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      There’s just something fascinating about a man wearing an emblem of authority. The way the light gleams off that shiny star on his badge makes us stare with respect. Couple that with a uniform hugging his body in just the right way, confidence, and mission to save and protect, it’s no wonder we want to know what lies underneath.

      Yes, what echoes deep inside those beating hearts is inspiring. Certainly appealing. Definitely enticing. Although those ripped muscles and strong shoulders can make a woman’s heart skip a beat—or two—it takes a strong, confident person to choose to love someone who risks it all every day. Anyone willing to become part of a lawkeeper’s world might have a story of their own to tell.

      The undeniable charisma lawmen possess make all of us pause and take note. It’s probably why there are so many movies and TV shows themed around the justice system. We’re captivated by their ability to save babies, help strangers, and rescue damsels in distress. We’re captivated by their ability to protect and save, defend the innocent, risk their lives, and face danger without hesitation. Of course, we expect our heroes to stay solid when we’re in a mess. We count on them for safety, security, and peace of mind. From yesterday to today, that truth remains constant.

      Their valor inspires us, their integrity comforts, and their courage melts our hearts—irresistibly. But there’s far more to them than their courageous efforts. How do they deal with the difficulties they face? Can they balance work and life? And how do they find time for love outside their life of service?

      We want to invite you on a journey—come with us as we explore the complex lives of the men and women who serve and protect us every day. Join us in a fast-paced world of adventure. Walk into our tight-knit world of close friendships, extended family, and danger—as our super heroes navigate the most treacherous path of all—the road to love.

      The Lawkeepers. Historical and modern-day super heroes; men and women of bravery and valor, taking love and law seriously. A multi-author series, sure to lock up your attention and take your heart into custody.
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      It was official.

      This would be the longest day in the longest month that would ever exist in all of time and space for her. There was nothing like having an event bring back every single utterly horrifying memory that you thought you put behind you, suddenly come rushing forward for the sake of mentally dissecting each traumatic event over and over again. Uppity opinions, personal fears, overly-dramatic issues over nothing were things that she’d imagined that she had left behind her long ago. Tonight, she’d be facing all of them head on.

      Rebecca had moved back to Texas shortly after graduating from college with her doctorate. She’d accepted a position with the police department that would allow her the freedom to practice psychology with her own practice, as well. She would be consulting for the department when needed. But the majority of her time would be free to help clients in a private practice as her schedule allowed.

      Ha!

      What schedule?

      She was free to take on anyone at any time. It was just her mother and her. She had no ties to drag her down. She felt like a bird that was getting ready to take flight and soar finally. The last ten years had been spent growing and learning her trade. Now, it was time to apply all that expensive education and personal growth that had occurred in the decade that she’d been away from the chaos of her small-town nightmare she’d made in her mind. While Dallas was close, this truly was a small town just outside of the booming metropolis.

      Still living in boxes, she’d finally gotten settled somewhat in her new, tiny apartment that she’d selected online based off what she remembered of the area. Ten years was a long time. She’d thought it was long enough, but maybe that wasn’t the case. The city had grown, the metroplex had grown, and so had little Becky Tulle. Gone was “Becky the cheerleader” and in her place was the professional: Dr. Rebecca Tulle.

      What she didn’t want to admit was that little Becky was still buried deep in her mind. She didn’t acknowledge that her stomach flip-flopped silently. That insecurity would never fade, it seemed. She felt that coming back home would give her a sense of completion that she felt she craved. This was the next step she needed to take in her life: Face her monsters head on. Tonight, of all nights, would be the ultimate test.

      It was her class reunion.

      Staring in the mirror at her reflection, she saw the young girl she once was as well as the woman she’d wanted to be. Her curly, black hair that had once looked like a bad perm now lay slick and glossy against her shoulders, thanks to the help of her straightening iron and a professional keratin treatment. Oh, how she wished she’d had that flat iron all those years ago. Instead, she’d French braided her hair repeatedly for after school drill routines in order to keep the snarls from being more than she could bear.

      She remembered those hot polyester uniforms, the long practices and the camaraderie of the squad. Becky had been head cheerleader for all four years of high school, a darling of the teachers and students. But because of the attention she received, she was hated almost as much by the other students as she was loved by the faculty. She had also been harassed by the football team repeatedly and realized it now. Then, she hadn’t understood how to handle the hazing or sexual harassment she’d received. There had been many a night she’d spent crying at home, confused as to why they picked on her and spread such malicious rumors about her.

      Now, she understood.

      It didn’t make it right in any fashion whatsoever, but she did comprehend it better. It was years of training that helped her find peace and serenity with her supposed make-believe history. Those rumors had driven her away and caused her to run. She’d cut ties with everyone she had ever known the night she graduated and practically disappeared from the radar. Unlisted home number, fake Facebook account, the works… including the fact she had not bothered with a cell phone as of yet. She had not wanted to be found until she was strong enough to handle it all. They’d nearly broken her spirit. But she was stronger than they would ever realize.

      Becky hadn’t slept with the entire football team as rumor had it. Nor had she run away because she was pregnant. No, she had run to get away from the destructive behavior and hatred focused narrowly on her. She had bolted before it destroyed her psyche and all her ambitious dreams that she had for herself.

      Now she was back.

      While it felt petty, part of her needed to show them that she was better than all of their harsh treatment and nasty words. She wanted her hometown to know that she was strong and that they hadn’t broken her. They had once been vicious, and she would be forever victorious!

      Staring in the mirror, Rebecca looked hard at herself. Gone was the gangly young girl and in its place was a composed woman. A headstrong, smart, intelligent woman that was comfortable in who she was and confident in her faith. She’d never married or dated because she never wanted to feel like it was expected of her. She wanted to fight the rules, fight the stereotypes and be who she wanted to be… herself and what felt comfortable for her.

      Glancing down at her elegant suit, she smiled at how polished she looked and ignored the wreckage of boxes and unpacked items behind her. She would slowly bring peace and tranquility to her life again… once you got past all the rough wrapping around it. That is how she pictured herself and her life. She’d gone through the rough spots and now it was time to shine. A beautiful butterfly emerging and on the cusp of taking flight.

      Checking her watch, she groaned and rolled her eyes. This part of her life she had yet to change though. Little Becky was always late all those school days so long ago, and it seemed like that particular trait would never fade away. Tonight was no different. The reunion had started ten minutes ago, and she would be fashionably late apparently. Gathering up her purse and car keys, she ran out the front door ready to take on the challenge ahead of her.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling into the parking lot, a wave of anxiety came back as she stared at the building. She remembered those days, praying for a miracle of some sort to save her from class each day. In her memories, it had been a massive school. Now, she saw it was quite a small building. Dated and worn. Most monsters were like that. The monsters were worse in the mind than in real life. She believed that thought wholeheartedly and preached it to herself all the time. This was her mantra as she slowly walked up to the building. Pulling open one of the heavy doors, she was flooded with flashbacks of crowded hallways and obnoxious pranks. Taking a deep breath, she searched for something to trigger or evoke a pleasant memory and was struggling to find anything here that brought her happiness.

      The trophy cases were still at the front of the building but gone were the photos of her classmates. Now there were only photographs of the current students. Time had passed. Her group had moved on. And if she hadn’t received the announcement at her mother’s house, she would have never known about this reunion.

      Standing there at the glass cases lost in thought, she heard a familiar voice that made her skin crawl. It was the one monster that had caused so much heartache, so much drama in her life. Please be smaller than my memories, she prayed silently and took a deep breath. That voice had haunted her. He had singlehandedly tried to destroy her mentally.

      Brent Hale.

      He’d been captain of the football team and homecoming king. She remembered his know-it-all smile and how the other girls followed him around all the time. He’d also been the arrogant jerk that had started the rumors about her when she’d turned him down for prom. She had turned everyone down for the dance. He’d been nothing special, except rude.

      She’d been so focused on taking the next step in her life, getting closure, that she felt like she had missed something vital somewhere along the way. Attending the reunion was a desperate attempt to close that mental door firmly on her past. Hearing his voice, she was yet again confident that whatever she had missed in leaving town, it certainly wasn’t him.

      “Becky? Becky Tulle, is that you?”

      “Rebecca. And yes,” she said politely, and turned to see that time had not been kind to him at all. Brent had peaked in high school, obviously, and it had been a steep, downhill slide ever since. He was now what you’d picture a typical mid-American dad to look like. He’d gotten soft once the football drills had ended and several years of “keggers” had taken their toll on his body.

      “Well, hello Miss Becks! You look pretty spiffy and all fancy-like in your doo-dads. You dress up for this event or for little ol’ me?” Ugh! He took that moment to attempt to hold back a belch, blowing it casually out the side of his mouth. He reeked of beer and cigarettes. In fact, he had a cigarette tucked behind his ear.

      “It’s Rebecca,” she reminded him and had to fight from rolling her eyes at the redneckish slang he was spouting. He was repulsive. Oh yes, he’d peaked in high school for certain. Gone was the strapping young boy that arrogantly strode down those crowded hallways long ago and in its place was a sad, sad man. “And no, I didn’t dress fancy. It said business casual attire on the invitation.”

      “That’s some hoity-toity business then, I guess,” he muttered and leaned against the glass casually. She noticed that it left a mark where his arm touched, making her shiver in disgust.

      “I suppose so,” she said tightly and turned away to head towards the gymnasium where the music was coming from. Let’s get this over with! Sooner rather than later, too! she thought. As she took a step away from where he stood entirely too close for comfort, Brent reached out and grabbed her arm. She was shocked by the aggressiveness he demonstrated.

      “Release me,” she ordered arrogantly, staring at his hand pointedly. She wanted his hand off of her immediately! The skin of her upper arm crawled, as if it sensed that something was wrong. The second his hand had made contact, her heart hammered in her chest and she felt her twenty-eight-year-old body shrink down instantly to that eighteen-year-old girl again. A frightened young girl, frozen, as she was confronted with her innermost demon.

      “You heard the woman, Hale.”

      Rebecca recognized that voice, too, and bit back a groan. She wished the ground would open up and swallow her whole. This was a nightmare straight out of any book. The guy that had slandered her all over town and the one that chased her incessantly like a lovesick puppy on a daily basis. Absolute, irrational fear on one side, followed quickly by a little pipsqueak that annoyed her like no other. Neither had been the right choice then, and neither appealed to her now.

      “Let go, now,” she ordered and jerked her arm away from Brent’s sweaty hand. She was disgusted that he’d dared to touch her and by the fact that she was surrounded in her own private torture in the making. What else could go wrong? Flat tire? Bust a seam in the back of her pants? She felt herself pale the moment that thought hit her, because if Karma was any type of creature bent on humiliation, that would certainly do it.

      Stepping back away from Brent’s stony face, she heard her shoes tap on the tile flooring and bumped right into her rescuer, standing behind her: Gabriel James. He’d been the tall, gangly boy that had followed her around and asked her out repeatedly. He had always been sweet, kind and thoughtful. She struggled enough with low self-esteem and insecurities that the thought of actually talking with him or going out with him would have completely destroyed any “coolness” she had achieved at all. He was always there, watching her, smiling at her, fawning over her. It had made her feel so awkward and out of sorts then – and here he was now, causing that same feeling again.

      Turning ever so slowly around, she caught her breath as she met those familiar green eyes that had stared at her incessantly all those years ago. She’d expected to see that boy from her math class, the one with the gelled hair that had been combed to the side. The scruff of baby-fine moustache hair that wasn’t thick enough to shave yet. That boy was gone and in its place was a man. Apparently, Rebecca wasn’t the only one who’d changed over time! Gabriel had matured and grown up. He’d not changed in height, but rather filled in nicely and now his once-gangly body fit his frame.

      Quite nicely, too.

      “Yo! Gabe! If you’ll butt out, me and little Becks over here were having a quick talk before you interrupted,” Brent sneered from behind her. Rebecca just stared at Gabriel in shock before quickly composing herself.

      “Hello, Rebecca.” His soft smile hadn’t changed, nor had his gentle eyes. The ugly duckling had certainly emerged into a fine, FINE specimen of a swan. She was probably standing entirely too close and in his personal space. She couldn’t bring herself to step backwards. Instead, she stared at his chiseled jawline and tanned skin. The peach fuzz on his face was gone and in its place was a clean-shaven, strong jaw that her fingers itched to touch. Swallowing hard, she made a concentrated effort to keep from drooling.

      “Hi there, yourself.”

      “Are you coming or going to the reunion?”

      “I just arrived,” she breathed softly and remembered who was complaining behind her. “I arrived in time to be harassed by ol’ Brent here. Talk about a flashback, huh?” she casually mentioned, throwing her thumb over her shoulder awkwardly at the obvious third wheel. “Were you leaving already?”

      “No, just arriving as well. I was on call.”

      “Becks, c’mon and I will take you in,” Brent interrupted behind her and tapped her on the shoulder. This time, the man was smart enough not to grab her arm. Her temper flared at his annoying nickname for her and she rolled her eyes without turning away from the hunk of eye candy in front of her.

      “Brent, if you call me Becks again or interrupt me one more time, I might be tempted to mace you or worse,” she growled over her shoulder. The man seriously needed to leave now because she had some catching up that needed to be done with one handsome guy!

      “You shouldn’t say things like that, Rebecca,” Gabriel said with an easy, lopsided grin as he continued to look at her. His eyes raked over her features, as if he were trying to memorize every detail of her face. “I’d have to break out the handcuffs if you hurt him. No assault, okay?”

      Rebecca grinned, thinking he was being kinky like some of the smutty books she’d stolen and read from her mother’s room as a girl growing up. That thought was invading her mind until she realized that he was in an officer’s uniform. He was completely serious.

      “She threatened me!” Brent whined.

      “Are you pressing charges on this pretty little woman?” Gabriel asked easily over her shoulder, finally looking away to where Brent stood behind her. Brent must have shaken his head no, because, after a pause, she heard Gabriel again.

      “That settles it. Would you care to join me?”

      Gabriel extended his arm politely towards her. Forgetting Brent behind her, she focused on the gorgeous man beside her. This had been a completely unexpected change to her evening. Walking with him over to the table full of name tags, she found herself staring at him out of the corner of her eyes. Grabbing her name tag sticker, she slapped in on her shirt without a second thought as she remembered how sweet he’d been and how callous she’d been.

      Mortified, she remembered how she’d turned him down each time he’d asked her to study or go to a school event. He’d never stopped trying and was persistent. Now, here he was again in front of her. Karma had a sick way of being cruel. In her mind, she was certain that he was married, and she’d missed out on getting to know a really nice guy that blossomed into an incredible heartthrob.

      Maybe she could wish/hope/pray for that split pair of pants instead of him being married. Or better yet, she could just start her period now like some unknowing young girl. Rebecca grimaced thinking of some of the most horrible things she’d lived through growing up and crossed herself quickly. If you are listening, let’s forget the period comment... okay? Once was quite enough, she prayed silently.

      “Need some help?”

      “What? No. Uh, yes actually,” she said, embarrassed, as she realized that the name badge was stuck to her shirt upside down. The sticker had also folded over on itself and pleated her blouse just over her breast, drawing attention to her chest or lack thereof. Rolling her eyes at her stupidity, she reached up to yank off the offending sticker only to bump into his hands as he was trying to correct it as well.

      “Sorry,” he muttered and flushed as his hand made contact with her chest. Rebecca’s face was as beet red as her high-heeled patent shoes.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got this handled, but I appreciate you trying to help.”

      “Yeah, I’m a bit nervous at being here and seem to be all thumbs.”

      “You? Nervous?” Why was he nervous? He might have been the geeky guy, but that boy didn’t walk in tonight. Tonight, a man from the pages of a magazine did – and all the girls were staring at him.

      “Yeah, aren’t you?”

      “A bit,” she answered honestly. “Well, a lot actually.” They must have walked in between music sets because, just as she was getting ready to ask why he was nervous, the loud music started up again. Looking around, she saw several people get up from the tables and realized that none of them resembled the kids she’d gone to school with. She didn’t recognize anyone. They all looked, well, normal. Everyone had changed, and nothing was the same.

