig in the foundations of the world’s largest
and most ancient pyramid.” When Simon frowned and made ‘moving on’ motions with
his hand, Blair cut to the chase. “They were all killed near the end of May. They all died
the same way as the victims here, with ripped-out throats, and hearts torn from their
bodies. The deaths were attributed to wolves.”
“And the artifacts you and that woman were unpacking...”

“Were what the team found. All the stuff had already been packed, or nearly all of it,
when they were killed. The authorities honored the original academic agreement and
sent the stuff here for cleaning, analysis, and research purposes.”

“Huh,” Simon grunted, sitting back and drumming his fingers on the desk. “Okay, this is
more like it. You think the murderer or murderers are headcases who followed the
artifacts to Cascade and are killing anyone associated with them. Maybe taking revenge
for digging them up in the first place. They use implements designed to make the
killings look like the work of wolves, probably to raise the fear factor.”
“Uh, something like that,” Jim agreed. “They seem particularly interested in that stone
skull shield – it’s the only artifact that’s been present at all the killings, at least so far.”
Simon nodded decisively and reached for his phone. “Finally, a reasonable theory for
what’s been happening. I’ll let the Commissioner and the Mayor know you’re working
this angle.” Unceremoniously, he waved them toward the door. “Go, find the killer.”

“Yes, sir,” Jim replied sardonically. Blair looked like he was trying hard not to roll his
eyes as he got up to follow Jim back into the bullpen.
When they got to Jim’s desk, Blair tied back his hair while leaning in close to ask softly,
“Do you really think this killer is flesh and blood?”

Jim pondered the question and slowly nodded. “Yeah, yeah, I do. Something very solid
did a lot of damage to those people. And something or someone was impersonating you
when they were spotted leaving the lab.”
“Something or someone?” Blair echoed, eyebrows raised.
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Jim grimaced. His eyes narrowed as he watched the spirit animals watch them. “We’ve
confronted a lot of weird stuff and dangerous perps in the past, but this is different.
There’s got to be a reason they’re here,” he finally said tilting his head toward the wolf
and the jaguar, forgetting that Sandburg couldn’t see them. “There’s also got to be some
reason you’ve been dreaming it all as it happens.” He hesitated, glanced at Simon’s
office, where Banks was busy reassuring one of the politicians that work was
progressing on the case, and then met Blair’s gaze. “I just don’t know, Chief. You got any
ideas?”
“Well, if it’s not astral travel and not my spirit animal, then, no, I’m fresh out of ideas,” he
replied, fatigue and discouragement heavy in his voice. “Man, I’m so tired I can’t think
straight.”
“C’mon,” Jim said, heading toward the door.

“Where’re we going?” Blair asked, trailing behind.

“I want to take a closer look at that shield. And we still need to look at the security
footage.”

Blair hesitated. “Uh ... do I really need to go back in there?” he asked, one hand covering
his stomach and his face going a slight shade of green at the memory of what he’d last
seen in the lab.

Jim turned back and looped an arm around his shoulders, and leaned down to say softly,
“Whoever or whatever is doing this is on the loose in this building. I’m not letting you
out of my sight.” Glancing back, seeing their spirit companions, he added, “And
apparently, neither are they.”
As he let Jim guide him toward the door, Blair looked back and frowned. “Man,” he
whined, so tired he felt drunk and not a little dizzy. “Why can’t I see them? I want to see
them. Don’t you think I should be able to see my own spirit guide?”
“Life’s full of disappointments, Chief,” Jim commiserated.

“Tell me about it,” Blair sighed with a last wistful look at the empty space before he
followed Jim into the stairwell.

The vision hit without warning, slamming into him, spinning away his sense of reality.
Disoriented, he threw out his hands, stumbled, cried out, “Jim!” His world spun around,
upside down. He saw her, the third technician. She was below them somewhere, also in
the stairwell. He saw her look up, her expression wary, uncertain. She turned to run
back the way she’d come. Too late. Blair saw himself block her way; saw the mad glee in
‘his’ eyes.
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“NO!” he yelled. “NO!” The vision wavered, shimmered. Her scream ripped up from
below, abruptly silenced. Just before the mirage vanished, he saw a snarling wolf with
crimson eyes and blood dripping from its fangs.
“Nooo,” Blair sobbed, knowing what it meant. Knowing she, too, was now dead.

“Chief! Sandburg!” Jim called, shaking him, bringing him back to the world around him.
The wolf and the jaguar, both snarling, had slid past and down the steps ahead of them.
The sickening sweet scent of fresh, hot blood filled the air.

Blair gripped Jim’s arms. “She’s gone. He got her, too!” He couldn’t stop the tears of
helpless rage, and of devastation. “She thought it was me,” he rasped, trembling, sick to
his soul with what he’d just ‘seen’; with the horror of what was being done to his friends
and colleagues. “They all thought that I ... that I’m the monster that killed them.” He
looked up at Jim. “I saw him,” he gasped. “It was me, Jim. It was me.”

“No, dammit, it wasn’t!” Jim insisted, still holding him even as Blair slipped down to his
knees, overwhelmed by the mingled rage, horror and hopeless, helpless despair. “Stop
it, Sandburg. You have to get a grip here! Chief, c’mon! You can’t let it beat you.”

Shaking, Blair struggled with his warring emotions. “Why?” he husked. “Why did it
choose me? My form? Is it Lash, Jim? He wanted to be me, too. Has he come back from ...
from –”

“Lash is dead and gone. You know that,” Jim retorted, though his own voice shook with
emotion. He could sense something in the stairwell below them – something dark and
icy cold. “It’s not Lash,” he insisted, whether to convince Blair or himself, he didn’t really
know. “But I think it might be the same kind of evil.”
Something in Jim’s tone, a kind of desperation – or maybe fear – caught Blair’s attention,
pulling him out of the near-hysteria that had gripped him in the aftermath of the vision.
“Can we stop it?” he asked, voice low, scared.

Jim looked at him, held his eyes, and then looked away. “I don’t know,” he said with
hollow uncertainty. “I don’t know how to fight this thing.” He stood, drawing Blair up
with him. “It has to be human. Someone out for revenge for raiding ancient sites.”
“You don’t believe that,” Blair charged.

“Right now, Sandburg, I’m not sure it matters what I believe,” Jim replied as he turned to
head down the steps toward the body he knew was waiting for them. He’d heard her
die. Smelled it. But he hadn’t heard the killer; nothing except for a blood-curdling snarl
that had reverberated up through the stairwell. He would have charged down those
steps if there’d been a chance to save her, but she’d already been dead before they’d
quite realized the threat. God, he hated this. Hated the uncertainty. Hated the feeling
that this was something beyond all human understanding.
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Hated that he didn’t have a clue about how he was going to stop it.

They found her ravaged corpse – her clothes, like the others, ripped from her body – on
the landing between the second and third floors. For a long moment, they both just
stared down at her, filled with profound sorrow that they’d been unable to save her. Jim
slammed the side of his fist against the wall in frustration. There was nothing here to
help him find the killer; nothing but the now ubiquitous paw-prints in the congealing
blood.
“What’s he doing with the hearts?” Blair asked, his emotions numb with horror. “Why’s
he doing this? I mean, not just killing, but this ritualized mutilation and the taking of the
hearts. It’s like some ancient ceremony of human sacrifice.”

Jim stiffened, and then turned to look at Blair. Slowly, he began to nod. “You’re right,” he
mused, a finger rubbing over his lips as he grappled with the new idea. “I hadn’t thought
about it, but maybe he is engaging in human sacrifice. Maybe that can help us figure out
...” His voice fell away as he thought about it. “Which ancient societies in that part of the
world practiced human sacrifice?” he asked.
“Which ones didn’t?” Blair returned with morose irony. “But whoever’s doing this must
have some knowledge of the ancient cultures, to be following what looks like a really old
ritual of death to please the gods. Man, I gotta tell you, this dude is seriously nuts.”
“Yeah, batshit crazy,” Jim agreed with a shiver of dread.
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Blair sniffed and scrubbed the tears from his face while Jim called Simon on his cell, to
tell him about the most recent killing. Gripping Jim’s arm, he said, “We have to warn
people that the ... the killer really does look like me.”
Jim didn’t disagree, but he didn’t want any terrified, trigger-happy cops taking pot-shots
at his partner, either. “Simon, just a minute,” he said, to buy time to think. Covering the
mouthpiece, he asked, “You sure about that, Sandburg? We might have to put you in
protective custody – but I don’t want to let you out of my sight.”
Blair’s eyes were wide, turbulent with emotion, but he nodded. “We have to give fair
warning, man. If they see me and I’m not with you, they need to exercise extreme
caution.”

Not liking it, but having to agree, Jim nodded. “Simon, we’ve caught our own glimpse of
the killer. He ... well, he’s a ringer for Sandburg. If anyone sees Blair and he’s not with
me, then it’s probably not the real deal and they need to know they’re in extreme
danger.” He listened, then said, “We’re on our way to the lab now. This has something to
do with that stone skull shield. Sandburg thinks the killer may be very familiar with
ancient ritual killing practices and is conducting a form of human sacrifice.” He winced
and held the phone away from his ear. Concluding the call, he said, “We’ll keep you
posted.” Shoving the phone back into his pocket, he led the way down the stairs to the
basement.
Dan Wolf and his team had removed the bodies by the time they returned to the lab, but
blood still spattered and streaked the walls and counters. Dark red pools congealed on
the floor where the bodies had been lying. Trying not to gag, Blair looked away and
dragged in deep breaths through his mouth to quell his stomach’s queasy revolt.
Carefully watching where he stepped, keeping to the perimeter on the outside of the
counters in the center of the large multimillion dollar lab, Jim made his way toward the
shield. It was no longer lying on the steel specimen table where the technicians had put
it. Instead, it was propped on top of a counter, leaning against the wall. Blood speckled
the skull and dribbled down the encircling rays. Leaning close, he noticed that soft, dark
earth was clogging what looked like symbols etched in the stone façade. Curious, he
reached out to brush and scrape away the dirt.
He’d no sooner touched the shield when Blair exclaimed, “He’s here!”

Wheeling around, his hand automatically drawing his pistol from the holster in the
small of his back, he blinked to clear his vision. But he still saw two identical Blair
Sandburgs on the other side of the room. “Kill him!” one shouted, pointing at the other.
The second one had his hands up defensively and, between flicking anxious glances at
Jim, was silently backing away. “What are you waiting for?” the first shouted again.
“Shoot him before he kills us.”
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Between one second and the next, the spirit animals appeared in the room. The wolf
positioned himself between the two Sandburgs, fangs bared and growling at the one
doing the shouting. The panther crouched between Jim and the apparition, its tail
flicking silently back and forth. Turning his weapon on the one he knew to be the
imposter, Jim growled, “Stand very still or I will shoot you.”
“You can tell it’s him?” the defensive Blair squeaked, relief flooding his eyes.

His gaze locked on the deadly Blair Sandburg, Jim nodded. “No heartbeat. And the
animals don’t much like him ... or it.”

Their adversary laughed, a wild, cold rattle that raised Jim’s hackles. Crimson fire
sparked in the dead eyes that gloated at them. “You pathetic creatures can’t stop me,” he
crowed with low, almost hoarse assurance. “I am the gods’ servant and cannot be
killed.”
“That so?” Jim challenged, dry and ironic, taking one step and then another to the side,
away from the shield and closer to the killer. “Sandburg, what do you think it is?”

Blair hesitated, shook his head, but then said, “It’s impossible. Doesn’t exist. But I think
it’s a nahual.”
“A what?”

“A shapeshifter. They’re an ancient legend common to a lot of pre-civilized cultures,
including ancient Mayan and Aztec mythology. Man, this ... it can’t be real.”
The nahual smirked, cold and superior, its expression blood-chilling.

“Looks real enough to me,” Jim grated, circling closer despite the warning flick of the
jaguar’s tail. “How do we kill it?”

Blair cast him a ‘get real’ look and, holding up his hands, shrugged in a helpless gesture.
“How am I supposed to know?”

Footsteps sounded from the hallway, coming toward them from the morgue around the
corner. Jim saw Dan Wolf out of the corner of his eye. Dan jolted to a stop in the
doorway and stared at one Blair and then the other. The nahual used the momentary
distraction to dart with superhuman speed toward Jim, morphing as he moved into a
skeletally-thin painted warrior, feathers and beads woven into his long dark hair. His
outstretched hands gripped weapons formed from wolf claws.
Even as Jim pulled the trigger, firing repeatedly, the creature’s eyes flamed and it
morphed again, shrinking downward into a fearsome wolf that was charging toward
Jim. The bullets, missing their target, smashed through the glass into the hallway
beyond. Blair’s wolf tore after it and the jaguar leapt to grapple with it. But the nahual
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‘wolf’ angled away and leapt high onto and over the counters, flying headfirst into the
skull shield, disappearing into it as if into the mouth of a cave.

The men stood, panting in the rush of adrenaline that flooded their beings, staring at the
blood-streaked shield. The spirit animals hurled themselves forward, the jaguar leaping
onto a nearby counter, the wolf skidding around behind it, both focused on the shield.
Like ancient guardians, they took positions between the shield and the humans they
watched over, protecting them from the evil Jim could still feel emanating from the
stone.
“I’ve heard of such creatures,” Dan said into the silence, “in the old legends. I never
thought I would actually see one,” he added with dry humor. “So this is the killer you
hunt.”
“Yeah,” Jim grunted, reluctantly holstering his weapon while keeping his eyes on the
shield.
“Oh, shit, what do we do now?” Blair asked.

Jim snorted. “You’re asking me? You’re the expert on myth and legend, not me. How do
the heroes in the legends kill them?”
Blair frowned, caught by the intellectual challenge. “Uh, I’m not sure. I’ll have to do some
research.”

Gesturing at the shield, Jim said, “There’re some old symbols carved into the stone;
might give you a place to start.” Stepping back and away from the shield, he moved to
stand beside the pathologist. When Blair moved cautiously toward it, peering at it to
make out the inscription, Jim warned, “Don’t get too close. We don’t know if that thing
can just spring out and grab you.”

Blair jerked back and gulped. “Thanks so much for that image,” he muttered, shaking his
head.

“We cannot be sure it’s even still here,” Dan said. “A shapeshifter could become an ant or
a fly or even masquerade as one of the droplets of blood on the wall. But it won’t get too
far from the shield.”
“Why not?” Jim asked.

Dan shrugged. “I don’t know, but it looks like the shield is its safe haven.”

Jim thought about that. The spirit animals were watching the stone carving, so he
figured the shapeshifter was still somewhere inside of it. What Dan said made a weird
kind of sense. This thing had shown up after the shield had been dug out of the earth.
The murders were all of people who ... realization struck him. “It kills people who have
touched the shield.” Turning to Blair, he demanded, “Right? And if that is right, why?”
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Blair spread his hands. “Man, I just don’t know. This is way outside my field of study.
I’ve got to do some research.”
“And maybe speak to someone wise, who has studied these things,” Dan suggested.
“You mean, like a shaman?” Blair asked, then nodded. “Makes sense.”

Dan studied him. “Perhaps the time has come for you to follow your own path of
wisdom. You need to learn to use the power within you.”
“What?” Blair asked, gaping at him. “What power?”

Dan tilted his head, considering him and then looked toward Jim. “You do not see it? The
aura that surrounds him? It’s been there for nearly a year now, since the Chopec
warriors came from Peru.”
Jim shook his head. “I don’t see anything like that.”

Dan looked askance at him. “But you see the animals.” Frowning, he said sternly to both
of them, “This is not a game. These powers you both have carry responsibilities to learn
to use them effectively. There’s great risk in ignoring them.”
“I have powers?” Blair queried, incredulous.

Dan just snorted and turned away. “I do not have the abilities to help you with this
monster, or with the other challenges you face. I hope you find the right path soon. Seek
out those with knowledge, quickly.”
Jim watched him disappear down the hallway to the garage beyond. “Great,” he sighed,
dragging his hand over the back of his head. Casting a dyspeptic look at the shield, he
said, “We can’t leave that thing here. Unless I miss my guess, we’re the only ones left
who have touched it, so others shouldn’t be in immediate danger. But we have to put it
somewhere safe, to make sure that no one else touches it.” Grimacing, he shook his
head. “If I’m wrong, well, I guess we’ll find out.”

Blair looked like he wanted to protest but didn’t. Jim could see the resignation in his
face and in the slump of his shoulders. “Okay,” Blair agreed, subdued. Regarding the
shield with aversion, he went on, “I guess we take the thing home. You’d better tell
Simon though, that if we end up dead, nobody should ever touch that thing. You know
this means that we don’t dare fall asleep until we’ve figured out how to ... to deal with
it.”
Jim gave him a wan grin. “Well, you haven’t been sleeping much anyway, so no problem,
right?”

Blair huffed a laugh, but then quickly sobered. “You’re right, we can’t leave it alone.
Maybe Simon could have someone bring us a supply cart or dolly or something, to move
it to the truck.” Looking around the lab, he gestured to a shelf holding plastic gloves.
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“You know, I really don’t think even we should touch it more than absolutely necessary.
Since we don’t know if or why touching it makes anyone vulnerable, putting those on
couldn’t hurt.”
Jim moved to one of the lab phones and called Banks.

Simon brought the dolly himself. Jim and Blair resolutely forbid him to help with the
actual repositioning of the shield, despite its heavy weight and how much Simon’s
strength would have helped, especially in levering it up into the bed of Jim’s truck.

“I’m not sure I should be allowing one of the prime suspects to take off with evidence,”
Banks growled as he watched them pull off the latex gloves. “But then, nothing in this
case makes any kind of sense.”
Jim gave him a look of disgust at the statement of the obvious, but didn’t help out with
any further explanation than he’d already given in the lab. Uncharacteristically silent,
Blair was already climbing into the passenger seat. “I’m really not sure I can explain
letting him go,” Simon muttered, tilting his head in Sandburg’s direction. “A lot of people
aren’t buying the identical double theory and think he’s good for the murders.”
“I know,” Jim replied, looking impatient. “But I’m telling you, I’ve seen them both, side
by side. And so has Dan Wolf, so if you won’t take my word for it, ask him.”

Simon lifted a hand. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you, or that I think Sandburg’s guilty.
But it’s not all that easy to sell a theory about some psycho using an ancient religious
ritual running around killing people who have dared to touch that stone monstrosity by
clawing them to death with implements made from the feet of wolves.”

Jim shrugged. Selling theories, or interceding with the higher ups and the media wasn’t
his job or problem. Given what he knew to be the truth, he thought the story they’d
concocted to explain who was committing the murders hung together fairly well.
“Look,” he finally said, relenting in the face of Simon’s exasperation, “we’re pretty sure
that Sandburg and I are the only remaining targets, and we want to keep it that way. If
we can get the killer to come after us, in an environment we can control, then we hope
we can, uh, contain him.”
“Dammit, Jim,” Simon protested. “You need the proper backup!”

Fed up with the arguments that were going nowhere and not helping, Jim threw up his
hands. “If you don’t trust me, just say so.”
“This isn’t about trust and you damned well know it. I’m worried about you and
Sandburg, too,” Simon retorted, then sighed heavily. He didn’t like it, but he stopped
arguing. “Okay, well, if things start to get dicey, call me.”
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Jim hesitated before turning away. “There’s one thing: if the killer gets to us, you have to
make damned sure nobody touches this stone.” When Simon looked like he was going to
insist on backing them up, Jim held up his hands and kept talking. “Find a way to shift it
and bury it under concrete somewhere, where it’ll never be dug up again.”
“And you think that will stop it?”

