Kiana was tired.  She had no didn’t want to be there, having no desire to see this man, let alone talk to him.  Kiana would never figure out why she was the one that was always chosen to do the assignments nobody else wanted.  Everybody in the company knew what a scum Vincent Brant was, why couldn't they ever send somebody else?  The elevator doors shut slowly as Kiana pressed the top button.  The elevator began it’s incessant chiming, climbing all the way to the top.  He’s even got an office suite, Kiana thought ruefully, is there nothing he won’t do for himself while… With a heavy sigh Kiana glanced casually at herself in the steel doors in front of her.  Placing the black briefcase at her feet, Kiana quickly readjusted her black business suit.  Running her eyes over her pantyhose, Kiana smiled seeing that she had actually succeeded in keeping them free of runs.  At least one thing was going right for her today.  She checked out her hair quickly, as the elevator neared its destination and finally stopped.  Kiana took a deep breath, “Let’s go face the dragon,” she muttered to herself as the doors slid open.  

A brilliant white aura greeted Kiana’s eyes.  The entire suite was bathed in the color.  How appropriate. The snake bathes himself in light.  Kiana took it all in quickly, the sofa, the tables, even that vase of roses.  White roses.  Kiana winced as if struck, why did they have to be roses?  The smell permeated the room, the sweet essence of innocence and love.  That sweet scent surrounded Kiana, but it wasn’t so sweet to her.  Bitter, that’s how Kiana would have described the scent.  Sickly bittersweet.  Far too many memories.  

“Who is it?”  A distinct male voice called from another room.  Kiana didn’t want to imagine what he did in that room.  Whatever it was, it couldn’t be any more disgusting than how he’d made all his money.  

“Ashton Security, Mr. Brant.” G-d, how she hated doing this.  She just had to get out of this job.  They kept sending her here, making her face the pure white, the roses.  Had she done something wrong to deserve this?

“I’ll be right out, make yourself comfortable.”  Comfort?  Where in this sea of blankness could Kiana find any comfort?  Knowing what she was about to face, realizing that she had trusted her bosses yet again.  Who could be comfortable with anything?  Turning away from the direction of the voice, Kiana just stood still, musing on how fitting it was that she was dressed in full black, standing out against everything surrounding her.  “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting,” that harsh, yet very manly voice intoned.  It filled Kiana’s ears and she had to fight down the anger and fear that seemed to rise in her throat.  It tasted bitter, worse than the smell of those roses. White roses.  “You came a lot earlier than I expected.  Please, have a seat, I’m anxious to get back to my work.”  

Of course you are, pig.  Just had to tell that little toy back there….  Kiana took a deep breath and turned around, walking towards the voice slowly.  “Ashton Security has sent me to tell you…”

“You! What the hell are YOU doing here?  If this is about those checks, tough shit! I’ve sent you all the money I will.  Stupid bitch! How’d you manage to get past my guards?  I’ll have their heads for this…” Kiana stared at him as he went into a rage, describing every little thing that he’d do to those poor fools who had just been doing their jobs.  She was familiar with this face.  The redness, eyes wide, his veins in his forehead popping, Kiana had seen this one too many times.  He continued to berate and assume why she was there.  What had happened to the man Kiana had known? “I’ll have you in court for this, bitch.  You have no right to do this to me. I won’t give you a cent more than…”

“Oh, Shut up, Vincent!  Damn you just shut up and listen!”  Kiana was scared out of her mind, shaking.  The last time that she had interrupted him she hadn’t been able to go to work for a week.  That’s why she had gotten stuck in this job.  “I work for Ashton now.  So sit down and shut up, or I won’t tell you a damned thing!”  Kiana took a deep breath, hoping that he saw her to be stronger than he remembered.  She could still feel pain every once and a while in her wrist.  She was ready to collapse, apologize to him when his face changed.  An expression she’d never seen him use before, not even in court.

“Forgive me for my outburst, you may continue Ms. Hawk.”  Vince gestured to a plush leather seat in front of his desk.  He had folded his hands, though his knuckles were turning white.  Kiana relaxed a bit, but only slightly.  He was a dangerous man, she knew that better than anybody else.  Kiana sat down, all business, and pulled the papers from her briefcase.  

“Ashton has considered your request and, unfortunately I’m sure, has decided against placing a new security system on your office, Mr. Brant.”  She waited for the explosion that was expected, but it never came. So on she went, “The executives of Ashton have not deemed your request important, nor relevant enough to endorse the security system you have requested.  The specifications you have asked for are too ludicrous even for a company of Ashton’s standing.  Ashton sent me here today to inform you of their refusal, but to make you aware that they are willing to reconsider if you take some of the more expensive and frivolous requests off.”  Kiana finally looked up at him defiantly, or so she hoped.  His cool steel eyes had never been colder while looking at her.  Not while they had been in court.  Not during the beatings, never. 

“Why did they send you? They have to know our past.”  His words said more than he thought.  He was curious as to why she had risked her life coming here, why she had risked every drop of freedom she had won from him in court.

“There was nobody else that would talk to you.” That was the plain and simple truth.  He scared everybody, including the executives.  They knew that she had known him, but they didn’t know how or why she had looked so terrified.  “Plus, I am considered a competent employee at Ashton, able to handle an account this size…”

“I’ll see that you pay for this, Kiana.  That proposal was not expensive, nor was anything frivolous.  I’ll tell you what.  How about I give you a tour and show you why I need everything that I do.”  Vincent stood up gracefully, all his earlier fury gone.  The calmness on his face belied what Kiana knew was going on in his mind.  He wanted to hurt her.  She knew that he could, pepper spray didn’t have effect on him when he was like this.  Kiana had tried that before.  But she smiled and played along, standing slowly, holding her briefcase only for a second then placing it on the seat behind her.  

“Certainly, Mr. Brant.  I’d be thrilled to know what you need a fingerprint scanner for.”  Her smile was brittle, Kiana felt as if her face was going to break.  But she smiled on and followed him around the suite, his pointing out areas that he thought deserved the highest technology to protect useless junk, mainly himself.  