      “Want to have a seat or dance?” Gabriel yelled over the music. There were so many people scooting through the throng of people to get to the makeshift dance floor. They stood awkwardly in the way, trying to decide which direction to go. Dance floor or having a seat at one of the tables decorated with slap bands, plastic sunglasses and hair scrunchies.

      “Sure.”

      “Which one?”

      “Whatever you choose,” she shouted and shrugged in case he couldn’t hear her.

      Gabriel took her hand and led her out onto the dance floor. She was stopped a few times as people recognized her and said hello. They were nice and polite to her. She was ashamed that she didn’t recognize any of them. Apparently, Gabriel wasn’t recognized either by her classmates. Oh yes, people had changed over time. But few were as impressive as Gabriel James’ transformation.

      Pulling her through the throng of couples dancing towards the center of the undulating crowd, he grinned at her. His hand cupped hers and it surprised her at how nice it felt. She found herself looking around to see if anyone was staring at them. He was certainly easy to spot and had to be well over six feet tall. She was wearing heels and barely hit five and a half feet.

      “What?”

      “You know this is the first time you’ve ever danced with me?” he hollered and smiled as the music faded away to start another song. This melody was a lot softer and not quite as boisterous. “This is the first time you’ve danced with me,” he repeated in a quieter tone.

      “I’m sorry about that. I guess I should have accepted back then.”

      “Nah, it’s okay,” he admitted with a smile and then grinned. “Actually, it was rough on my confidence to get up the nerve to ask you out back then. But being shot down repeatedly toughened me up.”

      “Okay, now I am really, really sorry about it.”

      “I’m teasing you.”

      “Is your wife okay with you dancing with another woman?” She tried to be casual about it. But the moment the words were out, she saw the knowing look in his eyes and quickly looked away.

      “You could’ve just asked me if I was married,” he said with a smile, holding her hand. She noticed that he was ever so polite with her, keeping a distance between their bodies. His hand barely rested on her hip. It was like he was afraid of being too forward with her and she liked that.

      “I could have,” she retorted with a grin, “but it’s not as sophisticated.”

      “You do look pretty darned polished, Miss Becky Tulle.”

      “It’s actually Dr. Tulle,” she breathed, catching a whiff of his cologne as he gave her a quick twirl on the dance floor. Her shoes pinched unmercifully, but she could have sworn that her toes curled regardless of space at the heady scent that teased her nose.

      “Nice. No ring and a maiden name, too?”

      “No ring.”

      “Hmm, I’m glad,” he said with a shy smile that curled up at the corner of his lips, revealing a slight dimple in his cheek. For a brief moment, she saw that gangly boy that had asked her out so many years ago. The shell of the man had changed, but he was still the same. “One might think we were supposed to meet again then, huh?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Gabriel, scoot over. I’m cutting in,” Brent interrupted, tapping on Gabriel’s shoulder, pointedly interrupting their dance. She was quite enjoying the way they seemed to fit together. Each step she took was in line with his. It was effortless.

      “No, sir. You’ll have to wait your turn. This dance has been coming for a long time,” he said firmly towards the other man. His face softened perceptibly as he looked back at her. “It’s long overdue.”

      “Yes, it is.” She couldn’t help the feeling of happiness that suddenly curled in her stomach. He’d just run off her imaginary monster and she liked it. She disregarded the angry look that Brent gave them both as Gabriel whirled her around a few more times further onto the dance floor.

      “This dance and maybe dinner or coffee?”

      “I do believe you are right about it being overdue,” she grinned. “Dinner, a movie, going to the skating rink and study hall are all waaaaay past overdue. I should probably make those up sometime soon as well.”

      “Definitely the skating rink,” he chuckled. “I still have two left feet, you know.”

      “I didn’t know that and, honestly, I couldn’t tell,” she whispered softly. By the look in his eyes, she saw that he’d heard her words. She was surprised at herself and how she was flirting with him.

      “I’m glad you are back in town.”

      “Me, too, I think,” she replied honestly. She couldn’t help flirt with him. She was incredibly attracted to the man and how he looked now compared to how he looked then. She blushed, feeling incredibly shallow right now.

      “Are you staying long or just visiting?”

      “I actually just moved back to set up my practice.” She liked the fact that he kept her talking and there weren’t any uncomfortable silences between them. He was easy to talk to just like he had been then. He’d always been nice, just not incredibly gorgeous. Ugly duckling, eat your heart out!

      “And you? What department do you work in?” she asked, looking pointedly at his uniform. He was dressed in complete black from head to toe, his badge shining proudly on his chest. She’d always liked a guy in uniform on television and seeing it in real life cemented it firmly in her mind. Uniforms were completely a plus in her book.

      “SWAT for the D.P.D., Dallas Police Department.”

      “SWAT? That’s dangerous, you must be good at what you do there.” Cool your jets there, Becky. That sounded like you are spreading it on thick, she thought to herself. Gabriel seemed to preen under the attention and looked a bit surprised at it.

      “One of the best snipers in the area,” he admitted. The man didn’t brag or boast about the fact. He sounded like he was stating a fact. If he’d have said the sky was blue, it would have been with the same inflection.

      “I guess that is good, isn’t it?” she asked with an unsure smile. Why would he not brag on himself? If he was that good, he should be proud of it. If she was the best psychologist in the area, she’d be telling everyone and making sure it was on her business cards.

      “I guess if you needed one, you’d want me on your side.”

      “I think I’d like you on my side at any time.” That was a corny pickup line, geeeezzz! she chastised herself mentally and felt herself blush as his sharp gaze stared at her. He missed a step in their dancing together and she accidently stepped on his toe. Jumping back, she apologized quickly.

      “I’m pretty sure you didn’t used to think that.”

      “No, I didn’t,” she admitted. “You were always there though, and I should have given you a chance.”

      “It’s okay. You made something of yourself by getting out of this hick town. Not many people can say that. Look at Brent,” he teased with a sad smile. “You dated him and now you can’t stand the guy.”

      “I never dated him!” she shrieked. Her voice raised an octave at the imagined horror that dating him would have been. “I never went out with Brent,” she whispered hotly. “Never, ever!”

      “You didn’t?”

      “No. He asked but I turned him down, too. I didn’t date anyone from school.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. He spread some pretty heinous rumors about me just before I left for college.”

      “No posse of his ‘love children’ then waiting for you at home?” he asked, looking quite relieved.

      “Oh, that was my favorite whopper of them all,” she laughed angrily. “That I was pregnant with his lovechild. Who calls it that? And a posse of them? Really?”

      “I was pretty crushed that you had such bad taste in guys,” he teased happily.

      “Well, we’ll have to see if we can un-crush your poor ego. I happen to think my taste in guys is pretty particular nowadays.”

      “Do tell?”

      “I’m partial to blond officers that hold a crush for me longer than ten years,” she admitted shyly, looking up at him. Her face heated with a blush at her very candid words. There was no mistaking her sentence. She liked him and was flat out telling him. Gabriel whistled appreciatively with a tender smile.

      “I bet I might know a guy.”

      “Do you know if he is still interested after all this time?”

      “He is definitely interested.”

      “Hmm, then, perhaps we should meet sometime.”

      “How about dinner tomorrow night?”

      “Only if he’s available,” she teased.

      “There is no way I’d miss it.”

      Gabriel escorted her out of the gymnasium when the music got loud again, and the slow song was over. It was hard to talk over the bass and synthesizer music as they played some hit songs from their decade. “I’m glad I got to see you again.”

      “Me, too. We’ll have to catch up.”

      “Tomorrow over dinner?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Are you leaving the reunion then?”

      “I saw who I wanted to tonight.”

      “But you just got here.”

      “Exactly,” he said pointedly with a wide grin. “You want to grab some coffee?”

      “Another first?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Smiling, she got out her keys as he walked her out of the building. They didn’t say much but she noticed that he’d not released her hand. He held it in his own between the two of them as they walked together. Regret burned through her at the thought of how much time had passed. As she got to her car, he politely opened the door for her.

      “Don’t stand me up, Dr. Tulle,” he said firmly. For a moment, she realized that he was seriously concerned that she would. Guilt washed over her again. He was insecure and thought that she was toying with him. This would not do.

      “I won’t. Would you feel better riding with me?”

      “It’s not necessary, as long as you’re there.”

      “Just get in the car, Officer,” she laughed. “I don’t want you wondering where I am. And honestly, the town has changed and grown quite a bit. If I show up at the wrong Starbucks, I don’t want there to be an arrest warrant out for me.”

      She heard him chuckle and smiled to herself as he circled around to the other side of her car. Opening the door, he slid into the seat and Rebecca realized how small the car was with him in it. “Trust me yet?”

      “Getting there slowly,” he said with a smile.

      “I’m not the same person, you know.”

      “Me, neither.”

      “But you are the navigator,” she teased. “So where is this coffee shop at?”

      “Remember the bank at the corner? It’s there.”

      “Seriously? They remodeled the bank and turned it into a Starbucks?”

      “Yep. It’s pretty cool.”

      “Do you take all of your girls there?”

      “No,” he admitted, and Rebecca saw that he blushed again. They drove silently down the streets. She glanced out of the corner of her eyes at his profile, only to find that he was studying her. He quickly looked away as if embarrassed to have been caught staring at her.

      Pulling into the parking lot, she didn’t press the subject of his history with women. After all, it was a chance to get reacquainted, not run him off. He didn’t owe her anything and, over the course of ten years, she was certain there was a past to him. She could use a friend or two on the force and in town. He leaped out of the car the moment she turned it off and moved quickly to open her car door. It was genuinely sweet that he was doing so and going out of his way to impress her.

      Walking in, she was impressed that while some things changed, some had stayed the same. The bank looked almost identical, except now you could sit in recliners in the vault. Gone were the safety deposit boxes and, instead, there were shelves lined with bags of coffee beans. Ordering, they waited silently at the end of the counter for their cups. Both of them looked around, almost as if unsure what to say. Accepting the cup and saucer, she smiled as he headed towards the open vault.

      “Is this all right?”

      “It’s fine.” She was happy that it was semi-private for them to talk. The walls of the vault were illuminated with accent lights that came down from the ceiling, shining on the wall of security boxes that were still present. “It’s actually pretty cool because I always wondered what this looked like inside of here.”

      “Me, too,” he admitted, “When they opened this up, I came here right away out of curiosity.”

      Sitting down, she set her purse on the ground beside her chair and sipped on the coffee. She noticed that he sat forward in the seat right at the edge. He was holding his cup in his hands and staring at it, lost in thought.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” he admitted with a shy, endearing grin that reminded her of the boy he once was. “To be honest, I keep waiting to wake up and find that you aren’t here.”

      “I’m not that great,” she stammered, blushing.

      “Then maybe you’ve changed. Or maybe my idea of who you once were is better than reality. So far, my memories have stood up pretty solid.”

      “Stop, you are making me nervous. I’m blushing like a school girl.”

      “I know that I am every time you look at me,” he chuckled. “It’s like I am seventeen again with braces and pimples. I wasn’t fond of being a teenager.”

      “Oh, goodness no,” she muttered. “I would hate to be that age again.”

      “Was it that bad?”

      “For me it was.”

      “None of it was true, was it?”

      “I told you it wasn’t, remember?”

      “I knew it, but I can’t help the doubt that nags at my mind. You were gone so fast and no one ever heard from you. I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe there was something to it.”

      “I had to get away, to distance myself and grow up some. You know?”

      “Yeah, I do,” he answered and then hesitated. He set his cup down on the small table between them. “Stand up.”

      “Is something wrong?” She set her cup down and joined him.

      “Nothing is wrong.” Gabriel took her hands and put them on his shoulders. “It’s just that its finally quiet around us and I hear some elevator music playing. I wanted a chance to dance with you again before the night is over. I really liked holding the girl of my dreams in my arms earlier at the gym.”

      “Awww,” she said with a shy smile and happily put her head on his shoulder, stepping into his arms. “How is it you are still so sweet after all these years? That some girl hasn’t jaded you yet or broken your heart?”

      “Oh, I’ve had my heart broken,” he murmured, smoothing her hair as it lay on her back. “It was broken about ten years ago. I just want to make up for some lost time.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” he whispered against her hair. “I’d like the chance to get to know you now, like I wanted to back then.”

      “I’d like that, too. Shall we sit down and talk or keep dancing?”

      “I’m not keeping you out too late, am I?”

      “Nope, I’m a big girl now and don’t have a curfew,” she teased. Laughing, he smiled at her sarcastic comment.

      They stayed there for several hours talking about the past and things they remembered. It was nice to reminisce with him and to enjoy talking about the memories. It felt therapeutic, like a weight had been lifted off of her. Honestly, it was the most lighthearted conversation she’d had in a long time. Something she’d not expected at all.

      “Sir? We are closing up soon,” the young barista interrupted, causing them both to smile at how fast the night went by. They walked outside to her car and got inside. She drove the few short blocks back to the high school where his car was parked.

      “I wonder if that boy goes to our school?” she teased, pointing at the car. She saw it was the only vehicle left there in the illuminated parking lot.

      “Or if he is hung up on a pretty cheerleader.”

      “I hope she isn’t stupid enough to crush his feelings.”

      “Or I hope he is smart enough to wait for her to realize it.”

      “Is that what you did?” she asked, shocked. Instead of coming up with an answer or a witty comment, he opened the door and quickly got out of the car. “Wait a second!”

      Rebecca quickly got out as well. She stood there in the open driver’s door staring at him as he walked behind her vehicle towards his. “You can’t just flirt all night and then suddenly shut it off like a light switch.”

      “Who said I was doing that?”

      “Well, I am actually!” she sputtered. “I mean, you talk about making up for lost time and then how you were hung up on a cheerleader and when I ask if that someone was you, you clam up. Why?”

      “I didn’t feel like it needed answering.”

      “Yes, it does!”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “You did what?” she asked pointedly. Was the man dense or playing hardheaded?

      “I waited for you.” He ran his hand through his hair nervously and looked at her sheepishly. “I waited and hoped you’d return someday.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. Are we still on for dinner tomorrow night?”

      “A first date for us, remember?” she agreed quietly, still surprised by his admission.

      “I will see you tomorrow night.”

      “Hang on!” she suddenly exclaimed again. “Aren’t you going to kiss me goodnight?”

      “Never hurts to wait for something, Rebecca,” he said with a wide grin. He looked ecstatic knowing that she’d asked about a kiss. “Cause when you finally get it? It’s that much sweeter.”
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      Rebecca awoke early the next morning, still smiling from ear to ear at her encounter with Gabriel. She was amazed at the changes in him and felt so many emotions. Shame at how petty she felt. He’d been a really sweet guy back then and still was. But the fact that he was straight up delicious-looking ate at her. She’d never been accused of being shallow. But the complete turnaround she’d done once she set eyes on him, made her feel like she was wearing a ribbon sash to proclaim it to the world.

      She felt angry at herself, too. She’d wanted to come back and show off how polished and mature she was. Instead, she felt like she had tossed all of it to the side to spend some time with him.

      Now, she couldn’t wait for their date this evening. The thought of him teasing her about waiting for a kiss kept her tossing and turning last night. She’d slept through the first two alarms she had set and managed to crawl out of bed on the third one. She was habitually tardy and if it wasn’t for her iPod, she’d never make it anywhere on time.

      Hurrying to get ready, she pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Putting on a swipe of lip gloss and her eyeshadow chubby stick, she was nearly ready to go. Her favorite accessory had to be her high heels. She had a variety of them, different heights in different shades. There was something so feminine and sexy about strutting around in pretty shoes. Tossing several shoes out of her closet, she found her favorite pair. Patent blue leather tips with a fake animal print on the side. It was classy yet screamed “rawr”. Fluevog shoes were her absolute weakness and she was lucky she didn’t live near a boutique.

      Grabbing her keys, she darted out the front door and was surprised to see a note on the door. Rolling her eyes, she yanked it off and shoved it in her purse. So, she was a day late paying the rent. She’d put the check in the night slot and would call the office later. Sheesh. She’d not even unpacked all of her boxes yet or gotten truly moved in.