“I don’t know, but it’s the best I’ve got right now,” Jim returned. He briefly gripped
Simon’s shoulder, and Simon nodded with grim understanding. A world of meaning
passed between them though not a word was said. Then Jim turned away to climb
behind the wheel. “We’ll bring the dolly back when this thing is over, if we can,” he
called before pulling the door shut.
Simon was still standing in the garage, watching them go, when he drove up the ramp
and turned onto the side street.

ACT IV
Staring into space, Blair remained silent all the way back to the loft. Jim wasn’t sure
what the kid was thinking about, but he was hoping Sandburg was coming up with some
kind of plan or strategy. If not, Jim was beginning to think their best bet would be to
rebury the thing or dump it in the bay. He parked on Prospect, outside their building,
and Blair helped him manhandle the artifact inside.

“May as well leave it on the dolly,” Jim said, when they got inside and wheeled it over by
the windows. Peeling off the gloves for the second time, he asked, “So, you coming up
with any great ideas about how to, I don’t know, neutralize this thing?”
Blair shook his head. “But I might know someone who will know what to do, or at least
who to call,” he said, heading to his room. A minute so later, he was back, searching
through a small, very worn, address book. “There’s this guy ... Mom and his wife were
old friends and we lived with them for awhile; I used to babysit these little kids,” he
rambled as he thumbed through the book. Pausing, he frowned. “Dean and Sammy were
their names. Their father was Bobby’s best friend.”
“Bobby?” Jim prompted.

“Bobby Singer,” Blair murmured, distracted by memories. “He was a good guy. I
remember he got really angry with Mom one day when she was playing with some tarot
cards. Said he wouldn’t have anything like that in the house. He literally grabbed them
up and threw them on the fire. Said she was crazy to play around with powers she didn’t
understand. Made her promise to stay away from any kind of witchcraft.” He smiled a
little. “He was good to me, as much of a father figure as anyone, I guess. Haven’t seen or
heard from him in a long time. His wife died suddenly and he, well, I’m not sure he ever
got over it. Like Dean’s dad never got over losing his wife in a fire.”
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“So you think he’ll know something about this, uh, shapeshifter thing?”

“Yeah, I think so. He said there were things that most of us thought were only legend,
but they were very real and we had to be careful, you know?” Blair shrugged. “Honestly,
when I got a little older, I thought he was nuts. Harmless, but who really believes in this
kind of shit?” He laughed mirthlessly as he went to the phone. “Shows how much I knew
about what really goes on in the world.” As he punched in the number, he asked over his
shoulder, “Are the animals here?”
Jim looked toward the balcony and nodded. “Yep, crouched in front of the shield, staring
at it. Both of them are growling.” He didn’t tell Blair that they also seemed restless,
dividing their attention between the artifact and the rest of the loft. Jim wasn’t sure
what that meant, if anything, but they were making him nervous.

Blair turned to look at him as he raised the phone to his ear. “It’s really amazing, man,
that you can see them.”

Jim wasn’t sure it was amazing. He didn’t know what it was; just wished that it wasn’t
always happening to him.
“Hello, Bobby? Hey, man, it’s so good to hear your voice. I don’t know if you’ll remember
me,” he began but a relieved smile lit his face as he listened. “Yeah, yeah, it’s me. Can’t
believe you recognize my voice. Uh, Bobby, I’ve got a problem and I don’t know anyone
else who can help. It’s ...” he glanced at Jim and took a deep breath and blurted, “a
shapeshifter. Thing thinks it’s a servant of the ancient South American gods and is going
around ripping out throats and tearing out hearts. It’s slaughtered ten people that we
know of.”

Blair went on to explain that the monster appeared to be attached to an ancient stone
artifact of a god of death that had ancient writing carved into it, but he hadn’t had time
to decipher it. He also shared the theory that, so far as they could figure out, it only
attacked anyone who touched the artifact. He described the confrontation in the lab, and
the presence of the animal spirits. Jim had to give the kid credit; Blair was relaying all
the information as if he was describing something as normal as sunshine. But his voice
was tight, and Jim could tell he was afraid that this Bobby would think he was out of his
mind.
As soon as Blair stopped talking, Bobby jumped in with clarifying questions, like where
was the thing now and who else had touched it. Once he had all the information, Bobby
started in on what they needed to do. Listening to the crusty voice on the other end of
the phone, Jim went to the kitchen and pulled out a box of salt. Returning to the dolly, he
poured a ring around it, even though he thought the idea was nuts. But what really blew
him away was that the guy hadn’t even blinked at the idea of a shapeshifter; had just
started right in with how to contain it. Still talking, Bobby was going on about
channeling the energy, to keep it from shifting, so that it could be killed.
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“But how do we focus the energy to stop it from shifting, Bobby?” Blair asked, clearly as
much at a loss as Jim was by the arcane instructions. “Uh, any chance you could come
out here and help us? We’re way out of our league here, you know?”

Jim was surprised by the surge of relief he felt when he heard Bobby agree to fly out
immediately. Seemed he’d be bringing someone with him: Dean Winchester. “Hey, I
remember Dean,” Blair laughed. “Well, I remember the child. Not sure I’d recognize him
now.” When Jim held up a credit card, Blair went on, “Look, we’ll book your tickets at
this end. Don’t want you stuck with the cost.”

Jim pulled out his cellphone, called the airline Bobby had just recommended, and made
the reservations. Blair relayed the information and the deal was done. They couldn’t
leave the artifact, so Bobby took Jim’s address and said they’d get a cab at the airport
and be there in about four hours. Blair hung up with a gust of relief.

“Now we just need to stay alive until they get here,” Jim said sardonically. “What was all
that about getting centered?”
“Oh, you heard him,” Blair replied, scraping his face as if he could wear away the
weariness that was dragging at him. “Of course you did. Well, Bobby knows that Mom
taught me how to meditate almost before I could walk. Not sure why, but he wants me
to find that inner balance before he and Dean get here.” Looking nervous, Blair met Jim’s
steady gaze. “I think he’s going to want me to do something to help, uh, kill the thing, or
at least contain it.”

“Yeah, I got that impression, too,” Jim agreed, not at all happy about the idea of Blair
being the one to ‘channel the energy to stop the monster from shifting into another
shape’. For one thing, he wasn’t sure Blair could do it. For another, he didn’t know, even
if he could, what it would cost the kid; how close would he have to get to the creature?
For how long?
The thing killed in the blink of an eye.

They couldn’t afford to make any mistakes.

When Blair started toward his room, to meditate, Jim stopped him. “Meditate in here,
Chief, where I can see you. I don’t want that thing slipping up on either of us.”

“Good point,” Blair agreed. He got a few white candles from a lower kitchen cupboard
beside the fridge, and set them in a semicircle on the living room floor. “You mind if I
put on some rhythmic music?” Jim shook his head and went to the kitchen to make a pot
of coffee. In minutes, Blair had assumed the position on the floor. By the time Jim
returned with a cup of coffee, it looked like he was deep in a trance.
Jim sat where he could see the stone, but could also see most of the rest of the
apartment. He didn’t like the wolf’s restlessness and low worried whine. The jaguar was
just as unsettled. Its ears and tail kept twitching, and it regularly swiveled its head to
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check out the whole loft, nostrils flaring. The shapeshifter had no heartbeat, and the
scent Jim associated with it also clung to the ancient, earth-engrained and bloodspattered stone, so he couldn’t set one or more of his senses to register the shifter’s
presence. Frustrated, he rubbed his mouth and then settled back in his chair to keep
watch and wait for whatever happened next.
There was no question the shapeshifter had leapt into the artifact.
But whether it was still in there was anybody’s guess.

Dimly, Jim became aware of distant knocking but only fully awakened when the spirit
animals snarled and howled as they scurried across the loft. By the time he jumped to
his feet, Blair was already more than halfway to the door, reaching to open it.
“Stop!” Jim yelled. “Don’t open the door!”

Ignoring him, Blair said, “It’s probably Bobby and Dean.” He gripped the doorknob and
was turning it when Jim grabbed him and thrust him out of the way of the opening door.
The spirit animals leapt to the threshold and stood their ground, barring the entry of
Blair’s double. Jim found his weapon in his hand and leveled it at the creature.

“Oh, my God,” Blair exclaimed, gaping at the shifter from behind Jim’s shoulder. “How
did you know?”
“No heartbeat,” he said, glaring at the apparition. “Get the salt.”

“I’ll just find another way in,” it said, with an irritated glance at the spirit animals that
held it at bay. Then it lifted its gaze to Jim’s. The eyes, so like Blair’s in shape and color,
were empty but for a burning hunger that was terrifying to behold. “The gods must be
served.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jim muttered, shifting slightly sideways to allow Blair to pour a narrow
stream of salt in a half circle from one side of the door to the other.
“We can’t close the door now, not without breaking the salt line,” Blair murmured to
him when he stepped back and behind Jim to stare at the creature.
“Maybe just as well,” Jim said. “You have a cellphone number for Bobby? To warn him
about what’s waiting out there?”

“Yeah, he gave it to me before he hung up,” Blair replied, retreating to find his phone
book. But before he did, he dribbled lines of salt in front of the balcony doors, the back
door, the window in his room and the door in Jim’s room that led out to a fire escape.
Coming back down the steps, he shook the box. “We’re out of salt.”
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“It’ll have to be enough,” Jim said, not having thought of salting all the entries himself.
Fleetingly, he glanced up at the skylights and wondered what the odds were of the thing
turning into an eagle and crashing through. When he looked back, all he knew was that
the shapeshifter was no longer standing in the doorway.

Behind him, he heard Blair leaving a message for Bobby. Glancing at the clock, Jim
figured they’d be landing soon. Returning to the living room, he rubbed his eyes. “Sorry,”
he said. “Guess I fell asleep.”
“Not surprised,” Blair replied. “What with no sleep last night and the repetitive rhythms
on the CD, it would be hard to stay awake. I won’t do any more meditation until they get
here; too hard for just one of us to stand watch. We’re too tired.”

“The meditation,” Jim began, gesturing at the burned down candles. “Did it, uh, help?
With getting centered?” Even after all the years of watching Blair meditate, asking the
question still sounded awkward to his ears. Grounded. Centered. What did it all really
mean? Was it similar to how he slowed everything down and focused just before going
into battle, excluding all thought and emotion but the objective?
“I guess, maybe,” Blair replied, raking his fingers through his hair and not sounding at all
confident. “I don’t really know.” He paused as he paced around the living room, finally
coming to a stop in front of Jim. “What do you think Dan meant about my ‘power’? Do
you think it’s something to do with what Incacha passed to me? Just before he died?”
Jim grimaced and looked away. He hated all this metaphysical stuff; didn’t understand it.
“I don’t know, Chief. Your guess is as good as mine.”
“You don’t believe I have any power,” Blair said quietly, discouraged.

Sighing, Jim shook his head. “I don’t even know what kind of ‘power’ you’re talking
about,” he said, knowing he sounded irritated, wishing the whole thing didn’t make him
so uncomfortable. With a glance at the spirit animals prowling the loft, he knew he
should be a whole lot more open to the subject, but even seeing didn’t make it easy to
believe.
Blair stared at him, didn’t say anything more, and then turned away to flop down on the
sofa. “I hope they come soon. I feel like we’re trapped in here and it’s only a matter of
time before that thing gets us.”

Jim heard the clomp of heavy feet on the stairwell about half an hour after Bobby had
called to say they’d landed. Rising, he was waiting at the open door when they came into
the hallway, Blair at his shoulder. Both newcomers were dressed in casual, well-worn
clothing and they each carried a bedroll and a battered overnight bag. Bobby looked to
be a few years older than Jim, with a grizzled beard, baseball cap and the eyes of an old
warrior who had seen far more than too much. Half a step behind him, Dean was a
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young man in his late teens or early twenties. Jim catalogued leather jacket, boots,
unshaven cheeks and eyes that were way too hard and tired for a kid his age combined
with a cocky half-grin and stance that said he didn’t back down, ever. He looked like
trouble, like every kid Jim had ever seen leading a gang or being the muscle for powerful
men.
Jim shook Bobby’s hand when he came in the door. “You got a leash for that one?” he
asked, with a head nod toward Dean, not entirely joking.

“Hey, Jim, c’mon, man, what kind of welcome’s that?” Blair chastised as, with a big smile
he hugged Bobby and held his arms out to Dean. Jim was surprised when the big tough
kid’s face lit up and he moved into Blair’s embrace as if he was coming home from the
wars.
“Ah, man, it’s so damned good to see you again,” Dean gusted, hugging tight.

Blair laughed and stepped back with a slap on the kid’s back. “You’ve grown a bit.”

Grinning like a fool, Dean nodded agreement. “You should see Sammy. Dude is a giant;
six foot six, or almost.”
“Whoa!” Blair exclaimed, waving them all into the loft and going to the fridge to haul out
bottles of icy cold beer. “Where is Sam? I thought he’d be with you. Used to be, you
never let him out of your sight,” he teased.

Surprisingly, Dean’s expression closed and his gaze dropped away. “Sammy’s ... Sam’s at
university.” Rallying, pride slipping into his eyes, he added, “He’s gonna be a lawyer.”
Clearing his throat, Dean turned to Jim. “You look like a cop,” he said, eyes once again
hard, giving nothing away.
“That a problem, kid?” Jim challenged, but Blair moved between them, laying a hand
lightly on Jim’s arm as he interceded. “That’s ‘cause he is,” Blair affirmed. “Jim Ellison,
these are my friends Bobby Singer and Dean Winchester. Guys, Jim’s my best friend and,
yeah, he’s a detective with Cascade PD’s Major Crime Unit. We’re both grateful you
came, and so fast. A nahual, well, we’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Bobby swatted Dean for the challenging way he’d spoken to Jim, making the kid jump
but also igniting a small, teasing grin. “Just testing the waters, Bobby,” Dean explained,
hands up and expression as innocent as a baby. “Cops don’t always, ah, appreciate our
line of work.”
“And what line of work would that be?” Jim asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously.

Blair muttered, “Alpha males,” and Bobby snorted. “Boys, we don’t have time for this
dance.” Turning to Jim, he said, “We hunt monsters like this nahual. We protect people,
so that most folks like you don’t ever have to know they even exist. If you’ve got a
problem with that, then we’ve wasted a trip.” Moving right into Jim’s space, he added,
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“And yeah, Dean here looks like a punk, but he’s been killing monsters and saving lives
since he was about seven years old. So have a little respect for a warrior who has earned
his stripes and then some.”

Feeling as if he’d just been dressed down by a master sergeant, Jim straightened and
nodded. “No problem. Like Sandburg says, we’re both glad to have your help. How do
we handle this thing?”

“Well, for starters,” Dean drawled, “I doubt the salt is gonna do much good; doesn’t
work all that well on things that are still alive, not like demons and ghosts, but it was
worth trying. Be surprised if it isn’t in here somewhere.”
Bobby looked around. “Probably the spirit animals keeping it civil,” he said.

Dean nodded, thumbs hitched in his jean pockets. “That would do it. There’re probably
the reason for the nightmares, too. Trying to communicate with you. You guys must
have some powerful mojo to rate your own spirit protectors; they’re pretty uncommon,
at least in my experience.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Bobby agreed, peering at Jim and then Blair. “What’s going on halfpint? What makes you two so special?” he asked Blair, who nearly choked at the old
nickname, and poked Jim when he barked a laugh.
“Ahhh, well,” Blair stammered, looking up at Jim. “I can’t see them, so I just have to take
Jim’s word for the fact they’re there. Jim, well, he worked with the Chopec for nearly two
years and, and, uh, the shaman, Incacha taught him about spirit animals. Neither of us
know, really, why we have them.”

“If you’re gonna lie to me, I’ll box your ears just like I used to,” Bobby warned, but
softened the threat with a fond smile. “You never did know you were special, kid. Seems
like you still don’t, but you’re gonna have to learn. I can’t teach you everything you need
to know, but I can show you a trick or two to help trap the shifter.” He looked around.
“Would be easier, though, if you could see the critters.”
Frowning, Blair shook his head. “Honestly, Bobby, there’s nothing special about me. I
don’t know why anyone thinks there is.”

Bobby studied him. Shrugged. “Well, sometimes it takes time for folks to wake up to
their own abilities, to accept them. Most don’t notice ‘em ‘cause they don’t know any
different; it’s just the way they are.” Dismissing the discussion, he heaved his bag onto
the table. “We brought what we’ll need,” he said, rummaging inside. “It’s a hassle flying
with our gear. Usually we’d rather drive. But this was an emergency, so we checked the
one bag and hoped security’d give it a miss. Seems to have worked.” He drew out a thick,
worn book with a leather cover. “Dean’s got the weapons. This has the spells.”
“Weapons? Spells?” Jim croaked.
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“You’re not going to be a problem, are you, son?” Bobby asked, sounding tired. “We
don’t have a lot of time here. If what we do bothers you so much, maybe you should
leave for a little while.”
“He can’t,” Blair said flatly. “He touched the stone, so he’s a target, too.”

“Why does touching it make any difference?” Jim asked, having been wondering if they
were right about that assumption.

“Probably the curse or charm that was worked when the thing was originally put in the
rock and buried in the ground, to control and contain it,” Bobby replied, wandering over
to squint at the worn carving on the stone. Nodding to himself. “Not unusual. Way it
works is the thing is confined by a curse or charm like the one etched here. It can only
interact with those who touch it, giving it the energy and freedom for limited action.”
“Why did they bury it – instead of throwing it into a lake or,” he gestured out to the bay,
“the ocean?”

“Earth is inert and stable, doesn’t move, or at least not much, and mostly only at the
particle level,” Dean explained. “Water flows continuously. So, trapped in stone and
buried in earth, the shifter can’t escape. If the stone was tossed in water, something
alive would’ve touched it in a matter of minutes and the thing’d be free to go just about
anywhere.”
Jim nodded, figuring that made about as much sense as anything else did. “So what do
we do?” he asked, cutting to the chase.

“We enthrall it – or Blair, here, will, drawing on the power of the animal spirits. Then,
when it can’t shift from one form to another, we’ll stick it with the silver knife Dean
brought, an’ that’ll kill it.” Dean dipped into his bag and hauled out a mean-looking blade
that had to be at least a foot long, and then a pistol. “Silver bullets,” he said with a
wicked grin.
Jim whistled as he eyed the weapons, and Blair gulped. “Enthrall it? How?” he asked
nervously, looking away from the knife and back to Bobby.
“And why Sandburg?” Jim added, worried that the role would entail considerable
danger.

“Because he’s the one who can do it,” Bobby said simply. “You been keeping up your
meditation, like your Momma taught you?” he demanded. When Blair nodded, he gave a
nod of approval. Looking around the living room, he said, “Okay, then, let’s get this show
on the road.”
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Bobby directed Blair to sit in the middle of the loveseat. “I need you to be meditating,
going so deep that you’re oblivious to everything that’s going on around you. Can you do
that?”
“Well, I’m generally aware on some level,” Blair replied. “But it’s like the world’s
distractions are a long way away and I can let them drift by, you know?”
“That’ll work fine,” Bobby agreed. “You go on, get started. Go deep.”

