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Delaney





  






The only good thing I could say about the tiny office given to me at Stanford University when I received my adjunct professorship was that the small window had a great view of the quad. And I didn’t have to share it, so I guess there were two things. Although as small as it was, I don’t think the decision had been more functional than charitable. Another person in here and we’d be on top of each other.

Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. Stanford has been my home since thirteen weeks before my twelfth birthday. I know that sounds strange to most people—they always feel it necessary to tell me so—but it was all I knew. By the time I turned ten I could do advance level physics and trigonometry. I knew more than all of the teachers in the small school I attended in my even smaller Texas town, which made me a freak. An outcast. An outsider. All the different ways to remind me I was outside the norm. So when the people from Stanford came along, I knew it was my chance to belong, at least to my intellectual equals. 

Mom and Dad had turned Harvard, Yale and Princeton away because they couldn’t leave their jobs, and they were reluctant to move my older siblings away from home. So I left with Ryan Austin, President of the university fourteen years ago and I never looked back. Rarely, anyway.

Friends would be nice. But I learned a long time ago not to wish for things that were out of my reach. So I turned back to my lesson plans. Dr. Austin had insisted I teach a few classes to get me over my public speaking difficulties. I’m not so convinced.

“Knock, knock.”

I turned from the view of the quad to see Dr. Austin smiling at me. “What a surprise, Dr. Austin. How are you?”

His smile brightened and he took a step inside, casting a short glance over his shoulder that told me he wasn’t alone. “I come bearing good news.” At my wary glance, he raked a hand through blonde hair shot through with silver. “I have a Teaching Assistant for you.”

I blinked. “A Teaching Assistant? I teach three classes and they’re all intro courses, do I need a TA?”

He gave me that indulgent smile he always produced when I behave in a way he doesn’t expect. In this instance, grateful. “We all want you to spend as much time as possible focusing on your research. You, Delaney, are going to change the world.”

Now it was my turn for the indulgent smile. The University as a whole, but particularly Dr. Austin, were all very supportive of my research, which very soon would provide a more efficient means of harnessing wind, water and sun energy. 

“So I get an assistant.”

“Yes you do. Come on in Mr. Atlas. He has a degree in engineering and I thought he would be a good fit.”

Mr. Atlas entered the room, and I swear the temperature went up at least twenty degrees. There was no way the man was an engineer. Maybe a model, with his sharply defined cheekbones and jaw, his deep set almond shaped blue eyes. And good lord he was as big as a mountain with wide shoulders, big arms and long strong legs. 

“Dr. Watson, it’s nice to meet you.”

I stifled a laugh at his words and stood, feeling like a tiny speck of dust compared to this giant of a man.

“Something funny Dr. Watson?”

Oh crap. “Sorry I wasn’t laughing at you Mr. Atlas, it’s just Dr. Watson? You know, Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson?” His lips twitched but I felt like an idiot. “Never mind. Call me Delaney since we’ll be colleagues.”

“And call me Bennett. I hope this isn’t a problem?”

“Not at all. As long as you’re prepared to grade quizzes and help with labs we’ll get along.” 

That wasn’t exactly true. I’d been told by many, mostly my mentor Dr. Howard, that I wasn’t the easiest to get along with. But I’ve been trying to speak normally, as in less technically and more colloquially.

“I’ve been through worse in the Navy.”

“That explains it.” I sounded proud of myself, but he and Mr. Austin frowned.

“What’s that mean?”

My face flushed furiously at my blunder. “Oh I just meant how big you are, the hair cut, how capable you look. I wondered when you walked in how an engineer could look like you do. Now I know.” Mr. Austin smiled, but Bennett’s face turned an odd shade of pink. Was he blushing?

“Glad we cleared that up.”

“Right well, I’ll leave you two to get settled. Did you find a place to stay yet Mr. Atlas?”

“No sir, that’s next on my list.”

“I’ll have my secretary send you an email of available listings.” With a quick wave and a smile, he left us alone.

So my new TA needed a place to stay. I didn’t read people all that well, but I could read Ryan Austin. I’ve known him almost all my life and the man had dropped that little piece of information because he knew what I would do. 

“I have plenty of space in my house.”

“Your house? You look a little young to have a house.”

I got that a lot. “Well I’ve been on the University payroll for a long time. I have a four bedroom and I only use one of them. The basement is my lab so it’s off limits, but otherwise you can roam about freely.”

“How much?”

“How much?”

He grinned. “For rent, how much are you asking?”

I didn’t even think of that. “How much would you be willing to pay?”

“Really?” He shook his head but there was no judgment, more like a bemused bewilderment. “Delaney, how much for rent and utilities? We can swap groceries each week.”

“Oh. Okay. Seven hundred, will that work?”

He grinned and nodded, holding out his hand which engulfed mine. “Looks like we have a deal.”

My heart stuttered to a stop at the feel of his big hand wrapped around mine. How I would share a home with someone so masculine, I had no idea. Luckily guys like Bennett, well guys in general, didn’t look at me like a sexual object so other than a little blushing and stammering it shouldn’t be a problem

Either way it was a done deal so I’d have to deal with it.

For now.

 

***

 

“What are you doing?”

Bennett turned around a grinned. “What does it look like? I’m cooking.”

He was doing a lot more than cooking. The man was smoking hot with a wooden spoon in hand, low slung jeans six—no eight—pack abs and no shirt. “And it smells delicious, but why are you doing it without a shirt?” 

And why on earth would I want to talk the most beautiful man I’d ever seen up close out of keeping his shirt off? I must be crazy.

“Sauce splattered on it so I rubbed some pre-treatment on it. Would you like me to put one on?”

Absolutely not. “Do what you want. I just didn’t know if this was a thing Navy guys did for fun.”

Caramel brown brows rose in question but those blue eyes sparkled with bemusement. “You think guys in the navy cook shirtless? For fun?”

I shrugged and dropped in the chair farthest from those abs. “How should I know? Everything I know about the military I told you the first day we met.”

“Right. My hair, my body and my posture,” he stood taller so his shoulders were wider and his deep breathing drew my gaze to those rippling muscles. “Eyes up soldier.”

Squeezing my eyes shut I smacked a hand over my face. “Gosh I’m so sorry Bennett. I promise this won’t be a problem it’s just you’re…quite a physical specimen and I’ve never seen a guy like you up close before.” I stood. “Maybe you should put a shirt on and I’ll…I will be right back.” His deep chuckles echoed behind me, intensifying my humiliation until I closed myself up in the master bedroom.