“You’ll be thrilled to know, Ms. Hawk, that the view from the balcony is quite beautiful.  Why don’t you wait there while I get a drink, hmm?”  Vince walked off at that, heading back to the room he had come from.  Kiana looked out at the balcony and then walked out, looking at the design.  It was American Renaissance in style, all wrought iron and alabaster.  Kiana sighed as she thought about her home.  The house she had designed for herself and Vince… before she had been fired. Now, she was selling security systems to the very same man that cost her the career she loved.  Suddenly there was a wrenching pain in Kiana’s arm as her hand was drawn back and up, pinning it to the center of her back.  Black dots swirled in front of her eyes and she gasped for air, the pain was overwhelming her. “I warned you to stay away from me, Kiana.  I warned you to never fuck with my plans.  You’re going to pay, oh yes you’re going to pay.  But what would be wrong with a little…fun?” Vince ran his free hand down her side, then down her breasts, grabbing one in his hand and squeezing so hard that Kiana gasped again.  Vince just laughed; hearing her in pain brought him such pleasure.  Kiana reached up to try to stop him, but Vince grabbed that hand and pulled it back to join with her other one.  Kiana felt a pain that she’d felt before, she heard the bones cracking in her wrists as he ground them together, and her breathing became heavy, gasping and groaning from the pain.  “Oh you like it, do you?  I was hoping that you would.”  Kiana just stayed there, hanging from his iron grip like a rag doll, a creature that he could use and then throw away.  The light of the sun felt good on Kiana’s skin as she felt the cloth being ripped from her body, the cool summer air making her shiver as it touched the sweat that glistened on her body.  Kiana had done this before, lived through this before.  This time couldn’t be any worse than before.  Vince spun her around, letting both her wrists go as Kiana howled in pain.  Knowing that she was helpless, Vince pressed her against the wall and did what Kiana had known he would.  Vince was a violent man; he had to be furious in order to get turned on.  And Kiana had certainly given him enough to be angry at.  As Vince used her again and again, Kiana tried to focus on something else.  Finally, Vince finished what he was doing, and angrily slapped her across the face.  “You WILL respond to me, Kiana. You will!”  With that, Vince threw her to the floor of the balcony and zippered up his pants.  “You’re worthless, Kiana.  More the worthless.  How’d you get the job at Ashton, anyway?  I doubt you’ve gotten any better with your mouth to get a job there. Well? Answer me!”  Vince was stepping on her wrist now, grinding it against the stone of the balcony.  

“Mr. Ashton… thought that… my skills would be useful.”

“Wrong Answer, Kiana!” Vince stepped down again, hard this time, and Kiana heard more bones cracking, the pain didn’t bother her now, she had gone numb with it.  “I’m afraid you just haven’t learned your lesson yet, have you?”

“Vince, please, no more. Not again.”

“Oh don’t worry, Kiana. I’m not going to do that again, don’t worry.” Vince picked her up from the floor and actually held her up under her arms.  “No, Kiana.  I’m not going to give you that lesson again.  You need a better lesson this time.  I told you not to fuck with me, Kiana.”  As Vince had been talking, he had been dragging her somewhere, Kiana couldn’t tell anymore, the black and white dots in her vision had increased, and she was feeling lightheaded.  “Good-bye, Kiana.” Vince placed a tiny kiss on her forehead as Kiana struggled to keep her eyes open, wondering what he was talking about.  Suddenly, there was no floor beneath her feet.  Her feet were above her head, then below her, then above.  Kiana fought to open her eyes, then wished she hadn't.  The pavement was speeding towards her, the alley behind his company.  She was going to die.  Vince had finally kept his promise.  The one promise to Kiana he’d ever kept.  He kept his promise, was the last thought on Kiana’s mind as the loud crack resounded through the alley, and then her world went black.

She never screamed, Vince thought as he walked back into the suite.  She knew it was coming. There you go Kiana.  The first promise I’ve ever made and kept.  How ironic, Vince thought, I killed the one thing I ever truly loved, only to hold onto a world that I truly hate. G-d I hate having to do this. Now, back to Ashton.  Vince walked with a purpose to the chair Kiana had been sitting in, smirking to himself as he spotted the briefcase sitting where she had left it.  “Well, princess, let’s see what we have here. What did your bosses send you here to tell me?” Vince opened the briefcase and found sketches of houses and landscaping. “Fool girl! You never did give this up did you?  You knew this was a pointless endeavor.  Whoring was what you should have been doing.  Whoring for me.” Vince just shook his head and put the sketches in the trash, then found her file from Ashton.  He opened it and read his face becoming a bright red, then a dull purple.  Vince could feel the veins in his forehead enlarging, the bitch had been telling the truth.  They actually thought his requests were impossible.  Why the nerve of those… Vince sent one last glance at the balcony and sighed. “Nothing to be done about that now, the cop’s will think she just walked down the wrong alley at the wrong time.  Some pervert found her and raped her, then got scared and killed her.  Poor Kiana, everything you’ve done to keep those kids away from me.  Well they’re going to come home to daddy now.” Vince felt the smile creeping up his face as the phone rang.  Cursing, Vince dropped the files on the desk and bent to answer the phone. “Brant here.”

“Well, well, big brother.  It appears that you’re not as occupied as I thought you would be.  Quite a pretty young lady that girl from Ashton.  I was expecting you to be… interviewing her.”

“Shut up, Austin.  What do you want?” Vince pulled his glasses off and pinched the bridge of his nose.  Austin knew that Kiana had been up here. How the hell?

“I wanted to come up and see my dear big brother, but I found out that a lovely woman from Ashton Security was up with you, so I figured that I’d call.  By the way, you do know that Kiana was working for them, didn’t you?”

“Shut up, Austin. You know that I don’t want to hear her name mentioned. Now what do you want?” Vince collapsed into his chair, rubbing his head.  Austin being around was always a problem. People would start noticing the money missing from the company accounts soon. “I’m a very busy man, Austin.  I don’t have time to just sit idly and talk to you.”

“Ah, but you do have the time to wine and dine many young women while your wife and kids are starving, don’t you big brother.”  Austin’s voice wasn’t on the phone any longer, but behind Vince.  Vince spun around, only to spot his younger brother smirking at him from the elevator doors.  “The guards downstairs told me my lovely sister-in-law came up here not too long ago.  They had nothing but appreciative things to say about darling Kiana.  So where is she?  I know she hasn’t left yet, Vince. I want to see Kiana.”

“She’s not here, Austin. She has left.  She just went out the back way.”  Vince hung up the phone and glared at his younger brother.  The nerve of him coming to Brant, Inc. dressed like he was. “When are you going to start dressing like a man, Austin?” Vince eyed the baggy jeans that hung around Austin’s hips loosely. Paired with the white wife-beater and the loose flannel shirt, Vince visibly winced.  “You’re attire isn’t doing my business any good.”

“I’ll dress anyway I want to dress, Vince. I wasn’t the first born, you were.  You got stuck with the suits and the associates meetings.  Me? I got stuck with the convertible and the chicks.  Now where’s my sister-in-law?”

“She’s not your sister-in-law anymore dammit!  Kiana and I got a divorce over three years ago.  Haven’t you been paying attention?  And what do you mean my kids are starving?”  Vince was tired of playing these word games with Austin, but his kids were his kids.  “Kiana was working for Ashton, so how could the kids be going hungry?”