Meanwhile, Dean drew a long, thin branch of sage from his pack. Sparking the tip with a
lighter, he wafted the smoke around the room. “Purifies the air. It’s good for the spirit
animals.”
When the jaguar chuffed a sneeze, Jim grimaced in shared misery. “Maybe for some of
them,” he muttered. “What do you need me to do?”

“You’re the one who can see the animals, right?” Bobby confirmed. When Jim nodded, he
said, “Then you need to tell me when they jump up on the sofa, beside Blair. Then you
need to guide me in placing his hands on their heads.”
“I could do that,” Jim asserted. “Put his hands on them.”

“Not and chant the necessary charm of protection at the same time,” Bobby replied.
Turning to look at Blair, judging he’d already slipped deeply into the meditative state, he
asked, “Are they beside him yet?”
Amazed, Jim watched both animals climb onto the sofa on either side of Blair, laying
their heads across his thighs. “Yeah,” he said, guiding Bobby’s hands even as Bobby
chanted in an arcane language. The sage smoke was thick in the air now and Jim’s eyes
were beginning to water.

“Won’t the shapeshifter know we’re setting a trap for it? And stay away?” he asked,
wondering how all the esoteric stuff could possibly work. The monster hadn’t seemed
stupid, and must have an idea of what made it vulnerable.

Still waving the damned sage, now right over Blair’s head, Dean replied, “The nahual is
arrogant and doesn’t think anything can ever stop it – because mostly, it really is
unstoppable. Plus, it doesn’t acknowledge the presence of anyone but its targets. To it,
Bobby and I are irrelevant and inconsequential. When the spirit animals aren’t blocking
it anymore and the sacrificial victim is just sitting there, waiting for it, it can’t resist. It
has a compulsion to slit the sacrifice’s throat, to release the spirit or soul to the gods
with the victim’s last breath. On top of that, after what sounds like might be a couple
millennia without feeding regularly, it’s literally starving. It has to eat the heart for its
own survival. In my experience, starving creatures are pretty single-minded about
getting to their food.”
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“You’re setting Sandburg up as the target?” Jim growled. “He didn’t agree to that! And
neither do I,” he continued aggressively, moving to place himself in front of Blair,
protecting him from the other men. “This isn’t going to work,” he insisted, only to inhale
a cloud of sage smoke, which set him to coughing and sneezing violently. He was so
overcome by the fumes that he couldn’t resist when Bobby moved him out of the way
and shoved him, more or less gently, toward the bathroom.
“Rinse the smoke off your face,” Bobby directed. “And moisten a cloth to hold over your
nose if need be. NOW! Move, man. We don’t have time to fool around here. Blair’s life is
at stake.”

Nearly blind, Jim stumbled to the bathroom, where he hunched over the sink, splashing
water onto his face and into his eyes.
He heard a startled yell behind him, out in the main room. Hurriedly, he snagged a towel
and, blinking hard to clear his vision, he staggered out of the bathroom...

Only to see himself throw Dean over the dining room table and kitchen counter, to slam
into the cupboards as if the man was nothing more than a rag doll. The silver knife in
Dean’s hand went flying, landing by the pillar. Bobby whirled away from Blair and ran
for the blade, crossing the shapeshifter’s path. Singer was unceremoniously tossed
across the room, where he landed hard, sprawling across the shield on the dolly.
Relentlessly, laughing with insane glee, the nahual continued stalking across the floor
toward Blair. His deadly implements, the wolf claws that he used as blades, materialized
in his hands.

The animals growled and stiffened in threat, but they remained under Blair’s hands. Jim
didn’t understand why they didn’t move. Terrified Blair was about to be murdered, he
yelled at the jaguar and the wolf to stop the beast, cursing them for not moving as he
dove for the knife. Dean was pulling himself up from the kitchen floor, using the counter
for leverage. Swearing like a sailor, he used both hands to catapult himself over the
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counter toward the nahual, making a flying leap and reaching out to grab hold of one of
the creature’s arms, to stop it from slashing Blair’s throat.

The shapeshifter used his other hand to brush Dean off as if he were no more than a fly,
slashing through his jacket and shirt, cutting his left arm all the way to bone. With a yelp
of pain, Dean floundered, lost his grip and rolled away, even as Bobby and Jim were both
moving toward the beast. Bobby caught the arm that was slashing down toward Blair’s
throat, pulling it slightly off target, but deep claw marks gouged Blair’s neck, streaming
blood.

Dean and Bobby had delayed the nahual just long enough for Jim to come up behind it.
Using an uphanded motion, Jim drove the long blade through the shapeshifter’s back, up
through where its heart would have been and out its chest. The shapeshifter screamed,
a hideous undulating wail, and glowed with inner fire even as it shifted for the last time
to its original form, the man-like, skeletally-thin, painted warrior with feathers woven in
its long black hair. Jim felt it vibrating under his hand, felt the slime of the changing
shape and grimaced, but he held the knife deep in the creature’s body until the wail
silenced. Just as he was withdrawing the silver blade, the nahual crumpled to his feet. In
a split second, maybe less, the corpse morphed into a pile of gray dust.
Jim surged forward, dropping to his knees in front of Blair, pressing the pristine towel
he still carried against the deep wounds in his friend’s throat. “Dammit,” he breathed,
one hand cupping Blair’s face. “Chief? You hear me?” he husked.

Blair seemed frozen in his trance state, pallid and lifeless, unaware that he was bleeding
out. The jaguar rumbled warningly, and the wolf whined, but still they remained in
position, heads on Blair’s legs, his hands draped on their skulls.
“Easy,” Bobby said, resting calming hands on Jim’s shoulders before moving away.
“Don’t disturb them, not yet.”

“What are you talking about?” Jim yelled with a glare of fury over his shoulder at Bobby,
who was now trying to staunch the blood pulsing from the long wound in Dean’s arm.
“Sandburg could bleed to death over here!”
“Ah, he’ll be fine,” Bobby retorted. “Not so sure about young Dean here.”

“What?” Dean demanded, looking up at Bobby with surprise and no little fear in his
eyes.

But Bobby just grinned and winked, cuffed him gently and helped him out of the jacket
and shirt so that he could get better access to the wound. “Don’t worry, son, you’ll be
okay, too,” Bobby assured him. Casting a quick glance at Jim, he instructed, “Check the
wounds under that towel.”
Frowning, sure it was a bad idea to remove the pressure he was putting on the deep,
hemorrhaging cuts, he took only a quick look – only to gape in astonishment.
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The claw marks were gone, the skin unmarked and healthy.

“Wh-what?” he stuttered, looking from Blair’s neck back to Bobby.

“Don’t know how it works, but the spirit animals have the power to heal the chosen,”
Bobby said with a negligent shrug. “Blair’d never admit it, probably doesn’t even really
realize it, but he’s been chosen by the spirits for some purpose.”
“What purpose?” Jim asked, shifting away from Blair to sit on the floor at his feet, all the
while staring at the animals only he could see.

“Hard to say,” Dean answered, wincing as Bobby pressed down hard to stop the
bleeding. “And usually, whatever it is, is no fun. I’m real sorry Blair has to, well, deal
with the spirit world and all that it entails. It’ll probably kill him one day.”

Alarmed then, Jim looked at the animals. “But, if he’s so special ... won’t they save him
from that?”

“Don’t know if they can. They can heal but I’ve never heard of any bringing a person
back from the dead,” Bobby told him. He checked the wound. Guiding Dean toward the
bathroom, he directed over his shoulder, “You can bring him out of the trance now. He’ll
be okay; probably won’t have any idea of what happened.”
Watching the animals warily, Jim rose to one knee and lightly patted Blair’s cheeks.
“Earth to Sandburg. Time to wake up, Chief.”

A slight tremor shivered through Blair’s frame. A small frown puckered his brow, then
his eyes opened. He blinked, seemed disoriented. Jim watched awareness come back
into the impossibly blue eyes. “Hey, there,” he said. “Welcome back.”
Blair smiled uncertainly. “Is it over? Did we win?” he asked, looking around and then
down – at which point he went absolutely still. “I can see them,” he breathed, awed.
Swallowing convulsively, he blinked at the tears that had suddenly blinded him. “Oh,
man,” he whispered in reverence, flicking a tremulous look at Jim and back down again
even as he gently stroked their heads. “Hey, there, guys. Wow, you’re beautiful. So
beautiful.”

Jim felt his own throat thicken at Blair’s palpable joy at being able to see the spirit
animals. Blowing a breath to settle his rattled emotions, Jim rose to his feet, and
reflected that he’d never felt anything but annoyance and anxiety when the things
showed up. “Yeah, we won,” he said dryly. Clearly, Blair had more affinity for them than
he ever would. But, listening to the other men in the bathroom, Dean whining like a kid
that it hurt and Bobby telling him to suck it up, he thought about what they’d said. That
Blair was somehow chosen, and that it could cost him his life. Bobby’d also said Blair
probably didn’t even know he was something special.
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Watching the animals, thinking about what being ‘special’ could cost, Jim decided then
and there to never tell Sandburg what Singer and Winchester had said. What would be
the good of Sandburg knowing? He’d only rush off to study everything he could find on
spirit animals and shamanism and start trying to be whatever he thought it was he
should be – and it could kill him. No, better than he never go down that path. Better to
just be who he was now and not immerse himself in all this supernatural shit. Much,
much better any way you looked at it.
Or so Jim told himself.

Because he never wanted to see Sandburg’s death; he’d far rather die himself. Given the
difference in their ages and their respective careers, he figured that was the way it
would be. And that was just fine with him.

The animals wriggled out from under Blair’s hands. The wolf licked his face and then
jumped to the floor where it sniffed at the dust and barked sharply, as if in victory. The
jaguar’s moves were more sinuous as it silently slid off the loveseat. Not even deigning
to glance at the dust of their enemy, it met Jim’s eyes for a long, disconcerting moment
and then vanished, taking the wolf with it.
Blair gasped at their sudden disappearance. “Wow, they don’t mess around, do they?”
He looked at Jim, a wide grin lighting his face. “I saw them. I really saw them!”

“Yeah, I know,” Jim replied, moving toward the bathroom to see if the other two needed
anything.

But Bobby was already leading Dean out, the wounded arm washed and wrapped in yet
another clean towel. Dean sat on the edge of the table, while Bobby dug around in his
bag and pulled out his first aid kit. Unceremoniously, he set about stitching up the long
gash. Dean gritted his teeth and looked away, but didn’t make a sound. Jim had to give
him credit for fortitude, if nothing else. He was angry with both of them. They’d set up
the entire confrontation and then had nearly blown it. Blair could so easily have been
killed.
“So, uh, it’s gone, right?” Blair asked, pushing himself up off the loveseat. “For good.”
“Yep,” Bobby said. “It’s gone. For good.”

“I hope the evil bastard went straight to hell,” Jim growled, thinking about the gashes on
Blair’s neck and how close it had come. Too damned close.

“S’not evil,” Dean grated through his clenched teeth as Bobby continued making small
neat stitches in his skin. “Doesn’t work that way. Demons, now, they’re evil bastards, no
question. But most of these things, they’re just ... doing what’s natural to them. To the
nahual, we’re nothing but meat, like a cow or a chicken is to us. To live, it has to kill us
for food; so, to live, we have to kill it before it gets us. It’s nothing personal.”
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Jim was a bit nonplussed by Dean’s philosophical perspective; it seemed so out of
keeping with the young, tough-guy image. Nor had he given much thought himself to
whether monsters – human or otherwise – were evil or just doing what came naturally.
He wasn’t all that sure he cared; his job was to stop them, as quickly as possible. But,
gazing at Bobby and Dean, he had to admit that it was their job, too. And the ‘bad guys’
they hunted made most of his look like Sunday school teachers.

Dean looked past him to Blair, patently distracting himself from what Bobby was doing.
“You taught me that, remember? Getting me to read the Lord of the Rings when I was
ten, and talking to me about what it all meant. What things in it were evil, acting out of
evil intent for pure self-interest, and what things really had no choice of being other
than what they were. You and that story taught me what it means to stand for
something that matters; to make the world a better place to be; to do what is right and
good with what life and time present as challenges or problems ... to be brave in the face
of impossible odds. You showed me what it means to be a hero.”
“Oh, hey, thanks,” Blair replied, embarrassed. “But all that was in the story. I was just
another kid, and certainly not any kind of hero.” He laughed without a lot of humor.
“Mostly, I was a source of amusement for all the bullies in town.”

“That’s not true,” Dean argued. “You ... you never let the bullies win. Oh, I saw them hurt
you, the bastards. But you never backed down. They couldn’t intimidate you. Not ever.”
Realizing they were all staring at him, Dean blushed, looked away. “Dad taught me how
to survive. Bobby here taught me how to be smart about it; to not take crazy risks, to be
prepared. But you taught me how to be the best man I can be. I can’t ever pay you back
for that, Blair,” he said. Meeting Blair’s eyes, he vowed, “And I won’t ever forget it.”

Blair gave him a gentle smile. “I think with what you did here, we can call it more than
even,” he insisted. “You don’t owe me anything, Dean. I’m just glad to see both of you
again. Those years with you guys, well, it was the best time of my childhood.”
“Best time of mine, too,” Dean replied with a slow smile. “Or,” he added, with a wink at
Bobby, “the most fun time. Bobby here works me like a dog.”

“Only way I know to keep you out of trouble,” Bobby countered with pretended
sternness, but his eyes twinkled as, having finished bandaging Dean’s arm, he stood to
clear away the mess of bloody towels.

Blair laughed and went to the fridge and pulled out four bottles of beer. “Don’t know
about the rest of you, but I’d say we deserve a small celebration here,” he said, handing
them around.
Jim watched them, all three of them, and wondered about the years they’d spent
together, when Sandburg had been young and Dean no more than a kid. So far as he’d
learned from Blair, they’d all had broken lives of one sort or another. Somehow, they’d
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evidently helped each other survive. He wished he’d been part of their lives back then;
he could have used friends like these.
Looking at Blair, he couldn’t help but smile as he clinked their bottles together.
It had been close, but they’d won. Bottom line, that was all that mattered.

That, and figuring out what to tell Simon and put in their reports, to wrap up the case.
EPILOGUE:
Blair hugged both Bobby and Dean before they left, sending them off with a big smile,
promises to keep in touch, and effusive thanks for coming to their rescue.

“Any time, man, you know that. Love you, dude,” Dean rumbled, giving Blair another
quick hug and back slap, blushing for having been ‘mushy’. Head bowed, he twisted
away and hauled his bag over his shoulder. On the way past, he briskly shook Jim’s
hand, man to man, and then ducked out the door.
Bobby had been watching with fond indulgence. “He’s a good kid,” he told Jim, as he also
shook hands. “Just a little rough around the edges, is all. Hasn’t had an easy life.”

“So I gathered,” Jim allowed. “Thanks. We couldn’t’ve stopped that thing without you
guys.”

“Yeah, well, it’s what we do,” Bobby drawled. Turning away, he gripped Blair’s shoulder.
“You’ve grown up good, half pint. Real glad to see you again. Don’t be a stranger,
y’hear?”
“I promise, Bobby, I’ll stay in touch. You do the same. And, uh, well, look after Dean,
okay?” Blair looked at the open doorway as if he could still see Dean standing there. “I
worry about him.”
“You an’ me both, son,” Bobby said with a sad smile. “I’ll do my best, I can promise you
that.” Looking at Jim as he headed out the door, he added gruffly, “And you take good
care of Blair. They don’t make ones like him very often.”
Jim gave him a crooked smile. “I will.”

Bobby nodded and disappeared down the hall. Jim closed the door behind their visitors,
and was glad to see the last of them. He couldn’t deny they were good men, or that
they’d been of invaluable help. But their world was a far cry from his, and it made him
uncomfortable. Jim would be only too glad to never have to deal with supernatural
monsters or spirit animals again, for as long as he lived.
When he turned, he found Blair watching him, a quizzical look on his face. “You didn’t
like them, did you?”
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Shrugging, Jim moved past. “I liked them fine,” he said, getting a bottle of water out of
the fridge. Twisting off the cap, he added, “I just don’t know them all that well.”
Blair smiled at him, slow, and full of understanding. Jim had the impression, as he often
did, that Sandburg was reading his mind. Breaking eye contact, Blair moved into the
living room and sat in his usual spot on the sofa. After a moment, he asked with a
carefully neutral tone, “What did you think about all that? Dan Wolf and Bobby saying I
need training, that I have something ... special. Something I don’t understand.”

Jim took a long swallow from the bottle and capped it. “I don’t know what to think about
it, Chief. Seems a lot of mumbo jumbo to me. Guess you have to do what you think is
right.” He paused, then couldn’t resist adding, “But, it’s not like you’ve got a ton of spare
time to spend doing more research or whatever. Not like there’s any hurry, anyway,
right?”
Blair regarded him uncertainly, and Jim couldn’t help but feel that he’d somehow come
up short. But Blair simply nodded. “I guess,” he said quietly, then picked up one of his
school texts and a notebook from the coffee table. In minutes, he was lost in his work.

Moving into the living room to drop into his favorite chair, Jim picked up the remote and
clicked on the TV, channel surfing until he found a game. But even as he watched, he
could hear Blair’s voice in his mind, the look on his face, when he’d asked, “You don’t
think I have any power, do you?” He didn’t know if Sandburg did or didn’t; he did know
he didn’t want to think about it. But Bobby and Dean’s words – even Dan’s words – with
their prediction of hard, dangerous times to come and what those times might cost
Sandburg, haunted him.
Thinking about it made Jim’s blood run cold.

Finis
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THERE'S NO PLACE LIKE HOME
ART BY DEBBIE STONE
STORY BY PSYCHGIRL

Jim Ellison rubbed his eyes and sighed. Three straight hours of looking at grainy mug
shots in the PD’s computerized offender database had given him a pounding headache.
He rose to go get more coffee when Simon stepped out into the bullpen. “Jim, can I see
you for a moment?” he said.

He didn’t even bother to nod in reply, just changed course, coffee mug in hand.
Whatever Simon wanted, it had to be better than staring at frowning faces in pixilated
black and white.
“Close the door,” Simon said. The expression on his face was solemn. He filled Jim’s mug
from his coffee pot, then motioned him towards one of the chairs. “You’d better sit
down.”
“What’s up?” he asked as he complied.
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“We got a hit.”

Jim’s heart lurched and he slid forward to the edge of his seat. “On Blair’s fingerprints?
Where?”
“Hutchinson, Kansas,” Simon said.

“Where the hell is… why….” He trailed off, his voice momentarily overwhelmed by the
questions spinning in his brain.
“The requesting party was a Sheriff Lucas DuBois. That’s all we know.”

Jim felt a small glow of hope in his chest. “I knew a Lucas DuBois in the Army. Wonder if
it’s the same guy?” He rubbed his jaw slowly. His headache had vanished. “I’ve got to go,
Simon. I’ve got to check it out.”

“Jim….” Simon pulled a cigar out of his breast pocket and turned it in his fingers. “Are
you sure that’s a good idea?”
The heat of irritation sharpened his voice. “This is the first sign we’ve had in over six
months that Sandburg’s even alive, let alone where he is.”

“I know, I know,” Simon said, raising his hand. “But have you considered that he might
not want to be found?”
“He’s been missing—”

“He’s been gone, Jim. Not missing.”

“Right. He just got up and left his hospital bed, in a hospital gown, without any clothes or
any of his belongings, and decided to leave town without telling anyone.”