Could I have been a bigger doofus? Ogling my new roommate like some sex starved lunatic who’d never seen a half naked man before. Well all of that was true, but it didn’t give me the right to look at him like that. I needed to apologize. Just because Bennett looked like a Greek god didn’t mean I would worship him like one. He and I would be working together next week when the new semester started. I had to apologize.

Shoulders squared, I pulled open the door and ran right into the hardest, hottest brick wall I’d ever had the pleasure to be pressed against. “Oh! I apologize Bennett. I wasn’t…I mean, excuse me.” I rushed down the stairs to the kitchen, pulling plates and flatware from the cabinets to set the table.

“Delaney.” His voice came deep and firm. Insistent.

Too bad my stubbornness was well documented.

“Laney look at me dammit.”

I whirled around. “Don’t you dare-,”

“Much better,” he interrupted with a smile that could only be described as enticing. “Stop freaking out because you like looking at me okay. I like looking at you too, but I think we can both agree that due to circumstances it would best if we didn’t do anything about it other than look, right?”

I let out a laugh. “Oh please, Bennett. I don’t need you to make me feel better, but I suppose it’s nice you thought to do it.” 

The one time in my entire life had a guy even pretended like he wanted to look at me, and he’d only done it to get a peek at my notes. And that guy was not even fifteen percent of the man standing before me.

“What the hell are you talking about?” He damn near barked at me.

I sighed. “I mean Bennett that you don’t have to pretend we’re on equal footing here, and like I’ve already said you don’t have to worry about me making a move. I am not the move-making type.”

He laughed and walked around me to get to the stove, stirring the pot. “I truly doubt that. How about we just eat and get to know each other a little better?”

I grinned. “Sounds good to me.”

“Good. So tell me about you.”

My eyes were drawn to his arms, the way they flexed as he drained the pasta and poured the sauce on top. “I’m a physicist and I’m working on my second Ph.D., in engineering this time. I’ve lived here in this house since I was twelve.”

“Great. But what about you? What do you like to do in your free time?”

“I work on my research. I run. I don’t like it, but it’s excellent cardiovascular exercise and sending oxygen rich blood to the brain. It helps me think.” It all sounded dreadfully boring but it’s all I know.

“Okay, tomorrow morning we’ll go running together. I’ll find out more about you then.”

He smiled, and immediately the word dreamy came to mind. “All right then you can tell me about you. Where you’re from, what you do for fun, how you liked the Navy. All that.”
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“Atlas, how are things going?”

“Things are going well sir.” Things were going more than well, but not in the ways Commander Mahoney would be interested in. He was a no nonsense kind of man who didn’t do bullshit details, only the facts. “She offered me a room in her house.”

“Atlas I hope I don’t need to tell you how important Dr. Watson is to the United States government, do I?”

He knew he didn’t, and it was damned insulting he even went there. “No sir you don’t. Delaney isn’t like most women. She’s been here most of her life and hasn’t had much interaction with normal people. Non-geniuses. The offer was genuine and it’s a good thing, now I won’t have to creep around to protect her.” 

Delaney Watson was a genius of the highest order and according to Commander Mahoney, one of the ten smartest people in the country.

He let out a long thoughtful sigh. “Good job Atlas. Do you have any idea yet who let word leak of her research?”

“Not yet sir. Ryan Austin is out. He’s the one who brought her to Stanford and his career has been built around her brilliance. I’m eager to meet her colleagues though.”

The Commander groaned and I could tell he was gnawing on a big ass cigar. “Yeah keep a close eye on anyone acting strange, well strange for an egghead. Anyone who looks like they don’t like her.” I couldn’t imagine that because Delaney was more than likeable, she was charming. “Those guys are competitive as hell and someone with a natural gift like Dr. Watson would get their feathers all ruffled.”

“I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“I expect an update from you every Friday at 20:00, your time.” With that order, the Commander ended the call.

A quick glance at the time told me I had about ten minutes before Delaney and I were scheduled to start our run. I found her downstairs filling up two bottles of water, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Delaney Watson was a conundrum. Innocent, naïve and sexy as hell, but she had no clue. She didn’t seem uneasy in the tiny green running shorts that showed off slender muscular legs or the tight white tank top that molded over sculpted breasts much too large for her small frame. Bright red hair pulled into a high ponytail made her look younger than her twenty-five years and the freckles, four on one cheek and five on the other, made her look like a doll. 

“Hey,” she said breathlessly when she caught sight of me.

“Ready?”

She looked ready, but she hesitated. Then she handed me a banana. “Eat this first.” I blinked and took the banana. “You’ll thank me later.”

Damn she was adorable in the effortless way she tried to take care of me. “All right, thanks.”

“I thought we could run in Huddart Park. It’s quiet, great scenery and most importantly, no vehicles.”

“You run and I’ll be right beside you.”

Delaney laughed and handed me a bottle before strapping hers to her thigh. “This won’t be SEAL training but it is a solid ten miles.”

“What do you know about SEAL training,” I asked her as made the short drive to the park.

“I did some research, seems you and I would be able to run and talk comfortably. Your training must have been rigorous, but that’s why you are the ones they call for the impossible jobs right?”

“Yeah.” She didn’t seem awestruck, said it so plainly as though it were just a given fact that it kind of took me by surprise. As we stretched and found the start of the trail she asked tons of questions. 

“Do you enjoy being in dangerous situations?” Again it would have felt like a judgment from anyone else, but she seemed to want the real answer.

“I wouldn’t say I enjoy them but I have been trained, so I know how to handle them. I do well in high pressure situations because I have the skills to get out of them safely.”

Her strides were easy and confident as we ran. “That makes sense. I admire your ability to face situations like that and know you’re prepared to deal with it. I haven’t been anywhere really, and I’ve done nothing compared to what you have.”

That was bullshit. “According to Austin your brain rivals Einstein.” I’d been around plenty of smart people in my life but Delaney far surpassed them. But she didn’t talk down to people, she spoke as plainly as someone with her intelligence could. And it was nice to talk to a pretty girl who didn’t talk about fashion and reality TV.

“I don’t think I’m that smart, but I do have an eidetic memory,” she paused and looked at me. “That means-,”

“I know what it means Laney.”