      Tossing her purse in the passenger seat, she drove to her first assignment downtown. She’d been thrilled with the idea of using her degree and the opening with the police department and public defender’s office as a professional consultant was a dream. It would get her free advertising and she could develop a clientele base for her own practice over time. Today, she would be analyzing a real winner: kidnapper with a penchant for arson.

      Sitting in the empty office, she flipped through the files. Making notes and chewing on her pen cap, she was glad for the silence. This guy was classic and while he fit the bill, there was something just off about him. Why arson? As she continued thumbing through the file, she heard the office door open.

      “Coffee?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I thought you might like a cup while we discuss my client,” the man said smoothly. Attorney. Gotcha, she thought.

      “Of course. Come in,” she said with a tight smile.

      He took a seat opposite of her and picked up the chewed pen, flinging it in the trashcan. It was a deliberate move and was meant to unnerve her. You take something from someone, something insignificant that they used to occupy themselves and remove it. She recognized it and had done similar tactics herself to throw someone off kilter. Leaning back, she shut the file and flipped over her notepad. Sliding it to the far side of the table pointedly, she smiled again.

      “You know he needs help, so let’s cut to the chase. The man is sick.”

      “I do believe we should have this conversation recorded. Stop talking for a moment, please,” she said politely and grabbed her recorder, pushing the button on the side. He hovered over her, standing while she sat. A power move meant to intimidate.

      “You are new here, aren’t you?”

      “That has nothing to do with your client.”

      “No, but if you’d like to continue consulting for the department…” he said with a sly, arrogant smile.

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Not at all,” he cajoled and took a seat nearby, making her squirm. “I just want to make sure my client gets a fair shake.”

      “I am here to look at his statement, his history and make an unbiased assessment of your client. The jury that is selected will determine if your client gets a ‘fair shake’,” she said evenly. “And I do believe you’ll be a part of that selection process, won’t you?”

      They stared at each other. Her heart hammered in her chest. What if I just messed up my chances here? His weathered face hid all emotion. He looked like he might have been staring at an empty chair rather than being challenged by a newbie.

      “I think we are done here,” she finished pointedly. She’d not back down. That was one thing she prided herself on, her morals. She was here to do a job and she’d be darned if word ever got around that she could be persuaded, bribed, cajoled or bullied into swaying a decision by a jury. She was there to state the facts and assess someone.

      “I believe you might be right,” he agreed suddenly with a wide smile and stood up, extended his hand towards her. “I’m glad you’ve got a bit of spunk to you and ethics. I thought I’d test you to see what kind of mettle you have to you. I am the district attorney. Glad to have you on the team.”

      “I wondered what was going on,” she admitted with a shaky smile, letting out her breath. She didn’t realize that she’d been holding it.

      “Do you need anything, seriously?”

      “No, I am about done with my evaluation.”

      “Nuts?”

      “Professionally speaking?”

      “Of course.”

      “Koo-koo-kachoo,” she admitted, straight faced, and then cracked a smile as he laughed aloud. “Seriously though, I do need to wrap up and get to my office. I would be happy to sit in on any cases you have and would like to put a few business cards on the board.”

      “Getting started in your career?”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “Why don’t you make it a point to come by every Monday, Wednesday and Friday. We could use a fresh outlook. There’s usually one or twelve hundred files to take a look at.”

      “One or twelve hundred?” she laughed. “That’s quite a spread there!”

      “Dallas is a large metropolitan city, and everyone pleads insanity nowadays.”

      “Understood, and thank you…”

      “Markham. District Attorney David Markham at your service.”

      “It’s nice to meet you and I appreciate the offer.”

      Filing her statement at the front desk, she conveniently left a large stack of business cards in several locations around the office. Taking the elevator down to the lobby of the building, she walked confidently to the front and through the metal detectors onto the street towards the Park & Pay parking lot. The city was abuzz with activity. Horns honking and people walking all around her. Darting into the lot, she noticed that there was a small wildflower underneath her windshield wiper. Smiling, she plucked out the wildflower and saw that there was a small patch of greenery growing out of the sidewalk crack. Tempted to rub it on her chin like all the kids had done as children, she shook her head and dropped it on the asphalt.

      Singing at the top of her lungs in the car, she enjoyed the easy drive to her new office. It was in a small wing of a strip mall that seemed to be filled with different offices. There was a counselor nearby that she’d met about a week ago. Another store was a compounding pharmacy as well as a health food store. A children’s clinic rounded out the bunch, making it a perfect location for her office. They could refer each other and keep it in the proverbial neighborhood.

      Parking, she got out of the car and unlocked her office door. The key jingled noisily in the door and kept slapping against the glass as she turned it. She was proud to have her own practice finally.

      That was one thing that was nice. If she had appointments, then she would need to be there. Other than that, until she had a dedicated office receptionist to do files and billing, there was no need for her to be there all day, every day. She worked on demand and had no clientele as of yet. The voicemail for the office was easy to check from her house phone and she could promptly call back, scheduling herself as much as possible. Today, she had a client coming in the afternoon for a consultation.

      She flipped on the lights, started the coffee and began playing back the voicemails that had accumulated while she was at the precinct earlier in the day. Impatiently holding a cup underneath the coffee filter basket to avoid waiting for the pot to stop brewing, she held it steadily in place over the burner as she leaned over the desk, scribbling notes with her free hand. The voicemails were short and simple.

      Hello, my name is so-so, call me back at this number.

      Do you take my insurance?

      Do you bill me for the visit or do I pay up front?

      Are you open on Saturdays?

      She removed her favorite mug from its precarious position and slid the glass carafe underneath easily. Adding sugar and creamer, she stirred and took a sip. The next voicemail startled her. The piping hot coffee went down her windpipe causing her to choke and cough heavily.

      Brent Hale had left a message that he was looking for someone to talk to and thought she might be a good fit. Her gut reaction was a definitive NOPE. Her secondary thought was that maybe he actually did need someone to talk to, but could she be objective about it? Also, a big fat no in her book. He needed help, but he could have used it long ago, not just now.

      Taking a deep breath once she stopped coughing, she picked up the phone and dialed his number first. It was time to rip off the proverbial Band-Aid. Hearing a ringing sound echo in her ear that was pressed against the receiver and then again nearby, she hung up quickly. Alarmed, she glanced up to see Brent standing just outside of the office door glass with a wide smile on his face. Clutching her coffee mug, she took a deep breath as he opened the door and walked right inside.

      “Hey, ya Becks. I wondered when you’d return my call.”

      “I just got into the office. What can I do for you, Brent?”

      “Just now? You must work some late hours.”

      “I schedule my clients as needed. As a matter of fact, I have a client due in soon. May I help you?” She hoped that he picked up on the hint. Being alone in the office with him made her internal warning bells chime. It was the way he looked at her. He looked possessive and had no reason whatsoever to think that.

      “Well, I was thinking that I needed to talk about a few things with you. I thought this might be best.”

      “Brent, I don’t think that is the best idea. We have a history. We grew up together. It would distract from an objective opinion.”

      “Becks, you were always opinionated. We should have had more of a history than just ‘we grew up together’. We should have been a thing, Becks. We still can be.”

      “And I told you not to call me that.”

      “Dr. Rebecca,” he drawled, walking further inside towards her. He smoothly stepped around and grabbed a Styrofoam cup. “I’d like to make that appointment regardless. Unless you want to talk now?”

      “Again, I think that is a poor decision for both of us.”

      “NO!”

      Brent slammed his meaty fist down on the counter directly on the full cup of coffee. The Styrofoam cup was no competition for the insane amount of pressure his hand caused. It collapsed immediately, sending hot fluid splashing on her and him. She jumped in surprise at the sudden outburst and onslaught of hot fluid on her person. He quickly composed himself and grabbed a napkin for his hands. She stood there with coffee dripping from her blouse, watching him carefully, trying to read him. She’d not seen the outburst coming and it surprised her.

      “Brett, wouldn’t you want the best person to listen to you and coach you? To help you through whatever was bothering you?”

      “I said I wanted to talk, not necessarily a shrink. Some listener you are, Becks!” he scoffed.

      “My client will be here shortly,” she reminded him, putting a chair between her and where he stood. She felt better having something between them, even if it wouldn’t change a thing if he decided to have another outburst.

      “You said that. So until then, how about we talk?”

      “About what?”

      “Our history. Our past.”

      “There is nothing to discuss.” He would not give up, she thought. She was not prepared to discuss anything whatsoever with the man. He made her uncomfortable and she would not back down on her ability to refuse treatment to someone. It wasn’t out of meanness, it was simply because she felt that she could not distance herself. And she really, really needed distance between them … as of now!

      “Sure, there is. You and me? We should have dated. I tried a few times to go out with you, but you always pretended you were too good for me.”

      “Brent, I didn’t want to date anyone when I was in school.”

      “No, I know,” he said sadly. “Even when people talked about you? You still thought you were better than everyone. Why is that?”

      “I don’t think I am better, I never have. You, however, told everyone that I’d slept with you and the whole football team. You told them I was pregnant!” Furious, she was angrier with herself that he’d gotten under her skin, causing her to yell. She knew better and lost her temper regardless. She needed to breathe and calm herself down.

      “You could have been,” he shrugged. “No one would have known.”

      “I couldn’t have been because I wouldn’t have let you ever touch me!”

      “That is too bad for you, because I’d have made it good for you – for us, Becks. We fit together. I think we’d fit really nicely together, especially with those long legs.”

      “And on that note, this conversation is over, Mr. Hale. You need to leave now.”

      “We’ll talk again soon.” He walked out of the front door of her office as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      “No, we won’t,” she said firmly, locking the door behind him. She saw him glance lazily over his shoulder at her as the latch clicked in place. Her heart hammering, she backed away from the locked glass door until she was in the darkness of her office staring out. She could see him, but she prayed he couldn’t see her. She stood there for some time as he vanished from her sight. She didn’t see him as he circled around her car, looked at the office and slid a piece of paper under her wiper blade. He came back into view as he walked off towards a beat up pickup truck, climbed in and drove off.

      Rebecca’s heart was pounding. The man was off kilter. She felt vulnerable right now and hated the sensation. She was a smart woman and knew how to get herself out of a sticky situation, but this had thrown her for a loop. She had her conceal carry license but didn’t often carry the small gun she owned. She had it more for emergencies… although after that visit, the potential for there to be an emergency rated pretty high on her scale. There was coffee spilled everywhere on the front entryway table that needed to be cleaned up. She needed to focus on that to get her mind off of him and the way she felt threatened by him.

      At that moment, the phone rang, breaking the silence. The jarring, shrill ring caused her to jump nervously as she let out a yelp. She was more shaken than she’d ever realized, feeling extremely jittery and on edge. Walking over to the phone, she almost picked it up and then felt afraid that it might be Brent again. Hesitating, she let the answering machine pick it up.

      “Rebecca, it’s Gabriel. I hope I am not bothering you, but I forgot to get your cell number last night.”

      Grabbing the phone, she quickly hit the off button on the answering machine. Her shaking hand missed the button twice before she finally turned it off. She was desperate for a sense of security. “Gabriel? Are you there?”

      “Hey! Yeah, I’m here. Listen, I’m sorry to call your office but it’s the –”

      “No, it’s fine,” she interrupted quickly, cutting him off. She found herself clutching the receiver near her head, like a lifeline, as she stared out the glass for any signs of Brent.

      “You okay?” he asked her, his voice concerned.

      “Yes, just rattled by a little something.”

      “Okay. But if you need a bit of time or changed your mind…”

      “No, I didn’t, but I do need to head home to change.”

      “I wanted to ask you about that. We talked about going out tonight, but I didn’t get your cell or your address. I’d like to pick you up since this is a date, but we never said where. I got your office number off the internet. I can pick you up there if you prefer.”

      “No!”

      “Rebecca? Are you all right?”

      “It’s a long story. I got something spilled on my blouse and need to change. I want to look nice.”

      “You always look nice.” It was his turn to interrupt her this time.

      “Thanks,” she chuckled feeling a bit better. “You are too sweet, you know that?”

      “I’m glad you think so. What’s your preference? Home or work? And if you want me to get you from home, I’ll need your address.”

      Could Brent be out there watching her office? “Pick me up here. I have a big favor to ask.”

      “Anything.”

      “Just ignore my shirt when you come by, please. Let’s forgo dinner and go to a movie instead so I can hide the coffee stains on my top.”

      “How about we do both and I bring you a shirt or blouse?”

      “No, no. I wouldn’t ask that of you,” she stammered.

      “I know – I am offering in exchange for your cell number which, I might add, that you haven’t given me yet.”

      “I don’t have a cell phone,” she admitted.

      “You are probably the only woman on the earth to not have one.”

      “It hasn’t been necessary as of yet.”

      “I see. What time do you want me to be there to pick you up?”

      “I should be finished about five. So maybe in about an hour or so? Oh shoot! My client is early! I gotta go,” she rushed on the phone. “See you soon, okay?”

      “You got it.”

      Rebecca hung up the phone and smiled widely as she saw a man try the office door. He peered in the glass and waved when he saw her. Realizing the door was still locked, she ran over quickly and smiled apologetically. “I am so sorry. It’s been a bit of a trying day. Please ignore the mess. I was trying to have some coffee ready and botched it up.”

      Thankfully, he understood and waited patiently while she cleaned up the spilled liquid. Wiping down the tables and straightening the items, she invited him into her office area. They could begin, even if she was a few minutes behind. Sitting down in her chair, she put on an enthusiastic smile that she hoped was faked well enough.

      “Let’s talk. How was your day?”
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      As her client wrapped up his session, she stepped out of her office into the waiting area and jumped as she saw someone sitting on the couch. Gabriel was sitting there with two small bags and a large vase of wildflowers sat on the counter. As soon as she entered the room, he jumped to his feet. He ran his hand over his shirt to smooth any telltale wrinkles.

      He’s nervous, she thought, surprised and touched. She was a bit amazed and intimidated that he’d held a crush for her for so long. She was bound to let down his ideals at some point. No one on a pedestal that high could ever make it, just like she was bound to find a flaw in him like she had any other fellow she’d talked to. They all wanted more than she was willing to give. Talk about what he liked, do what he wanted, intimidated that she was strong enough to stand on her own two feet. It was hard not needing a guy, yet not wanting to be alone either.

      Holding back a sigh, she smiled tentatively as her client exited the inner office. Her nose crinkled as she realized that the coffee had burnt on the hotplate, giving off a strange smell. She’d need to clean it really well and spray some air freshener before she left tonight.

      “I will see you next week, if you need anything please feel free to call,” she said politely.

      “Will do, thank you.” She shook his hand and thanked him again, giving him a business card with his next appointment on the back. Turning back to where Gabriel stood, she smiled, feeling bubbly with excitement.

      “Let me grab my purse and we can go.” Rebecca waved him towards her office at the back as she exited the reception area. She was embarrassed that he looked so nice for their date tonight. She felt like the coffee stain on her blouse was practically neon, glaring against the white chiffon material.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yes, just a rough day.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he began from the doorway of her office as she rummaged through her purse idly for the keys to her vehicle. She was never one to assume that the guy would drive and honestly liked the freedom that driving herself gave. If she needed to scoot, she could leave. If the man drove, she was stuck. Not that she thought she’d be trapped with Gabriel but in the past, she’d had some awful dates that had gone sideways resulting in the need for control of her own life.

      “Did you bring a t-shirt? I hated to ask but if we are going out –”

      “About that,” he replied.

      “You change your mind?” she asked, crestfallen and surprised, looking up from where she was digging around in her purse.

      “Not in the slightest!” he quickly retorted and then smiled. “I hope you don’t mind but I had an idea.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, I brought a t-shirt for you since I didn’t know what blouse size you wore. You know that women’s clothing sizes are a lot different from guys? We measure our dress shirts by the collar and sleeve length. Women’s stuff has lots of numbers and there is petite, long, average, and the list goes on and on,” he chuckled. He ruffled the back of his head nervously and handed a small, plastic bag to her.

      “We can still go out if you want – and I’d like that! But I thought maybe we’d have dinner here, just us. Do you like Chinese?”