Simon’s look was sharp. “He’d been through a lot those last few weeks. And as I recall,
most of his belongings were in boxes, courtesy of you.”
Jim felt his face go hot. “We were… we were gonna work that out,” he muttered.

“And then there was Barnes, and that whole nearly dying thing,” Simon continued. “He
might have decided that skipping town without saying anything to anyone was a wise
move.”

Guilt was a tangible pressure in his chest, a hard knot under his sternum. Everything
Simon said was true, and it was his fault. “I can’t believe that Blair would do that. Not
without…” Not without saying something to me. But would he? Things had gotten pretty
tense between them. He cleared his throat. “Not without working something out with
Rainier. Something happened to him.”
“There was no evidence of foul play, Jim.” Simon paused, his gaze understanding. “You
know what they say — sometimes it’s tough to see the truth when you’re close to it.”
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Something twisted in Jim’s gut at that. No. He couldn’t let himself think that Blair didn’t
want to see him. “I… I don’t care. I just need — I just want to see him, make sure he’s
okay.”
“Okay,” Simon said, exhaling. “Megan can cover your cases. I’d start with this DuBois
fellow. Find out why he ran Blair’s fingerprints.”
“Will do.”

“Jim.” Simon’s voice stopped him as he was halfway through the door. “Be careful. And
stay in touch.”
He nodded, not trusting his voice.

Jim folded the last of his shirts and stuffed them in his carryall, then zipped it closed and
carried it downstairs, leaving it by the door.

Then he went into Blair’s room. The twinge of guilt he felt had become familiar now,
even though he’d unpacked all of Blair’s stuff and put it back where it belonged. He
opened one of the drawers and took out a shirt; long-sleeved, dark blue, with two white
stripes across the shoulders and down the sleeves. The shirt Blair had been wearing
when he’d died in the fountain.
And he had died. Simon might call it “nearly,” but he knew the truth.

He sat down on Blair’s futon, spreading the shirt over his knees. The nurses at the
hospital had given it to him that first night, along with the rest of Blair’s things. He’d had
it thoroughly cleaned, but when he touched it, he could still feel how cold the water had
been, how the nap of the heavy, saturated cotton had dragged at his fingers. He could
still smell the sharp bite of chlorine and feel Blair’s mouth lax and still against his.

His heart was pounding and it felt like someone had grabbed his stomach in a tight fist.
With a deep breath, he tried to relax. He remembered taking Blair’s cold, pale face in his
hands, remembered Incacha’s exhortation. He’d felt the strength of the black jaguar flow
through his body, he’d seen Blair change into the wolf. And then their animal spirits had
merged in a radiant burst of light.

For a few moments, they’d been in complete and perfect communion. Together in a way
he’d never been with another person before. There were no secrets between them;
every thought and need and desire was laid bare — no, more than that — was known
and understood and accepted. Loved.
Then the spell had broken. Blair started coughing up water, and the EMTs had swarmed
in. He’d staggered back, legs trembling, shaken but exhilarated. “See?” he’d said to
Simon and H, draping an arm across their shoulders for support, “It’s gonna be alright.”
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He realized he was gripping the shirt hard, the fabric pulled between his fists, and he
exhaled, forcing his hands to unclench. Gently he brushed the wrinkles out until it was
smooth against his lap.

The exhilaration had ebbed, drained out of him by the hours spent trying to comfortably
fit his tall frame into the hard molded plastic chairs in the ER waiting room. He’d begun
to worry that Blair hadn’t escaped from his ordeal without consequences. And he’d
begun to worry that what he had thought was a profound spiritual event was just a
hallucination brought on by adrenaline and fear.

Later, he’d admitted that what he’d really been scared of was that it hadn’t been a
hallucination. That he’d finally have to face his feelings for Blair — and that not only did
Blair know about his feelings for him, he felt the same way. And that, somehow, he’d
manage to fuck up that incredible gift in the same way he’d managed to fuck up all the
other relationships he’d ever had.

By the time they let him in to see Blair, he was so on edge that all he could do was make
inane cracks about meeting nurses and Blair owing him rent. And even then, Blair had
understood, had given him an opening. When he’d realized that they’d shared the vision,
he’d plunged right in, as courageous as always, his eyes lit with love and hope as he’d
held his hand out and told Jim, “Come on in, man. The water’s nice.”
And what had he done? Backpedaled as if Blair were offering him poison.

Disgust rose in his throat like bile. He’d gone home to the loft after that, but he hadn’t
been able to sleep. He’d thought about how terrified and helpless he’d felt when his
senses had first gone online. How hostile he’d been to Blair when they first met, and
how Blair had hung in there anyway, coming up with plan after plan for how to make
the senses work. He’d thought about how many times Blair had come close to getting
hurt, or killed, and how much that frightened him. He’d thought about Blair’s heart, and
his enthusiasm, and his determination.
He’d realized that he couldn’t let this chance slip by. He’d made up his mind to be honest
with Blair and tell him everything. Only after he’d made that decision was he able to get
some sleep.
But when he got to the hospital the next day, Blair was gone.

Jim sighed and folded the shirt, gently smoothing his hands over the creases. He lifted it
to his nose and inhaled, dialing his sense of smell up as high as it could go, hoping
against hope that there was some fragment of Blair that had survived the cleaning, some
trace of the warm, spicy scent he remembered. But there was nothing there but the
sharp pine of the drawer and the clean round smell of their laundry soap.
He carried the shirt into the living room and tucked it carefully in his carryall, then went
to make himself a sandwich before he left for the airport.
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“Jim Ellison! As I live and breathe!”

Lucas DuBois hadn’t changed a bit in the years since they’d been Rangers, Jim realized.
Topping Jim by nearly six inches, he was broad-shouldered like a defensive lineman, but
surprisingly graceful. He came around his desk and grabbed Jim’s hand in his large,
calloused one.
“Luke, it’s good to see you,” he said, returning the grip.

“Come on in,” Luke said, ushering Jim into his office. “Did you fly into Kansas City?”

“Wichita,” he replied, a rueful smile lifting one corner of his mouth. “Then rented a car
for the drive up.” He motioned out the window at the expanse of prairie. “What brought
you out here? I figured you’d go back to Georgia when you got out of the Army — well,
to be honest, I figured you for career Army.”

Luke smiled and raised the coffee pot along with an eyebrow in Jim’s direction. “You
know how it is,” he said, pouring a cup in response to Jim’s nod. “Something that seems
a good idea at the time….”
“Like planting those incendiaries under that old jeep?”

“How were we supposed to know that that was the General’s jeep?” Luke chuckled as he
handed Jim the cup. Then his expression grew serious. “Listen, man, I heard about Peru.
I’m sorry. We all knew Oliver was dirty—”
He waved his hand back and forth quickly. He really didn’t want to get into that today.
“Water under the bridge. Like you, though, I decided it was time to get out.”
“And so you became a detective in Cascade, Washington.”
“Wasn’t much else I could do.”

There was a commiserating edge to Luke’s chuckle. “So. What brings you all the way out
from Cascade, Washington to my fair town?”

He took a sip of coffee and marshaled his thoughts. “You ran a set of fingerprints on a
person we’ve been looking for. Blair Sandburg.”
Luke nodded. “Yeah, although that’s not the name he’s going by.”
His stomach lurched. A different name? “What is it?”
“Jacob Goldstein.”

Maybe Simon had been right. Maybe Blair didn’t want to be found. “Can you tell me why
you ran them?”
205 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

“Sure. There was a robbery out at the Cosmosphere.”

“Cosmosphere? What’s that, some fancy movie theater?”

“It’s a space museum,” Luke replied, chuckling. “Biggest one outside of Washington, DC.
And, no, I don’t know how come it’s out here in the middle of nowhere. But it is, and
three days ago someone stole what’s probably their most valuable artifact — a moon
rock.”
“A rock.” He gave Luke a skeptical look.

“From the moon. Worth nearly $10 million on the black market, according to the
director.” Luke raised his hands, palms out. “Don’t ask me. Anyway, your man’s an
employee there.”
“So he’s a suspect.”

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know yet.” He narrowed his eyes at Jim. “Is he a suspect in your
jurisdiction?”

“No, God, no,” he said quickly. “He’s… he’s my partner. He was… in an accident, and then
he vanished from the hospital overnight. I’ve been looking for him for over six months.”
A chill of worry curled up his spine. Blair had to know that his ruse would be discovered
if the police ran his fingerprints. What was he doing?
Luke had said something; he’d been so deep in thought he hadn’t noticed. “Sorry, what?”

“I said, I’m going over there now to take some statements. You’re welcome to come with
me, see if this Jacob Goldstein is really your missing partner.”
His heart lurched, thumping hard against his ribs. “Yeah, sure,” he said, his throat
suddenly dry.

The Cosmosphere would look pretty ordinary, Jim thought, were it not for the huge
Titan II rocket that stood sentry outside the front door. Otherwise it was just a series of
squat concrete buildings. No hint that it held a fortune in space artifacts and
memorabilia.

Luke had filled him in on the details of the theft as they’d driven to the museum. The
director, Jack Kelleher, had come in early, as was his habit. He told Luke he liked to walk
around the museum before it opened and make sure everything was all right. On this
morning, though, everything was most definitely not all right. The case that held the
moon rock was empty.
“Didn’t they have some kind of alarm system?” Jim had asked.
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“Of course,” Luke had replied, “but Kelleher said it had been bypassed somehow. Hence
my interest in the current employees. That takes not only time, but some level of
familiarity, although Kelleher and his secretary are the only ones who have the alarm
code.”

Kelleher’s secretary, Doris Bunsen, met them as they entered. “I’m so sorry,” she told
them, her face flushed and her words hurried, “but Director Kelleher had to be on a
conference call. He told me to give you any help you needed.” Her floral dress and wispy
gray bun gave off a strong flavor of “Mom.”
“Let’s start with the scene of the crime,” Luke said.

She took them to a small room off one of the main exhibit rooms. The moon rock had
been displayed in the middle of the room, on top of a tall pedestal, underneath a large
Lucite cube. Spotlights in the ceiling bathed the now-empty mounting in brilliant white.

Luke handed a pair of gloves to Jim and pulled on a pair of his own. “Tell me about the
alarm system,” he asked Doris.

Jim ran his fingers carefully over the Lucite cube as Doris showed Luke the number pad
for inputting the alarm code behind a panel in the wall. He couldn’t find any nicks or
gouges that would suggest that the cube had been opened. The display mount where
rock had sat was similarly clean. He took a deep breath, and noticed an unusual odor.
Dialing up scent, he inhaled again, trying to parse it.
It was like nothing he’d ever smelled before. He struggled to find the words to describe
it. It was… greasy, somehow, and pungent, like ammonia, but not as sharp. And there
was a sort of metallic overlay that he couldn’t quite place.

“Find anything?” Luke’s hand on his shoulder startled him out of his zone. He sure as
hell didn’t feel like trying to explain what he’d smelled to Luke, though, so he started to
shake his head in the negative. As he did, he noticed an area at the base of the pedestal
that looked odd. He zoomed his sight in and detected faint scratches. It looked like
someone had used a tool to pry up the base slightly. He pointed it out to Luke.

“Damn, Ellison, you’ve got good eyes,” Luke said as he crouched down. A few moments’
careful jimmying, and Luke tugged out the bundle of cable that connected the pedestal
to the alarm system in the wall. A short piece of wire, with a small rectangular box in the
middle, was clipped to two of the cables.
“I’m no expert,” Jim said, “but that looks like some kind of bypass to me.”

“I think you’re right,” Luke replied, his expression grim. He stood up and turned to
Doris. “I’ll have one of my deputies come down and process the scene. Make sure no one
gets in here until then.”
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Jim was only half-listening, still preoccupied with the puzzle of the strange scent. A
wave of frustration and despair washed over him. He wished that Blair were here. He’d
know exactly what to tell him to do to help clarify this. His heart ached with missing
him, and his knees wobbled.
Luke’s hand gripped his elbow and steadied him. “I think we’re ready to interview the
employees,” he was saying to Doris. “Is there a room we can use? And maybe some
coffee, if we could impose?”

“Of course. You can use the director’s conference room,” she replied, leading them back
towards the entrance to the museum.
The conference room was nicely appointed, with a large oval table and eight
comfortable leather chairs, as well as a whiteboard and a coffee machine. Wide
windows looked out over downtown Hutchinson and the golden prairie rolling away to
the west.
“You all right?” Luke asked as Jim slid into one of the chairs.

He nodded. “Long day yesterday.” He took a few deep breaths and rubbed his hands up
and down his thighs.

“Travel takes it out of you,” Luke agreed. He slid a mug of coffee over to Jim. “Want to
start with your man?”
“No time like the present,” he agreed, pretending an ease he didn’t feel. His stomach was
in knots, and he pushed the coffee mug back and forth on the table as they waited for
Blair to arrive.

Something stirred in his heart the moment Blair entered the room, a weak echo of the
deep connection he’d felt at the fountain. Blair had changed — he’d cut his hair short,
and he’d lost weight. The standard work uniform of khakis and a dark green polo shirt
emblazoned with the Cosmosphere logo hung a little loose on his shoulders and hips.
But in spite of all that, Jim knew that it was him. He would have known it was Blair if
every one of his senses had been as dead as stone. He gripped the handle of his coffee
mug, trying to stop himself from jumping to his feet and grabbing Blair in a hug.

Blair slid into the chair and gave both of them a bright, friendly smile. “Hey.”

“Hi, Mr. Goldstein,” Luke began. “Thanks for talking with us today. I’m Sheriff Lucas
DuBois, and this is Jim Ellison.”
“No problem,” Blair said easily. He looked over at Jim and nodded. “Nice to meet you
both.”

There was no recognition in his gaze at all. It was as if he’d never seen Jim before in his
life.
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Jim felt like he’d been slammed with a two-by-four. His breath caught in his lungs; he
fumbled with his mug and took a gulp of coffee, trying to regain his composure. He knew
this was Blair, knew it down to his bones. How could Blair not know him?
“As you probably know, we’re interviewing people about the stolen moon rock. Did you
work Sunday?”
“Yeah, I worked from noon to six. We’re only open from one to five on Sundays.”

Jim dialed hearing and smell up. Blair’s heartbeat was steady and regular. His scent was
warm and yeasty, so familiar that Jim’s throat tightened and he felt tears prickle behind
his eyes.
“So you locked up?”

“Well, Mark and I did.”

“And what did you do after that?”

Blair leaned back, thinking. “Mark and I went and had a couple of beers and something
to eat, and then I went home….” He sat up straight and snapped his fingers. “No, I went
to a movie.”
“With Mark?”
“By myself.”

“So no one can vouch for you?”

“No — wait, I think I’ve still got the stub.” He dug in his front pockets, and Jim could hear
him muttering “I think I wore these pants” under his breath. After a few moments, he
pulled out a small rectangle of paper and flourished it triumphantly at Luke, grinning.
“There, see? I knew I still had it.”
Luke took the stub and examined it. “And what time did you come in Monday?” he
asked.
“At ten. But Director Kelleher had already called the police by then.”

Luke took a notebook and a pen out of his breast pocket. He motioned to Jim to ask
questions, then opened the notebook and started jotting something down.
Jim cleared his throat. “How… how long have you worked at the Cosmosphere?”

Blair’s gaze was completely without guile and his heartbeat stayed slow and steady.
“About two months, I think.”
“And where were you before that?”
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“Um…. I was in Lawrence for a few months, but I couldn’t find work.” He gave Jim a
rueful smile. “Too many students. So I hitchhiked out here.”
“And how about before that?”

Blair’s brows drew together in a frown and his eyes clouded. “I… I was traveling around.
Here and there.” He shrugged. “I’ve always been a wanderer.”
“Ever been to Cascade, Washington?”

“Nope. I tend to stick around the Midwest. Easier to get jobs.” His heartbeat didn’t waver
in the least, and Jim couldn’t scent any of the acrid tang he associated with anxiety or
fear, even with the dials turned up as high as they would go. Just Blair’s familiar scent.

He didn’t know what was going on, but he knew one thing: Blair wasn’t lying. He
absolutely and completely believed every word he said. And he didn’t have any idea
who Jim was.

“No more questions from me,” he said to Luke. He jammed his fists into his jacket
pockets and tried to control the sudden surge of panic in his heart.
“So I can go?”

“Sure.” Jim could see Luke eyeing him even as he responded to Blair’s question. “But
don’t leave town, please. We might need more information.”
“Sure thing,” Blair said as he stood up.

After Blair had left, Luke refilled their coffee and then sat back down. “Not the guy you
were looking for, then?”
“No, it’s him.” He was surprised that his voice was so even.
“He doesn’t seem to know you.”

“I know.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, just like Blair had taught him. “I
don’t understand it. It’s him. I’m positive.”
Luke continued to watch him, a skeptical expression on his face. Then he turned back to
the table. “Well, maybe one of the other employees will know something more about
him.”

Mark said that he had been working at the Cosmosphere just a few months longer than
Jacob, so he wasn’t able to provide much information, although he did corroborate that
they’d had dinner after locking up. In contrast, Janice had worked there for several
years. She couldn’t tell them much about hiring practices, but she did say that Jacob
often volunteered to take extra shifts or fill in for her or Mark when they needed time
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off. She also told them that she and Jacob had gone out on a few dates, although Jim got
the sense that things hadn’t gone very far, much to her dismay.

Doris was a much greater fount of information, since she’d been the one who’d hired
Jacob. “Did he give you references?” Jim asked her.

“He did, but I didn’t check them,” she admitted, her hands clenched together in her lap.
“Well, it’s hard to hire folks in fall and winter,” she defended herself. “It’s not exactly our
most popular season. Things are pretty slow; I’m happy to find anyone who wants to
work here.”
“Any problems with his work?” Luke asked.

“Oh, no, he’s been just wonderful,” Doris said. “And he’s great with the kids.”

Luke gave her the warning he’d given the others about not leaving town. He turned to
Jim after she left. “Kelleher is still busy, so I’m going to have to come back and interview
him later. So we’re done here.” Jim could see the concern in his eyes. “Can I drop you
somewhere?”
“I guess take me back to the station,” he said. He felt as exhausted as if he’d just run ten
miles. “I’d better see about getting a place to stay.”

“Okay,” Luke said, gathering up his notes. He paused for a second. “Listen, I know a
really good psychiatrist in town—”

“Damn it, Luke, I am not crazy—”

Luke held up his hand. “Hear me out. I’m not saying you’re crazy. I’m saying I know
someone who might be able to shed some light on what’s going on. She’s been a big help
with some of the local boys who’ve come back from Iraq.”

He blew out a breath and rubbed his hand across his face. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have gone
off on you like that. It’s just… I can’t figure out what’s going on here.”

Luke clapped him on the shoulder as they headed for the exit. “I understand. Listen, let’s
stop and get some lunch first. I know a great barbecue place, and I don’t know about
you, but questioning people always gives me an appetite. Then maybe I can suggest
some good places to stay.”
Luke was right — he felt much better after eating, although it reminded him of all the
times Blair tried to get him to eat when he was stressed out. Luke also recommended a
nice bed and breakfast near the riverfront, and got ten percent shaved off the price since
Jim was a friend, although Jim thought that was also due to it being out of season. It took
him a few minutes to unpack his clothes and toiletries, and then he walked downtown
to find the psychiatrist’s office.
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Karen Roemer was her name, and he caught her just as she was leaving. He introduced
himself, and said, “Lucas DuBois gave me your name. He said you might be able to help
me with a problem that a friend of mine is having.”
She eyed him warily, but nodded. “I was just on my way to have lunch. Care to join me?”
“I’ve already eaten, but I’ll have some coffee.”