She blushed and shook her head. “Right. I apologize.”

“Don’t be. Now tell me how you’re not that smart,” I joked, drawing another stunning blush from her.

“With my memory comes a very high IQ and the fact that I have been attending one of the best schools in the country since I was twelve, so yes I am smart. Technically a genius, but I don’t have regular people skills.” She seemed nervous as she spoke of her supposed shortcomings.

Yeah she was damn smart. A genius who didn’t wield it as a weapon. “I can’t imagine that much time in school. I mean I did well during my education, but only because I worked toward a goal.”

“That’s what I’m doing as well. After getting my first Ph.D. in applied physics I was still too young to get a job, but it has worked out for the best. I spent a few years playing around with research and now I just need more engineering knowledge and I figured I may as well get my Ph.D.”

“Why physics and not chemistry? You could probably make a killing with pharmaceuticals.”

She laughed and shook her head, seemingly lost in memory as she spoke. “Chemistry was my first love but after too many explosive accidents my parents put their foot down. Besides that, I still don’t have the bedside manner to be a physician, and I believe knowing the human body and speaking with patients is the best way to create drugs that could actually benefit them.” She blew out a breath as the path curved and looked up at me. “When I got to Stanford I had already developed a love of physics so the explosions wouldn’t have mattered, but it was already done.”

Damn I couldn’t imagine the pain she must still carry at basically being abandoned by her family. “Well it all worked out, hasn’t it?” She shrugged so I changed the subject. “What’s next after Ph.D. number two?”

“That’s the question everyone has,” she shot back with a self-deprecating smile. “I have no idea. It’s all so overwhelming, the options and choices I get to make. I’ve never lived anywhere but here and Texas and soon I could live anywhere in the world.” Her smile beamed so bright, so hopeful I just wanted to gather her in my arms and hug her. “What about you Bennett, do you miss the Navy?”

I didn’t want to lie to her but I couldn’t tell her that I was still an active SEAL. “Once a Navy man, always a Navy man. It will always be a part of me.”

She didn’t speak for so long I thought maybe she wouldn’t. Perhaps that was the end of our conversation. “That,” she began as she slowed to a stop and sat on a patch of springy green grass, “was a very diplomatic answer.” She didn’t sound annoyed, but the words definitely weren’t a compliment.

My gaze narrowed on the movement of her breasts as she sucked in air, hypnotizing me for so long I lost the thread of the conversation for a moment. “I’m still getting used to it,” I told her absently and when she didn’t respond I had a feeling I had disappointed her.

She was silent for so long, only unlatching the water bottle from her leg and taking small, slow sips. Finally, her breathing returned to normal and she smiled at the big puffy clouds hovering above the park, eyes closed as the sun beat down on her. 

“That’s nice,” she groaned and stood, stretching her body in a way I found unintentionally sexy. “Ready to head back?”

The walk back to the car and the drive home were done in silence. Mostly, anyway. It was a comfortable type of silence, the kind I had only experienced with the guys on my team. Women typically worked to fill silence, but not Delaney Watson. She mumbled to herself on occasion, as a thought occurred to her and she tried to work out an equation in her mind but she didn’t talk bullshit just to keep conversation going. I appreciated that, and I found it damned adorable. I needed to maintain a healthy distance with this woman if I wanted to keep her safe. The intel we had didn’t say exactly who was after her, only that her name had come up in several intercepted communications. We knew she was a target and we knew why. The who was the part of the equation I was here to figure out while keeping her alive.

It could be the Russians who simply want to destroy her research to maintain their oil rich status, but my money was on any number of nations who lined their pockets with billions thanks to our dependence on oil. Only time would tell.

“Thanks for the run,” she said and hopped from the car, bounding up the short steps to the door with an energy I didn’t expect. She continued up the stairs and disappeared into her room while I headed to the shower and tried like hell not to think of the sexy genius under my care.

She was as attracted to me as I was to her which didn’t help one damn bit because I couldn’t act on it. I wouldn’t. 

No matter how much I wanted to.

 

***

 

I spent the first day of class sitting in the back of the room. Observing. The students couldn’t possibly be the threat because they were mostly freshmen and sophomore students taking Delaney’s class to fulfill a science requirement. They had neither the time, nor the energy to learn of Delaney’s research never mind the value of it. And most of all, I’d already had background checks run on them and none of them had international connections. So I spent the two morning courses watching mostly bored students, save for two nerds who seemed enamored with the young professor.

“Are you bored yet?” She laughed when I approached her. “Dr. Austin gave me these courses to aid my public speaking skills, but I’m afraid the basics are no longer all that appealing.”

“Maybe not the most compelling topic, but you make it easy to understand, and that’s a fine skill.” Besides she didn’t seem to have a problem with public speaking from what I could tell. “What’s wrong with your public speaking?”

She let out a shaky breath and rolled her eyes. “I tend to speak too formally and rush through information when I’m nervous. Austin says the only way I’ll get comfortable is to be comfortable. I assume he means to get me comfortable by allowing me to get used to doing it regularly.”

“That’s how we do it in the SEALS. Practice and practice and practice until you can do it in your sleep.” I fell into step beside her as we made our way down to the first floor where the offices were.

“In that case, I will work to get used to it.” She flashed a grin at me and dropped down into her lopsided leather desk chair. “We probably need to get you a desk or something, but feel free to make room here. I rarely use it other than for reading.”

“We’ll make it work,” I told her confidently as a knock sounded at the door.

“Dr. Watson how are you enjoying the first day of classes?” 

The man I immediately identified as Dr. Jason Howard entered without invitation and wrapped his arms around his oversized gut. He cast me a glance but quickly dismissed me, I was sure, as a meathead idiot. He wasn’t the first, and he wouldn’t be the last. And it gave me the perfect excuse to watch him.

“So far so good Dr. Howard. How about you, any promising students yet?” Her words sounded right but everything about her—her words and her expression—was too damn bright.

“None as promising as you of course, but a few solid thinkers.” His light brown eyes took in her small shoebox office, but I could see the muscles in his eyes squint to take it every detail. Then it hit me. He was looking for something.  “How is your research coming along?” He rubbed his shiny bald head, wisps of hair standing in all directions on the sides. His ruddy skin spoke of a man on the border of a drinking problem, and his ill-fitting clothes told me that he either had money problems or he had no regard for his appearance. 