Austin settled himself in the same seat that Kiana had been sitting in, Vince felt his heart beating a bit faster, could almost feel the sweat beads forming on his forehead.  “The kids? Yeah, they’re hungry.  So was Kiana. Why’d ya think she looked so thin, Vince?  She’s starving.  Ashton paid her good all right, but most of that money went to paying the school that you insisted your kids be sent to. Those kids barely have enough money to get lunch, and their uniforms are falling apart.  Kiana was barely holding on.  If you weren’t such a jerk about giving her money…”

“Kiana got what she deserved, Austin.  And how the hell do you know all this about my kids?”

“I been staying with Kiana and the kids for the last few months.  I got tossed outta Tami’s house. She and I have been having problems.  Man, Vince, you should see some of the shit that girl’s doing.  I just didn’t have the money to support her and her problems no more.  I tried sticking her into rehab, but she wouldn’t have any of it.  Vince, all my money from Dad is gone.  It’s all gone into her.  Trying to indulge her at first, then trying to get her better.  You have any idea how much it costs for a person to go to drug rehab for a year?  I didn’t know either.  I wish that I still didn’t.”  Vince almost felt sorry for his younger brother, saddling himself with that tramp, Tami, had been a big mistake.  And getting the girl pregnant had been an even bigger mistake.

“What do you want from me, Austin? I can’t give you any money, the accountants are going to start noticing.” 

“I’m not looking for money, Vince.  I’m looking for a place to stay.  Andrew and me.  I can’t keep begging off Kiana, not with the troubles she’s having.  She’s having a hard enough time with your two kids, not to mention her mother, plus me and Andrew living there.  I tried to help out as much as I could, but how much can I help when my brother’s got me blacklisted from all the jobs in this area?”  Austin was looking more and more helpless as he spoke; Vince almost felt a tinge of guilt, blacklisting him like that.  But Austin had deserved it.  The boy had to learn what it was like to be a family man.  Not that Vince had ever been one before.

“Marina’s living there too?  Why didn’t Kiana tell me anything?”  Shit, what had he done?  I’ve not only taken the only support away from my kids, but from my mother-in-law too.  What the hell am I worrying about? Marina’s never liked me. She’s the one that made sure Kiana got the kids.  “What do you expect me to do? The kids are Kiana’s.  I can’t even see my kids.”

“You jerk!  You could see them if you asked!  Kiana still loves you, Vince!  Hell, she tells those poor kids stories about you every night, painting you as the most wonderful knight in shining armor.  Why do you think Kiana never let Adianna or Gabe come to the trials?  She didn’t want them to find out what an ass you were!”  Austin was sitting up straighter now, his face getting that red color that Vince was familiar with. “Marina hated the fact that she did that.  Marina wanted to tell those kids what a scum you are.  That it was your fault they had to get on a bus for two hours in order to go to school, with people that looked down on them because of who they were.  You honestly have no idea what affect you’re having on those kids, do you?  Sending them to that private school?  They want to go to school with their friends from the neighborhood.  You have no idea what those kids go through.”

“But you do?  Then tell me, darling little brother, what do my kids put up with?”  Good, keep him talking.  The more he talks about the kids, the less he’ll think about where Kiana is. Keep talking, Austin.”

“You send two tiny Hispanic blooded children to an all European private school, and you see what damage is done. Your kids are terrified every time they walk out that door to get on that bus.  Picture this, Vince.  Pulling up to this posh country club estate, wearing last year’s uniforms, which are getting too small, in a big yellow school bus.  Now look around and all you see are little white kids, dressed to the very best, their blonde hair done just right, their blue eyes sporting contacts, while you’re stuck in plastic frames.  Look at the cars, Porsche’s, Beemers, you name it, and the parents have it.  Now can you see the looks your kids get?  Hate, distaste, untrusting, and that’s just from the kids.  You’re walking around carrying a plastic bookbag while your classmates have their perfect matching bags to match their uniforms.  What do you think, Vince?  You think that’s not going to affect a kid’s mind?”

“How the hell do you know how my kids feel about that.  What do you mean plastic frames?  I gave Kiana money for good glasses for those kids.”  Vince was actually panicking now.  With Kiana dead, who was going to care for those kids?  Not Marina, she’s almost as senile as Ronald Reagan is.  Austin would certainly not be allowed to take care of his kids, hell, they’d go to ruin almost as much as Austin had.

“You gave Kiana money, all right, and that money went to go pay for food.  Like I said, I tried to do what I could to help her out, but the last three months have been hard.  I’m thinking of changing my name, Vince.  Maybe then I could get a job around here.  Do you have any idea how hard it is being related to you? Do you?  Everybody knows who you are, what kinda business you run, and being related to you gives me troubles.  And I’m sure that’s another problem your kids have to deal with.”

“They’re Kiana’s kids, not mine.”

“Kiana. Where is she by the way? You still haven’t told me yet.”  Austin looked so concerned about Kiana that Vince winced, hell.  Why’d he have to mention her again?  He’d almost gotten Austin to forget.

“I told you, she went out the back.”

“You don’t have a back way, Vincent.  What’d you do to Kiana?” Austin almost sounded panicked, why the hell should he care what happened to Kiana? Oh yeah, she’d been the roof over his head. But, what else? “Holy shit, Vince. What the hell did you do to her? Where is she?”

“How long have you been sleeping with my wife, Austin?”

“What? What the hell are you talking about? Kiana’s my sister, damn you.  Well by marriage. You’d never have met her if it wasn’t for me. Now where is she?” Austin jumped out of the seat and looked at the sketches on the table in front of Vince. “Those are hers. Those are Kiana’s sketches. Why the hell do you have them?  Those were her sketches for her job interview this afternoon.  She’d actually found somebody willing to give her a new start.  Where is she?”  Austin looked panicked, almost to the point of hysteria.  Vince didn’t quite know what to say. Somebody was actually going to go against him and give Kiana a second chance, were they?  Well he’d have to see about that.  Nobody in this town was supposed to hire Kiana.  Not until she came groveling back, with the kids in tow.  Vince just shook his head, about to tell Austin to sit and shut up when a loud scream rose from the alleyway below the balcony.  Dear G-d, somebody had found Kiana.  Already.   Austin glanced towards the window and looked down, there was a mother and her kid standing there, the kid was screaming and crying, the mother was calling for help.  There was a body down there, a beautiful tan body, with long black hair, and a marking on her thigh… “You monster!” Austin rounded on his older brother in full fury.  “Tell me that you didn’t do that! TELL ME!” Vince just looked at Austin and shrugged, not admitting anything. “You’re not getting those kids you bastard. She was almost free of you, almost had you out of her mind.  Damn you, Vincent.  Damn you and that damned last name of yours.”  With that Austin spun around and darted towards the elevator, but ran past its doors and took the stairway down instead.  Vince could hear him cursing and crying all at once, almost positive his brother was taking the stairs at least three at a time.  Vince kept out of sight from the alley, but stayed close enough so that he could hear what was going on.  He heard the door open to the alley, heard Austin’s scream as he rushed over to Kiana’s body.  He heard the child’s screams,  the mother’s hysterical calls for help.  Vince just shook his head and stepped back into his office, closing the window.  He had things to prepare for.  He had to get ready for the storm that was sure to come.