She led him down to the diner on the corner, where they got seated in a booth at the
back. She ordered a chef’s salad, and while they waited for the food to arrive, he filled
her in on Blair’s history and how he’d behaved that morning.

Karen sat back in her seat and took a sip of water. “Oh, so he really is a friend of yours.”
At Jim’s blank look, she smiled. “Usually when people talk to a psychiatrist about a
‘friend,’ they mean themselves,” she explained. “But what your friend has sounds like a
dissociative fugue.”
He was nonplussed. “You mean like multiple personalities?” That didn’t sound like Blair
at all.

“No, no, although dissociative identity disorder — that’s what it’s called, now — is in the
same group of disorders. They all share some kind of problem or malfunction in
conscious awareness, whether that’s of time, identity, memories, or whatever.”
“So he’s got amnesia?”

“Sort of. Dissociative fugue is a condition where people leave their home, go someplace
else, and take up a new identity.”
He couldn’t help the smile that quirked one corner of his mouth. “In my line of work, we
call those fugitives.”

Karen chuckled. “Except that in cases of fugue, it isn’t a conscious decision. The person
has no memory of their previous life, and sometimes even makes up memories that fit
the new life. And they don’t usually have criminal charges. Although it’s not impossible
— fugues are usually precipitated by some kind of stressor. Criminal charges could
certainly fit that bill.”
The food arrived, and Jim mused on what she had said as he put cream in his coffee. He
couldn’t deny that Blair had been under a lot of stress back then, what with Alex coming
to town, and his bizarre behavior, and then being drowned in the fountain, and coming
back to life. “How do you cure it?” he asked.
There was a long pause while Karen took a bite of her salad and chewed thoughtfully.
“Well, a lot of the time fugue states just remit spontaneously. The person remembers
their old life and then has amnesia for their new one. But in those cases the fugue is
212 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

usually pretty short — a few hours or days. You said Blair’s been missing for over six
months?”
He nodded.

“Fugues can last that long, although it’s not usual. Confronting the person with things
from their past life can be helpful — pictures, memories, things like that.” She looked at
Jim skeptically. “Although he’s already seen you, and that hasn’t worked….” She trailed
off, then shrugged. “It’s worth a try, though.”

A tendril of fear twisted in his gut. “You mean it might not work? He might not ever
remember his old life?”
“It’s possible. Sometime people don’t, even when confronted with evidence of their
previous life. The longer the fugue state lasts, the more difficult it may be to reverse it.”

The tendril had grown into a thick vine, gripping his stomach. Although he’d
acknowledged, intellectually, that Blair might have had a reason to leave Cascade
voluntarily, he’d always believed, in his heart, that if he just had a chance to explain
himself, to be honest with Blair about how he felt, that Blair would decide to come back
home with him. He’d never even considered the possibility that that might not work.
He dug in his pocket for a few dollars and left them on the table for the coffee. “Thanks,
you’ve been very helpful,” he told Karen as he slid out of the booth.

“Jim.” Her tone was solemn, and he stopped. “Be careful. If Blair is in a fugue state, then
it means there’s something traumatic that he’s trying to forget. If you make him
remember it, it could be very upsetting. Not to mention, he’ll be confused — remember,
he’ll have amnesia for his current life. He won’t remember the past six months.”
He nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

She took a business card out of her purse and handed it to him. “Call me if you need
some help.”

He got back to the Cosmosphere about 4:30 — he’d had to go by Luke’s office and get
Simon to fax him some things, and also had to stop at the bed and breakfast. Fortunately
there weren’t many people visiting today, so Doris was willing to sit at the ticket office
while he talked to Blair again.

They were in the same conference room they’d been in that morning. Jim poured two
cups of coffee and passed one across to Blair. “I thought I’d answered all your questions
this morning?” Blair asked, his tone curious rather than resentful.
“Some things have come up,” he answered. Taking a deep breath, he pulled out the
fingerprint analysis. He’d talked to Luke about how to do this, but Karen’s warning was
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still ringing in his head and it made him nervous. “When Sheriff DuBois ran your
fingerprints, a different name came up.” He pushed the sheet of paper across to Blair.
“According to this, you’re Blair Sandburg, recently of Cascade, Washington.” He kept his
eyes on Blair’s face, and dialed up his hearing and smell again. He wanted to catch any
hint that Blair was feeling distress.
“Huh.” Blair examined the paper closely. “I can see where you’d make the mistake, but,
no, this guy isn’t me.”
“Fingerprints don’t lie, Chief.”

“They must have gotten our files mixed up or something,” Blair said doggedly. “My name
is Jacob Goldstein. Kinda similar, and we do look a little bit alike, I’ll give you that. But
I’m not that guy.”
His heart rate was even and there was no change in his scent. Time to up the ante.
“Look, Blair Sandburg was — is — my partner. He disappeared over six months ago, and
I’ve been looking for him ever since.”
“That sounds rough, man. I wish I could help.” Was he imagining it, or was there a
defiant glint in Blair’s eye?
“I brought some pictures. Maybe you could just take a look at them?”

Blair’s mouth thinned, but he took the stack Jim handed him. Simon had faxed Blair’s
observer badge photo, as well as a couple of pictures he had of Jim and Blair fishing.
There was also a picture of the three of them at the Cop of the Year banquet. Rhonda
had added a couple from Major Crimes’ last Christmas party, and Joel had thrown in one
he’d taken of Blair watching Jim work the crime scene at one of the bombed churches
last year.

Blair looked at each one carefully, and then put it aside. When he’d viewed the last one,
he piled them up and tapped them on the table to even them out, then handed them
back to Jim. “Sorry. I’m not sure what to tell you.”
“Any of that look familiar to you?”

“No.” Blair shook his head. “None of it.”

He exhaled, scratching a hand through his hair. “These are all things you did, Chief.
Surely you must—”

“That’s not me. I don’t remember any of that.” Blair’s voice was sharp. His heartbeat had
risen slightly.
A cautious hope warmed his chest. Finally, a reaction. Maybe this would work. And he
still had one trump card to play. He reached into his bag and pulled out the shirt Blair
had been wearing the day he’d died. “How about this? Do you remember this?”
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Blair shoved his chair back from the table. “No, I don’t remember that!” he snapped.
“Damn it, how many times do I have to say it? I’m not this… this Blair Sandburg, or
whoever. My name is Jacob Goldstein. Why can’t you just leave me alone?” Jim could
hear his heart pounding, and his scent had turned bitter.
“Okay, okay.” He raised his hands soothingly. “Don’t get upset—”

“No, I’m done, man. I’m out of here. I’ve had enough. I know my rights. You got any more
questions to ask me, you’d better get a warrant for my arrest.” And with that he was
gone, slamming the door behind him.

The glow of hope died like a match in a wind tunnel. Jim rubbed his hand over his face,
and cursed under his breath. Nice job, Ellison. You sure handled that well.

He didn’t see Blair as he was leaving, and Doris waved at him merrily from the ticket
booth, so he assumed she hadn’t seen Blair either, or he didn’t think she’d be so pleasant
to him. She obviously had a soft spot for Blair, although she was a mother figure to most
of the kids who worked there.

He drove to the barbecue joint Luke had taken him to earlier. It was fairly quiet; in the
lull between lunch and dinner, and he ordered a beer and found himself a table in the
back. He thought about calling Luke and asking if he wanted to join him, but decided
that he needed some time alone to think.
How could he keep fucking things up between himself and Blair so badly? Even now,
when he had every intention of being honest, he couldn’t seem to stop himself from
jamming his foot in his mouth and making things worse. Time and time again, when
faced with a crossroads in their relationship, he’d chosen the wrong course.

He couldn’t give up, though. Not when he finally knew what he wanted. If that
experience at the fountain had taught him anything, it was that he and Blair were joined
at some deep level, and neither one of them would ever be truly complete without the
other.
But what if he never gets his memories back? a voice in his head asked.

He drained his beer and ordered another one, hoping it would numb the ache in his
chest. Then I’ll just have to get to know the person he is now, he thought. Because there’s
no way I’m losing him again, whether he’s Jacob or Blair or whoever.
He woke the next morning with a queasy feeling and his head pounding. Maybe four
beers and no dinner hadn’t been such a great idea. A hot shower helped clear his head,
and some coffee and eggs settled his stomach.
After breakfast he went up to his room and called Simon to fill him in.
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“So, even when you showed him the pictures, he didn’t remember?” Simon asked.
“Nope.”

“Is there anything else you can do?”

He blew out a breath. “The psychiatrist I talked to, she said there were a few drugs that
can help reduce the person’s mental defenses, but they have to be taken voluntarily, and
after our encounter yesterday I don’t think Blair will be willing to do that.”

“Well, you gave it your best shot, Jim.”

“Actually, I’m… I’m not giving up just yet.” Simon didn’t say anything, and he hurried to
fill the silence. “I’m going to stay here for a while.”
“Jim….”

“If you need me to resign, I understand. I just can’t… I can’t lose him again, Simon.” His
throat closed and he couldn’t say anything else.
There was silence, and then he heard Simon sigh heavily. “No, don’t resign. I’ll write you
up for an indefinite leave of absence.”
“Thanks,” he managed to get out.

“Don’t thank me. Just get back here… the both of you.”

He smiled as he hung up the phone. That was one worry solved. Now he just hoped that
Blair — no, Jacob — would give him a second chance.
The welcoming look on Blair’s face faded as he saw Jim approaching the front desk.
“Listen, man, I told you, I don’t want to talk to you—”
“I know. I’m sorry,” he said, holding up the white deli bag. “Peace offering, okay?”

Blair didn’t reply, but he thought he saw the barest curve of a smile appear on Blair’s
mouth.

“Please?” Jim continued. “We got off on the wrong foot yesterday. Give me a second
chance? Besides, you’ve got to eat.” He felt a triumphant surge of joy as the curve
became a full-fledged smile.
“Janice, I’m going to lunch,” Blair called out to the woman in the gift shop. “Can you
watch the front desk?”

There was a small concrete patio at the back of the museum; past the railing, a plain of
stones sloped gently down to the Arkansas River. Jim headed for one of the tables there.
“How’s this?” he asked.
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When there was no answer, he turned around, puzzled. Blair was standing a few feet
away. All the blood had drained out of his face, and Jim could see sweat beading at his
hairline. “What’s the matter?”
“I… I don’t like being near water,” Blair replied in a strangled whisper.

For a split second, the insane notion of tossing Blair into the river in an effort to jump
start his memories flashed in his mind. Then, deeply ashamed of himself, he directed
Blair away from the patio with a gentle touch on his back. “Let’s go over there, then —
there’s a nice stretch of lawn.” What the hell is wrong with you? he berated himself. I
thought you wanted to get back on his good side. Torture’s not going to get you very far on
that account.
They found a table on the lawn at the side of the museum, in the shade of the building.
The color had come back to Blair’s face, and his good humor seemed to have returned.
He sat down and dug into the bag, pulling out sandwiches and bottles of water. “Hey,
tongue! How’d you know that’s my favorite?”
“Lucky guess,” he replied, easing himself down next to Blair and taking the sandwich
Blair handed him. “Who doesn’t like tongue?”
They ate in silence for a few moments, then Jim brushed the crumbs from his hands and
took a sip of water. “Listen, I really do want to apologize for yesterday. I know I came on
a little strong—”

“It’s all right,” Blair said. He glanced over at Jim, his face and voice curiously flat. “That
guy, he obviously means a lot to you.”

“Yes. Yes, he does.” It felt weird, talking to Blair about… Blair, but what the fuck, if this
helped, he would do it. “He’s… he’s my partner, and my best friend.”
“Does he know that?”

He exhaled heavily. “I’m not sure.” He looked over at Blair, who still had that strange,
blank expression. “That’s part of why I need to find him. I need to make sure that he
knows….” His throat closed up and he couldn’t finish.

“I’m sorry, man,” Blair said, after a pause. His voice was back to its normal baritone, and
he gave Jim a compassionate look. “That’s a hard thing. I really do hope you find him.”
He nodded, unable to speak. After a moment, he cleared his throat. “So, what’s the
problem you have about water, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Blair’s cheeks went pink. “Oh, it’s stupid.”

“It didn’t look stupid to me, Chief. You looked pretty upset.”
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Blair sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I… I keep having this nightmare. Ever
since I was a kid. I’m in the water, and someone’s holding me under. Trying to drown
me.” He shook his head. “I don’t know where it came from. It never happened. But it
freaked me out enough that I never learned to swim.”
“You didn’t have to learn in school?”

“Oh, I didn’t really go to school. It was just my mom and me, and we traveled around a
lot. Sometimes I’d go for a few months, if we were staying put for a while, but mostly I
learned on my own.”
“So you didn’t go to college?”

Blair shook his head. “Didn’t even make it through high school, to be honest.”
“Where’s your mom now?”

A resigned sadness passed over Blair’s features. “She passed away a few years ago.” He
gave Jim a half-hearted smile. “It’s just me, now.”

His heart ached so hard he thought it might break. Whatever had traumatized his
extroverted and intellectually ravenous partner, it had been so bad that he’d created an
identity that was alone and rootless, cut off from other people and the academic life he
had loved. “I’m sorry to hear that, Chief.”
Blair’s smile grew. “Chief. You keep calling me that.”

“Sorry.” Jim felt his cheeks grow warm. He hadn’t even realized he’d been doing that.
“It’s kind of a verbal tic with me. I’ll try to stop it.”
“No, it’s okay. I like it.”

His heartbeat quickened, and for the first time in months, he smiled in pure and
uncomplicated joy. “Well, good. Okay.”

Blair crumpled up his sandwich wrappings and started gathering their trash into the
paper bag. “Well, thanks a lot for lunch, man. I’ve got to get back to work, though.”
“Have dinner with me tonight?” The words came out of Jim’s mouth before he could stop
and think about it. Too quick, too soon, he berated himself.
But Blair grinned, and shot him a look. “Why, Detective Ellison,” he said, his voice light,
“if I didn’t know better I’d think you were flirting with me.”
“Would that be a problem?”
“Not at all.”
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Jim leaned forward to kiss him. He’d meant it to just be a brief brush, a promissory note
of further intentions, but when their lips met he felt a shock travel through him from his
heart to the soles of his feet. Then somehow he was cupping the back of Blair’s head,
fingers sinking into Blair’s short, untidy mop of hair, and Blair was gripping his shirt,
and there was a sweet bloom in Blair’s scent, like chocolate melting, and someone’s
heart was pounding, he couldn’t tell whose, it was so loud in his ears, and Blair’s mouth
was open and he tasted so good….

His reverie came to a crashing halt as Blair pulled away. “Um, yeah, wow,” Blair said,
panting slightly. “We have got to save that for later or I am not going to get back to
work.”
“Okay,” he replied shakily. Blair looked irresistible; skin flushed, eyes shining, scent
warm and rich, teeth gently creasing his bottom lip. He was trembling with the effort it
took not to pull Blair into his arms and kiss him, lap his tongue over those small
indentations and ease them…
“I get off at six,” Blair was saying, interrupting his train of thought, as he wrote
something on an index card. “Come pick me up at this address at seven.”

“Okay.” Clearly his verbal facility had gone south with his blood. He tucked the card into
the breast pocket of his shirt and fished one of his cards out of his wallet. “Here’s my cell
phone number in case there’s a problem.”
“Got it. See you at seven.” There was a feather-light brush of lips against his and then
Blair was walking quickly, albeit a bit unsteadily, towards the staff entrance at the back.
Jim sat in the cool shade for a few moments, breathing deeply and slowly, until he felt
like he had enough presence of mind to drive.

He went back to the bed and breakfast and changed into shorts and a t-shirt, then went
for a long run by the river. The exercise took the edge off his physical desire, which
helped him think more clearly.

When he got back he peeled off his sweaty clothes and started the shower. The hot
water felt good pounding down on his head and shoulders as he turned things over in
his mind. He knew that he wanted to be with Blair. There was no question about that.
Did he want to be with Blair so badly that he’d move to Hutchinson, Kansas? He was
starting to think so.

Did he want to be with Blair so badly that he’d be willing to accept that Blair would
never be himself again? Could he accept Jacob, love Jacob, knowing that Blair was in
there, somewhere, but forever out of reach?
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He wasn’t sure, but he wanted to try. He didn’t want to give up hope that Blair’s
memories would return, but he knew that he couldn’t imagine his life without Blair in it.
Even if he was someone different. If the kiss this afternoon had taught him anything, it
was that the bond they had formed that day by the fountain was there even when Blair
wasn’t himself.
But did Blair — no, Jacob — want to be with him?

The response to that kiss would seem to indicate yes. But he still hesitated. Blair knew
him, but Jacob didn’t. He shouldn’t rush into something just because he’d made up his
mind that that was what he wanted. He needed to give Jacob a chance to know his own
mind.
He shut the shower off and toweled himself dry. Just dinner, then. Take things slow.

Pulling on jeans and a clean shirt, he glanced at the clock. He had slightly more than an
hour before he had to pick Bl — Jacob — up. He might as well head downtown and
check in with Luke. He had a feeling he might be asking him for a job before too long.

But when he got to the station, Luke was in his office with the door closed. Jim could
hear voices, rising and overlapping, but couldn’t make out any words. He was debating
whether he should dial his hearing up when the door banged open and a tall, darkhaired man stalked out.
“Mr. Kelleher, I’d be happy to get a warrant, but I was hoping we wouldn’t have to take
things that far.” Luke had followed the man out and was standing in the doorway, arms
crossed over his chest.

So this was Jack Kelleher. Jim looked him over. He looked younger than he’d expected;
the only sign that he was past his forties was the dusting of gray at his temples. His suit
was impeccably tailored and looked as though it might have been made to order. He
wore expensive black Italian loafers and carried a brown leather briefcase.
Kelleher stopped and exhaled, then turned back towards Luke. “Of course, Sheriff
DuBois, I will make every effort to comply with your requests, but I simply do not
understand why this information is necessary.”
“As I explained,” Luke said, “someone has put a moon rock up for sale on the Internet—”
“And how, exactly, do you know that?”

Luke paused for a moment. “You’ll appreciate that I can’t reveal our investigative
sources at this point. Now, someone has put a moon rock up for sale. It might be yours.
The more information I can get about your computers, the better chance we’ll have of
determining if that’s the case.”
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Something familiar tickled at his nostrils. Jim dialed up smell and was immediately hit
with an odor he couldn’t quite place. He knew he’d smelled it before, fairly recently, but
he couldn’t remember where or when.
“I’ll ask Doris to get you the information you need,” Kelleher responded stiffly. “Is that
all? I have work to do.”
Luke nodded. “Thank you. We’ll be in touch.”

Kelleher stalked out the door and Luke turned and went back into his office. Jim
followed, still trying to identify that smell. He was so focused on that that he didn’t
realize that Luke was talking to him until the big man touched his shoulder.
“Hey, you with me?” Luke asked.

“Yeah, yeah, sorry,” he said. “I was thinking about something.” He took a deep breath to
try and get another whiff, but there was nothing there. The scent was gone.
“That Kelleher’s a piece of work,” Luke grumbled. “Here I am, trying to solve a theft at
his museum, and he’s playing amateur detective with me and second-guessing—”

The memory came back to him in a rush. It was the weird scent he’d smelled when he
and Luke had been examining the moon rock display. He stepped out of Luke’s office
and inhaled, dialing his smell up as high as it would go, but he still couldn’t detect any
hint of it. It had been there, stronger than at the museum, but now it was completely
gone.
“Jim, are you all right?” Luke had followed him out into the hallway and was frowning at
him.
“Yeah. Listen, I smelled something at the Cosmosphere, when we were going over the
crime scene.”
Luke raised an eyebrow.