“So far so good. It will be ready soon enough,” she told him casually. Just two colleagues talking shop for her. For him it was more, but I couldn’t tell if it was simple jealousy or something more sinister.

“You really should let someone more seasoned look at your research before you get too deep in to change Dr. Watson. Don’t worry so much about secrecy when you need help.”

Easy for him to say since he wasn’t the one with the potentially world changing research. But Delaney to her credit, didn’t flinch at the intended admonishment. 

“If I need help you will be my first call Dr. Howard. In the meantime, I’m good.”

“You’re far too young to be quite so mistrustful.” His tone said he was joking, but I could see the signs of tension. The skin around his mouth was pulled tight until his lips were white, his eyes showed signs of a migraine and behind his ears showed beads of sweat. Nervous.

“It’s not mistrust, I’m just working on a few details and waiting for some tests to pan out Dr. Howard. I do actually know how to conduct research and write a paper.” 

Interesting. So Laney hadn’t told him about the additional grant funding she’d requested. She might not be well versed in the ways of the world, but she knew how to protect her work.

“Well,” he clapped his hands together loudly, “I am happy to help in any way I can for our little star.” His emphasis on that last word confirmed my theory of jealousy and put him firmly on my list of suspects, right along with the other professors in the science department. I watched his retreating back until he disappeared from sight.

“That man is so jealous of you he can hardly stand it.”

“Its hard for him,” she turned to me, nothing but sympathy for her mentor swimming in those big trusting eyes. “He hasn’t had any research pan out in the last few years and though he has tenure he’s losing his favor within the department and funding agencies.”

“Then maybe he should focus on finding something new instead of working so hard to see your research.”

She gave me an indulgent smile, one that spoke of affection and gratitude. “Thank you.” She blushed and looked away and I couldn’t help but smile. “I don’t know why he’s so eager to see it because it is well out of his area of expertise. Now how about I buy you lunch?”

“I never say no when a pretty lady wants to buy me food.”

With a dramatic eye roll, she grabbed her heavy-duty rucksack and slung it over her shoulder. “Come on Sergeant Charming.”

Sergeant Charming. I liked it. We made our way towards a deli a few blocks off campus. “What kind of deli girl are you?”

“I like a big sloppy sandwich with lots of vinegar and pickles. Spicy peppers too.”

Damn I could love a woman with an appetite like that. “I think I’ll let you order for me then.”

She laughed. “You’re roast beef or pastrami guy, right?”

“Both, yes.” I answered with a straight face and she burst out laughing as we came to a red light.

“I think my people observation skills are getting better,” she told me, stepping off the curb when the walk sign flashed.

I knew something was off immediately. The sound of a vehicle accelerating too fast. I looked up and immediately spotted the black SUV with dark windows plowing straight towards us. 

“Laney!” Grabbing her by the waist I yanked her back forcefully until she fell against me, sending us both to the ground as the car corrected its path and rejoined traffic.

Delaney’s small hands pushed against my chest as she tried to sit up, chest heaving deeply. She gave a shaky smile and brushed wild red curls from her face. “I would like to say that was an accident, but judging by the direct path and the way the car revved at the end, and the way they carefully avoided hitting the row of parked cars, I have to say it felt intentional. The only question is, were you the target or me?”

It was a fair assumption, since my whole job was covert missions, is covert missions. And this presented the perfect opportunity to find out more about her research. “Depends. Why on earth would anyone want you injured or dead?”

She smiled sweetly and pushed herself up using my chest as leverage, and then offered her hand. Which I accepted because she was so damn sweet and tiny, it sent all my protective instincts rushing to the surface. “Let’s grab those sloppy subs and I’ll tell you all about it.” She paused outside the shop and looked up at me. “Do you need to go back to campus?”

“Nope.”

“Good.” We went inside and she ordered for both of us, grabbing chips and cookies to go along with it. “I don’t normally eat so much junk, but I think a near death experience warrants indulging.”

She waited until we were back at home, settled in the dining room with our food half gone before she spoke again. “I’ve found, at least I think I’ve found, a method that will allow us to harness all three forms of sustainable energy into a standalone power unit which will allow us to produce more power more efficiently.” She let out a haggard sigh. “It would be detrimental to fossil fuel industries around the world.”

Holy. Shit. Commander Mahoney had told me she was working on new energy harnessing equipment but that was understating it massively. What she was working on was… 

“Fucking incredible.”

“Uh, thanks.” She blushed, and took a big unladylike bite of her sub, sealing my crush on the young genius. “So, so good.”

Delaney Watson was so good. Too good. Too damn appealing for my peace of mind.







Delaney





  






Something odd was going on. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what, but I felt it, and while it’s true I wasn’t really the type to give in to gut instincts, I couldn’t stop the growing sense that things in my world weren’t right. My shoulders and spine were tense all the time and sometimes I felt like someone watched me. Not uncommon for a professor, but at odd times, like when I went for a run or even like now, as I walked across the parking lot to the supermarket.

If that were my only problem I could deal with it, but my other problem was four and a half inches past six feet, with a caramel brown buzz cut, blue-green eyes and dimples that made my heart flutter furiously. Having Bennett around constantly added a new source of discomfort, one I hadn’t felt very often in my life, but I recognized it quite clearly as arousal. My attraction to him made it hard to sleep. Impossible to concentrate. And added on to the feeling I had of being watched, let’s just say I was a bundle of mixed emotions and tension.

Thankfully it was Friday, which meant two days with no classes, no students and absolutely no Dr. Howard eager to get his eye balls on my research. I hoped it also meant that Bennett might have a date, and if that thought stung a little, well I chose to ignore it as I placed a cantaloupe and some broccoli into my cart. It was for the best, really. I had no business lusting after a man like Bennett, so big and powerful. So masculine. Really it would help to see him with a woman, one with long legs and large breasts. Long hair and a beautiful face like a model. That would shake me right out of this inconvenient attraction.

I finished shopping quickly, with grand plans of a hot bath and a roasted chicken and vegetables dinner, banishing all thoughts of being watched and handsome Navy SEALs. The drive home was quick as was everything in town, but I loved to drive everywhere. Ever since I got my license, I loved driving. Simply because I could.