      “I love Chinese food,” she answered absently and pulled out a black t-shirt. Shaking it out, she unfolded it and glanced up at him surprised. It was clearly marked SWAT on the front. “Is this yours?”

      “Yes, I hope you don’t mind. It’s clean, but it might be too big. It certainly doesn’t match your dress slacks. But like I said, I was really confused,” he admitted, blushing. “I wear a seventeen collar and well… I can guess at your measurements.”

      Gabriel began rubbing his head again and looked away from her grinning face. He was really red with embarrassment as he got really quiet immediately. She laughed at his bewildered expression.

      “It’s not that hard, I promise. Size twelve, okay?”

      “Shall I go back to the store?”

      “No! No,” she said chuckling. “Why don’t you unpack the food and I will go change so I don’t feel so grungy. I will also dig up a few plastic forks for us, unless they are in the bag.” She circled around the desk and gently nudged him backwards, smiling. Locking her office door, she quickly yanked off her blouse and shoved it in the bag. Pulling the t-shirt over her head, she realized just how much bigger he was than her.

      She’d known he was taller and had danced with him. But if this was his, he certainly had broad shoulders and she liked it. The shirt hung on her and she resisted the temptation to tuck it in. Instead, she pulled it to the side and tied it in a knot on her hip just like the girls had done back when they were much younger.

      Opening the door to her office to rejoin him in the reception area, she stopped in her tracks at the scene before her. Yes, she’d seen the vase of wildflowers absently on the table when she’d first stepped out and greeted him, but this was something else! He’d pulled two chairs forward, one on either side of the table that held magazines. He’d set the flowers down on the table, where two Styrofoam plates sat.

      The coffee table had been cleared and was covered with a large sheet of paper functioning as a table cloth. Several petals were sprinkled around for decoration. Tea light candles were dotted around the office; on the sign in desk, the side table near the coffee pot and several tables in the waiting area. He’d turned off the overhead lights and closed the blinds as to set a more intimate mood for their dinner. Apparently, if they weren’t going to a nice restaurant then he’d planned to make it as special as possible for the two of them.

      He was wiping down the coffee burner where the burnt residue had been. She had apparently taken longer than she’d realized changing in her office, either that or the man was efficient at making the best of what little time he had to set up!

      “This is incredible,” she breathed, surprised by the thoughtfulness he showed. It was casual, romantic and obviously special to him, too. “Did you plan all of this?”

      “It’s nothing,” he mumbled, and she wished the lights were on, so she could see his expression a bit better. She was positive he was probably blushing again. It seemed to be so easy to read his expressions. It surprised her that he did that. How did a big, tough guy that was a part of a SWAT team get to be a bundle of nerves around little ol’ her? She’d never understand that – nor would she understand how it drew her interest.

      “This is really something! Don’t sell yourself short.” She took several steps forward and then reached up to smooth her hair from her face. She wished she’d put on lip gloss or something to make herself look nicer than she did. The t-shirt did nothing for her appearance and she hoped that in the dim lighting he wouldn’t notice how disheveled she looked.

      “Stop,” he ordered quietly. “You look breathtaking.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Because I’m really nervous, too.”

      “Which one of us is the psychologist?” she laughed.

      “It doesn’t take a doctorate for me to realize that I better not blow it with you this time around by being overly eager.”

      “You never did, you know. Blow it, that is. I should have given you a chance.”

      “That’s the past,” he said softly. “Let’s begin again and enjoy our first candlelight dinner.” He pulled out two Styrofoam cups from behind him with a grin, winking at her. “It might not be champagne or anything elegant, but there are some perks to being older now. We couldn’t have wine then. Would you like a glass – a cup, actually – now?” he asked, holding up the Styrofoam.

      “You brought wine? Oh, my goodness,” she preened, trying to look impressed. But she ended up giggling as she took a seat in one of the chairs. “I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Neither am I, but a special occasion calls for something a little different.” He pulled a tiny box of wine out from beneath the table where they sat. “Chateau-de-who-knows?” he offered formally, making her smile. Turning the plastic screw off cap, she watched as he took a sniff and made a face.

      “Mercy! That smells like vinegar. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, after all.” She laughed heartily and wiped the mirth from her eyes.

      “Can it be that bad? Are you feeling adventurous?”

      “I’m game, if you are. At least for a quick toast and then we can have water,” he quipped, pouring a bit of the dark fluid in each of the cups. Holding one aloft, he grinned. “To second chances.”

      “And new beginnings?”

      “Absolutely!” They tapped the Styrofoam cups together and took a sip. The moment it hit her tongue, she gagged. She spit it back out in the cup indelicately as fast as possible. Rancid, bitter tartness still burned in her mouth, making her cheeks hurt. Mortified, she glanced up to see that he’d done the exact same thing.

      “Ugh! That was horrifying!”

      “No kidding!”

      “Water?” he asked, gagging again.

      “Oh, my goodness, yes!” She leaped to her feet, her throat working convulsively to keep from gagging again. “Follow me!” she quickly ordered and headed into the tiny bathroom.

      Turning the faucet on, she leaned over the sink and made room for him beside her. Yanking open the drawer, she grabbed two plastic wrapped toothbrushes and a tiny box of toothpaste. Neither said a word as they unwrapped them quickly and tried to remove the abhorrent taste that had not dissipated. Sighing happily, she shut her eyes and brushed her teeth as the minty smell took over. She heard him spit in the sink over the water running and cracked open her eyes. Leaning over, she did the same and rinsed her mouth with water.

      “How do you have individually wrapped toothbrushes in your office bathroom?”

      “I’m big on hygiene, to put it mildly. When I get my teeth cleaned, I ask for extras and store them here in case I have something stuck in my teeth or have foul, vinegary wine,” she said with a teasing grin.

      “I’m thankful you had them. Do you have bitter wine with many men in your office?” he asked with a smile.

      “No, that’d be another first for you.”

      “I have to admit that I like our firsts,” he breathed, stepping closer and putting his hand on the wall nearby as he leaned in. She could smell his cologne and stared entranced at his face as she held her breath, waiting.

      “But that first? That was simply terrible,” he finished, whispering in her ear. His cheek was nearly touching hers. She could have sworn that he’d kiss her. But then he backed away and turned his face from hers. Instead of kissing her, he reached down and clasped her hand.

      “Let’s have our dinner before it gets cold. I promise, it will taste better.”

      “I’m starting to think you are a tease,” she admitted crossly.

      “And you might be a bit impatient.”

      Rebecca would not admit that he was right. She would enjoy his company and their friendship as long as possible before something went wrong. There was always something, wasn’t there? Wrong time, wrong person, wrong setting… what if he was an awful kisser and this flirtation was just leading up to a massive, crushing disappointment?

      They each took their seats. Without a word, she extended her hand. Gabriel held it and said grace quietly for them, without being prompted or asked. It seemed so natural, so right. She was again reminded that something had to be wrong at some point. He couldn’t be this perfect for her – could he?

      As they ate, she found herself completely enchanted by how charming he was. Bright, witty, funny – he kept her on her toes and she liked it. At one point, he bet his fortune cookie against hers to see who would be kissing who first.

      “You are sadistic, you know that?”

      “No, ma’am, not in the slightest! I just know that if it’s something designed for you in your life, there are unmistakable signs. You just have to be smart enough to see them and have faith in His plan.”

      “What if you misunderstood those signs?”

      “Then you’ll find your way back eventually,” he shrugged. “Trust is a big thing for me and my team. It’s big in my life. Trust that they have your back and faith that you have theirs. It’s the same with my beliefs. I have never been shy about how I have felt, but I have never had to brag about it either. It’s an inner strength you grow with, you know?”

      “I do know, and I understand what you mean,” she admitted, surprised that she had felt the very same. She had to find her inner strength and when she found herself, she found peace.

      “I think we have missed the movie,” he said quietly, interrupting her thoughts. “Did you still want to go?”

      “What time is it? I have to be at the D.A.’s office in the morning.”

      “It’s almost ten.”

      “Really? Oh, my goodness! How did time slip by so fast?”

      “How about a raincheck and we see that movie tomorrow?”

      “What movie did you want to see?”

      “Honestly, I couldn’t care less. I just want to see you again,” he admitted candidly.

      Swallowing hard, she looked at his open expression. Here was a handsome man that seemed to be genuine, no games and no strings attached. So, why was she so hesitant? Was it her lack of self-confidence? Was it her an internal radar going off? I mean, why would a handsome, eligible man wait for her for over ten years?

      “That’d be nice. But, perhaps, we should take things slowly. I don’t know many people that go on date, after date, after date. You know?”

      “I understand and you’re right.”

      “I’m not saying no, but maybe Saturday instead?” Today was Monday. That would give her a bit of space and time to get used to the idea or to analyze it to death.

      “Saturday, it is. Can I pick you up at five?”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Let me clean up this,” he offered.

      “No, I will get it,” she countered and saw him straighten up as he got to his feet. She’d been concerned that she’d hurt his feelings and it was apparent that she might have. She’d brushed him off and now was ending their date. “This was really nice and incredibly sweet. I will have to think of some way to impress you on Saturday.”

      “You don’t have to impress me. Just be yourself and that will be enough,” he admitted, walking towards the door. Turning the lock, he stepped out into the fluorescent lights that shined down, showing his car that he had parked next to hers.

      “Don’t be silly.”

      “I’m being honest,” he whispered, leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. “Goodnight, Rebecca. Thank you for tonight.”
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      Watching Gabriel leave was one of the hardest things that she’d ever done. Everything in her wanted to yell out for him to come back, but she didn’t. She let him go and told herself it would be all right. She’d see him soon enough. That wasn’t it thought, it wasn’t just seeing him. She was concerned that she’d hurt him again like she knew now that she’d done so long ago. She couldn’t help but be intimidated by his intense attraction to her. She didn’t know anyone that burned a candle for a crush for over ten years without giving up. She’d hidden from everyone and that hadn’t dissuaded him one bit. Perhaps coming home had been a mistake… or perhaps she was being tested.

      Shaking her head at the thought, she smiled to herself. Things didn’t work like that. Life wasn’t a series of tests. It was about living and the victories that came with it. It wasn’t all dire gloom and doom. Consequences and failures. It was happiness, contentment, finding joy where you could and moving through it all with a single goal: love. In each other, in yourself and in your faith. Everything else was small potatoes.

      Blowing out the candles, she picked up the remainder of the plates and empty containers. Smiling to herself, she poured the vinegary wine down the bathroom sink and turned on the water for a few moments for good measure. Finishing up with her cleaning, she sprayed air freshener throughout the office to get rid of the smell of cashew chicken and cabbage eggrolls. She grabbed her purse and the plastic bag with her blouse and then walked out of the office, locking it behind her.

      Turning, she walked to her car and got inside. Frowning, she saw that her driver side windshield wiper was out of sorts and up high on the windshield, with a piece of paper underneath. Standing in the open door, she leaned forward to grasp the paper and pulled it out. Gaping, she stared as the wiper arm came right off her car!

      “What the –” she began and caught the piece of metal just before it fell to the ground. Holding the wiper, she glanced around and darted into her car, locking the doors. Gabriel had parked right next to her car, but surely, he hadn’t touched her car? Had Brent broken her wiper off? She hated to assume it was so! Brent had gotten into his car left quickly. The wiper hadn’t been at the weird angle before, was it? Opening the piece of paper, she felt bile rise in her stomach as she read the words:

      

      All I wanted to do was talk.

      

      Angrily, she threw the wiper on the passenger side floorboard along with the note. Oh, she’d talk all right! Come Saturday, she’d find out how he wanted to pay for her new wiper arm! They wouldn’t be going to any movie if he’d had the nerve to break it off in retaliation. She would never, ever deal with any form of mental abuse again and this was downright threatening and so not like the person he portrayed.

      What if it wasn’t him? she thought idly for a moment and pushed it away. Could it have been Brent? He’d been here earlier, too. Both of them had pinged her internal radar in high school as life changing and she wasn’t ready for it then, perhaps she wasn’t ready now, either! Throwing her car into reverse angrily, she stomped on the gas and backed out of the parking spot with a childish squeal of her tires. She was glad it was late, and no one was there because she was mad. Mad at the situation. Mad that her car was damaged, and she’d have to get it fixed. And honestly, she was quite pissed that her lovely night had ended like this.
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      The next morning, she got up and got ready to head downtown like normal. She would have to stop by the dealership to get her car repaired. Her day would be shot and was starting out in the toilet, simply because she was still upset about her car being vandalized. She was just glad it wasn’t supposed to rain or she’d have really been stuck.

      Going through the motions of the day, she found herself reviewing case after case. Her pen had been mauled with angry teeth marks from where she’d chewed it up during intense concentration. She’d thought of getting a stress ball, but the pen seemed to be the outlet of choice most days. She actually kept a solo cup in her car with several extras and insisted on carrying a black purse in case one leaked ink from the excessive outlet of frustration.

      “Hey there,” she heard and glanced up. Markham was standing there staring at her. “I don’t know what that pen did to you, but I’m sincerely glad it can’t scream in pain.”

      “Yeah, honestly, me, too,” she snapped and then apologized quickly at his surprised expression. She heard the harsh tone in her voice and knew that it wasn’t fair for her to take it out on him – or the pen.

      “I’ve had a rough day.”

      “It’s only two in the afternoon. Workload too much for you?”

      “No, not that. Someone decided to yank my wiper arm off my new car and… and…” she stammered, feeling her temper begin to boil. “I’m pretty steamed about it!” She glanced down at the pen that snapped in her hands that clenched it. The plastic had finally given way, sending ink all over the table and her clothing.

      “Are you kidding me?” she yelped, jumping to her feet.

      “Hey, hey, kiddo,” he coaxed and shut the door. “Look, obviously you’ve had a lot going on. Do you want to talk about it?” Markham grabbed the trashcan and looked around. He left the room and returned moments later with paper towels, glass cleaner and a t-shirt. “That outfit is ruined.”

      “I seem to have quite a run of that lately, too.” Rebecca grabbed the glass cleaner from him and began wiping down the table, resulting in smearing the black ink along the wood laminate. “This isn’t working.”

      “Go down the hall and wash your hands,” he offered. “I will get this.”

      “Can you get the door?” she asked, swallowing hard. She felt herself near a breaking point. A scream of sheer frustration was edging up her throat, making her feel as if she were choking on the pressure of it. The last thing she wanted to do was draw attention to herself any more than the massive inkblot across her torso was sure to do.

      “Of course. When you come back, I have something for you.”

      Nodding, she walked down the hallway staring at the floor in order to avoid eye contact. She didn’t want to see the questioning looks or sympathy on their faces for the ruined shirt. Glancing down, she saw that the ink was not only on her hands but her shirt and pants as well.

      Pushing open the ladies’ room door with her elbow, she heard her name called out. It was Gabriel’s voice. He was in the building working and had spotted her. She wasn’t prepared for this and it was all too much. She darted inside to get away and moved to the sink. Turning on the water, she stared at her stained hands and how they shook angrily. Shoving them under the water, she lathered them up. Hearing a knock, she glanced up in the mirror and stared at the door behind her.

      “Go away.”

      “Rebecca, are you okay?”

      “Not right now, I’m not!”

      “I’m coming in,” she heard him say and the door began to open to her horror. Her face paled in the mirror, leaving two large splotches of red on her face at the idea of him barging in the bathroom. What if she was occupied – did he have any manners?

      “No, you aren’t!” She stepped backwards, soapy hands and all to push against it. Her hand slid straight across the door leaving a great black arc resembling a rainbow where her fingers streaked across the white laminate door. At this point, her day was shot. Why not top it off with ink spread everywhere at the precinct? Doors, floor, sink?

      “Rebecca, don’t be silly. Markham said you were upset. What happened? Was it the present?”

      “What present?”

      “Becky, open this door now.” There was something to his voice, a catch, that surprised her and made her slip for a moment. He never called her Becky, ever. Not back then and certainly not now. It was always Rebecca.

      Gabriel pushed the door against her and easily slipped inside. He was huge in the tiny ladies’ bathroom. She was very nearly seething with pent up frustration and anger, shock and dismay. He frowned as he took one look at the ink and soap bubbles all over her.