“Look, I know it sounds weird, just… just trust me. I smelled something, a very
distinctive odor, although it was faint. I just smelled it again a few moments ago, pretty
strong. But now it’s gone.”
“You’ve got a sharp nose as well as sharp eyes?”

Could he have been smelling the moon rock? Or at least the residue of it? That might
explain why the scent at the museum had been so faint. And it would explain why the
smell had seemed so strange — a rock from another world, made up of different
elements, different minerals.
Blair would have really loved to hear about this, he thought, with a pang.
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But then why had the scent here been so strong? And why was it gone now?

It hit him when he looked at the door. Kelleher. He’d been carrying a briefcase. He
turned back to Luke. “You got any evidence on Kelleher for this?”

Luke smiled. “Good eyes, good nose, and you can read my mind? Hell, Ellison.” He sighed
and crossed his arms over his chest. “Nothing concrete. Which is why I want the
information about his computers.”
“That alarm bypass looked like it was done by someone who knew what he was doing.”

“And no one currently working at the Cosmosphere has that kind of expertise in their
background, at least from what we can tell so far. Kelleher, though — he got his college
degree in electrical engineering. And he looked worried when I told him we knew about
the moon rock sale. It was posted anonymously, of course. We’re trying to pull ISP
information to see where the offer was posted from.”
“Luke!” A young woman in a sheriff’s uniform came up to them, holding a sheet of paper.

“One of my deputies, Andrea Carson,” Luke said to Jim. “Andrea, this is Jim Ellison.”

“Hey.” She nodded at him. “We got the info on the bid. It was posted from a computer at
the Cosmosphere. But I can’t tell which one, not until we get the MAC addresses--”
Luke grabbed his coat and headed for the door. “I’ll bet you a dollar that Kelleher’s
down at the museum right now, trying to destroy the evidence.”
He followed, heart thumping. “Can I come?” Blair was at the museum. And given his
talent for attracting danger…

Luke stopped and gave him a searching look. “Sure,” he said, finally. “I might need that
nose of yours.”
Mark was at the front desk when they came in. “Where’s Kelleher?” Luke demanded.
“Uh… he asked Jacob to help him with something in his office.”

Jim followed Luke as he headed down the hall, a tight, twisting feeling in his gut. He
pulled his gun out of its holster as Luke rapped sharply on the door. “Come on out,
Kelleher,” Luke said. “Let’s do this quietly so no one gets hurt.”
The door banged open and Kelleher inched out, holding Blair in front of him like a
shield. He had one arm locked tightly around Blair’s neck; with his other hand he held a
revolver at Blair’s temple. “Oh, I think it’s a little late for that, don’t you, Sheriff?” he
replied.
222 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

Blair’s face was pale. His eyes sought Jim’s and Jim nodded slightly, trying to project
reassurance.
“Look, there’s no need for this to get tense,” Luke said, softening his voice. “We can
discuss this like reasonable people. Just let the kid go.”

Kelleher looked back and forth between Luke and Jim, on either side of him in the
hallway. “I don’t think so, Sheriff. He’s my insurance policy — insurance that you’re
going to let me go. Because if you don’t….” He trailed off as he drew the hammer back on
the gun and pressed it closer to Blair’s head.
A chill slid down Jim’s spine and the twist in his stomach became a knot of fear. “Take it
easy, Kelleher,” he growled. “If you hurt him….”

Blair was staring at him intently. When he flicked his gaze away from Kelleher’s face for
a moment to look at Blair, Blair’s eyes shifted down and to the right. “On three,” he
breathed, so softly that Jim could barely hear it. “One… two… three.”

Jim aimed at Kelleher’s shoulder and fired, just as Blair jammed his elbow into
Kelleher’s stomach and ducked. The blow made Kelleher lose his grip on Blair, and then
Jim’s bullet in his shoulder sent him sprawling backwards to the floor. The gun flew out
of his hand and skittered away. And then there were sirens and police cars pulling up in
the parking lot and Luke was rolling Kelleher over and cuffing him, saying, “You have
the right to remain silent….”
“Chief, you okay?” Blair was prone and still. Jim crouched next to him, feeling a cold
hand grip his heart. He fumbled at Blair’s arm and pressed two fingers to his wrist, then
exhaled as he felt the steady thump of Blair’s heartbeat.
Blair stirred. “Ohhhhh,” he groaned as he pushed himself to a sitting position. “My head
hurts. Did he whack me or something?”
Relief made Jim giddy. “I think that was the wall, buddy.”

“Ow.” Blair stood, wobbled a bit, then leaned back against the wall to brace himself. He
glanced up at Jim. “Thanks. That was some damn fine shooting.”

“Hey, there’s no way that would have worked if you hadn’t distracted him with that
elbow. That was pretty fast thinking, by the way. Dangerous, but fast.” He could feel his
muscles relax as the tension seeped out of him.
Blair’s look was pure confusion. “What are you talking about?”
“You gave me a three count, then hit Kelleher.”
“No, I didn’t. You shot him.”

“You… you don’t remember?”
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“There’s nothing to remember! I didn’t do anything!” Blair’s voice held an edge to it.

“Okay, okay, whatever you say,” Jim said. His thoughts jumbled around crazily in his
head. He knew he’d heard Blair, had seen Blair strike Kelleher… and then it hit him.
Blair’s count had been pitched Sentinel-soft, for his ears alone. Jacob wouldn’t have
known to do that.
Had that been Blair? And now Jacob didn’t remember, because it hadn’t been him?

He tried to quell the sudden lift of his heart. “We’d better get you checked out,” he said,
steering Blair towards the front door.
“I’m fine,” Blair protested. But he stumbled a little as they crossed the threshold, and Jim
gripped his arm tighter. “Okay,” he muttered as a pair of EMTs headed towards them,
“maybe not that fine.”

The examination didn’t raise any red flags, but the EMTs wanted to take Blair to the
hospital and have him checked out by one of the physicians there. Blair looked up at Jim
with a frown. “But we were going to have dinner,” he said, the hint of a whine in his
voice.
“We’ll take a rain check, Chief,” he said, tousling Blair’s hair lightly. “It’s more important
that you get cleared. Besides, I’m not going anywhere.”
He watched as the paramedics drove off with Blair, then headed back inside to help
Luke. Kelleher had remained mute until Luke had found the missing moon rock in his
briefcase, at which point he’d confessed to everything.

Three hours later, with statements taken, evidence entered, and Kelleher booked, Jim
grabbed a six-pack and headed back to his room. Luke had invited him to go out with
him and his crew, but he’d declined. He needed to think.
He sat on the bed, legs stretched out in front of him, flipping through the channels.
Amazing how the same shit was on here in Kansas as in Cascade. He switched the TV off
and took a swig of beer.

“You have to make up your mind,” he said aloud, rubbing his thumb over the smooth
glass. Whatever the hell had happened with Blair tonight, he couldn’t hope that it would
happen again. It wouldn’t be right to stay here with Jacob if he was just doing it for the
occasional glimpse of Blair. There was no guarantee that Blair would ever come back,
even if just for a moment. He either had to accept that and accept Jacob, or leave for
good.
There was a soft knock on his door. He opened it, and felt the floor lurch under his feet.
Blair — no, Jacob — stood there, looking anxious. “Hey,” he said, “can I come in?”
“Sure,” he replied. He stood aside and motioned him in.
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“Uh… do you always sit around in the dark?

“Oh, sorry — I was thinking about stuff and didn’t realize that it had gotten dark.” He
switched on one of the lamps. Blair had showered and changed into jeans and a t-shirt.
He could smell the clean scent of his soap and see his damp hair curling at the back of
his neck. “I figured you’d want to crash, after the night you’ve had.”
Blair shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah, well….”

He searched for something to break the silence. “Doctor check you out?”
“Yeah. No problems.”
“Want a beer?”
“Sure.”

Jim popped the cap off one of his beers and handed it over. Blair sat down, twisting the
neck of the bottle between his fingers. His face was pensive.
Stomach churning, Jim perched on the bed and cast about for something else to say.
“Hey, you’ll never believe this, but Kelleher—”

“The thing is,” Blair interrupted, “I feel really safe with you. This crazy guy’s got an arm
around my neck, and a gun held to my head, and I’m freaking out, because nothing like
this has ever happened to me before. And then you show up, and suddenly it’s all okay. I
feel fine, everything is fine, because I know that you’re going to figure it all out.”

He tried to muster a convincing smile. “I seem to have that effect on people. Must be the
badge.”
But Blair — no, Jacob — was shaking his head. “I’ve been around plenty of cops in my
day, and they don’t make me feel like that. Actually, most of the time they make me feel
nervous.” He looked up at Jim. “You’re different. And I don’t know why.”

His heart hammered against his ribs and he gulped some beer. “I don’t know, Chief.
Maybe I remind you of someone?”

Jacob smiled. “And that’s another thing. I usually hate it when people call me nicknames.
But not when it’s you. ‘Chief’ — it seems right, somehow.” He took a sip of beer. “It’s
been that way since the first day I met you. I felt…drawn to you. Even when you were
harassing me about that guy you’re looking for.”
He couldn’t speak past the tightness in his throat.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is, that’s okay.” Jacob stood and put his beer on the table,
then walked over to stand in front of Jim. “I like you, and I’m fine with not completely
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getting why. And the more I thought about it once I got home, the more I realized that I
didn’t want to be alone tonight. I really wanted to be with you.”
Then he slid his hand around the back of Jim’s neck and kissed him.

Jim hesitated. His resolve to take things slowly and give Blair — Jacob, damn it — time
was wavering with the soft press of lips against his. If Jacob didn’t care, why should he?
And yet… was he completely prepared for this? If he slept with Jacob, there was no
going back, no changing his mind. He’d be committed. Was he ready for this? Was he
ready to give up any hope that Blair would come back?
Jacob drew back, eyes downcast, cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry. I thought… it’s that guy,
huh? The one you’re looking for. You’re still… you can’t….”
You have to make up your mind.

“No,” he said roughly as he grabbed Jacob’s t-shirt and pulled him into a kiss. “He’s
gone.”

And then there was no need for names anymore, or even words. There was just the
softness of cotton and the rasp of denim; the brush of fingers electric against skin; the
smell of musk and sweat; sighs and inarticulate murmurs; the slow heady swelling of
desire. On the edge of release, Jim cupped his lover’s face in his hands, looking deep into
his dark blue eyes, and felt the bond between them blaze into life, filling every corner of
his being with profound warmth and love. And when they were spent, clinging to each
other, muscles trembling with exertion, Jim tugged the blanket over both of them and
fell asleep feeling utterly whole.
The clinking of empty bottles woke him. He raised his head and realized that the space
next to him in the bed was empty. “What’s up?” he asked, head still fuzzy with sleep.
“Jim?” Jacob’s voice crackled with panic.

He sat up and switched on the light, blinking a few times to get his eyes to adjust.
“Jacob? Are you all right?”
“Who the hell is Jacob?”

For a moment, it was as if every muscle in his body had locked up. He felt stunned, like
he’d just taken a right hook to the chin. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t do
anything but stare. It was Blair. His Blair.

“Jim?” Blair was halfway to the door, t-shirt clutched in one hand, sneakers in the other,
jeans on but with the top button undone. Jim guessed he’d bumped into the table as he
was gathering his clothes, upsetting the empty beer bottles. “What the hell is going on?”
The fear and uncertainty in Blair’s voice galvanized him into action. He slipped out of
bed and pulled on his own jeans. “It’s okay, Chief. Everything’s okay.”
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Blair’s eyes were wide, the pupils huge. “What do you mean, it’s okay? Where are we?”

“We’re in Hutchinson, Kansas.” Although he wasn’t sure that was going to make Blair
feel any better.
“What? Why? How?”

How on earth was he going to explain this? “What’s the last thing you remember?”

Blair’s eyes slid away from his. “I… I was in the hospital in Cascade. I nearly drowned.”

He took a deep breath. Karen had told him that, if Blair regained his memories, he’d lose
all the memories of his other identity. “Okay. This is going to sound a little strange. You
should probably sit down.”

Blair let him take his t-shirt and shoes, and push him into one of the chairs. “You
disappeared from the hospital overnight,” Jim continued as he got another chair for
himself. “It took me over six months to find you. You were here, with a whole new
identity. You didn’t remember anything from your life in Cascade. You didn’t even
recognize me.”
“I… I… what? How?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know, Chief. I talked to a psychiatrist; she explained that
sometimes this happens to people. Dissociative fugue, she called it.”
“Six… six months?” Blair’s voice quavered. “Where was I? What did I do?”

“I don’t know that, either.” He patted Blair’s knee reassuringly. “You’d been here about
two months. You were calling yourself Jacob Goldstein, and you were working at a space
museum called the Cosmosphere.”

Blair’s eyes met his, recognition dawning in their depths. “Naomi took me there. When I
was little. I really liked it.”
“There must have been a part of you that remembered that.” He smiled with relief at the
explanation.
“How did you find me?”

“We put a flag on your fingerprints. The sheriff here ran them as part of an
investigation.”
Blair went pale. “Did I… did I do something?”

“No, no.” He folded his hands over Blair’s. They were as cold as ice, and he chafed them
gently. “The director of the museum, he stole an artifact, tried to sell it anonymously.
The fingerprints were a routine search on all the employees. You didn’t do anything
wrong.”
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He watched as Blair blinked at him, then looked around the room. He could see Blair
putting the pieces together and his heart sank a little.

“You came to find me, because of the fingerprint search,” Blair said, his voice flat. “But I
wasn’t me, I was someone else. So you… decided you’d sleep with me?”
Jim exhaled. He let go of Blair’s hands. “No, it’s… it’s more complicated than that.”

“Really? It seems pretty clear to me. I was naked, you were naked, we were in bed
together… or did I miss something?”
“That’s not what I meant.”

“You figured if you couldn’t have me, this guy would be just as good? Or maybe you just
figured the new me would be an easy lay.”

“No, of course not! Jesus, Blair!” He ran a hand through his hair, then leaned forward.
“Look, after seeing you in the hospital that first night, I went home, and — I realized I
was an idiot. That… whatever that thing was that happened when our spirit animals
merged and you came back, that was the best, the most meaningful thing that’s ever
happened to me, and I was a fool to act like it wasn’t.”
Blair had gone oddly still in the chair, his head bowed.

“So I decided that I was going to tell you that, no matter how hard it was. But when I got
to the hospital the next day, you were gone.”
Blair still didn’t say anything, and he felt his pulse quicken. “When I found you here,
even though you didn’t know me, that connection was still there. I could feel it. And you
did, too. You told me that yourself. You came here tonight because you felt it. And I….”
He swallowed, trying to ease the ache in his throat. “All I wanted was to be with you.”
There was a long silence, and he felt his heart plummet. “Blair, please….” he whispered.

“That’s the last thing I remember,” Blair said quietly. He still hadn’t looked up. “You,
saying you weren’t ready to take that trip with me.” His voice trembled. “I couldn’t
understand it. I couldn’t understand how, if you’d had the same vision as I did, felt the
same things I felt, how you could… deny that. To my face.”

He ran the back of his hand across his eyes. “Nothing had ever hurt like that,” he
continued. “Not even dying. It felt like my heart was being torn out of my chest. I
thought it would get better once you left, but… it didn’t. I wanted to scream, I wanted to
howl, and it just kept getting worse and worse and I just wanted it to all go away…” He
raised his head and looked at Jim, tears sliding down his face. “That’s the last thing I
remember.”
“Oh, Christ, Blair.” His heart clenched with guilt. It had been his fault. It had all been his
fault. He stood and pulled Blair into his arms. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
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Blair resisted at first, but then he shuddered and folded into Jim’s embrace, clutching at
his arms, gasping as months of repressed anguish and hurt bubbled out of him in
choked sobs. To see him so distraught made Jim’s heart ache and his throat tighten. He
cradled Blair in his arms, rubbing his back and murmuring “I’m sorry,” and “It’s all right,
I’m here, I’m not going anywhere,” over and over, his voice thick with tears.

At some point his own grief and guilt overwhelmed him, and then it was Blair that was
doing the comforting, his fingers warm as they brushed the dampness from his cheeks,
telling him, “It’s okay, I forgive you, Jim, I do.”

Dawn found them back in bed. Jim felt drained but alert as he lay on his side and
watched Blair’s eyes drift shut, then open again. “You should sleep, babe,” he told Blair.
“You had a hell of a night.”
“So did you,” Blair replied drowsily. He forced his eyes open again. “I want to, I’m… I’m
just scared. What if… what if I….”
“Wake up as Jacob again?”
Blair nodded.

“Won’t happen.”

“How can you be so sure?”

He cupped Blair’s face in one hand, lightly rubbing his thumb over Blair’s cheekbone. He
couldn’t seem to sate this hunger he had to touch Blair. No matter how much he did it,
he still wanted more. “Well, for one thing, I won’t let it. I won’t lose you again.”
“Mm.” Blair’s eyes closed and opened again.

“But, more importantly, we’re on the same page now.” Tonight they’d done, in physical
form, what they’d done spiritually in the few moments when Blair had hung between
life and death; shared their feelings with each other, openly and fully. “You don’t have
any reason to want to be someone else.”

Blair searched his face, his expression sober, then exhaled and closed his eyes. “Okay.
But you’ll stay here, right? You’ll be here when I wake up?”
“Of course,” he replied, linking his fingers with Blair’s. “Always.”
“Seriously, you were able to smell a moon rock?”

Jim grinned from behind the paper. It was Sunday morning, and he was stretched out on
the couch, feet in Blair’s lap. They’d been back in Cascade for two weeks, and he was
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surprised it had taken Blair this long to focus on the Sentinel-related aspects of their
adventure in Hutchinson. “It would seem so, Chief.”

“I can’t believe Kelleher kept the rock on him,” Blair mused, looking at the news clipping
from Luke that had come in yesterday’s mail. ‘Museum Director Confesses, Gets Five
Years’ it proclaimed.
“I guess he didn’t want to have it out of his sight,” he replied, shrugging as he folded the
paper closed. “Plus, he didn’t have any reason to think I could smell it. And, truthfully,
Luke was closing in on him even without that. Once the ISP information came in, they’d
have had enough information to arrest him.”

“If he hadn’t made it out of town by then.” Blair rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Say,
Rainier has some meteorite samples… I wonder if I could get access to them….”
“I doubt I’m ever going to need to smell a moon rock again,” he said, chuckling.

“You never know. Plus, it would be good information about your senses.” But the look
that Jim had come to think of as ‘Blair-in-testing-mode’ was gone, replaced with
something more serious.
“What’s up?” he asked, poking Blair in the ribs with his foot.

Blair was quiet for a moment, looking down at his hands. “I don’t know,” he said.
“There’s a part of me that’s still scared that he’ll come back.”
“Jacob?”

Nodding, Blair continued. “I check the date first thing every morning when I wake up,
just to make sure I haven’t lost any more time or anything.”