Now though, I felt apprehensive after what had happened outside the deli. So I took the shortest route home and unloaded everything even quicker than that. I hated being so cautious in a place where I’d felt safe for most of my life. I told myself to ignore it, and I simply pushed forward. The way I always had.

With all the grocery bags on the porch, I unlocked the door and grabbed two before pushing inside, where I froze. The place had been ransacked but…not really. It was all messy like someone wanted me to think that, but I had a feeling nothing had been found. Well I knew nothing had been found, because there was nothing tangible here. 

That didn’t mean I was alone however. So I retraced my steps to the car, climbed in and locked the doors to call…who? The police would think I was nothing more than a scared little girl. But Bennett would help. At least I hoped he would. 

“Bennett, hi, this is Delaney. Delaney Watson.”

“I know who you are Laney. What’s up?”

Was that humor in his voice? “Someone broke into the house. I’m not sure if they’re still here but-,”

“I’m on my way. Get in the car and lock it. Don’t open it until I get there.” He disconnected the call.

I waited. And waited. No one came out, which comforted me a bit. But the thought that someone had been inside my home, rifling through my things, terrified me. More than that, I now knew exactly what other people meant when they said they felt violated. I felt that way too.

Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. Twenty. Finally, Bennett’s navy blue SUV skidded to a halt beside my little Prius. 

“Stay there,” he barked and I watched him move, like a panther, slow and skillful and with such ease. He climbed the steps, sidestepping the grocery bags and went into the house, gun drawn. Wait, gun? 

He disappeared inside and I held my breath for every second he was out of my sight. I grabbed the handle to go after him when he stepped back onto the porch and his shoulders relaxed.

I did step out then. “Are you okay Bennett?”

One side of his mouth kicked up in a lazy grin. “Am I all right? Sweetheart you’re the one who’s had a scare. The house is empty so come on inside.”

I followed him in with the last two bags, set them down and crossed my arms while taking in all of his hotness. “You carry a gun.”

“I do. I’m trained and licensed.” He began pulling items from the bags and setting them on the counter. I quickly moved to put them away. “What’s in here that someone would want?”

I knew he would ask, just as I didn’t know whether or not I could trust him. Though he was with me when that vehicle tried to run one of us over, I had to be sure. 

“When did you leave the Navy?” He froze and I had my answer. “You’re active.”

“I am.” His gaze never wavered. It was as steady as the man I’d come to know over the past few weeks. “You can trust me Delaney.”

I believed him. To an extent. “There’s nothing here. Not exactly. It doesn’t matter because they didn’t find it. They won’t.”

A frown marred his face. “I thought you said your lab was in the basement?”

I shrugged. “It is. Do you want to see it?”

“No, I don’t need to see it.”

“Okay then. I’m going to rest for a bit, and then I’ll make dinner. Should I make enough for two?”

His brows rose. “Why wouldn’t you?”

“It’s Friday night. Typically, a night when people go out on dates, out with friends or in search of a hook up.”

He barked out a laugh, and I felt like he was laughing at me. “I’m new in town so unless you want to go out, or hook up, I’ll be eating with you tonight.”

“I would, but I fear it would complicate our living arrangement. And given the attempted robbery I think I need all the friends I can get.” No matter how much I wanted to climb up his big body and do all the things I’ve dreamed about. Read about. Seen on the internet.

“Damn I would love to know what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.”

I looked up and found Bennett wearing a sexy smirk that said he knew exactly what I’d been thinking about. I tilted my head and crossed my arms. “Just a few details about the Green Harness.”

“Yeah sure, Laney. I won’t call you out on it because I can pretty well guess.”

“Doubtful,” I challenged and turned away in a huff, marching up the stairs because I needed that hot bath more than ever now.

 

***

 

“You’ve been down there all day. I thought maybe you were avoiding me.” The way Bennett leaned on the counter with his legs crossed at the ankle and one finger hooked through his belt loops, it looked like he’d been waiting for me for some time. But his eyes, they held a look I couldn’t quite figure out. Nor did I want to.

“Why would I avoid you?” I asked, going to the fridge and pulling out the orange juice. “I had a breakthrough, or I believe I did, and I wanted to see if I could make it work.” I needed to make some changes to my calculations but I knew now I was close. Very close. “I was thinking of going for a run, care to join me?”

Another flash of that heart stopping grin, and I knew I needed to get away. “I’d love to.”

“Right. Meet you back here in fifteen minutes.” It was probably counterproductive, but I took a quick shower before changing into running clothes because I needed to cool my overheated skin. I always thought the symptoms of sexual attraction had been exaggerated, but I now knew the truth. And I hated it.

We took a different path at Huddart this time, through a denser part of the park and with a deeper uphill climb. The strength and focus required to finish this path meant less talking and more focus, and I needed that to push my mind out of this rut. I knew the change I needed to my Green Harness was located just out of my reach and running usually helped. I had a feeling the big sexy SEAL beside me had a lot to do with my frustration.

“So, how’s the research going,” Bennett finally asked as we pushed ourselves up the hill.

“Great. I’m not quite there yet, but soon.”

“That’s awesome Laney. We ought to celebrate.”

I felt a thrill at hearing him call me by my shortened name. No one ever spoke to me so casually. Even my parents, on the rare occasions they called, referred to me as Delaney. The idea of celebrating sounded nice but what would that entail? 

“With a nice juicy steak?” Food was my weakness since I mostly used it for fuel and rarely for pleasure, but I realized maybe I shouldn’t talk to him about eating. Wasn’t that a cardinal rule between the sexes? Not that there was anything between us.

“Steak? I say celebrate and you think steak. Oh Laney, I have a lot of work to do with you.” His tone sounded teasing, but he could be making fun of me. Sometimes I couldn’t tell.

I frowned as we crested the hill and stopped, running in place. “I’ve never really celebrate anything other than birthdays within the science department, and that was cake and punch. Academia is too competitive to celebrate the accomplishments of others.” Crap did that sound as pathetic to him as it did to me?

“Well that just sucks. I’m taking you out tonight. Dinner, that juicy steak you want, and then dancing.” He smiled, nodding like the idea was growing on him. Like my insides weren’t already twisting up of the idea of a date with Bennett. “Yeah definitely dancing. I hope you have something short and sexy.”

Short and sexy? I had to laugh at that. I didn’t do sexy and we both knew it. As for short, well, “This is about the only thing I own that’s short. I’m just not like…that.”