**************

Austin just sat there, holding Kiana’s body in his arms.  How could that monster have done this?  Nobody had heard her scream. Nobody had seen her leave.  Her clothes were in a pile near her body, the back of her head was cracked open, blood dried in that gorgeous pile of black hair, her brown eyes were still open, their look was one of pure shock, but her lips, oh G-d her lips were still closed.  No scream.  There had been no scream to let anybody know.  Austin looked down at this girl, the girl he had known in college.  How bright she’d been. How much he had wanted to hold her, be with her.  He’d almost had his chance, but then Vincent had come along.  Kiana had been immediately enthralled with his older brother, thinking of nothing else but to please him.  Austin had tried to protect her; he’d tried to warn her how violent Vince could be, how harsh he was on a woman.  Kiana wouldn’t listen.  Austin felt a tap on his shoulder, the police were there now, and they wanted him to move away from the body, wanted him to leave her with them.  They’d find out who did this. They’d catch the bum who thought it was funny to rape beautiful women.  Rape.  The word hung in the back of Austin’s mind.  The policeman was asking him a question.  Did he know the victim? For how long?  Everything was blurring together for Austin.  The smell of roses, those white roses in Vince’s office.  The smell of Kiana’s perfume, vanilla.  The smell of Kiana’s blood. The dried blood in her hair, on her clothes, on the stones of the alley.  The stains that will never be washed away.  Austin just wanted to close his eyes and pretend it hadn’t happened. The smells, they were assaulting him, he had to just get away. No, the policeman was still talking to him, assuring him that they didn’t think he had done it, but they had to bring him in for questioning.  Austin tried to focus on the policeman, but things became blurry, and then the world seemed to be slipping, fading. “Kiana.”

“Jesus! Somebody catch him!” Officer Martinez hurriedly rushed to grab onto Austin’s arm, trying hard to hold him up. “Can’t exactly blame him, I’d wanna pass out too. Who in the world would do this to a pretty young girl?”

“Better go question the owner of this building, Martinez.  Don’t worry about the fainter, we got a serious homicide on our hands.  From what I can tell, this isn’t just a rape case.  Go talk to whoever owns that building.”  Tony Martinez looked at his lieutenant and nodded.  The Loo always did know what to do good thing to have him around.

“Still a big shame, Loo.  She looks awful young, and really pretty.”

“She sure does, Tony.  Now, go question that owner. Oh, and before you leave, cuff the fainter.  I don’t think he did this, not with his reaction, but just to be safe.”  Martinez nodded, though he didn’t look too thrilled at having to cuff Austin, but he did it, and then disappeared around the corner to go into the Brant, Inc. building.  Lieutenant Parker turned back to the stiff and sighed.  She’d have to tell the family.  G-d she loathed having to do that part of the job.  This poor stiff didn’t have any I.D. or anything on her, how was she supposed to know who to contact?  She had been a pretty young girl; she still was, even with the gaping hole in her forehead, and the blood that now covered her face and neck.  Lieutenant Parker looked at the poor guy who had just passed out.  He seemed to have known the girl.  Man, that poor guy was a wreck when they had gotten here.  The answers he’d given Martinez had been almost unintelligible.  The poor guy had been clinging to the corpse like a starving child to a piece of bread.  Questioning a hysterical person was always difficult.  Parker looked up as she heard the squeal of more tires.  “Great, the ME is here.  Damn but I hope it’s Johnson.”  Almost on cue Nadira Johnson stepped out of the examiner’s wagon and walked briskly to the scene.  Nadira was a young black woman, and very intelligent.  Her sharp black eyes didn’t miss a tiny detail; not even a different colored hair on the victim’s neck.  Parker was definitely glad to be working with Nadira.

“Whatcha got for me today, Parker?” 

“Homicide.  Appears to be a back alley rape, but my gut is telling me something different. It looks too clean to be some perv who panicked after the rape and smashed the poor girl.”

“Her forehead is smashed.  That’s not typical for a rape, even a panicked rapist.  Most rapists go for the back of the head; the blood is hidden by hair then.  What’s up with her hands? They look broken.”

“Yeah, they’re broke all right, she has so many bones popping out all over that I didn’t even know existed.  But it all looks so unnatural.  Like you said, Nadira, her forehead, the hands.  It’s all pointing that she fell from somewhere.”

“But why would she have no clothing on? If she’d simply fallen, what happened to her clothes, and why is her face covered in not only blood, but also semen?  You’re right, Diane.  Something’s not fitting.”  Nadira looked over and saw Austin still lying on the ground, unconscious and cuffed. “The perp?” 

“Nah.  The guy was here when we arrived, screaming and crying over the body.  Those two over there are the ones that found the victim.”  Diane Parker pointed to the mother and daughter team, huddled close to one another, sitting in the backseat of a police car.  One of the young officers was interviewing them.  The poor little girl was still crying hysterically, but the mother looked frighteningly calm. “I have some reason to believe that he knew the victim, and very well.”

“Well, lemme just get my camera, and my bags, and then I’ll be outta your way, Diane.”

“Take your time, Nadira.  Take your time.”  Diane walked off to one of Nadira’s assistants and asked for something to wake Austin up.  The young intern hurriedly gave her some ammonia and then quickly turned away from the scene.  Diane just smiled slightly at the poor rookie, and then headed back to the unconscious man.  

Waving the ammonia under Austin’s nose brought an immediate reaction.  Coughing, spluttering, and sniffing accompanied a frenzied attempt to brush the smell away.  It was only at that moment that Austin realized that he was cuffed.  “What the? Holy shit. Why am I cuffed? I didn’t do anything!”

“I’m aware of that, sir.  But given your condition when we arrived on the scene, I couldn’t take the risk of you injuring one of my people in order to protect the victim.”

“Victim? What are you…? Oh no. Kiana. My pretty pretty Kiana. She really is dead. I was hoping, praying that I’d been dreaming.”

“Kiana? That’s her name?” Austin just nodded.  “Kiana what?  She didn’t have any identification on her, so we don’t know anything.”