He felt a twinge of guilt at that, and sat up, putting a hand on Blair’s arm. He’d been
waking up next to Blair for three weeks and he hadn’t even noticed. “I’m so—”

“I know, I know, you’re sorry,” Blair interrupted him. He gave Jim a half-hearted smile.
“It’s okay, really. I’ll stop, eventually, when I feel more secure.” He sighed. “Then there’s
a part of me that feels sad, like I lost a friend or something. Which is nuts, because he is
me, or was me, so it’s not like he’s actually a separate person….” He trailed off, shaking
his head. “I don’t know.”
His heart ached at Blair’s confusion, and he put an arm around him and pulled him close.
“Trust me, you were still you, Chief, just with a different name and a little less
background.”
“I just wish I could remember,” Blair said softly.

“What did Karen say?” Blair had gone to talk to Luke’s psychiatrist friend before they’d
left Hutchinson.
230 | P a g e

Sentinel Reverse Bang 2012 (vol 1)

“She said the same thing she told you. Most people, when they come out of a fugue, have
amnesia for the new identity they constructed.”
Jim waited, gently rubbing Blair’s shoulder. They’d had this conversation before.

Blair exhaled. “And she told me that people rarely create alternate identities that go on a
crime spree or do things that are out of character for them.”
“After all, they’re trying to hide, not kick up a fuss,” he pointed out.
“I know. I just… I wish I knew what I did.”

“Maybe you should talk to someone, then. See what you can remember.”

“Yeah.” Blair glanced up at him, eyes shadowed. “You wouldn’t be worried that that
would bring Jacob back?”

He shook his head. “No. I trust us. I trust you.” It felt surprisingly good to say that. “If it’s
important to you, I want you to do it.” He grinned at Blair. “Besides, we’re not in Kansas
anymore.”
Blair rolled his eyes and flung a pillow at him. “Augh. Next you’re going to tell me there’s
no place like home.”
Laughing, Jim lay back down, pulling Blair on top of him. “Well, it’s true.” He took Blair’s
face in his hands and kissed him. “Because home’s wherever you are.”
The End
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RIPPLES

ART BY AKABLONDED

STORY BY FRANSCATS

Looking across the clean sand and blue-green water of the nearby shore as his friend
collapsed on the sand beside him, Blair Sandburg pondered the events that had led to
his being on a beach in San Diego with his best friend Jim Ellison.
It was odd and admittedly disconcerting that such a wonderful vacation could come at
the tail end of the case they had just closed. It had been a particularly gruesome case.
And at its emotional end even Jim had needed to unwind and purge his soul of the
events that had transpired. Simon Banks, Jim’s boss and the Captain of the Major Crimes
division of Cascade Washington’s Police Department realizing the need to unwind had
insisted that the pair take off for a few days and that led to Jim and Blair’s long weekend
vacation in San Diego. Jim, predictably had wanted to go fishing up north but Blair had
somehow (and Blair wasn’t entirely sure how he had done it because if he knew he
would bottle it for future use) convinced Jim to catch a shuttle flight down to San Diego
for a sun-filled long weekend on the beach.
It had started when…

Detective James Ellison of Major Crimes and his police observer/partner Blair Sandburg
had walked into the bullpen on a balmy Monday morning in late May.

Mrs. Doreen Green, 87 years old and physically slowed by her advanced age but
mentally as sharp as she was years before had called the precinct asking for help. She
suspected something was wrong with her neighbor, Mrs. Grant. She was sure she had
heard gunshots coming from the Grants’ house earlier that morning. The police officers
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who had been dispatched at her call had taken her statement with some skepticism,
eyeing the coke-bottle eyeglasses perched on the tip of her thin nose and her advanced
age and then knocked on the neighbor’s door finding no one home and the car, usually
kept in the carport, gone.

The police officers had left a note for the missing owners, written a report and filed it
with the suggestion that another patrol check on the neighbors at a later point in the
day, and gone about their business. But Doreen Green was not one to sit idly by when
she was sure something was wrong. She tracked down the phone numbers of Homicide
and Major Crimes. Homicide had been less than helpful referring her back to the main
line, but Blair had picked up the call when it came in on Jim’s line and promised Mrs.
Green that someone would investigate. Jim, standing by the copy machine, had heard
Blair’s promise and rolled his eyes heaving a sigh. He mentally noted he would have to
talk to his enthusiastic partner about following proper channels of investigation. But
just before lunch Jim and Blair made good on Blair’s promise, with a wave from Simon,
they headed off to visit and interview Mrs. Doreen Green.

The senior lady invited them in and again voiced her suspicions, after which the pair
went next door to the Grant’s house. Walking past the somewhat run-down white picket
fence and up onto the small porch where a small pink tricycle stood in the path to the
door, Blair had tried ringing the bell and then knocking on the door, as Jim beside him
frowned, a hand subtly reaching to unhook his gun holster.

“Blair,” he began softly a hand coming to rest on Blair’s shoulder as he slowly pushed
the police observer behind him. “Call Simon, Mrs. Green is right.”

“What?” Blair turned and looked at Jim, noticing that the sentinel’s nostrils flared as he
gazed at the door.
“I smell blood.”

Blair considered this, a hand automatically latching on to Jim’s arm to center the
sentinel as he looked around the yard and back at Jim. “Is there anyone in or around the
house?” he asked quietly, focusing the Jim’s enhanced senses.

Jim responded to the question by tilting his head and then shaking it, and Blair noticed
that Jim relaxed the hold on his gun. He knew if Jim, with his extraordinary senses,
didn’t hear anything; there was nothing there to hear. “No one’s in the house,” Jim
continued, he didn’t add “alive” but thought it as he stepped over to the window and
peered in. “Tell Simon to send CSU. We don’t need a warrant; I see a body.”
Before calling Blair walked over to the window and peered in and Jim turned, raising an
eyebrow. “Don’t think I saw a body, Sandburg?” he challenged.
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“I’m sure you did,” Blair responded quietly. “But I have to make sure the rest of us can
see it, too. Otherwise we still need a warrant, unless you want to explain how you can
see it to the DA.”

Jim nodded his understanding as Blair peered in the window before calling Simon while
Jim walked back to the door, breaking in. Both men entered and looked down at the
body lying on the floor of the living room. It was a petite woman, twenty-something
years old, with a gaping hole in her back and a puddle of her own blood spread out on
the floor beneath her. Blair turned pale and looked away, his face screwing up in a way
Jim hated, but he instinctively put a hand on the sentinel’s shoulder as Jim bent down to
consider the woman.
Something inside Jim always balked at taking Blair to violent crime scenes. Despite his
lack of police training, Blair usually handled seeing the bodies pretty well, however, Jim
hated exposing the darker side of humanity to the young man. But Blair always insisted
on coming and grounding the sentinel as he looked at crime scenes, despite the fact that
it was hard on the young man.
Reminding Blair not to touch anything and to stay put, he moved silently through the
house, discovering three other bodies, three children - one an infant in his crib - all
having been shot. Sickened by the scene, Jim moved back to the living room and told
Blair what he had found and watched as Blair swallowed down bile. “Wait outside
Chief,” Jim said softly, but Blair shook his head.
“We should use your senses to go over the scene before it’s contaminated by CSU. See if
you pick up anything.”

“You don’t need to see this,” Jim shook his head. “It’s bad.” Blair knew if Jim said it was
bad, it was very bad but he steeled himself, knowing he could help Jim focus.
“We have to do this,” Blair answered forcefully, his blue eyes large in a pale white face.
Jim sighed and then nodded knowing he was right though he hated the idea of Blair
seeing the children’s remains.

Together they made their way through the rooms, Jim keeping as much of an eye on
Blair as the crime scene while Blair helped him filter out things so he could find clues.
And Jim did find two; one in the baby’s room. The assailant must have come over and
looked down into the crib before shooting the child. Jim could smell some gun residue
near one end of the crib and noted a fingerprint with the faintest scent of gunpowder on
the bars of the crib which he hoped was the perpetrator’s. In the living room, he found
just a trace of a smell; an aftershave scent he knew. Blair nodded and promised they
would work on the scent later as the CSU team arrived.
The pair moved quickly through the scenes before the arrival of the other cops, Blair
breathing through his mouth, consciously regulating his breathing to keep down
whatever he had eaten that day and keep Jim from worrying. He closed his eyes in the
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children’s and baby’s rooms, a hand gripping Jim’s arm so tight that Jim winced in pain
as he worked, but the sentinel said nothing. He quickly completed the sweep of the
scene and then led Blair out of the room, through the living room and out onto the
porch, where Blair gulped in large amounts of the warm air.
Standing outside and trying to control his breathing, Blair didn’t realize he was still
holding tight to Jim and the sentinel said nothing glad he was there for Blair. In a way,
Jim didn’t mind the pain. If grabbing his arm helped Blair deal with the scene then Jim
didn’t mind it. As CSU began cataloging their work, Jim moved Blair over to his truck
and then went back to point out the fingerprint and talk with police.

Simon Banks arrived soon after, the horrific nature of the scene worrisome enough that
he wanted to check on his detective. The three stood by the truck talking for a few
minutes, Simon’s eyes going speculatively over Blair’s white face and still features.
Usually, the kid was a motor mouth and whirling dervish combined, and this subdued
Sandburg worried him. “Sandburg, are you okay?” he asked softly and Blair nodded.
“How can someone do that to children?” he asked, his voice trembling slightly.
“It would take a sick person and we have to catch him or her.”

“It’s a him,” Jim cut in, and Simon raised an eyebrow looking at his lead detective.

Jim tapped his nose. “Aftershave,” he answered and Simon sighed, looking over his
detective and observer.

“I want you both,” he emphasized the word, “to see the department counselor when this
is over.” He turned and looked at the small house. “Anything you need, let me know but
get the sick son of a bitch Jim.” He turned towards his car.

After speaking with Simon, Jim and Blair returned to the crime scene. Cassie Welles
from the coroner’s office was there directing the removal of the bodies and as Jim
groaned, seeing her, she turned and gave them a grim look.
“They’ve been dead for about six hours,” she told Jim and Blair, “and I think the cause of
death is clear. It won’t be confirmed until after the autopsy but I’d say the perp used a
38.” Jim nodded and Blair looked away as a small body bag was carried out. “The
husband is missing,” Cassie continued. “Maybe he did it in some kind of rage.”

Jim didn’t answer. It was possible that the husband did it, but if he did, it wasn’t in some
kind of rage. The person who did this stood over the infant, watching him, before taking
his life. If it was the husband, than he did it out of some psychosis – which could be even
more dangerous than some rage.

“Maybe you should put an APB out for him,” Cassie continued and Blair, knowing Jim
found Cassie’s meddling irritating, answered.
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“Already done.”

Cassie nodded and looked around. “What marital problems would cause a man to kill his
family like this?”

“We don’t know he did it,” Jim answered, and Cassie gave him a slightly condescending
smile.
“I spoke with Mrs. Green, he did it.”

“You spoke with Mrs. Green,” Jim practically bristled. “You are not a detective, Welles,
and I don’t want you messing up the investigation with unsubstantiated allegations.”
“Oh come on Jim, I know you don’t like it when I invade your territory but…”

Blair could tell Jim was getting ready to explode and laid a hand on his arm as he turned
back to Cassie.
“Did Mrs. Green tell you anything that might lead to Mr. Grant being the perp?” he asked.
It took a moment, but then she looked away and shook her head no.

“Look Cassie your interference is compromising my investigation. You may have altered
Mrs. Green’s perceptions with allegations. You are not a detective. Interfere again and I
will register a formal complaint,” Jim warned, grinding his teeth in anger as he turned
and headed for his truck.
Blair glanced at Jim’s retreating back. “Look Cassie, I know you want to help but…”

“Don’t say it Blair. I know I’m not a detective. Neither are you but he tolerates you.”

Blair nodded looking at Jim’s retreating back. “Yeah but I don’t tamper with
investigations to try to get ahead of him and show I’m a better detective,” he told her
gently before turning for Jim’s truck, knowing they needed to get back to Major Crimes
and get some info on Mr. Grant.

At the station, Jim and Blair found that Mr. Eric Grant had nothing worse than a few
parking tickets. He worked as a driver for a trucking company and, after conferring with
Simon, the two headed off to the company Grant worked for.
Pulling up at Travel By Wheels Trucking, Jim looked at the office. “This is the trucking
company,” he stated, looking around and seeing a small building with no trucks.

Blair nodded. “Yeah the trucks would be either on the road or in their parking area
which would be somewhere a bit further from the crowded city. You wouldn’t want to
try and park them in central Cascade. When my uncle was on the road, he’d either get a
lift to the trucking area or leave his car in the company lot for days at a time.”
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“Let me know if you see anything strange, Chief,” Jim said, as he headed for the office.
Opening the door, Jim stopped in his tracks, seeing Cassie Welles in front of him talking
to the secretary.
“Thank you,” she said turning and stopping at the sight of Jim and Blair behind her.
“Detective Ellison,” she inclined her head. Jim ignored her for a moment and turned to
the secretary.
“Good afternoon,” he indicated his badge. “I’m Detective Ellison, this is Blair Sandburg.
May we ask you a few questions?”
“I just finished explaining to Detective Welles that Eric hasn’t been here in two weeks.
He’s been on vacation.”
“Detective Welles,” Jim eyed the forensic chief before turning back to the secretary. “If
you’ll excuse us a minute,” he took hold of Cassie’s arm and forcefully led her outside.
“Jim - Detective Ellison - I can explain,” she began. “I thought if I could find out what-”

“Ms. Welles,” Jim answered coldly cutting her off. “When I get back to the PD, I will be
filing a report. Impersonating a police officer is a crime, so I suggest you get back there
and figure out how you will handle my complaint.”

Cassie pressed her lips together and then nodding, turned and headed off. “You’re not
going to do that are you Jim?” Blair asked. “She’ll lose her job.” Jim didn’t answer but
stalked back into the office.
The secretary, Ms. Martin, looked up at Jim and Blair’s entrance. “Sorry,” Jim smiled.
“Crossed wires. Ms. Welles was supposed to be checking something else out.” Jim pulled
out his pad. “So can you tell me something about Mr. Eric Grant?”
“As I told the other detective, he’s on vacation. Has been for two weeks.”
“Did he say he was going anywhere?”

“What’s this about?” the secretary countered, curiosity and suspicion evident.
“We are trying to contact him regarding an ongoing investigation.”
“Well, I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Did he boast about wanting to go anywhere?” Blair asked with a smile. “A lot of people
talk about their trips.”
“Well, he did say he wanted to take the family to Disneyland, but he was looking for a
way to earn some extra money since it is an expensive trip. He wanted to do a few extra
runs, but he’d put in too many hours and the boss wouldn’t let him.”
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“Could he have taken a job for someone else?”

Ms. Martin sighed. “I don’t really know. I don’t know Eric that well. When he’s on the
road, he’s on the road. When he’s here, he’s with his family.”

Blair and Jim nodded and then asked to look over Eric’s employment records. They
followed up by looking over Grant’s usual travel routes and the cargo he generally
carried before heading out the door and back to the PD. On the whole ride back, Blair
tried to talk to Jim about Cassie, but Jim just shook his head. “Chief, she can’t go off and
interview people. For one thing, she influences the witnesses.”
“I know man, but; come on Jim; you don’t want to get her fired.”

Actually Jim did if it would keep her out of his investigations but he sighed giving in. “I’ll
talk to Simon and see where we go from there.”

In the bullpen, Jim went straight into Simon’s office, Blair slipping in behind him, and
talked about the investigation and then about Cassie. Simon hearing the complaint
sighed, taking off his glasses and pinching his nose with his thumb and pointer finger, a
headache growing at the back of his eyes. “I’ll talk to her, Jim. She won’t interfere again.”
He looked over at the two men, knowing this case was more than difficult. “So what do
you think?”

Blair glanced at Jim and then answered. “I don’t think Grant did it.” Jim indicated Blair
should go on with a wave of the hand. “He was trying to make money to take his family
to Disneyland. I doubt someone like that would kill his family.”
“We’ve seen it before Sandburg,” Simon answered and Blair turned to Jim for support.
The detective looked at both men thoughtfully.

“I think Blair might be right, Sir,” Jim agreed, noting the appreciative glance he received
from his partner. “We won’t know for sure until we find him but I don’t think he did it.”
“What are you basing this idea on Jim?”

“My instincts.” Jim looked off thoughtfully for a minute, mentally reviewing the crime
scene. “There was someone else in that house. I could smell a slight trace of aftershave.”

Simon didn’t argue, he would without question base an investigation on Jim’s instincts.
“So go find him,” he waved away the men. “I’ll deal with Cassie while you’re gone.”
Jim and Blair left the bullpen and started down the hall as Cassie came off the elevator,
looking uncomfortable as she passed them. Heading down to the truck, Jim glanced at
his partner knowing this case had to be hurting the young man. “Okay, Chief, you spent a
summer trucking cross country with your uncle. Where would a trucker go to find some
extra work? And who would know?”
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“Truckers have their own system of communication,” the anthropologist answered. “I
think we should try a truck stop.”
“A truck stop?”

“Not just any truck stop, Jim. We need one on a main road that Grant traveled and I’m
talking a real truck stop, where the truckers meet up and have meals together.”
“Right, where?” Jim asked as Blair pulled out a map.

“He did a run from Cascade to LA three times a week. How far it from here to LA?”
“About 900 miles.” Blair nodded and looked over the map.

“On the way down he would stop somewhere near here for dinner. On the way up he’d
stop here.” Blair pointed at a general area on the map that was about 70 miles away.

“Great that’s at least an hour from here,” Jim grouched, even as he put the F150 in gear.
One hour later they pulled into the rest area and Jim killed the motor, looking around in
the twilight.

The truck stop Blair took Jim to was not simply a place to eat. In addition to the usual
food and restrooms, there were showers for the truckers, gaming rooms, lounges,
souvenir shops for buying presents and even a small theatre where truckers could relax
and take in a movie.

Looking at the stop and then glancing at his partner, Blair cleared his throat. “Look Jim, I
know you’re the cop and all but…”
“But this is your turf. I get it Sandburg. You lead this interrogation.” Giving Jim a smile,
Blair headed into the stop.
Walking in, Blair glanced around, noticing a few truckers scattered around the
restaurant area as the waitress, a middle-aged woman with bleached-blonde hair
moved behind the counter. Nodding to Jim to stay behind him, Blair moved over to the
counter, leaning against it, one hand on the stool, the other on the counter. A large man
with tired-looking eyes and a plate of fries and meatloaf glanced up at him.

“Hi,” Blair gave his most innocent smile as he addressed the waitress. She smiled back
while grabbing her notepad.
“Hi Sweetie, what can I get you?”

“Some help I hope,” Blair said, leaning forward so he could get closer to the waitress. “I
need to find another trucker. He usually runs this route. His name is Eric Grant.” Blair
could feel the change in the atmosphere as the truckers looked at him suspiciously.
“What do you need Grant for?” the man next to him growled.
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Blair glanced at Jim and back at the waitress, aware the sentinel could hear every word.
“Look my friend over there is a cop and he’s investigating the murder of someone in
Grant’s family.”
“In Grant’s family?” the waitress turned wide, brown eyes on Blair searching his face.
“Who?”

“His wife.” The trucker and waitress exchanged glances and the waitress shook her head
blowing out air from her pursed lips.
“He talked a lot about his wife,” the trucker stated quietly. “Would call while eating to
give her an ETA.” Blair nodded and the trucker gave him a searching look. “You don’t
think he did it?”
“I don’t know who did it,” Blair answered honestly. “But I need to find him.’