He frowned. “Like what?”

I shrugged, feeling embarrassed about this line of conversation. “Flashy. Sexy. I just prefer to blend in, it’s easier that way.”

“Oh sweetheart, you have no chance of blending in with those fiery red curls and those curves. You may as well embrace it.” He did that suggestive eyebrow wiggle that made me laugh, shaking my head at his silliness.

“You don’t have to say that Bennett, we both know what I look like.” He looked like he wanted to argue so I changed the subject. Fast. “I don’t even know how to dance other than the waltz and the foxtrot. Though I did take a Zumba class once, so maybe I’m familiar with some Latin dances.” I felt like such a dork in that moment, and it reminded me exactly why I stayed away from personal, intimate relationships. I was just no good at them. So I turned away from him and took in the sight before me, so vibrant and green. So relaxing. “This is so incredible. It almost makes the torture of running worth it.”

“You mean you don’t love the feel of your heart trying to leap out of your chest?”

“Not at all. I run so I can stay healthy and occasionally indulge in bad food.” A rustle sounded in the bushes, like a person, rather than an animal. “Did you hear that?”

“What?” Bennett tilted his head to the side and listened. “Nothing’s there.”

Maybe not, but I know what I heard, and after two strange incidents and the feeling of being watched, I listened carefully. There! I heard it again and I turned to Bennett to tell him as much when my foot caught on a root and gravity pulled me backwards where a long tumble down the hill waited for me. I used every bit of strength I had left to keep myself upright, but I could feel my balance deserting me and I waited for the inevitable pain. 

“Oh!”

“I gotcha Laney,” his deep voice was calm and reassuring as I landed hard against his chest.

“Thank you Bennett.” Was that my voice sounding all breathy and turned on? He smiled and my heart rate kicked up all over again as I took in details I hadn’t noticed before like the flecks of gold in his blue-green eyes and the small scar deep in his right eyebrow. “Bennett,” I whispered because I couldn’t help it.

“Ah hell Laney, I’ve been trying to be good.” I opened my mouth to ask him what he meant when his big hands cradled my head and his mouth descended on mine. I was too shocked at first to respond, but the feel of his tongue, warm and soft and masculine, pulled me in and I opened right up.

Groaning into his mouth, he tightened his grip on me, deepened the kiss until all I could do was hang on for the ride. My skin was hot and my nerve endings tingled as his hands roamed over my shoulders and down my arms until my body tightened, my breasts grew heavy. His tongue swept into my mouth, mating with my tongue and my core clenched tight as arousal trickled down, dampening my panties. My hands caressed his pecs and down his abs, lower still until my hand grazed his erection. His long thick erection.

Bennett hissed and pulled back. “Damn Laney, even sweeter than I imagined.”

A nervous chuckle escaped, and I dropped my head onto his chest, hands still caressing his impressive muscles. “That kiss was amazing.”

“Damn straight it was.” He brushed his lips against mine again and I was pretty sure the tumble down the hill wouldn’t have had as big an impact as his lips.

“I…just…wow.” I turned and started the run down the hill, the sound of Bennett chuckling followed me.
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“Damn Laney you look…stunning.” She looked more than stunning, she took my fucking breath away.

She blushed prettily and it only made my cock harden. As intelligent as she was, Laney had no idea she was also beautiful. “You said that already Bennett.”

“And I’ll keep saying it if you keep blowing me away whenever I look at you.” She wore a short black lace dress that should have been modest with its long lacy sleeves, but her curves combined with the low V-neck that showed off her cleavage, and the damn thing was sinful as fuck. “Now what do I have to do to get you on that dance floor?”

Her smile was sexy and flirtatious but I don’t think any of that was on purpose. “You could start with asking.”

Damn a feisty Delaney Watson was irresistible. “Nah, I think you’d prefer it if I just grabbed your hand like this,” I clasped her hand so our palms pressed together, “and just pulled you out onto the dance floor.” I did just that as a fast, pounding beat started up and Laney settled that firm round ass against right where I wanted her.

She was having a good time and torturing me in the process as that ass pressed up against me, bumping and grinding like it was her fucking job. I kept my hands on her hips but every switch of her hips brought my hand to her ass, daring me to squeeze it. “You’re a good dancer,” she told me as the third song started, leaning back and tempting me to squeeze her plump breasts.

“I’m just standing here, you’re doing all the work.” And lord help me but I would gladly be her scratching post all night. Laney might be innocent, and she might be shy sexually, but she was fucking sexy. More than any of the girls that hung out at the bars around 32nd Street down in San Diego with the sole goal of fucking a SEAL. Laney beat them by a mile, and she didn’t even have to try. The dress made her uncomfortable but she’d worn it anyway because I asked her to, and that was sexy as hell. “You feel damn good though,” I whispered, so turned on at the shiver that went through her as she turned to face me.

“You make me feel good,” she confessed with a blush that disappeared into her dress.  Then she stunned even me, tossing her head back, laughing long and loud and so hard her tits shook against my chest. Fuck her laugh made her the sexiest thing I’d seen in a long damn time. Red spilling over her shoulders, brushing against my forearm like a sensual goddess and I just wanted to taste her. Every inch of her. “Thank you for taking me out to celebrate, I can’t remember ever having this much fun. Certainly not with someone like you.”

“Well now sweetheart you’re just trying to make me blush.” Pulling her close, I dipped her low and brushed a kiss to that spot just behind her jaw. “Come on, let’s go get a drink.”

We settled at the far end of the bar and I ordered a beer for myself and another Mai Tai for her. “These things are so fruity you can hardly taste the alcohol.” She sighed and looked at me closely, maybe a little too closely. “You really are entirely too attractive Bennett.”

I laughed because some women would say that as a line, but I could tell by her dilated pupils she meant it. “That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

She sighed heavily and wrapped her lips around the straw. “I really shouldn’t be attracted to you Bennett. I can’t dip my toe in with a guy like you.”

“Like me?” I didn’t know whether to be offended or flattered, but I knew I would be entertained.

She nodded. “Sexy. Muscular. Masculine. You make me have…thoughts.” She shook her head to herself and grinned. “I think these drinks are making me say things I shouldn’t.”

“Let’s get you some water then.”