      “You okay?”

      “Do I look like it?”

      “No, you look quite angry, honestly.”

      “Ding! Ding! Ding! Guess who gets a ribbon?”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “Yes! No! Look at this mess! I’m a mess! My car is a mess!”

      “Did you wreck it? Are you okay?”

      “Don’t act surprised, it doesn’t suit you. You know what is wrong with it.”

      “No, I don’t,” he countered. She glanced up at his face and saw he wasn’t lying. He looked about as confused as she felt.

      “You don’t?” she breathed, feeling tears well up. If he didn’t, then who did? Brent? Someone else? She felt fragile and vulnerable. It was all too much and the sudden rush of relief at his words was overwhelming.

      “No, I don’t,” he murmured and pulled her into his arms. Ink, bubbles and all. “Tell me what is going on.”

      “You shouldn’t be in here and I am getting ink all over you.”

      “Baby, my uniform is black and there is nowhere else I’d rather be right now.”

      Rebecca broke down and hugged him tightly, giving in to the rush of emotion before calming herself.

      “Now, tell me what happened,” he encouraged, tilting her chin up and wiping her hair from her face where it stuck to her wet cheeks. “Don’t leave out anything.”

      “There is nothing to say really. I mean, after our date, I walked out to my car and there was a piece of paper on the windshield. I got out, grabbed it and found that it was only held down by the weight of the wiper arm. Someone ripped it right off and its pretty mangled.”

      “What’d the paper say?”

      “That they wanted to talk to me.”

      “And you thought it was me,” he said, disappointment evident in his tone. His dark eyes looked pained at her assumption, but the understanding was there as well. He seemed to have been waiting for her to find fault with him and it was written all over his face. She instantly felt incredibly wretched and deflated, like any spirit was drained from her.

      “I don’t know. Yes and no. It was certainly someone.”

      “Is your car here? Do you have the wiper blade where it can be fingerprinted?”

      “Yes, I was too mad at the time and threw it on the floorboard of my car.”

      “Where are you parked? Do you want to walk down with me or do you trust me to get it?” They looked at each other for several quiet moments. He seemed incredibly tense, as if he were afraid of her answer. She was stunned that he’d asked that of her. Did she trust him? She felt that she had done so from the beginning and the only reason she’d questioned anything, was because she felt she’d been betrayed.

      “You go. I’m going to try to finish cleaning up the smears I have left behind and see if I can wash my face without getting ink all over it.”

      “Want me to help you wash your face?” he offered with slight upturn to his lips.

      “No, no. Don’t be silly. Look, I don’t have breakdowns often and I swear I am capable of taking care of myself.”

      “I know you are. You’ve always been, but sometimes it’s nice knowing you have someone to reach out to, too.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Do you have your keys on you?”

      “No, I left my purse in the office with the District Attorney. He’s probably going to be mad I ruined the table.”

      “I doubt that. Do you want to come with me so I’m not digging around in your purse?” She rolled her eyes.

      “You don’t forgive easily, do you? No, just go ahead. I will be there shortly. I’m parked at the corner at the Park & Pay lot off Chestnut Avenue.”

      “Okay,” he acquiesced. “Take a deep breath and I will be right back.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead quickly. “Don’t worry.”

      Nodding, she watched him dart out of the ladies’ room and felt herself smile. It would be all right. She went back to trying to scrub the ink off of her hands and forearms. She could just imagine what her stomach and pelvis looked like under her stained clothing. A Rorschach test gone wrong. This made her giggle. Once the ink was gone and all that remained was stained skin, she gingerly washed her face. She was dismayed because she saw that a bit of ink had splashed on her cheek making it look like she had a beauty mark.

      Hearing another knock at the bathroom door, she was surprised to see another woman walk in with an evidence bag and clothing. “Are you Dr. Tulle? D.A. Markham sent me in here and said you’d need a change of clothes.”

      “Yes, actually I could.”

      “Is that ink?”

      “Very much so and its everywhere. That was nice of him to ask you to bring it here.”

      Nodding, the woman said, “He’s like that. Always says that the police force is like family. We have each other’s backs on everything. This should fit or be close enough. Get changed, you’ll feel better.”

      “Is my face red?”

      “Not really, but your eyes are. Whatever’s wrong, it will work itself out in time.”

      “Thank you, I needed to hear that.”

      Changing quickly, she was glad her blouse buttoned so that when she took it off she didn’t smear ink all over her face and hair. Stuffing it in the clear evidence bag, she tossed it in the trash. There would be no saving the clothing. Miraculously, it hadn’t gotten on her bra and her underwear, so she was able to keep those articles of clothing. Her stomach was definitely stained though. Putting on the D.P.D. t-shirt and uniform pants, she sighed and threw her pants in the trash as well. The black ink had ruined the blue slacks she’d worn.

      Leaving the bathroom, she walked back down to where the office was and stepped inside. Surprisingly, there were several people inside. Her purse was on the table, along with the piece of paper, the wiper arm and, curiously enough, the wadded-up letter that had been taped to her front door from the apartment complex. Had he gone through her bag after all when he’d fished out her keys?

      “What’s going on?” she asked, seeing them pry open the envelope with tweezers as they dusted it with black powder looking for prints.

      “You know you had a second note in your purse?” Gabriel asked.

      “You opened it?”

      “No, but it wasn’t addressed, and the paper looked the same. It was sealed so I took the chance and asked them to check it. Should they be looking at it? Is it private?” he said with a frown.

      “It’s from my apartment complex, I think…” she trailed off, watching them. The hard expression on Gabriel’s face told her it wasn’t from the office after all.

      “Here we go,” the man interrupted from the table and slid out the paper from the envelope. They opened it carefully with the tweezers to protect it from contamination and took a photo of it.

      “What does it say?” she asked, seeing their faces suddenly turn businesslike. “What?”

      “It says, ‘stay away from him’.”

      “What?” she breathed and felt herself stumble. Gabriel reached her first, catching her.

      “I don’t want you staying at your place. Stay with your mother,” he ordered. His forehead furrowed with worry. Her heart beat anxiously at the way it felt to be held by him and the idea that she was being followed.

      “No. I’m not going to endanger her or anyone else. Maybe they have the wrong apartment?”

      “And the wrong car? No, this is someone watching you. Watching us.”

      “You think they mean for me to stay away from you?”

      “I think we both know who it probably is but without a print, I can’t prove it.”

      “There are no fingerprints?”

      “Not a one. Yours are on the papers and the wiper, but nothing else.”

      “I can have someone patrol your apartment complex and watch you or you could put a restraining order out on whoever you two think is doing this.” Markham offered.

      “A restraining order might help dissuade him,” Gabriel whispered quietly to her, his eyes firm.

      “No, he’d just find a different way to reach me. I will be fine.”

      “Rebecca,” he began, and she cut him off.

      “No, I’ll be fine. Seriously.”

      “We’ll leave you two to discuss this,” Markham interrupted.

      “Rebecca, please. If Brent is doing this, then you aren’t safe.”

      “We don’t know it’s him or if it was even meant for me. All the apartments look the same in my complex.”

      “No, I know! But if it’s not, then someone else is watching you.”

      “I’m an adult and can take care of myself. I appreciate you helping but I don’t want to stay with my mother. It would put her in danger. I’m on the second floor, so I’m fairly secure.”

      “Do you want to stay with me?”

      “I think that’s a mistake. It would be like putting fuel on the fire, plus…” She stopped. “I don’t think I am ready for that. I mean, I really like you, but I need a slower pace for us.”

      As he nodded, she could see he wasn’t happy about her decision. “Just make sure that someone walks you to your car or contact them when you get home. If there is anything and I mean anything that bothers you or seems out of line, call me or call 911. Please.”

      Just then, the walkie-talkie at his hip crackled with life. She heard several different numbers fired off in a volley causing Gabriel’s face to come alert. It was so fascinating to watch the changes in him. That gangly boy that had followed her around was long gone. So was the adoring man that worried about her. In its place was a hardened officer that had a job to do. When he was called up, it was serious.

      “I gotta go,” he told her. And as he opened the door to the office, he called out over his shoulder, “Call me later.”

      Rolling her eyes, she watched several blurs of dark uniforms dart past the frosted glass panes of the office she was using. She felt a rush of pride in knowing that what he did wasn’t for everyone. It took a person of strong fortitude to rush into danger without a second thought. Whereas, she would probably be listening to the radio or watching television to see what had happened or what was going on. She walked over to where her purse lay open and exposed. It should feel like they invaded her privacy but, instead, she was thankful that they’d had the foresight… that Gabriel had put two and two together, realizing that it was the same paper. She’d never opened it or given it a second thought. He seemed so brilliant, so clever, and so very caring.

      Picking up her purse, she glanced down at the small gift-wrapped box that lay underneath. Slowly she unwrapped it and hesitated, wondering if she should grab forensics again and then pushed it aside. The only people here were Markham, Gabriel and the two forensics men that had disappeared with the papers and wiper arm. She finished peeling back the paper and nearly dropped the contents.

      In her hands lay a shiny iPhone.

      Clicking on the home button, she felt tears well up. The wallpaper on the phone was a photo she hadn’t seen in years and barely remembered. It was a photo from their yearbook. The black and white image was from a play she’d been forced to participate in for a grade during her sophomore year. She didn’t even remember the title of the play, or what her line was. But what she did remember was that Gabriel had prompted her on stage when she’d been scared and had forgotten her line. He’d whispered the first part of her line, reminding her so she wasn’t embarrassed in front of the school.

      Gabriel had always been there for her and she’d never realized it.

      

      Thank you, she texted to the only number saved on the phone, his.

      

      I hope you don’t mind.

      

      No.

      

      I wanted to be able to call you whenever I could.

      

      I’m glad – but we need a new photo together.

      

      I agree. I gotta go.

      I need to focus, baby. Will call later.

      

      She grinned and laughed aloud as he texted a photo of himself and a coworker in tactical gear. Sunglasses, helmet, wire looped over his ear and his rifle were in the photo. His coworker was right over his shoulder, holding up two fingers in a peace sign and sticking out his tongue near Gabriel’s ear. His happy smile was her world. She didn’t want to distract him at all but couldn’t help herself. She returned his photo with a simple text: <3
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      Driving home, Rebecca felt a bit of confidence at having the ability to call for help at any time. Now, she felt silly going without a phone for so long, but the intention had been good. She’d hidden for so long, it was time to emerge and, frankly, she felt like Gabriel was encouraging it. The phone was an unexpected gift and she didn’t want to even guess how much it cost him. But she planned on reimbursing him as soon as possible.

      Pulling up to her apartment, she got out her key before exiting her car and looked around. She was honestly trying to be careful and cautious. She would dart up the stairs, open the door and lock it quickly behind her so she could sit down and play with her new phone. Smiling to herself, she moved quickly and stopped at the top of the stairs.

      A dozen yellow roses sat in a glass vase near her door. That sweet, sweet man! How did he have time to do this? She certainly felt thrilled about the thoughtfulness he showed. First the phone and then the flowers. If she was right, yellow roses meant welcome back. She was touched. Picking up the vase, she carefully balanced it on her hip as she opened the door. Locking it behind her, she walked over to the breakfast bar and put it right in the middle, so she could easily see it from any room, in any direction. Removing the card, she smiled.

      

      Glad you’ve returned. I’ve missed you.

      

      The type on the card was very impersonal, but the sentiment was not. She pulled out her phone and took a photo. She didn’t want to distract him and she needed to turn on the television to see what was happening if the media was covering it. Kicking off her shoes, she walked into her room and removed the police clothing she’d been given to change in to. She pulled out the large SWAT t-shirt that Gabriel had given her and smiled. She would never tell a soul that she’d slept in it and planned on doing so again tonight. Padding into the living room, she plopped down in the recliner and pulled a blanket over her lap. Grabbing the remote, she turned on the news and played with her phone.

      Rebecca called her mother to update her about how she was doing, Gabriel and give her the new phone number. She was surprised to hear her mother’s happy exclamation of delight.

      “I ran into him at the grocery store several years ago. He offered to help me load my things in the car and asked if we were related. He was such a nice young man. Polite,” she said happily. “I like that you have found yourself a true gentleman that will treat you right.”

      “I am, too, Mom. He’s real sweet.”

      “He seemed to be when I met him. The fact that he’s a hottie doesn’t hurt either, dear. I’d get some really pretty grandchildren from that one.”

      “MOM! Slow your roll, woman,” she blurted out, shocked. “Mother, he’s sweet but don’t be marrying me off in your imagination just yet. Okay?”

      “Imagination? No, dear. Wishful thinking.” She heard her mom’s heavy sigh on the other end of the phone and knew that there would be a discussion about how her “beautiful daughter never dated or brought anyone home”.

      “Tell you what, I will call tomorrow, okay? My show is coming on. Love you, bye!” she rushed out quickly and hung up the phone in the nick of time. She had no real shows to watch, she simply flipped back and forth between the HGTV and the news for any signs of what had all the officers running out of the building so quickly. Just then, her phone dinged, indicating that she’d received a text message.

      

      You home?

      

      Yes, are you still busy?

      

      Just finished, will call you in a few

      

      Rebecca smiled and flipped through the available apps again. She was trying to figure out how to sync her iTunes account on the phone, so she could download the songs from her iPod to this, instead. It rang in her hand and she quickly answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey there,” his voice sounded wonderful and she could have sworn he was smiling on the other end. “I’m really glad you like the phone and aren’t mad.”

      “Why would I be mad?”

      “I figured there was a reason you didn’t get one before now.”

      “Well, sure. But I’m finding that I might have changed my mind. The photo was so sweet and thoughtful. I was really touched. Thank you again for the phone and the flowers. They are lovely.”

      “Rebecca, what flowers?”

      She dropped the phone in her lap and scrambled to pick it up. “You didn’t send them?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “There were roses sitting on the front porch of my apartment. I thought they were from you!” she said, her voice raising an octave.

      “Rebecca, get out of your apartment and head to the station.”

      “No way! I’m scared to leave! I have my gun that’s for emergencies only.”

      “Baby, this is an emergency. Get your gun, just don’t shoot yourself or me, okay?”

      “Stay on the phone with me?”

      “I’m not hanging up until I get there. Where is your apartment?” She could hear him muttering on the other end of the phone angrily to someone else nearby. “I can’t believe that whoever it is, Brent or whoever it is, knows where you live, and I don’t.”

      “He must have followed me at some point, I guess. Everything about me is unlisted or unavailable.”

      “Tell me about it,” he chuckled. “You did a real number on hiding where you were. Now, how about that address?” She told him and heard him relay it.

      “Who’s there with you?”

      “Another officer. We are going to patrol your complex and see if anything fishy is going on nearby. I don’t want you to move till I get there. Do you have your gun yet?”

      “Yes. I am in my bedroom right now getting it.”

      “Good. Get it and keep it nearby. Don’t load it unless you mean to fire it. I’ve been scared before and if your hands are shaking, you could kill someone or yourself by mistake. I will be there in ten minutes. Don’t open the door for anyone, okay?”

      “Of course not! Are you hanging up?”

      “No, I’m just trying to reassure you everything is going to be okay.” She sat on the floor near her bed, curled up, with her knees up to her chin. Her legs were trembling, and she knew he was right. Her hands were shaking. She set the gun down on the floor beside her, afraid to pick it up.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Tomorrow, we’ll need to go out and pick out a case for your phone. Maybe we can grab lunch together?”

      “You’ve already spent too much on the phone, even if I love it. I am not letting you buy me a case or anything else. In fact, I plan on paying for the phone.”

      “So, you’d take away my gift?”

      “No, I didn’t say that,” she parried. “I said I’d pay for it.”

      “Let me do this for you. I want to.”

      “We’ll see.” She took a big, deep breath, trying to calm herself. “Where are you at now?”

      “I’m still at least five minutes away. I’m hurrying.”

      “I know.”

      They both sat there for a moment on the phone, silent, unsure what to say next. She spoke first. She could hear sirens in the background noise on the phone and occasionally the honk of a car horn.