“Kiana Hawk Brant.  Well, it’s Kiana Hawk now.  She was Kiana Brant until about three years ago.  Married to my asshole brother.  The bastard never deserved her, I saw her first.  Umm, just wondering, could I maybe get off the ground? And could I get these handcuffs off? Please?”

“Certainly, Mr…”

“Brant.  Mr. Austin Brant. But call me Austin.” Austin rubbed his wrists as soon as the cuffs were taken off and then stood up slowly. “What can I do?  I want to help you out.  I didn’t kill her.  I loved her.  I loved her kids, and her mother. Oh G-d. Marina. What am I going to tell Marina?  I don’t think she’d understand, the poor woman.  But I still have to tell her.  How am I going to tell the kids? Ohgod. Why’d this have to happen?” Austin looked to Diane, searching for answers, begging for some way to make the blow easier on him and his family.  Diane didn’t have the answers to give him.

“I don’t’ know why it happened Mr. Brant”

“Austin.”

“Very well, Austin.  But I will tell the family if you want me to.”

“No, it’s my job.  Hell, I’d been living there the last two months.  Her kids are calling me daddy and all.  I’ll tell them.”

“You were living with the victim?”

“Yeah.  Kiana was my sister-in-law.  I met her in college, and then introduced her to my brother.  Their marriage ended just about three years ago.  They had two beautiful children.  Twins. It was Kiana’s best day, having those two.  Anyway, I finally left my doped out girlfriend, taking our kid with me, about three months ago and Kiana took Andrew and myself in.  I tried my best to take care of her, to help her out, but.  My brother being who he is, it was hard to get a job in this town.”

“Your brother? And who is your brother?”

“Don’t I have the right to a lawyer or something?  I don’t’ want anybody making judgments on me cause of my brother.  So, can I get a lawyer?”

“I’ll tell you what, Mr. Brant, how about we go downtown and I’ll take a statement from you, then we’ll see if you need a lawyer.”

“Sounds good to me,” Austin glanced at her badge, and a small smile started to appear. “Sounds good Lieutenant Parker.”  Austin stood himself up and waited for the Lieutenant to lead him towards her unmarked.  Lucky for Austin, the kids would have a fit if they saw the news of him getting into a cop car, especially now that the news frenzy was just starting.  

Diane Parker closed the door on Austin Brant and shook her head, moving around to the driver’s side of her car.  The press had already gotten wind of this mess and was descending full force on her people.  Diane grabbed one of her rookies and told him to set up a barricade, to keep the press out of Nadira’s way.  As the rookie nodded, Diane climbed into her car and sped off towards the precinct.

************

Vincent felt nothing as the scene was described to him.  He knew what the crime scene looked like; he had caused the entire thing.  Why is this infant up here interviewing me? Doesn’t he know who I am? Doesn’t he know what I could do if I got a hold of his superior? But Vincent kept answering the questions. No, he hadn’t known the victim was down there. No, he hadn’t heard a scream.  Yes he was aware that this could require a serious investigation of everybody in his building.  No, that didn’t bother him, so long as everybody still got his or her jobs done.  Certainly the police could call him and interview him again.  Vincent watched as the Officer made his way out of the office and shook his head as the elevator doors closed.  “What idiots the police are.  Asking questions from somebody they don’t realize can ruin their entire lives.  I’ll have to call the Precinct and talk to the chief there.  Roy will be able to help me out of this mess.”  Vincent turned back to the desk in front of him and pulled Kiana’s drawings from his desk drawer. “Your perfect house, Kiana? Where you will keep the kids from me?  No longer, pretty one.”  Vincent tore the papers into tiny pieces and laughed to himself as he threw them into the air.  

“Your brother is the Vincent Brant?  Why am I having a problem believing that Austin?” Diane stared at Austin, giving him a look over her desk that made it plain that she’d believe anything he told her, except that.

“Because I’m not an overdressed, egotistical bastard like he is?  Because I don’t have the dreams of money and power shoved up my ass so far that I’m seeing them?  Or is it because that I’m not a violent abusive jerk that won’t give his own kids enough money to get decent looking glasses?  Which of those options makes you so positive I’m not his brother?” Austin took a sip of his coffee and smiled into the cup, admiring Diane’s red hair and her blue eyes.  Nice looking, but also very tough.  She seemed to have winced when Austin had mentioned Vince’s violence.  Maybe she’d had a boyfriend like that.  A man who’d beat you at any turn you did wrong. She didn’t look like she’d deal well with anything like that.

“I just find it hard to believe that a man like Vincent Brant has any relatives.”

“Well, he doesn’t really Lieutenant Diane.  He actually disowned me as his brother a long time ago, right after he found out that Tami was pregnant.”

“Tami?”

“Yeah, Tami.  My girlfriend, or rather ex-girlfriend. A cute little frizzy blonde, who seemed to have nothing on her mind but balling and doping.  Now all she wants is the doping.” Austin suddenly looked up, as if realizing whom he was talking to. “Shit. You ain’t gonna go after her are you? She really is a good kid, honest.  She’d just messed up most of the time.  Anyway, not that it’s any of my business anymore.  She kicked me out about three months ago.  I didn’t have any more money left to buy her the smack she wanted.  All my money had gone to trying to get her help.  All my money, the only thing my father left me from the lucrative business he started and left in the capable hands of my darling big brother.”

“You said that Tami was pregnant? What happened to that? She didn’t miscarry, did she?” Diane could almost see that happening, and she’d feel more than pity for this poor guy, he actually did seem to be a nice guy, even given his relatives.

”Nah, Tami was actually clean for most of the pregnancy.  Actually, most of it she passed in a clinic.  A very expensive clinic, wiped out half my money.  But I didn’t care; I wanted a healthy kid. And damned if I didn’t get one.  I think those nine months had to be the cleanest Tami’s been since she was twelve.”

“What happened to the kid? She didn’t make you leave him there, did she?” Diane started worrying, if this kid was in a house surrounded by smack and marijuana, the social workers should be called in.

“Hell no! You think I’d leave my little boy with that crowd?  Now don’t get me wrong, Tami and I weren’t married or nothing, so there were all kinds of men coming in and out.  But I wouldn’t expose my Andrew to that.  He’s a sweet kid too, got my hair and Tami’s gorgeous blue eyes.  Somehow we got lucky.  A beautiful dark haired angel with ice blue eyes.”  Austin was about to keep talking when a commotion from the front desk erupted.  A shrill female voice shrieked through the entire precinct.

“I want to see him, damn you! I know he’s here! I know he is! I saw it on the news! Where is he? Where’s my husband?” Austin and Diane peeked out the window and Austin let out an agonized groan.