“No, I’m fine. One more cocktail and I’m done for the night. I’m not drunk Bennett, I just wouldn’t tell you the truth if my inhibitions weren’t lowered.” Her head lowered to my chest and I inhaled the fruity floral scent of her hair. She looked up. “I think I would like to kiss you again.”

My grin spread because this woman amused me. Made me laugh. “You think?”

She nodded, her posture and expression surer this time. “I would like to kiss you again. That kiss earlier was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”

Hell it had been as incredible as it was unexpectedly hot. She was responsive and sweet. A combination I knew I couldn’t resist. “You’re drunk.” It was the only explanation for her candidness.

Her grin was sly. “I am not drunk. I have calculated the amount of alcohol based on my bodyweight and one more will allow me to maintain a feeling of euphoria one might call tipsy, without impairing my judgment. I believe the colloquial term is liquid courage.”

How could I argue when her logic was sound, giving me permission to do exactly what I wanted? “Well Laney where do you want me to kiss you then?”

“Where would you like to kiss me,” she countered.

“Well I would start with this spot on your neck, it seems to be a good spot for you.” I brushed my lips against that part of her neck, gripping her hips when she gasped. “Then I’d move down your neck to your nipples.” She sucked in a breath and licked her lips while the pulse in the base of her neck fluttered. “I would kiss every inch of you until you were writhing, moaning for me, and only then would stick my tongue deep inside your pussy and let you come all over me.”

“Wow.” She swallowed with some effort and took the final sip before setting her glass on the bar. “That doesn’t sound like something I would like, but my body says otherwise.”

Damn and I could not resist her candor, not at all. She was straightforward, almost to a fault. “So, you want to get out of here?”

She nodded and stepped out of my embrace. “I’m going to stop in the restroom before we head out.”

I watched Delaney saunter off, my cock throbbing behind my zipper looking at the round ass of a runner and those shapely legs that would be wrapped around my neck inside of an hour. Delaney was a surprise I didn’t foresee, but damn I’m glad the Commander chose me for this assignment. I shouldn’t do what I was thinking about doing. But I also knew I couldn’t help it.

Even if I wanted to stop it, I wasn’t sure I could.

I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes had gone by since I watched her saunter off.  I walked towards the bathrooms to find her, not caring if I looked like the creepy stalker boyfriend. Down the dark corridor, I spotted her mane of wild red hair and frowned. Some asshole in a Versace shirt from the eighties was manhandling her. I picked up my pace but kept my steps quiet. I approached stealthily. 

“Remember what I said bitch. Anyone sees that research before I do and I’ll set your house on fire. With you and your little fuck boy in it.”

All I saw was a red flash of anger when his arm tightened and she cried out. The fear shining in her eyes pushed me into action and I wrapped a hand around his throat, pushing him against the wall. 

“Hey asshole want to pick on someone your own size?”

“I have no problem with you fuck boy. My problem is with the bitch,” he said in a thick accent, shooting an angry glare at Delaney.

“Don’t you fucking look at her!” I leaned in close, adding pressure until he choked and gasped for air. “Who sent you here?”

“Fuck. You.”

I applied even more pressure and grinned. “Who told you about it?”

Now it was his turn to smile. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Yeah I would, but he didn’t need to know how badly. “If I see you again I promise you’ll wish I killed you tonight. Next time I’ll make sure you suffer. Got it?” He nodded but that wasn’t fucking good enough. “I can’t hear you.”

“Okay, okay. But you should know it’s not just me. Do what you want, but she’s not safe.”

I pulled my arm back and let it loose like a trigger, connecting with his face in a sickening crunch followed by another as his head smacked against the wall. I let him fall to the ground, grabbed Laney’s hand and pulled her along until we were out of the loud club and at my truck. 

“You okay sweetheart?” I cupped her face and tilted it up to meet my eyes because I had to see for myself that she was all right, that the fucker didn’t touch her. Didn’t hurt her.

Big blue eyes were filled with terror and unshed tears. “I th-think I am. Thank you Bennett.”

“My pleasure. How could I resist playing hero to such a pretty lady?”

She gave a shaky laugh, squealing when I lifted her off the ground and sat her in the passenger seat. “Well you are the professional hero,” she told me, desire pulsing between us as I slid the seatbelt across her and fastened it.

I jogged around the front of the vehicle and jumped in behind the wheel. The drive home was mostly silent, both of us lost in our own thoughts about what had happened. Both before and after the run in with the Versace asshole. 

“Let’s go inside Laney.”

She let out a deep breath and turned to me. “I guess it’s safe to say this is about my research.”

“Seems likely.” I helped her out of my SUV and held her hand as we walked up the porch and inside the house.

“I guess it’s a really good thing my new roomie is a Navy SEAL.” Her attempt at humor failed and I knew she was too shaken up to follow through on what we talked about earlier.

“Grab a hot shower Laney, you’ll feel better.”

I knew I made the right choice when she nodded absently and walked into the master bathroom. 

“Bennett?”

“Yeah?”

“If someone is trying to kill me, then I want to have tonight with you. I promise I won’t ask for more, or expect wedding bells and picket fences. But tonight, just tonight, I want you.”

“Laney you’re killing me. I want to be with you, but after the night you’ve had, maybe you should sleep on it.” Damn being the good guy was hard, but if anyone deserved it Laney did. When she nodded sadly and closed the bathroom door, I knew I’d done the right thing.

I wanted Laney, badly. But this shit was serious. After hearing a more detailed description of her research, I knew things would get worse if I didn’t hurry up and find the source of the leak. Not that it mattered so much who it was anymore. The fact that at least one foreign government knew what she was working on meant others did as well. I fell back on my own bed, staring at the ceiling and thinking about how I could keep her safe. And her research.

This sexy little woman would change the world, and it was up to me to keep her alive so she could do it. No pressure.

“Bennett.”

I looked up and choked. “Shit, Laney.” She stood in my doorway wrapped in a big green towel that highlighted her curves.

“I’ve thought about it,” she stepped inside the room, and I swallowed hard. “And I know my own mind. I want you like I haven’t ever wanted a man.” She untucked the towel at her cleavage and let it fall to the floor. “So I want this. I want you. Tonight.”

“Be sure Laney. Be sure, because if I touch you, I’m not going to stop.” Oh hell, I knew I wouldn’t be able to, not after taking in those plump pale tits. “Raspberries,” I moaned, looking at her nipples. And fuck me that strip of red just above plump pink lips made my mouth water.