      “Brent was always off, that is probably why I turned him down all those years ago. He used to brag about yanking the claws off the crawdads in the creek by the school. He’s just depraved.”

      “I’d say that is a pretty sound analysis, especially coming from an expert.”

      “Expert or not, that is coming from a girl that gets the willies even thinking about him.”

      “What about me? Why’d you turn me down?” Rebecca caught her breath at the question. It was honest and blunt, but there was something in his voice. That insecure boy was deep down inside of that gorgeous man. She wished she could reassure him that things would be okay. And if for some reason they weren’t, that she’d cherish being a friend to him now that she was smarter and more mature.

      “Foolishness,” she admitted softly. “I kinda wish I hadn’t now.”

      “I’m glad. But if things had been different then, we’d be different people and might not get along as nicely as we do now. Don’t you agree?”

      “I do. There is so much time lost though.”

      “It was time you needed, and I was willing to wait. I’m here, Rebecca.”

      “You are?” she asked, scrambling to her feet nervously.

      “Yes, don’t shoot me. I’m coming up to the door. Apartment 109, right?”

      “That’s right. Wait a second, I need to put on a robe!”

      “Go ahead and check the peephole before you open the door.”

      “Hanging up now, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said tenderly, and she heard the click on the phone as the line went silent. Getting out her bathrobe, she tossed it over the SWAT t-shirt she had on. The t-shirt covered her bottom and she hadn’t bothered with shorts since she was intending to sleep in it. Pulling the robe shut as high up on the neck as possible, she hoped that he wouldn’t see the lettering that was a dead giveaway. Glancing out of the peephole, she saw him standing there on the porch and unlocked the door.

      “You okay?” Gabriel asked, gathering her into his arms in a hug the moment he stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and threw the deadbolt.

      “Yes, I feel better now. I’m scared out of my wits that this is all happening, but I’m better now.”

      “You sit down and let me close the blinds.”

      She watched as he looked over the apartment, closing blinds and peering out the side of the windows. He walked over towards where the flowers sat and carefully managed to knock the card into a Ziploc baggie with an ink pen to keep from ruining any prints there might be on the typed note. Odds were that it would be the florist’s fingerprints on there alone. Well, and hers since she had opened the card. He came back over and knelt down beside her, taking her hand in his.

      “You sure you won’t go to your mother’s?”

      “Absolutely not!” Especially after the conversation she’d had earlier. The last thing she needed to do was show up with Gabriel. She’d hear all night long about her potential grandchildren. No, no, she wouldn’t endanger her mother, nor would she subject herself to the guilt trip that was sure to follow.

      “Want to stay in a hotel?”

      “Not really. This is my home, Gabriel. I won’t let some nutjob chase me out.”

      “Baby, that nutjob is a dangerous man. I won’t have you threatened.”

      “I know he is and I don’t like it any more than you do!”

      “I hate to ask, but do you want to come stay with me?”

      “That’s sweet, but no. I am staying here.”

      “You are one stubborn, beautiful woman.”

      “Thank you, I think.”

      Gabriel sat down on the small couch nearby. He looked so out of place in her little apartment and she was honestly ashamed that there were still boxes to be unpacked around the living room, things she hadn’t gotten to yet.

      “You want something to drink? Here is the remote,” she offered, handing it to him.

      “I’m fine, Rebecca. Honestly, you don’t have to treat me like a guest.”

      “But you are. I appreciate you coming and checking on me.”

      “Did you think I was leaving right away?”

      “Yes. No. I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Are you planning on staying?”

      “I can’t leave you here alone,” he countered. “If you won’t go somewhere to hide, then I will stay to make sure you are safe.”

      “You can’t sleep here!”

      “I would never cross that line with you. Call me old fashioned, but I will be just fine on the couch or floor. If I go home, I will never sleep knowing the woman I care for is alone and unprotected.”

      “Oh.”

      “You aren’t surprised by that, are you?”

      “Not really. I somehow always knew.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “I just don’t understand. Why me? Weren’t there other women you were interested in?”

      “What is your favorite thing in the whole world?”

      “I really love that pair of red heels over there.”

      “Why?” he asked, with a knowing smile. Rebecca swallowed hard as she realized that her answer would probably mimic his in some fashion.

      “When I saw them, I just knew.”

      “When I saw you smile at me, I just knew. I can’t explain it, but I knew in that very moment that no one else would ever come close or compare to that smile.”

      “When did I do that?”

      “Back in seventh grade,” he admitted and laughed. Her mouth dropped open and she was certain that her eyes had bugged out of her head. “What? My family had just moved here and I was picked on horribly for my height. Everyone is tall in my family. I’m the shortest, believe it or not.”

      Gabriel leaned forward on the couch, his hands folded neatly and hung over his knees in a relaxed pose. He stared off into space, lost in the memory. “There was a dark-haired girl that helped me pick up my papers in the hallway when they’d been knocked out of my hands. That young girl looked like an angel. She gave me the sweetest smile and said hello to me,” he said softly, looking down at his hands where they were clasped together. “I knew in my heart that she was the one for me. Whatever trials there were, however long it took. I knew God had put her in my path for me to meet.”

      “Gabriel,” she breathed, stunned by the admission.

      “No, it’s okay. I promise I am not nuts, it’s the truth. I knew in that moment with everything I had that someday we’d meet again. And until then, I’d wait.”

      “You might have passed up someone that could have made you happy. I’m not that great, you know? I’m flawed just like any other normal person.”

      “I know, and that is what makes you spectacular. Tonight might not be the right time to tell you that I’ve had a crush on you for longer than ten years,” he chuckled and rubbed the back of his head nervously. His face was flushed with embarrassment. Her gentle giant was incredibly shy around her. That seemed to be a quirk that he had, and she remembered that he used to do that in class during a test.

      “I have to admit it’s a bit intimidating.”

      “I’m not trying to scare you or intimidate you,” he said gently. “I’m trying to tell you that I know this is right. But if you are scared or not ready, I understand. I will wait forever for you.”

      “How?” she whispered, shocked by his tender words and gentle expression. “How did you know it was me? Why me?”

      “I just knew,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s like my faith. I can’t explain it, but I just know. Becky,” he started and cleared his throat. “Rebecca, I don’t expect you to say or do anything. I just felt like I needed to tell you. No pressure, no promises. I will always be here for you, if you’ll let me. It’s like the phone. If you’ll let me, I will take care of you.”

      “Gabriel you are not ‘just like the phone’. This is serious stuff.”

      “This is honest stuff,” he admitted with a grin. “Now, is that my SWAT shirt you have on?”

      “You gave it to me,” she blustered. It was her turn to be embarrassed. She could feel heat creeping up her neck.

      “Little Becky Tulle, are you blushing?”

      “Stop it, Gabriel! I like the material the shirt is made of, okay?”

      “Fine by me. I like knowing you are in my shirt,” he teased. She jumped to her feet and walked into the kitchen. Throwing a bag of microwave popcorn in the oven, she went to fetch an extra pillow and blanket from the hall closet. Throwing it at him, she raised an eyebrow at his expression.

      “Find something on TV for us to watch. I think we have said enough for tonight.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” he said with a wide grin.
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      Gabriel was a perfect gentleman over the next few days. It was truly humbling to see how well they seemed to mesh together. He would escort her everywhere throughout her day to make sure she was safe. He’d requested some paid time off, so he could be here with her 24 hours a day. At first, she was certain that he’d wear on her nerves but that hadn’t happened yet. He was a joy to be around, making her laugh or holding her while she cried at a Hallmark movie. It was like he just enjoyed being there in her presence, which amazed her. After a week, she finally got up the nerve to ask him when he planned on going back to work.

      “Tired of me already?” he asked, rolling the dice on the Monopoly game. He picked up the shoe and moved it seven spaces.

      “No, but I know you took off of work to stay with me. Aren’t they expecting you back soon?”

      “Actually, while you were getting ready this morning, I got a phone call. I am out of paid time off and they need me to return to the force. I hate to do it and leave you unprotected,” he admitted.

      “I think going to the shooting range together might be a good idea. It would show you that I can fire my gun.”

      “I’m not worried about that. It’s the unknown that I worry about.”

      “You can’t worry about me forever. I have been on my own before you and promise that I can do it again without you. Ouch,” she stopped suddenly seeing his frown. “That came out all wrong, didn’t it?”

      “That was a bit painful, Rebecca.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it nasty. I just think that, maybe, it’s time to get back to a normal routine and see how things go.”

      “I’m not comfortable with that. Are you sure you won’t go stay with your mom?”

      “And hear about – never mind.”

      “Hear about what?”

      “Nothing,” she said firmly, feeling her cheeks redden. There was no way she’d ever tell him that her mother wanted some pretty grandbabies. The man needed little encouragement as it was when it came to her.

      “Fine, I will let it drop.”

      “Another first,” she teased, remembering how he had mentioned that they needed to share a few first moments together as a couple. “I won an argument.”

      “That wasn’t an argument and it’s your turn.”

      She picked up the dice and dropped them on the board one at a time deliberately. The hollow plunk as each one hit the cardboard echoed in the silence. Moving her piece, she landed on her property and winked. He rolled his eyes at her and picked up the dice.

      “Is someone a sore loser?”

      “Is someone a sore winner?” he mocked.

      “There is no such thing. If you don’t like to lose, why do we play so many games?”

      “Baby, I play to win,” he grinned. “I am just giving you a moment in the sun right now, so you feel better when I take all your property.”

      “Bring it, big man!”

      “Are we betting?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What’s the prize?”

      “You tell me. I don’t plan on losing.”

      Gabriel’s phone rang at that moment. He answered it quickly and frowned. After a moment, he hung up and got to his feet. “I am going to have to take a raincheck. There is a hostage situation and they need a sharpshooter. Higgins is out on maternity leave and I’m it. Want to come with me and wait at the station?”

      “No, go. I will hide out here and be fine. When you come back, we’ll finish our game.”

      He circled the table and cupped her face, looking down at her tenderly. “I love that smile,” he murmured, rubbing his thumb across her lips. “I will be back as quickly as I can.”

      “I know. Be safe.”

      “Always.”

      He gathered up his things and headed out the door, she followed and threw the deadbolt behind him. She sat down in the recliner and tucked her legs underneath her, waiting. After some time, her eyes began to drift shut. Groggily, she propped her head on her hand as she struggled to stay awake waiting for Gabriel’s return. She’d set the deadbolt as instructed and knew he couldn’t enter without her opening it. She must have fallen completely asleep in the recliner because the sound of her phone ringing woke her. Dazed, she tried three times to swipe the bar to open the phone.

      “Mmhello?”

      “Ma’am, this is the complex calling. We are sending maintenance up, there is a water leak reported nearby.”

      Rebecca heard the knock at the door and stumbled over to open it. Her foot was fast asleep. The sharp pain of pins and needles was making her hobble around. As soon as she unlocked the door, it flew back against her, slamming her head into the nearby wall. Muttering a curse word aloud, she held her head for a moment and prayed for the ringing to stop. A wave of dizziness washed over her. She sunk down to the carpeted floor beneath her unconscious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight was stabbing through her eyes and she tried to roll away from the glare coming through her bedroom window. And she wondered why her bed was so uncomfortable. A harsh slap of awareness hit her, causing her eyes to fly wide open and then shut again against the pain it caused. She wasn’t in her bed and that was not the maintenance man coming to her apartment. She felt so stupid! Gabriel had told her to stay locked inside and the moment he left, she’d opened the door without looking.

      Cracking open an eye, she looked carefully around to get a better glimpse of her surroundings. She was in what looked like a shack. Worn, wooden plank walls had cracks between them. She could hear a faint sound of water or waves nearby. A creek? A lake? She saw several old, dusty, fishing rods hanging on nails on the walls as she lay there. Her hands and feet were bound with duct tape that pulled at her skin painfully. Her mouth was bound as well, and she could only imagine the horrifying pain that pulling it off would involve on her tender skin.

      She didn’t know how long she’d been out. And she hadn’t seen any faces. When she’d hit the wall, she was certain that her head had split open or she had a concussion. Gabriel would be so upset at her if he wasn’t worried to death! And her mother? She could only imagine the chastising she would get about “being raised right to not open the door to strangers”. It was incredibly stupid and naïve of her.

      Rebecca played back in her mind over and over again what had happened, desperately searching for any clues as to who had taken her. Was it Brent? Someone else? It clicked in her mind that whoever it was called her cell phone. The only people that had her number were Gabriel and her mother. She’d not given it to anyone else. It couldn’t be Gabriel, this she knew in her heart. The way he was so kind to her and caring, he would never intentionally harm her. Maybe her number wasn’t put as unlisted. She didn’t know. And at this point, it didn’t matter. What mattered now was trying to figure out how to free herself and then decide where to go to hide. Whoever had brought her here was bound to return at some point and she had no intention of waiting around.

      Slowly, she wormed her way towards the small table nearby. Maybe there’s a fishing knife on there or something sharp she thought. Rolling to her side, she was able to push herself up to her hands and knees, ignoring the throbbing in her head. She had to wait for several moments because of the nausea that suddenly flared. If she puked with duct tape on her mouth, there was nowhere for it to go and she did not relish that thought whatsoever! She breathed deeply, repeatedly, and slowly made her way upwards to peer over the edge.

      There was an old pocket knife on the far side of the table! She’d have to get to a standing position and lean over in order to reach it, but that knife meant freedom! It also meant she’d have a weapon if Brent or whoever returned! Slowly, she pulled herself up and wanted to shout with happiness! She was up, and it was within reach!

      Hearing a pop just outside of the door, she froze and stared at the wooden door across the room warily. Her captor was returning. She could see a shadow through the planks as he fumbled with a key. Tears of fear and desperation rolled down her cheeks as she struggled frantically to lean across the table for the knife. Touching it with her fingertips, it nudged just out of reach as the door opened.

      “Hey there, Becks. Miss me?”

      Brent! She tried to yell all sorts of obscenities and angry things at him, but it all came out as muffled and garbled. He walked inside and took a hard look at her, seeing the knife.

      “You wouldn’t be wanting this, would you?”

      Angrily, she nodded as she glared at him.

      “I might not be the smartest man, but I am your man and I know better than to give you a knife.”

      She tried to yell at him that he was incorrect about that and so many other things, but it was indistinguishable. Her body seethed with anger towards him and if she could just get her hands on him, she was certain that she’d happily pummel him! She’d not kill him and have that stain on her soul, but it might feel good to get a few hard whacks in.

      Brent flipped open the knife and smiled at her. She froze immediately and stopped any movement as she stared at him. Was this it? Did he plan on killing her with a filthy, rusted knife?

      “I bet that tape is bothering you, isn’t it, Becks?” She really hated that he called her that! He sounded so smug and possessive, it grated on her nerves. She’d never tried to give him any reason to be interested in her nor had she encouraged his attention. Standing completely still, she stretched her neck as far away as possible as he got the knife close to her cheek. Tears rolled down her face unabashedly as terror seeped through her.

      “I’d never mar that pretty face. I just thought I’d make you comfortable, so we can talk.”

      She shook her head negatively and held up her wrists, instead, indicating that she wanted him to cut the tape there first. If he cut the tape on her hands, she could eventually free herself if he left her alone. Her mouth being covered would only prevent her from yelling, nothing more.

      “I’m not going to free you. I want to talk with you, to understand things between us and how much I am the man you need.” He pressed the knife at the corner of the tape where it lay against her cheek. “Now, stay still, Becks.”

      She felt an unbearable ripping sensation as the duct tape was pulled from her skin ever so slowly as a form of torture. She was nearly panting to keep from screaming out at the pain he was deliberately causing. Then he stopped.

      “Actually, I think I might leave that,” he said aloud. “I think this is the nicest you’ve ever been around me and I like it.” He then leaned forward and kissed her directly on the duct tape just over her mouth. “I prefer you quiet a lot a lot more than when you are carrying on. You always talked too much and probably still do.”