“That’s Tami I would presume” Diane said softly as she eyed the young woman.  A frizzy blonde was about right. A young looking thing too, wearing a tight pink dress, vinyl.  She’d be almost pretty if her nose wasn’t bright red, and she didn’t have the dark bags under her eyes.  Diane sighed as the woman continued to scream for Austin, and the poor officer at the front desk looked around frantically.

“Yeah, that’s my pretty little princess.  Isn’t she just so adorable? Jesus, this is on the news already? I have to get to Kiana’s kids.  Shit.  I’ll go calm her down.” Austin started to walk out of the office, but Diane laid a hand on his arm.

“You stay. I’ll take care of this.” Diane started out towards the front then turned back, “You said that you weren’t married to her. Why’d she call you your husband?”

“She’s been calling me that since we met.  I just never thought about stopping her. Figured that I’d get her straightened out and then actually marry her.  I never got her straight.” Austin smiled weakly then walked back to his chair in the office, slumping into it and putting his hands up to his head.

Diane walked smoothly out of her office, still considering what Austin had just told her.  He wasn’t married.  Diane looked at the freaked out druggie in her processing center and shook her head. “Excuse me, miss. But how can I help you?”

“I want my freaking husband, bitch! I know he’s here and I know that you’re the one who brought him here! I saw it on the news! Damn you give him to me! He’s mine!”

“I’d calm down if I were you, miss. And I’d watch the names you call me, or I can have you locked away.”

“Oh, yeah? How’s that, bitch?” Tami practically spit the word at Diane.  The girl looked like a drowned cat high on catnip. Diane just sighed and pulled the badge out of her pocket, waving it in front of Tami’s nose.

“First off, Miss. My name is Lieutenant Diane Parker. I’m the homicide detective in charge of the case you saw on the news. Now, if you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to see Austin.”

“Austin? Austin! You call him Austin! You have no right, he’s MINE!”  Tami almost leapt for Diane, but was quickly grabbed by the officers who’d been standing by.

“Look little girl, I don’t want to throw you into a holding cell. So you will come with me to my office, you will behave like a lady, or I will have you booked on verbal assault, attempted assault, and drug use.  Now will you behave?” Tami seemed to sober up quickly and nodded softly.  Diane nodded to the officers and they let her go.  “After you, miss.” Diane motioned the way to her office and then followed Tami into the room.

“Austin!” Tami almost leapt into Austin’s lap, but Diane grabbed her arm and pushed the girl into a different chair.

“Sit!  Now listen to me Tami Wright; I’m not thrilled with you threatening my staff, or me.  I will have an orderly precinct under my shift, and I’m also not pleased with you coming here stoned off your ass. Understand?”  Tami just nodded softly, the handcuffs closing on her wrists must be flashing in her mind. “Now, Austin.  She keeps calling you her husband.  Were you lying to me?”

“No, Diane.  I told you, I’m not married to her.  She dreams that I am, but I swear to you that I’m not.”

“Austin! Why are you lying? You know that we got married. That’s why Andrew has your last name! Honest Lieutenant Parker, we’re married.”

“Andrew has my last name because I’m the father, Tami.  That’s the way you wanted it. You don’t have my last name because that’s the way you wanted it. You don’t have a ring from me because you spent all my money on your smack…”

“Austin! Shhh!”

“Oh, shut up, Tami.  Diane knows about it already.  Besides, I’m broke. So you can forget about worrying about me and go back to Brian or whoever your sleeping with now.”

“Austin! I would never…”

“Bullshit, Tami!” Austin almost jumped out of his chair.  “You’ve never been faithful to me.  Not even when you were pregnant with my son! Why if there has ever been…”

“The both of you sit down and shut up!” Diane smacked her hands down on her desk. “Now, Tami. I want to know why you came down here.”

“I saw the thing about Kiana on the news.  Sad business that.  I wouldn’t have put it past that bastard Vincent to arrange it.  But anyway, I saw a picture on the TV of you escorting Austin into an unmarked. I knew then that I had to get down here.  I pumped myself full of coffee and drove down here. Ummm, speaking of, you got a bathroom?” Tami smiled slightly and then left the way Diane told her to go, hurriedly.  Diane wasn’t sure if the girl had to pee or just throw up. 

“You doing all right, Austin?” Austin looked like he was about to throw up himself.

“I want her to just go away. To leave my son and me alone. I don’t want her in my life.  The only woman I’ve ever had any real feelings for is dead. Just gone.  Right when I thought that she and I would have a chance.  She’d almost forgotten about Vince and everything with that marriage.”  Diane must have looked shocked cause Austin blushed like crazy. “I guess I should have told you that first, huh?  I met Kiana in college, freshman year.  She and I became fast friends, and I brought her home to meet my folks over Thanksgiving.  She saw Vince and just fell madly in love with him.  I lost any chance of ever getting next to her.”  Austin looked so sheepish that Diane actually felt sorry for him.  “I was the one she ran to help her hide the bruises, the cuts.  I just wish that I’d been able to help her…” Austin trailed off as Tami wandered back into the office, looking much fresher in the face, and her nose was a lot brighter red, and she was sniffling like crazy.  Diane just simply frowned at the girl.

“Minuz! Come in here please!” The young officer showed up quickly. “Will you please escort Miss Wright here to a holding cell.  Take her pocket book and frisk her.  Grab anything she has and keep it from her. Even a tampon if she has them.  Don’t look so shocked, Tami. I warned you to not do anything stupid, and you didn’t listen. A night in the holding cell without your drugs should cool you down.  And don’t even tell me how scary they are.  You’re lucky I’m only detaining you. I could book you right here and now and send you up to the federal jail for the shit you just pulled.”  Tami was still spluttering as she was pulled from the office.

“Thank you, Diane. I don’t think she realized what she was doing. I really appreciate you keeping her away from me, too.  I know that’s not much to say for my son’s mother, but I really can’t stand her.” Austin looked physically exhausted from thinking about Tami.

“Tell me more about Kiana, Austin.  You seemed to have known her for a while.  Who would want to hurt her?”

“My brother for certain.  She embarrassed him in court.  The only one of his many ladies to come forward about his underground business, as well as his violent and abusive nature.  They could never pin the business on him, but the abuse was clear.  I testified against him in court. Hell, I was the one that had dressed most of her wounds after he’d given them to her.” Austin saw the surprise on Diane’s face and smiled slightly. “I was living with Vince at the beginning of their marriage, before I met Tami.  What else was I supposed to do?  The mother of my niece and nephew comes crying to me, bleeding all over and bruised pretty much the same.  Besides, Kiana was my first love.” Austin looked towards where Tami had been taken and sighed. “Obviously not my only love, but the only one that was any good for me.  Anyway, Kiana finally couldn’t handle it anymore.  I think the moment that made her crack was the night that her daughter was present.  The poor kid didn’t get hit herself, but she saw the entire thing from the stairs.  Vince had thought that the kids were asleep, but it was obvious that Adianna wasn’t.  The poor girl had seen and heard everything, from the first curse word to the last kick in the head.”