The trucker considered this, scratching his chin before continuing. “I haven’t seen him in
a week, but he was going to do a run for Wheels Across the Country. They needed
someone to drive up to Seattle.” The trucker shook his head. “But I’ll tell you I’ve never
liked that company he’s doing the run for.”
The waitress nodded her agreement. “Some of their truckers are trouble.” She turned
and poured a cup of coffee, handing it to Blair and moved the milk toward him. “And
they do strange runs.”
“Strange?”

“Yeah a lot of unscheduleds.” The waitress glanced over at Jim and poured a second cup
of coffee, signaling him to come over. “But Grant hasn’t been here, at least not on my
shift in the last three weeks.” Turning, she smiled a welcome as Jim joined Blair at the
counter and handed the waitress his card.
“If you see him…” he asked and the waitress nodded, putting the card in her pocket.
“Thanks,” Jim said reaching for his wallet.

“Coffee’s on the house,” she smiled, “And good luck.”

Jim nodded his thanks and handed the trucker his card before turning to leave, neither
Jim nor Blair particularly hungry.
On the way home, Jim glanced at his silent partner. “Blair,” he said softly and watched as
the younger man glanced over, surprised by the use of his given name. “Are you okay?”

“Every time I close my eyes I see the children, especially the four-year-old girl.” Blair
wiped at his eyes impatiently, turning back to the window.
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Jim nodded his understanding. This was not a crime scene he would get out of his head
any time soon. “We’ll head home and get a fresh start in the morning. I want to get some
information on Wheels Across the Country. Then maybe we can go visit them.”

Neither man slept well that night; Blair seeing the crime scene, Jim seeing the crime
scene and worrying about Blair. He could hear Blair tossing and turning all night and
felt a pang of guilt that he had exposed the student to so much ugliness.

It wasn’t surprising that after a quick, mostly picked at breakfast, the two made their
way to the bullpen at 7:00.
Coming in, Blair immediately logged into Jim’s computer and ran a search on Wheels
Across the Country while Jim began making phone calls. Two hours later the two men
sat down across from Simon and went over their findings.
Putting together the paperwork, Jim glanced at his boss knowing Simon Banks would be
excited by the info he and Blair had uncovered. “Tony Vergan is the main shareholder
and the anonymous financier behind Wheels Across the Country, the trucking company
Grant was supposed to be moonlighting for,” Jim stated and Simon sat back taking a
deep breath. “Blair tracked Wheels Across the Country through various corporations
until he came up with Vergan.”

“Tony Vergan, the mob boss. I’ve wanted to take him down for years,” Simon said,
putting down his unlit cigar to grab the papers with both hands and glance over them.
“Can you connect him to the murder? Is it a mob hit?”
“It might be a mob hit,” Jim answered the second question. “It has all the earmarks of
one.”

“We can’t connect Vergan to Grant yet,” Blair added answering the first question. “But
there has to be a connection.”

“And we’re going to find it,” Jim added. “Sandburg and I are going to head over to
Wheels Across the Country and ask a few questions.”
Simon nodded. “Good. Let me know if you need anything.” He paused and looked at his
best team. “Be careful, Vergan’s dangerous.”
Jim nodded grimly and the two headed out.

The ride to Wheels Across the Country main office was short. Blair spent the ride
thinking over the paper trail he had followed to connect Wheels Across the Country to
Vergan, and Jim thinking over whether he wanted a civilian observer anywhere near
Vergan. There was a large trail of bodies that followed “Tony the Terror,” as he was
called. Pulling up in front of the office, Jim leaned back in his seat and considered his
friend.
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“Chief- “

“Don’t say it Jim. I’m going in with you.” Jim gave a sigh of resignation. He already knew
he wouldn’t get Blair to stay in the truck. The kid didn’t stay there when there were
bullets flying, so a mere threat wouldn’t stop him.
“Okay, but let me do all the talking.” Blair nodded his agreement and the two walked
into the office.

Jim stopped just past the entrance and Blair nearly crashed into him as Jim’s nostrils
flared. “What is it?”
“The aftershave scent from the Grant’s home, it’s faint but it’s here.” Blair nodded as Jim
stepped forward and smiled at a girl sitting behind a small metal desk. She looked up,
from the game of solitaire she had been playing on the computer and glanced over the
two men appreciatively, her eyes resting on Blair with interest.
“Can I help you?” she asked her voice low and soft.

Jim held up his badge. “Jim Ellison, I’m a detective and this is my partner. We’d like to
speak with the owner.”
“What’s this about?” she asked her voice hardening in response to the badge.
“We have some questions about an ongoing investigation.”

“Mr. Donner is in a meeting,” she paused and then stood. “I could tell him you’re here.”

“That won’t be necessary Dorothy,” a voice from behind the girl answered and Dorothy
turned to see Mr. Donner walking out with his 10:00 appointment, Tony Vergan.
“Detective, how can I help you?”

Jim looked first at Donner and then Vergan. “We are looking for someone who was a
part-time employee, Eric Grant.”
“Eric Grant? I don’t seem to remember that name. Dorothy, was there someone working
for us by the name of Grant?”
“Not that I remember Sir,” she answered taking her seat.

Jim glanced at Vergan and then at Donner. “Maybe if I looked at your employee records;
he might be using a different name.”

“I’m sorry Detective, it’s company policy not to divulge employee information unless
you have a search warrant.”
“Something to hide?” Jim asked coldly.
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“Just company policy,” Donner answered with a smirk, as Vergan chuckled and Jim
turned cold blue eyes on him.
“Fancy seeing you at a murder investigation, Vergan, considering you’re such an
upstanding citizen,” Jim’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Well Detective, I do own a meat packing plant so I have to ship food. Is it a surprise to
find me hiring a trucking company?” Vergan answered raising an eyebrow as Donner
walked to the door.

“Anything else you need, Detective?” Donner asked opening the door, a clear indication
that he wanted Jim to leave.
“No, I’ll be back though, with that search warrant.”

Donner shrugged and Jim stalked past him, Blair following as Donner and Vergan
walked out the door to watch them. Walking across the lot to his truck Jim stopped,
holding up a hand to forestall Blair’s questions, his head tilting his eyes on the driver’s
side mirror. Blair immediately recognized Jim’s listening stance and turned, pretending
to look in the backseat until Jim turned and taking out his keys got in signaling, Blair to
do the same.
“What did you hear, man?”

“They’re moving some weapons tonight that they’re selling to a dealer. And they’re
worried about a search warrant.” Jim started the truck and pulled out of the lot. “Vergan
said that Grant’s death was problematic and made it necessary to move up their time
table. We’re going to have to catch them tonight.”
“And the aftershave scent?”

“Not either of those men but someone who had been with them.”
Blair nodded thoughtfully. “Another trucker?’

“Maybe,” Jim answered. “But just as likely someone with Vergan. I’ve heard his brother
is a real psycho.” Jim turned toward the PD. He needed to brief Simon, because he was
going to take down Vergan.
Simon was in order surprised, pleased, and then worried when Jim told him about the
illegal gun running. Simon wanted to take down Vergan and wanted to be part of the
action, but they couldn’t go to a judge and ask for a warrant saying Jim overhead Vergan
and Donner whispering from 100 yards away. As a result, the three knew they would
have to catch Vergan and Donner in the act. Accordingly, they assembled a handpicked
team out of Major Crimes, telling the detectives that an informant had given Jim a tip
about the arms deal transfer.
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Just as the team sat down preparing their plans, Rhonda, Simon’s secretary, walked in
and handed Simon a folder. Glancing over it and back at Jim, he handed the detective the
folder. “That finger-print you found on the crib - it belonged to Vergan’s brother Ralph.
I’ll have him brought in for questioning.”
“Wait, Sir,” Jim shook his head. “It might spook them. Let’s wait until after the raid. We
can have a patrol waiting to take him.”

“I’ll arrange it,” Simon nodded and Jim began to sketch out the evening’s activities and
the various assignments.

Detectives Brown and Rafe would monitor the trucking yard while Jim and Blair
watched the loading area and Simon would coordinate the team from near the front
gate. Making sure everyone, including Blair, had bullet-proof vests, the team set off at
dusk heading out towards the Wheels Across the Country trucking yard.
Three hours later, a small truck pulled into the lot going right past Jim and Blair, the two
men hidden by the loading bay. Watching the truck, his gun drawn, Jim handed Blair his
phone. “Call Simon and tell him to get ready.”
Blair nodded as Jim moved around the side of the building they were using for cover to
get a better view. Within minutes crates were being moved out into the truck and Jim
turned to Blair. “I smell gunpowder. Tell Simon to move in and you stay here.”

As Jim gave the instructions, he crouched down and started for the truck where Donner
was talking with one of his men. “Let’s move it,” Donner commanded. “This shipment
goes out tonight.” As he said this, two more men appeared hauling crates and Jim
stepped forward.
“Cascade PD - freeze,” Jim commanded and watched Donner and the men turn in
surprise. Thinking to overpower the detective, the four men turned as one but stopped
when they saw Simon, Blair beside him to Jim’s left.

The take down, though scary because of the weapons, was actually somewhat
anticlimactic in Blair’s opinion. In under an hour, they had gotten the truckers, the
weapons and Donner. As the forensics people converged on the scene and began
working, Jim and Blair headed back to the station to interrogate Donner. All in all, they
were happy with the haul. The only thing that marred the bust, they didn’t get Vergan.
He was no-where in sight and, so far nothing had been uncovered linking Tony Vergan
to the weapons or the Grant family murders.
Coming back to the station, Blair automatically took a seat, starting to fill out the
paperwork. Jim, joining him, glanced around the bullpen as Tony Vergan’s brother
Ralph was brought in for questioning and moved into interrogation room four. Sniffing
the air and tapping his nose with a smirk, Jim snarled as he watched Ralph Vergan being
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led into the room. He was wearing the aftershave that Jim had scented in the baby’s
room.

Donner was in room two waiting as Simon walked over and considered Jim and Blair.
He could tell they hadn’t slept the day before and he was sure he knew why. He had
viewed the bodies at the crime scene and knew how bad it had been. Still, he needed Jim
calm and controlled so this case could be closed and closed up tight. “Jim you okay with
this? If-”
“I won’t kill Donner,” Jim answered forestalling Simon.

“I don’t want him getting off because you trampled his rights,” Simon warned and Jim
nodded.
“Understood, Sir.” Jim paused thoughtfully and then glanced at the Captain. “Simon, ask
Cassie Welles to come up and bring the crime scene photos. I want Donner to see them.”

Simon grimaced but nodded his agreement and headed to his office as Jim turned to go
to room two. Blair stood intending to follow but Jim shook his head. “Don’t, Chief. Take
care of this,” he indicated the paperwork. “You’ve been through enough on this case,” he
said almost tenderly, and Blair smiled feeling, Jim’s warmth, but shook his head wanting
to support Jim.
“And you haven’t?” Blair whispered softly knowing Jim would hear him.

“Yeah, I have too, but we both don’t need to go through the next part and truth told, I
want you under the radar. I don’t need the Vergans hearing about you.” Blair knew it
was a useless gesture. He would, in all probability be called in to testify about the crime
scene and the bust, but it still illustrated just how protective Jim was.

Blair said nothing as Jim walked off. Two minutes later, Simon stepped out of his office
to watch the interrogation and Blair automatically fell in step with Simon. Whatever his
sentinel was facing, Blair was facing too.

In interrogation room two, Jim stood, arms crossed over his chest and stared coldly at
Donner. Donner looked impassive his smirk evident, but Jim could hear the beating of
his heart and it belied the passive face. Staring down, a smile crossed Jim’s face though it
did nothing to light up the icy blue eyes. “You’re going down for smuggling and murder,
Donner.”
For a moment Donner said nothing but leaned back looking at the cop. “I want my
lawyer.”
“You called him, he’s on his way.”

Donner shrugged. “Then I’ve got nothing to say.”
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Jim nodded. “Fine. While we wait for your lawyer I’ll do the talking.” He took a seat at
the table and stared at the man. “We caught you transporting guns and the truck is on
its way to the dealer, an undercover agent driving, so we’ll have him too. But why kill
Grant’s family? We know he did your last run. We got that much from your secretary
Dorothy.”

Donner didn’t answer and Jim leaned forward. “You are going to go down for the
murder of babies, you want that? The smallest was an infant.” For the first time Donner
reacted, looking away and Jim leaned back watching him.
Two minutes later there was a knock at the door and Cassie Welles entered, holding a
folder. Jim nodded to her and turned back, taking the folder. Slowly he laid the pictures
of the Grant home on the table so Donner could see.

Cassie, standing beside Jim sighed. “The oldest, held up her hands trying to keep the
bullet from reaching her. The bullet passed through her right hand,” she stated quietly,
pain evident in her voice. “The two-year-old was playing with some blocks,” Cassie’s
voice choked on the word blocks and she took a step back wiping at her eyes. “The baby,
the bullet…” she didn’t finish but wiped her eyes and Donner looked up at her, his body
language slumping in defeat.
“I didn’t do this,” he said softly.

“Who did?” Jim asked quietly and Donner glanced at the pictures and back at the
detective. He knew he was caught and he knew no lawyer’s trick would get him off. Not
with this!
“I want protection.”

“We’ll get the DA in here and see what we can arrange.” Jim signaled Simon and a
minute later DA Beverly Sanchez walked in taking a seat.
“Why do you need protection, Mr. Donner?”

“Because Vergan will kill me if I say anything.”

“Let’s hear what you have to say,” Sanchez answered, “and maybe we can arrange
something.”

Over the next three hours, with his lawyer sitting beside him, Donner told Sanchez
about his illegal trucking business. He explained that Eric Grant had found the illegal
weapons and so Donner was going to close down the service. Vergan had insisted he
would take care of Grant. Crying, Donner admitted he knew Vergan was going to have
Grant killed and the body hidden but he had no idea that the whole family would be
killed. Tony had sent his brother Ralph to take care of the job and Ralph, a psycho, had
taken down the whole family.
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At the end of three hours, Jim rose, his body stiff, his thoughts wrung out, and moved
back out to the bullpen. Simon and Blair were waiting for him, Blair handing him a cup
of much needed coffee. “Good job, Jim. We’ll get both of the Vergans on this.” Jim nodded
grabbing his coat and Simon sighed. “Jim I want you to take off until Monday. It’s already
Wednesday; take a few days to relax. I know what this case was like.”
“Simon I don’t need-“

“Yeah, you do Jim and so does Blair,” he said his voice reflecting concern. “Hell, I barely
saw this case and I’m going to see the department counselor. Take a few days, go fishing,
regroup.”
Jim looked over at Blair’s strained face realizing Blair did need some down time. “Okay,
I’ll be back on Monday. Come on Chief, I have a fishing pole with your name on it.”
At home, still not ready to sleep, Jim glanced at his partner. “Do you want to go fishing?”

Blair smiled. In actuality, he would go anywhere Jim went, though he tried not to think
too closely about what that meant. “Sure,” he said quietly and Jim looked over hearing
just a hint of hesitation.
“We could go see my cousin Rucker,” Jim offered

“Well, if you’re willing to travel that far, why not a beach in San Diego?”

Jim thought about it, looking at Blair thoughtfully. He cared about Blair – hell, he more
than cared. He had never felt this strongly about anyone, not even Carolyn. And this case
had been hard on both of them. Fishing would be good, but he wanted to do something
special for Blair. “Okay,” he said. “San Diego it is.” He watched Blair face light up before
the student glanced away uncertainly. Jim could guess Blair was tabulating costs. “And
Chief, the hotel and airfare are on me.”
Blair glanced at Jim, relief and reluctance clearly showing on his expressive face.
“You don’t have to do that,” he protested.

“I want to,” Jim answered with a small smile of his own and Blair smiled again.
“Thanks, Jim.”

The Beach in San Diego…

Jim sighed as the heat from the sand gently massaged his sensitive skin, enveloping him
in warmth. Opening one clear blue eye, he stared at his partner sitting beside him on the
sand. They had taken a flight last night and checked into a nearby hotel before
showering and getting some much needed sleep. Sheer exhaustion had kept away
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visions of the crime scene. That and the fact that Donner had turned into a state witness
and was implicating both Vergans in the smuggling of arms and in the murders of the
Grant family. Getting up very late, they had found a small diner near the beach, getting
some
lunch before heading down to the sand.

Looking out at the water Blair took a deep breath, exhaling slowly as Jim glanced at him
leaning up on his elbows. “This was a good idea Chief,” Jim admitted. “A beautiful almost
empty beach,” he eyed the two people walking along the shore in the late afternoon,
“and warm sunshine.”

Blair nodded his agreement and Jim glanced off into the distance. “There’s a pretty girl
sitting under an umbrella down the beach about half a mile, and she is alone,” he
glanced at his partner. “If you want to go - don’t think you have to stay for me.”

“Nah, that’s okay,” Blair answered. “I’m not looking for a relationship; not here, not
now.”
“No?” Jim raised an eyebrow glancing over his partner. “You okay?” Blair nodded and
Jim considered him thoughtfully. “I haven’t seen you on a date in a while. No other TAs,
no sexy co-eds. What’s up?”
“I…I’ve fallen for someone and don’t want anyone else.”

Jim nodded and looked off at the ocean his face tight. “I didn’t realize. Is it serious?”
“For me it is but the, uh, the person doesn’t even know.”
“Why don’t you tell her?”

Blair looked down at the sand, letting his fingers dig into the warmth as he bit his lower
lip before answering. “Jim, it’s not a she.”
“I see,” Jim said still staring out at the water.
“Are you mad?”

Jim shook his head. “You could have told me, I would have understood.”

“Have you ever been with a man?” Blair asked, glancing at Jim his eyelashes lowered to
hide his eyes.

“Yeah, I have,” Jim admitted looking at Blair questioningly and noticing the red
splotches on his cheeks as Blair avoided looking directly at Jim. “Not since Carolyn, but
yeah,” he said softly as his detective mind began to add up things about Blair’s behavior,
an idea taking shape.
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“I…” Blair paused and swallowed, looking away. “It’s you, Jim. You’re the one I’ve fallen
for, but I won’t let it get between us - I promise.”
Jim had to admire the courage that had led to Blair admitting his feelings. Certainly, he
had the same feelings for Blair and hadn’t had the courage to admit them. “What if I
want it to get between us?”

Reluctantly, Blair looked at his partner, his face reflecting both fear and hope.
“Meaning…?”
“Meaning, I’ve wanted you for a long time but didn’t think you’d want to be with a man.”

“Really?” Blair smiled his face filled with joy and watched Jim nod as he raised a hand to
gently caress Blair’s jaw, a finger running across his full lips as Blair leaned into the
caress.

“Really, for a long time,” Jim smiled suddenly remembering where they were and
looking around. This was not where he wanted to get his first taste of his partner. He
had fantasized forever over their first tryst and wanted it to be something special. “You
know, I think maybe we should go back to the hotel,” he suggested, “shower and then I’ll
wine and dine you before we push the two beds at the hotel together. How does that
idea sound?’
“We could skip the wining and dining if you want. I’m easy, at least where it comes to
you.”

Jim thought about it a minute. It was a tempting idea but then he shook his head. “No
Blair, I want to do this right.” Jim sat up giving Blair a quick peck on the lips before
standing. “Come on Chief; the sooner we’re showered, the sooner our date.” Jim glanced
at Blair, “and the sooner the rest of our lives start.”
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