      Angrily, she shoved her bound wrists at him in order to push him away from her. He had the nerve to laugh at her and dart aside, catching her and standing her upright again. “This is where you are supposed to be, Becks. In my arms, in my life. Forget Gabriel James and let’s start over. I can tell you that line of crap he was spouting, too. I’ve loved you since seventh grade and you are my angel,” he mocked.

      “What? You think I’m dumb? I put a bug in the roses and heard every stupid word he told you. And you fell for it all. That’s okay. I get it, you made a mistake. You fell for a pretty face. But when I get through with him, you won’t want him. You’ll want me.”

      Rebecca charged forward angrily. She was mad that he’d heard every tender word between them and was threating the safety of her Gabriel. The thought of him being hurt at this man’s hands made her see red. Brent must have known she’d react, because he grabbed her taped hands and flung her down forcefully. She saw the wooden floor just moments before she hit it full on with no way to protect herself. Bracing, she felt the burst of pain as her head struck the hard flooring and she collapsed again, unconscious.

      When she came to, she was relieved to see that she was alone. Everything hurt, and she tasted blood in her mouth. She wanted to spit but the tape was still present and not budging. Reaching up her bound hands, she grasped the corner that had been lifted cruelly by Brent. She shut her eyes against the pain she knew was coming. She prayed for strength to pull it off. Giving a mighty yank, she shrieked at the ripping sensation across her lips and skin. Another hard yank and a muffled yelp removed the piece of duct tape completely.

      She lay there on the ground, sniffling at the pain she’d inflicted on herself and relieved that it was finally off of her. Rolling over to her back, she stared up at the ceiling and listened for any sounds once again. All she could hear was the sound of water lapping against something. A boat? A pier? Looking around, she saw the filthy windows no longer had the sun shining through the hazy panes. No, it was nightfall. She had no idea what else was in the building with her that could be used for a weapon and assumed Brent had taken the knife with him.

      She hoped he’d left and wasn’t hanging around. If he was, he was sure to come soon at her yelp of pain earlier when she removed the tape. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before she heard a car door shut. He was back, or at least someone was nearby. Rolling over slowly, she felt the room spin and tried desperately to curl into a ball on the ground. Just anything to protect her injured head from any more trauma. Hearing heavy, dull steps coming towards the shack made her almost nauseous with anxiety.

      What now?

      Did he intend to hurt her? Rebecca shut her eyes and began to pray feverishly, asking for strength to get through whatever was coming next. She whispered aloud her most feverish prayer and hoped it was heard above.

      “Lord, if this is it, please make sure Gabriel is taken care of. He always watched out for me and I never realized it when I was younger. I was too immature. But if I am with you, I plan on watching out for him with your guidance.” Her bound hands were clenched tightly together, her fingers laced as she prayed and repeated it in her mind over and over again.

      Take care of him, he needs to be okay when I am gone.

      Watch over him because he won’t know how to handle this.

      Guide him through what comes next.

      Protect him and his heart – because I love him.

      With that thought, she sniffled loudly as she began to cry. Great, sopping, ugly weeping that was sure to make her eyes puffy and her face red. Why in the world would she be tormented this way? To have an incredible man, a beyond patient man, wait for her to know what is in her heart… only to lose him? Tears openly rolled down her face onto her sore skin, making it sting. She watched numbly as the door opened and Brent walked in. He looked a bit surprised to see her watching him with her mouth freed.

      “Round two?” she asked thickly, barely restraining her anger at the threat Brent posed to her and her happiness.

      “You’d think that you would be glad to see me after being alone for a while.”

      “I did a lot of sleeping, no thanks to you.”

      “You fell on your own.”

      “No, you threw me down.”

      “I don’t plan on arguing with you, Becks. I came to see if you were ready to discuss our future.”

      “There isn’t one and never will be.”

      “Sure, there is. I don’t plan on killing you or anything stupid like that. I was thinking that maybe we should have children right away after we are married. Maybe two or three little ones will calm down that sassy attitude?”

      “You, sir, can go to sit on a tack. Preferably a very sharp tack.”

      “I think I need to duct tape that mouth shut again. You’ve not learned who’s in charge here,” he said threateningly as he loomed over where she lay. He pulled a roll of tape off a table nearby and yanked off a long piece. If he put that on her, it was sure to be across both cheeks and into her hair. There would be no pulling it off without scalping herself or removing skin. She began to inch away from him as fast as possible. He quickly straddled her as she bucked, trying to throw him off.

      She heard a loud pop and the sound of breaking glass behind him. A single pane of glass was broken, and something had come flying through the window. Terrified, she saw smoke curling around Brent’s nightmarish form as he got precariously close to her face with the tape. It was only a split second before she began to cough and moments before he was coughing, too. Her eyes were watering, and she was choking as the strong gas filled the room. Every breath she tried to take burned fiercely.

      Horrified, she felt Brett get off of her as he ran from the cabin, leaving her there. She heard yelling from outside and then a single gunshot, followed by a splash. Gasping, she felt her vision blackening as she knew in her mind she was about to pass out again, this time from lack of oxygen. She faintly heard several people rush into the room and cracked open an eye. In the dim light and smoke, she saw men wearing gas masks rush into the room. Blinking through watery eyes, she watched as one man removed his mask and put it over her face.

      Gabriel.

      He stooped down and picked her up, pulling her out of the cabin into the night air. Exiting the cabin, she heard him gasp for breath as he carried her to the waiting ambulance. She was beyond exhausted and everything hurt but it would be okay. Gabriel was here, and she would be safe.

      All the trauma of the day, the terror and pain seemed to sap every bit of energy from her. He set her down gingerly on a stretcher and it was loaded into the ambulance. She opened her eyes momentarily and saw him climb in beside her.

      “You okay, baby?”

      Nodding, she felt the paramedic pull the mask from her face and put a small clear cord just under her nose to give her life-saving oxygen. Her throat burned and ached from the gas. Silently, she reached forward with her bound hands and grabbed his hand. Holding it tightly, she shut her eyes and gave in to the waves of fatigue that beat at her.

      The next several hours were a blur of faces and bright lights. They arrived at the hospital emergency room and she was separated from Gabriel almost immediately. She felt like a pin cushion as they poked and prodded almost everywhere on her body. A CT scan revealed that she had, indeed, fractured her skull when she’d fallen or hit the wall. This brought on a flurry of tests to make sure there was no damage to her brain or internal bleeding caused from impact.

      A loud commotion from outside of her room made the nurse and doctor that were checking her, turn and start towards the door. “Sir! Sir! You can’t go in there!” she heard from the hallway and, at once, she knew who it was. Her hero, her avenging warrior.

      “Gabriel?” she called out loudly from behind the curtain, so he could find her. He came around the corner of the curtain and her heart clenched. He’d never looked as good as he did right now. His smile didn’t reach his stricken, caring eyes. She knew that he was trying to put on a brave face and failing miserably.

      “Right here, baby,” he said, pushing away an orderly that was trying to lead him back out of the room. She could see that it would take more than the thin man standing there a foot shorter than her Gabriel to get him to move. It would take an army if his face was any indication.

      “He’s to stay here, please,” she told the man in scrubs. Turning to the doctor and nurse, she asked for a few moments alone. They left, and Gabriel sat down next to the bed in a chair.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I had a really bad glycolic peel around most of my face and an awful hangover.”

      “That good, huh?”

      “Duct tape is rough. The nurses tried their best not to hurt me, but… yeah. It hurt removing the stuff. I bet I look pretty awful.”

      “You look absolutely beautiful to me.”

      “Did you hit your head, too?” she teased pointing at the bandage on her forehead. She saw his smile fade away quickly.

      “I thought I might lose you,” he admitted thickly. “When I got to your place and saw the door kicked in, it was like someone ripped out my heart. I knew Brent had gotten to you but couldn’t prove it. They found a bug attached to one of the rose stems.”

      “He told me he listened to us talking. How did you know where I was?”

      “I was sitting at a stop light and happened to see your car drive past. Your car! He certainly wasn’t the brightest kidnapper. I did a double take and turned to follow him. I didn’t want to alarm him or have him ditch the car, so I hung back until I saw him exit for the lakefront. Do you remember how he bragged in high school about the parties he would throw at his parents’ lake house? I assumed he’d taken you there.”

      “You assumed correctly.”

      “I called it in on the radio and they pulled the records. They still own the lake house or what’s left of it. Calling it a lake house is pretty much a stretch, isn’t it?” Nodding, she smiled at him.

      “It killed me to wait for backup. We had to wait until he was inside with you. Once we heard your voice from outside, we made our move. I have been beside myself wondering if you were okay. I think I have my first grey hair,” he admitted, trying to lighten the mood. “It’s a first I could have gone without though.”

      She could see the rings under his eyes and knew he hadn’t stopped looking for her since she went missing. He would always be there and take care of her. Brent had always been wrong for her. While her gut instinct knew it, her mind now understood why she’d rebelled against him so much. He was a taker. He took her confidence, her freedom and her security. He’d always tried to put her under his thumb, undermining her when he had the opportunity. Calling her Becks, spreading rumors and acting generally abrasive towards her.

      Gabriel was too good for her and she only wished she had known it sooner. He was supportive and encouraging, waiting in the shadows for her to spread her wings. He always seemed to be around her, even when she’d pushed him away. He was steadfast. He gave her the freedom to be herself and loved her through her own self-discovery.

      “So many firsts since I’ve come back home,” she said quietly, holding his hand. “I think this is the first time I have given my heart away.” His hopeful eyes shot up at her words, his face ravaged with emotion.

      “I don’t want to miss my chance at happiness ever again. I have a history of being late for meetings, deadlines and events. Apparently, I was late in realizing that I had a wonderful guy right here where I grew up. Immaturity kept me from giving you a chance back then when you were after me. I hope you are still chasing me now.”

      “I will be chasing after you forever. I think it might be time for another first.”

      “I hope it’s a first kiss,” she whispered, brushing her fingers over his worried brow as he kissed her fingertips on the hand he held.

      “I’d like that, but I don’t ever want to hurt you.”

      “I think it would hurt me more if you didn’t kiss me.”

      She felt the side of the bed give way as he sat next to her. His warm hand tenderly cupped her face and brushed her hair back from her forehead. Her hand rested on his chest. She could feel the rhythm of his heartbeat through his uniform shirt. He brushed his lips against her bruised temple ever so softly, making each second take forever between them. As he leaned closer, she smelled the spicy scent of his cologne and sighed happily as his lips finally touched hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Becky! Get back here, young lady!” her mother whispered hotly as Rebecca ran down the hallway of the church to where a circle of officers stood outside of an open doorway. They made way for her and stood back smiling. She knew she was causing a scene. Her gown trailed behind her and was getting creased, but she didn’t care.

      The only thing she cared about was holding her fiancé’s hand and taking a moment of privacy to be alone with him before they said their vows before God. She was nervous. Gabriel was her rock, her strength. The angel of her heart.

      “Becky Ann Tulle! You get back here right now so we can finish getting you ready before the service starts!”

      “Mother, I need a few minutes!”

      “We don’t have any extra minutes to spare right now. If we have to get that dress repaired cause it snagged on something or get it dry cleaned…”

      “Mother! Stop!” she interrupted her mother’s tirade. She whirled around, frustrated at the fussing her mother was doing. Pushing her mother’s hands away, Rebecca quickly kissed her on the cheek. “You want those grandbabies or not? Then give me a moment, please!”

      Rebecca heard Gabriel’s laughter from behind the door, making her grin with happiness as she saw her mother do an about face and walk away towards the sanctuary where their friends and family waited patiently.

      “You shouldn’t tease her like that, Rebecca,” he murmured from behind the door.

      “Open up,” she ordered and tried the knob, jiggling it aggressively.

      “We aren’t supposed to see each other, remember? Bad luck and all that jazz.”

      “You aren’t supposed to see the bride. There is nothing that says the bride can’t see the groom.”

      “Touché, my love.”

      Gabriel opened the door a mere inch and she took the liberty of pushing it aside. Stepping inside, she raked her eyes over his body possessively. He was dressed exquisitely in his dress uniform and was quite the sight. Starched collar, white gloves, breathtaking. She whistled appreciatively.

      “You sure clean up nice, Mr. James. Someone might think today was important to you.”

      “This day has been a long time coming, Mrs. James,” he breathed, taking her hand and kissing her knuckles softly. His tender gaze would warm her heart for years to come and she was beyond ready for their life to begin together.

      Grinning, she playfully waved her cell phone at him. “You promised me a new wallpaper for my phone. Remember? I want lots of photos of us, starting right now.”

      Smiling, she shimmied up next to him as he wrapped his arms around her. She extended her arm up and laughed as he took the phone from her in order to hold it out a bit further. She placed her hand directly over his heart.

      “Love you.”

      “Love you more,” she admitted as her phone clicked, capturing the moment forever digitally as well as in her mind. She would always see this very moment as he stood in his uniform with unabashed adoration in his eyes as the beams of light danced colorfully through the stained-glass windows of the church.

      “Another first for the record books?”

      “The best one yet,” she admitted and stepped back, hearing a knock on the door. “My mother will have fits if my dress gets any more wrinkled.”

      “Come here, Mrs. James,” he said and held out his hand. She placed it in his and stood just inches from him. He shut his eyes and bowed his head in prayer.

      “I dreamed and hoped this day would come. I knew in my heart from the moment I met her that Rebecca was meant for me, Lord. I cannot thank you enough for giving me the strength to wait for her and thank you for leading her back to me. Amen.”

      “Amen,” she acknowledged, drawing from his strength and faith. He was a good man and she was blessed to become his wife. “You were right, Gabriel. The best things are worth waiting for.”

    

  


  
    
      Lawfully Betrothed
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      Once upon a time…

      That was how fairy tales were supposed to begin, except in the case of young Faye Miller. When a dark-haired boy sneaks into her favorite hiding spot, she isn’t sure if this was the beginning of a fairy tale, a blessing, or an evil curse. Captivated by the sincerity and earnestness in his kind eyes, she’s convinced that this boy was an angel sent from the heavens to show her life would be okay someday. When he pledges to marry her and gives her a ring made of grass… how could she ever say no?

      

      Now, two decades later…Faye is still waiting for her grey-eyed angel to return to her.

      

      Gabriel Reardon remembered that long-ago day fondly. That memory of an innocent pledge between children got him through the last twenty years of upheaval. He’d been coldly abandoned by his father, struggling for a chance at life and love. Now, he’s returned home as a Ranger and a widower. He is intent on subduing the cattle rustlers in the area and hoping to rekindle a childhood dream.

      

      Could it be that the two of them have missed their opportunity at happiness? Is the fairy tale over… or is this the very beginning of something beautiful?

    

  


  
    
      Lawfully Chosen
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      Penelope Brown had been tossed to the curb, a victim of the times. The start of the Great Depression had forced her lifestyle to change significantly from what she’d grown accustomed to. She’s now working as a waitress in a small diner instead of seeing picture shows with friends, listening to the radio and living frivolously.

      

      Sheriff William Clarke was tired of the riffraff happening in town. Dallas was a bustling city full of motor cars, hidden speakeasies, and burgeoning outlaws. The world was changing, and it was his job to maintain order. In a struggle to keep the peace, he found himself shutting off his emotions to protect his heart and soul. What he needed now was a sweet, gentle woman in his life to crack through the shell built around him.

      

      When libation, recklessness and wild abandon whirl around all around Penelope, can the promise of excitement and carelessness be even more tempting than her very own handsome Lawkeeper? Will she hold fast to her faith and morals, finding that love can be just as thrilling with fewer consequences? Can she choose to be true to herself and not fall victim to the pressures of the world around her?

    

  


  
    
      Lawfully Challenged
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      Officer Cindy Lance had waited eagerly for a K-9 position to open up in the small town of Mayhew, Texas. Her career choices were driven by personal tragedy and shaped her life. She vowed to make a difference in the community. She accepted the challenge that being a K-9 officer could bring but that hadn’t been the tough part. It was dealing with the arrogant instructor!

      

      “Mad-dog” Enoch Wesson had no intention of taking it easy on the pretty blond officer that was selected to attend K-9 training class. Her career was full of promise, yet she had the nerve to challenge him at every turn in front of the others. He wanted nothing more than to make sure she knew who the boss was at the training facility.