“He kicked her in the head?” Diane sounded pained and almost, empathetic.

“Yeah.  He did that a whole lot. But that never hurt Kiana’s brainpower.  The sweet girl had actually managed to find somebody willing to hire her.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Austin?”

“Oh that.  Well, while the divorce was going on, Kiana was still staying at Vince’s place, she didn’t have any money to get a place of her own.  Well Vince was extremely stressed and violent, and he gave her a beating like no other.  Kiana had to bandage her own wounds, as well as tape her ribs.  I have no idea how she did that.  But the point is she missed about a week of work, forcing the company to fire her.  After that Vince made sure that the story how she had just called in sick for a week was circulated around the business end.  Kiana wasn’t able to get a job until about three weeks ago.  Ashton Security took a chance on her, they knew she was beautiful, and that she’d had a history with Vincent.  Nobody was really sure what that history was, but Vince had asked for a special security system to be put into his office, and Ashton had to find somebody who had the influence with him to tell him no.” Austin chuckled sardonically, shaking his head.  Diane could hear the pain in his voice, even if she couldn’t see it in his face. “She backed out of the assignment several times, saying that she didn’t want to deal with him, that he kids were sick. You know, every possible excuse that was useable, she used it.  How do I know that?  I was living with her, remember?  I know what you’re thinking.  Why wasn’t I working?”

Diane shook her head. “I wasn’t thinking that at all, Austin.  But if you want to tell me…?”

“You’d better flip the tapes first.” Austin eyed the little tape recorder she thought had been hidden.  At least Diane had the decency to blush as she waited for the tape to run out, then flipped it over.

“You don’t miss a thing, do you Austin? Yeah, I was wondering why you weren’t working. I’d think that Kiana’s money was very tight, with you, your son, her kids, and her senile mother living there.”

“Money was ungodly tight.  I had spent all of my money to try to get Tami cleaned up. As you saw, that didn’t work.  Vince used to give me an allowance from his money, help put me through the rest of my schooling, but after he found out about Andrew? That was all over.  With no formal education, I didn’t get a job.  Besides the fact that my brother made it known around the town that I was a lousy man, a no good worker, and my live-in was a stoned off her ass whore.  Who would hire me?”

“What line of work were you studying for, Austin?  I remember you mentioning meeting Kiana in college, but now you’re telling me that you never finished?  What happened?” Diane looked confused, but also curious.  This was beginning to shape up quite interestingly.

“I was originally studying architecture, like Kiana.  Then I got into photography, and had to start all over again.  I’d actually been in college for six years when I discovered what I really wanted to do.”

“And that was?”

“Forensics.  I wanted to be a forensics expert.  You know the people that go to crime scenes and find things?  Not the people that deal with the body, but the... I guess you’d say forensics detective?” Austin looked sheepish as Diane’s face came full circle from confusion to clarity. “Well, I guess you do know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”

“I see. So that’s how you knew I was taping you.  That’s a lot of schooling that goes into that, Austin.  You wasted how many years chasing other things? I could use somebody like you.  How much longer did you have until you graduated?”

“I’m currently three classes away from my degree.  And nah, don’t take a chance on me.  Once I get the kids and Marina, I’m probably going to leave town.”

“That’s a pity.  Nadira, my Medical Examiner, she could use an extra hand in the lab with things.  I’m sure she wouldn’t have a problem with you helping out, maybe as an internship?”

“Maybe, but first, I have to get home.  If Tami saw the news, that means the kids will have too. They’ll be terrified and I don’t think Marina can handle them.”

“I was going to ask you about that, Austin.  How does Kiana take care of her kids during the day?  You said Marina, her mother, is senile.  So who watches the kids?”

“The private school they go to.  They’re there until five o’clock.  But I’m going to go pick them up.  And damn their snotty white asses if they tell me I can’t have my kids.” Austin stood up and smiled at Diane, then walked out of the office, and towards his car in the parking lot.  Diane had ordered the car brought here, she knew that he’d leave her office.

“You’re kids?”  Diane thought.  I thought they were your brother’s kids.  Maybe there’s more to this than I thought.  “Muniz!” Diane waited until the officer showed up, “Get that young woman out of the cell and bring her in here.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Officer Muniz headed off to bring Tami back and when he did, the young woman was sobbing.

“I need a hit! Please, just one hit! I promise it’ll be my last! You’ve got my stuff! Gimme some! Just a little bit!”

“You must be incredibly addicted to that shit, Tami, if only this little time will make you jumpy.”

“I’m not addicted! Honestly! I just want a hit! Just one!”

“You had a hit no more than forty minutes ago. Now sit down and shut up until I tell you to talk.” Diane nodded to Muniz who left, but he kept the door open, just in case the Lieutenant needed help from this junkie.  “Now listen to me, and listen carefully, Tami.  I have questions for you and you had better have answers.  Who’s the father of Kiana’s kids?”

***************

The sight that Austin saw as he drove his pickup towards the private school was pretty much what he had expected.  Trim lawns, not one blade longer than it should be, with perfectly trimmed bushes.  The brick and alabaster buildings sickened Austin.  How could Vince be so cruel as to send Adi and Gabe here? Austin pulled his truck into the parking lot full of Lexuses and Porsches.  As he got out, the bell rang for the students to go to their next classes.  Austin looked down at his shirt that was full of bloodstains.  He hadn’t even thought about changing.  Some of the perfect little blonde girls stared at him with disdain as they walked outside from building to building.  Austin smirked to himself; he just couldn’t resist it.  He opened the door to his truck again and grabbed his spare shirt.  Making sure those perfect angels were still watching him, he slowly pulled off his old shirt, letting the air cool his skin down.  He stood there for only a few seconds, bare chest towards those angels, whose mouths had dropped open just the right degree to catch flies.  Austin just smirked at them, and then pulled on his other shirt.  This shirt didn’t help matters much.  It was the shirt he wore when working around the house, freshly washed.  It was a little tight, but what better to drive those angels even crazier.  Austin threw the bloody shirt back into the truck and shut the door, locking it with his key remote.  As he walked towards the school’s entrance, the next bell rang and the girls shrieked, realizing that not only had they been staring, but also they were going to be late for class.  They took off at a run, and Austin wasn’t sure if it was to class or away from him.  