      

      Cindy strived hard to gain the respect of her handsome instructor and worked diligently with her dog, Duchess. She wanted to make sure she was ready to resume her career with the force. But when an assignment hits too close to home, she finds herself bonding with the one person she thought hated her most of all, only to find that maybe they aren’t so different after all. Can she find the strength to perform a job that could break her heart and crush her soul? Could he overcome his own personal nightmares and be the man she needs?

    

  


  
    
      A Perfect Bride
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      Orphaned as a child, feisty Colleen O'Mara is discovered by the Cherokee people and adopted as one of their own. She becomes a sister to the chief's only daughter. Learning their ways, she teaches them her language in return. As the United States Army uproots them from their homes, she is fascinated with the dark-haired lieutenant that has come to her rescue as they are forced to make the treacherous journey to the Oklahoma Territory.

      

      Lieutenant Daniel Williams is among the soldiers called up to enforce the removal of the Cherokee people from Georgia. It only took one glance into Colleen's pale green eyes amidst the chaos to become fascinated with the so-called Indian maiden. Feeling guilty over what is happening to the Cherokee and his love for the enchanting young woman, he abandons everything he had once known in order to make things right for his perfect bride.
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      Gunfighters, Saloon Women, and one determined Bounty Hunter!

      Bounty Hunter, Logan McGuire, is aggressively hunting down a desperado who killed someone dear to him.  A saloon woman, Paulina Flanders, finagles herself into accompanying him since she’s holding back valuable information about the criminal.  Word gets back to the outlaw that Paulina is a witness to his crime, and Logan McGuire is on his trail for the bounty money.  Both Paulina and Logan’s lives are in danger, especially when a woman assists the killer in trying to murder Paulina.  Will Logan’s friend Woody come to the rescue—or will he cause more havoc?  Twists, turns, and romance keep you guessing in this story.

      

      
        
        Lawfully Rescued by Barbara Goss

      

      

      
        
        Katherine McGuire began to clear the dishes from the breakfast table.  “I’m going to miss these meals together, dear brother.”

        Beatrice, Katherine’s best friend, smiled up at Logan.  “I will, too.  This has been such a wonderful visit. I finally got to meet the big brother Kate is always bragging about.”

        Logan blushed.  “I’ll miss the company of you both.”  Poor Beatrice had been inviting him to get to know her even better since she’d arrived.  Katherine had dark brown hair and green eyes, much like his own. Beatrice, in contrast, had hair the color of coal, was slim, and had huge brown eyes. While she was pretty, he didn't like the way she was always giggling and making eyes at him. Truth be told, she wasn’t his type—or maybe he wasn’t interested in forming a relationship just yet.

        “What time does your stage leave?” Logan asked.

        Katherine put the last dish in the sink.  “Twelve, sharp.”

        “I’ll dry those,” Beatrice said.

        “We have enough time to take a walk through the park,” Logan suggested.

        “Oh, I’ll pass, Logan,” Katherine said.  “I’m going to make sure the house is clean as a whistle before I leave. Why don’t you and Beatrice go?”

        She'd thrown Beatrice at him once again.  Why did she continue to do that?  She should have taken the hint that he wasn't interested by then.

      

        

      
        Logan walked through the small park on the edge of town with Beatrice, who kept looking up at him and smiling until Logan knew he just had to say something.

        “Beatrice,” he began, “I’m at a time in my life when I never know if there’ll be a tomorrow, and you know my house is small and the least desirable place in town.  My sister seems to want me to find a wife, and I’m just not ready for one yet.  I hope she understands.”

        “I’m sure she does,” Beatrice said, somewhat sadly, “but if someone really loved you, all that wouldn’t matter.”  She looked up at him hopefully.

        “It would matter to me,” Logan said.  “I want to have something to offer a wife besides an uncertain future and a rundown cabin.

        “I wouldn’t mind; it’s a cute house,” Beatrice said.

        Logan stopped walking and took gentle hold of her shoulders, “Beatrice, that’s what I’m trying to tell you:  I’m not at a place in my life for romance or a wife.  I need you to understand, because I think you’re a wonderful person and friend to Katherine, but I’m just not ready yet.  If you have more than friendship on your mind for me, I’m sorry.”

      

        

      
        Logan McGuire had two suitcases slung over his shoulders as he guided Katherine and Beatrice to the waiting stagecoach.

        “I feel happy and sad all at once,” Katherine said. “I'm sad to leave my brother, but I'm happy to be getting home to Jonathan.  I've loved being the sister of the sheriff of Laredo—it was a real kick.”

        Beatrice, who usually giggled and blinked her eyes at him, simply gave him a weak smile.  Logan sighed inwardly.  He’d enjoyed his sister’s visit and was glad she had a good companion with whom to travel, but he’d be somewhat relieved not to have Beatrice around, flirting with him.  Still, he felt bad to have let her down the way he had.

        “I wish you could have stayed longer, sis. I’ve enjoyed having someone to cook and clean for me, not to mention the good company of you both.”

        “And I enjoyed doing it, but I can’t keep my betrothed waiting too long.  Absence may not always make the heart grow fonder, and Jonathan’s eyes might wander to other eligible females."  The women laughed while Logan shook his head.

        “He’d be crazy.”  He kissed Katherine and gave Beatrice a light hug.  “Safe travels, ladies, and send me a telegram when you get to San Antonio.”

        He assisted the women into the stage, where two elderly men and a middle-aged woman were already seated.  He was about to close the stage door, when a young woman yelled, "Wait!"  from the wooden walkway, waving her arms wildly.

        The woman, a blonde with most of her hair piled up on top of her head and the rest falling about her face raced to the stagecoach.   Gripping her suitcase, she skidded to a stop in front of the stage.  Since he was standing closest to the door, Logan took her suitcase before assisting her into the coach where she took a seat by the window beside Beatrice and Katherine.

        The stage driver’s assistant threw the luggage on the top of the stage and tied them with a rope before he jumped up beside the driver. He grabbed a rifle and nodded to the driver, and with a flick of the reins, the stagecoach was on its way.

        Logan watched as it disappeared around a corner in the road before he headed down the wooden walkway to his office. He wished Laredo had railroad service, but he was told it might be another five years before that happened.

        Once in his office, Logan tossed his hat on his desk and sifted through his paperwork.  He'd been appointed sheriff two years ago, and at age thirty, he was still putting his life on the line daily for a small paycheck and a tiny cottage behind the jail.  And his sister wondered why he wasn't looking for a wife.

        He rolled his eyes.  What had he to offer a woman besides a husband who may or may not come home each day and a tiny, ramshackle cottage?

        Logan sat at his desk, wondering how he’d manage after a month of having his dinner ready for him when he came home, the dishes washed, and his clothes laundered.

        He sighed; it had been nice.

        Henry Kohler came in. He flung a stack of wanted posters on Logan's desk.  “Latest printing.”

        “Thanks, Henry.  It seems we have more posters each batch.  What’s happening to the world?”

        “It’s goin’ crazy since the war. Everyone wants money but don’t want to work for it.”

        “I suppose you’re right.  How’s Sally and the children?”

        “Sally’s in the family way again, and the other kids are fine.  Growing fast.”

        “Give them my regards, Henry.”

        “Sure will,” Henry said, and he left the office.

        Logan shuffled through the posters and one caught his eye:  Homer Washburn. There was no photograph, but he was wanted for the armed robberies of several banks and having   murdered several men while evading capture.  He was last seen in San Antonio.

        Great. He was probably headed Logan's way.  Laredo was the last stop before Mexico which made Logan's job a tough one, as bandits always tried to cross over the border to hide from the law.  He’d have to be alert for the next few days.

        Logan pinned the poster on the bulletin board along with the others.  He'd also hang them on the front window and near the saloon.

        He was shocked to see a woman on one of the wanted posters:  Annie Flynn, who was wanted for assisting with a bank robbery in Houston.  There wasn’t a picture for her either, but there was a brief description. He couldn’t imagine having to arrest a woman.

        Logan also found a wanted poster for a man named Sylvester.  Again, there was no photo, but there was a description.  The man had no last name—or was Sylvester his last name?  The description was vague, but it mentioned his affiliation with Homer Washburn and Annie Flynn.

        Only one poster included a photograph and that was of Billy the Kid, and they had plenty of posters of him.  Logan stared at Billy.  He was just a boy, and he'd already ruined his life.  He sure hoped Billy wouldn’t ride into Laredo; he’d hate to have to kill a kid.  So far, he hadn’t had to kill anyone, and he hoped he’d never have to.

        Logan's deputy and best friend, Woodrow Shaw—Woody—ran into the office as if he were being chased, struggling to catch his breath.

        “Whoa, Woody—who’s chasing you?”

        Woody leaned his back against the office door, panting and gasping.  “The stagecoach to San Antonio has been attacked.”

        “What?” Logan grabbed his gun belt and slung it on.

        “Old man Jenkins just rode in,"  Woody explained between breaths. "He saw the whole thing, but he isn’t well enough to help the passengers so he rode here as fast as he could.  He said the passengers were hurt and needed help.”  Woody paused.  “I’m going with you.”

      

        

      
        “No!  Fetch Doc Fletcher!  Bring him to the scene. My sister’s on that stage!”

        Logan dashed out the door and onto his horse. He raced down the trail the stage would have taken to San Antonio, praying the whole time.  A strict Church man, he’d been taught to believe in God and to pray.

        He rode about four miles before he came to the scene, feeling sick to his stomach at the site that met his eyes.  Once he'd calmed his nausea, he jumped from his horse and raced to the stage.

        The coach was on its side with the curtains blowing through the window.  Both the driver and the assistant were lying on the ground, face down.  The luggage had been rummaged through, and their contents strewn about.

        Logan ran to the passenger's door and yanked it open. The first person he saw was his darling sister.  He felt for a pulse in her neck, and he let out a cry of pain.  “Dear God, no!” he said when he realized his beloved baby sister was dead.  He turned her head slightly to see a bullet hole in her temple.

        He pulled her out, kissed her on the cheek, and lay her on the ground, covering her with a shawl lying near the coach.  Logan went back to the stage. The people inside looked as if they were all jumbled together. An elderly man was lying on top of the pile of bodies. Logan turned him over to find he also had a bullet hole through his head.  He pulled him out and laid him on the ground beside his beloved Katherine.  Next, he pulled out the elderly lady, who had a bullet hole in her chest.  She still had a faint heartbeat, so he placed her on her back and tried to talk to her, but her breathing was shallow and she remained silent. He put her beside the elderly man before dragging the second man out. He was also dead, having taken a bullet through his eye.

        He went back in for Beatrice whose body was being lifted toward him by the girl beneath her.  Logan grabbed Beatrice, giving the girl under her no more than a brief glance in the process.  Beatrice had a bullet hole to her neck, and she was also dead.

        Poor, sweet, Beatrice.  Logan felt guilty he hadn’t shown her more attention while she was visiting.

        He felt vomit building in his throat, and he went into the bushes to let it out. Logan felt as if he were going to pass out.  He felt dizzy, nauseated, and sweaty, and he tried to shake it off; he had work to do.

        Logan went back into the coach for the last woman, but she was crawling out by herself. “How is it you survived?” Logan asked.

        She said, in a shaky voice, “I don’t know.  I fell on the floor when the stage turned over, and before I could get up, the shooting started.  People kept falling on top of me.  I don’t think the shooters knew I was there.”

        “How many men were there?”

        “I think three…or maybe four.”

        Woody and the doctor galloped to a stop and slid off their horses.

        “Katherine?” Woody asked, looking at the woman covered with the shawl.

        Logan nodded.  “Doc, the women there,” he pointed to the middle-aged woman lying on the ground, “she was breathing.”

        Doc knelt to examine her, and he shook his head and closed the woman’s eyes.  “Not anymore.  Good heavens!  What a horrible sight.”

        Woody and the doctor looked at the blonde woman, standing nearby, shaking.

        “Who is she?” Doc asked.

        Logan shrugged. “The lucky one who wasn’t hurt.”  He picked Katherine up and laid her across his saddle.  “Maybe one of you could bring the survivor back to Laredo.  I’m going to care for my sister.”  His voice broke slightly as he spoke.  “Someone needs to send some men here to take care of the dead.”  Logan mounted his horse and held Katherine in his arms as he rode slowly back to Laredo.

      

        

      
        After Logan had buried Katherine and Beatrice, he prayed over his sister’s grave.  “God, I know You work in mysterious ways, and I know people have to die regardless of their age, but please take Katherine’s soul to Heaven with you.  She loved you, and I’d feel better knowing she was with You and felt peace.  Help me, Lord, to find solace, and to uncover the monsters who did this to her and the others. Thank you, Lord.  Amen.”

        Knowing he couldn’t leave the jurisdiction of Laredo to hunt down the men who did this, he resigned as sheriff and signed up to be a bounty hunter so he'd the incentive to bring them back alive—otherwise, he’d be tempted to give them the same treatment they’d given the stage passengers.

      

        

      
        After packing his things, he trotted through town, gazing at everything, wondering if he’d ever return.  That was when he spotted the blonde woman who’d survived the massacre, sitting on the wooden walkway, her back to the wall of the general store, her legs curled up beneath her.  The suitcase she’d carried when she first joined the stage sat beside her.

        Logan stopped in front of her.  “Are you all right, miss?”

        The woman simply nodded. Her hair was even messier than it had been before, and  she looked dirty and heartbroken.

        Logan wondered who she was and why she hadn’t gone home.  She should be thanking the Lord she was alive, but instead, she was sitting long-faced and lost-looking.

        “Can I give you a lift home?  It’s been two days since the…the accident.  Why are you still here?”

        The woman shrugged.  “Are you going to arrest me?  I could use a place to sleep and a meal.”

        “Nope.  I’m not the sheriff anymore.  I’m going out after the men who did this.”

        “I know where they’re headed,” she said calmly.

        Logan slid off his horse and walked over to her.  “You know where the killers are headed?”

        “Yes, and I know their names, too.”

        “How could you know that?”

        “I heard them talking while everyone was lying on top of me.”

        “What are their names?”

        The woman played calmly with the folds in her dress.  “I just heard their first names—you know, what they called each other.”

        Logan tapped his foot. “And the names were?”

        “The man who gave the orders was named Homer, and another man was Sy.  No one called the third one by name…or the fourth, if there was one—I only heard three voices.”

        “Homer Washburn!” Logan exclaimed. “All right, so where are they headed?”

        The woman looked up at him and seemed to take forever to answer. “I’ll tell you, if you take me with you.”

        “I can’t do that. I’m a bounty hunter, now, and I’m on a dangerous mission. I can’t be dragging a female along with me.”

        The woman shrugged and looked down at her lap again.

        “I can take you to the nearest city,” Logan said, hoping to strike a bargain.

        The woman folded her arms over her chest. “The nearest big city is San Antonio, and that isn’t where the men are going, so it will just be a waste of your time.”

        Logan sighed.  “So where do you want to go?”

        “North. Along the Rio Grande.”

        “How do I know you aren’t leading me away from the gang?”

        “Because I want them caught, too.”

        “How far north do you want to go?”

        “I’ll tell you exactly what I heard them say once we are far enough from Laredo that you can’t send me back here.”

        “You do know that your reputation will be ruined by traveling alone with me.”

        The woman gave him a sardonic smile. “It matters little to me.  I’ve already hit the bottom of society, anyway.”

        “How is that?” Logan asked.

        “I’m a saloon woman.”

        “Then why aren’t you working at the Gold Mine Saloon across the street instead of sitting here, homeless?”

        “I was fired.  That’s why I boarded the stage for San Antonio. There are a lot of saloons there.”

        Logan sighed again.  Without a hint as to the direction of the killers, finding them would take him months.  If this woman was to be believed, she knew where they were headed, which would save him a lot of time.  What could it hurt? Unless she wasn’t telling him the truth.

        Logan gave her his fiercest look.  “If I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll throw you into the Rio Grande for the fish to feed on.”

        The woman nodded.

        “First, you’ll need a horse.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Freed. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders <3

      

      Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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