Austin walked through the revolving glass doors into a shining white hallway.  Everything in this building was clean. Just like Vince’s office.  Austin opened the door to the front office and immediately had to shut it again.  His eyes were beginning to water up, but that wouldn’t be any good.  No, he had to go in there.  He had to get his kids out of this place.  Austin took a deep breath and walked into the office, staring straight ahead at the vase of white roses sitting on the counter. 

*************

Diane fell back against her chair as Tami was led back to the holding cell. Exhaling a breath she closed her eyes.  This was going to be more difficult than she thought.  Why couldn’t things ever be simple?  She was going to have to go interview Vince herself.  She opened her eyes only slightly to look at the pile of notes from Officer Martinez. This was going to be a messy investigation.  She should probably get herself off of it as soon as possible, too.  

***************


“What do you mean you want off the investigation, Diane?  You’ve got to be crazy, thinking I’ll let my best detective off of this high level case!  Jesus Christ, Diane! The ex-wife of the town biggest asshole is raped and murdered and we don’t know why, or who, or even when yet.  I don’t think you’re getting the picture here, Diane. I can’t let you off of this case. You’re all I have keeping the Feds away. I…”


“I need to be taken off the case, Phil.  Please, don’t argue with me.  Just take me off of it.”


“One reason, Diane. Give me one reason.”


“Vincent Brant is my lover.”

*********


“Can I help you, ummm, sir?” The young girl behind the desk looked exactly like those angels from the parking lot.  Perfectly trimmed gorgeous blonde hair and perfectly set apart blue eyes.  Her long nails were properly painted with a golden polish.  


“Yes, I believe you can.  I would like to see my niece and nephew.  Their names are…”


“Adianna and Gabriel Brant.  Yes I know.  This is irregular, we don’t like taking children out of their classes, but being…”


“Being that my niece and nephew aren’t white, it doesn’t matter whether they get an education or not, does it?  Look, Ma’am, I don’t mean to seem wrong or anything, but you turn on that radio and listen really carefully to the news.  Then you tell me whether or not those kids should be in school.”  Austin crossed his arms over his chest as the blonde bitch pursed her lips and then turned determinedly to the radio, flipping it on and turning to the news station.  The radio crackled and then a deep masculine voice came over the airwaves.


“Today’s top breaking story, a mysterious death in Center City.  The body of a young woman was found in the alleyway next to Brant Incorporated’s headquarters.  Eyewitnesses had no idea who she was.  The body was discovered at ten O’clock this morning by a woman and her four-year-old child who were out on a shopping trip.  After a brief investigation, the body was identified as Mrs. Kiana Hawk Brant.  Mrs. Brant is actually Vincent Brant, the software tycoon’s, ex-wife.  The two of them were divorced three years ago and there are still several on-going custody battles for the two children.  The police department has not yet made any arrests, nor are they ruling this a murder.  But popular opinion on the streets is that…” The secretary quickly snapped the radio off, her creamy complexion had gone as pale as Austin had ever seen a white woman.


“Yes, Ma’am.  Now you understand why I would like to get my niece and nephew out of here, before your entire little angel’s parents come to get them.  Because I’m sure that every member of the PTP here knows who those kids are, and all about their parents.  May I have them please?”

“I… I don’t’ think I’m authorized to… to hand them over to you, sir.  Only their father has that right.”

“Then bloody well believe that their father will come for them, and when he does, those kids will be the most miserable, helpless children that you have ever seen.  I’m insisting that you give me my niece and nephew.  And if you can’t do it, find me somebody who can.” Austin was growing angrier and angrier. The woman had just heard that Adi and Gabe’s mother had been murdered and she still wants to nit-pick with him over legal claims? Damned insensitive bitch!  Austin just had to smile as he watched her scurry back into the proctor’s office, even paler than she had been before.  The proctor walked out a few minutes later, a balding man but built.  Austin stood straighter; he always enjoyed dealing with men better than women did.  Women scared too easily.  


“Mr. Brant.  What a nice surprise.  We hadn’t expected to see anyone.  My secretary here…”


“Cut the bullshit.  Get me those kids, or I’ll go to every single room and search for them.”


“You have no right to those children.  No more than your brother does.”


“And who are you going to turn them over to, huh?  You’re certainly not going to take them home with you; your pussycat wife would have a heart attack.  My parents are both dead, and Kiana’s mother is completely senile.  Who else will take care of your resident spics, eh?” Austin was furious, damn the man trying to say that Vincent had more of a claim to those kids than he did.  He was their father dammit! No.  Nobody was supposed to know that.  Everything would go to hell…. Everything.  “I want my niece and nephew, please.  You’re not fit enough to tell them the news about their mother.” The big man in front of him huffed a bit, but then just nodded to the pin-up secretary who scrambled to the phone.  Austin just stared at the proctor as the pretty buzz of the secretary’s voice rang in his head. Two bulls staring at each other.  Shame that the pretty little calf was probably already married.  Another five minutes passed then the door to the office flew open. “Uncle Austin! Uncle Austin!” Two little dark-haired angels flung themselves into Austin’s arms, hugging him tightly around the neck.  Austin just closed his eyes and held them tightly, this was going to be a long night.  After a few seconds he stood up and held the hands of his kids.  He smiled at the proctor, and the secretary.  Austin might have been seeing things, but he swore that he saw genuine compassion on the secretary’s face as she looked at Adi and Gabe.  “Thank you both.  I’ll bring them back to school as soon as it’s possible.”  The proctor just nodded and headed back into his office.  The secretary just handed Austin a sign-out sheet, whispering softly to him, “ Take care of those angels, they’re too precious to be hurt.”  She smiled softly at Austin’s shock then headed back to her desk, sniffling slightly as she sat down.  Austin stared at her for a bit longer then led his children out of that office.  What a shame they’ll never be going back to that school.  


Austin looked down at the trusting children holding onto his hands tightly.  Twins.  He’d never imagined that he’d ever have any children, especially twins.  Jesu, but they looked like Kiana.  This was going to be harder then he thought.  He unlocked the door to his truck and helped Adi up into it.  The six-year-old girl looked more serious and understanding than any child ever should.  Her blue eyes were the only features that could distinguish her as not being full-blooded Hispanic.  Her long black hair had never been cut, Kiana had refused to have that done, a tradition almost as old as Kiana’s mother.  Neither Austin nor Vincent had ever understood the reasoning, but agreed with the decision.  After getting Adi buckled in, Austin helped Gabe up into the cab.  The little boy was the exact copy of his sister, dark skin, dark hair, and blue eyes.  The two of them looked so painfully like their mother.  Austin finished buckling Gabe in and then shut the door.  Taking a deep breath, he headed for the driver’s side of the car and opened the door.  He started the truck with a grinding of the engine, and pulled out of the perfectly painted parking lot and onto the highway.  “Kids, we have to have a talk.”

*******************