“I know it’s very anti-feminist of me to say this, but when you talk all rough and dirty like that, I get damp between my thighs.”

I groaned at her words, gripping her waist and pulling her down onto me. “So you’re saying dirty talk makes you wet? Let me see.” I slid one finger between her pussy lips, pulling a groan from her. “Yeah, nice and wet. Swollen too.” She cried out when I pinched her clit. “Tell me you want this Laney.”

“I want this Bennett. I want you.” Her gaze was steady, lips slightly parted as she looked down at me. “I want it all.”

My mouth slammed against hers and the kiss went on and on for endless minutes as she ground against me, her body seeking out pleasure she couldn’t voice. Couldn’t contain. Her hands roamed my body in hungry, eager strokes. “Laney.” Flipping our positions so I was on top, I took off my shirt, feeling a swell of masculine pride at the way her eyes flared when they landed on my body. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

“So are you,” she said, fingertips grazing my chest, my abs with reverence.

“You about ready for that kiss I promised you in the bar?” I didn’t wait for an answer, I put my lips where I told her I would start and kissed down her neck, suckled her tits until she groaned. Back and forth until the sounds she made were little more than noises. When I got to one ankle, I switched legs and she laughed.

“Who would have thought there were so many erogenous zones?”

Her wonder told me she had even less experience than I thought, so I slowed down, kissing her thighs, barely licking over her folds. Her hips bucked off the bed and when my tongue slid between her pussy lips and touched her clit, she cried long and loud. My attention focused on her sweet, molten core as I licked and sucked and nibbled. “Tell me how it feels Laney.” Her body told me enough, but I wanted her present for every fucking moment.

“It feels like the best thing in the world. Your tongue is cooler than my body, wet and scratchy but in a good way!”

That’s what I wanted to hear as I sank one finger inside her body, swirling my tongue around her clit as her body climbed higher and higher towards her climax. 

“Oh my goodness Bennett. Yes, oh yes!” Her hips moved faster and faster, my tongue and mouth working in tandem until she froze, squeezing my finger as her juices flooded out of her. “Damn that was…wow.”

“You’re beautiful when you come.” I licked my lips and heat flared in her gaze. “Sweet too.”

“Really? I think, no, I know I would love to do that to you.”

“Are you offering me a blow job?” This was the strangest conversation I’d ever had with a woman I just made come.

She nodded. “Yes but from what I’ve seen it’s more of a sucking and licking job, right?”

I groaned at her words and my cock twitched in my pants. “Get me naked Laney.”

Without a word she unfastened my pants and shoved them to the floor, taking off my shoes and socks until I was completely naked. “Oh yes, you are a sight to behold.”

“Laney,” I groaned, hissing when she gripped me in one of her small capable hands.
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My hands felt so small wrapped around the long thick length of him but I was fascinated by the texture. “Your skin is so soft and velvety, but then,” I gripped him harder, “it’s hard like steel underneath.”

“Laney,” he groaned, abs breathtaking as they flexed under the effort of him straining to hold back. His reaction made me feel strangely powerful.

“Show me how you like to be held.” Like everything else I did, I wanted to excel. When his big hand landed on top of mine, bringing my fingers tighter around him, I felt my own body tighten and drip moisture. “Th-that’s not too tight?”

He shook his head, and let his hand relax and fall away. “Perfect,” he ground out.

A small bead of moisture appeared at the slit of his cock. I leaned forward and swiped my tongue across it, drawing a wicked sound from Bennett. Salty and different, but I found it intoxicating so I wrapped my lips around the head of his shaft and sucked.

“Ah, Laney,” he groaned and one hand tangled in my hair.

I waited to see if he would push my head down like I’d overheard girls talking about, but he didn’t. His hands responded to my mouth, like a nonverbal sign of what he liked. I sucked harder and his hands tightened and when I took him deeper until that leaking slit hit the back of my throat, his hands relaxed but his whole body went tight. Shockingly, it turned me on too. The more my mouth worked him, the hotter and wetter my own body became. A moan escaped, vibrating through him and he growled. He actually growled!

“Fuck Laney. Oh yeah!” His hips began to move on their own, thrusting him deeper into my mouth and I tried to take him all the way in, only choking a little.

His sack was tight and heavy as I held it in my hand, massaging and tugging. Goodness the sounds he made were erotic and I couldn’t wait to have him inside me. I pulsed and throbbed for him, words I thought only applied to bodice ripper romance novels. But nope I did them all. Eagerly. 

“Is that okay?”

“Fuck, it’s so good Laney, but I don’t want to come in your mouth this time. I need to get inside that tight pussy of yours,” he growled. “It is tight, isn’t it?”

I swallowed at his dirty words, hard because my mouth went dry. “Yes,” I stammered out, stealing another taste of him and smiling when his hips jumped sending him deeper down my throat. “You taste like something I can’t say I’ve ever had before, but I like it.”

Bennett growled and pulled my hair. Hard. My first instinct was to cry out, but then I felt my body respond. Apparently I liked it. “You’re killin’ me sweet Laney. Come here.”

I crawled up his body slowly, dragging my tongue up his thigh and over his hipbone. I took my time on the ridges of his abdomen, enjoying the fine specimen he made as my tongue slicked across his nipples. “So good. Oh!” 

He grabbed me by the shoulders and quickly flipped our positions so he was settled between my thighs, his cock rubbing back and forth over my clit, my opening. “Fuck you are dripping for me Laney. So wet and ready.”

“Yes,” I panted, my hips moving back against him without my permission. It was like my body knew something I didn’t. Sought out a pleasure it knew more about than my mind could possibly conjure up. “Yes,” I growled this time as his cock applied more pressure to my clit. “Please, Bennett.”

“Please, what? Tell me what you want Laney.”

How could I possibly say a word when his lips and tongue worked my nipples so deliciously? Back and forth he licked one and sucked the other, sinking his teeth into the ever-hardening nub until I cried out and wrapped my legs around him. “You Bennett. I want you, deep inside me.” I braced myself for the expected pain as he breached my opening, slowly. Deliberately.

“Fuck! You’re tighter than tight.”

I knew I should tell him, but I wanted this too much to risk that he would stop, and he would because that was the kind of guy Bennett was. Good and protective. Kind and noble. 

“I feel so full,” I told him, trying to relax my body to accept his thick length.

“I’m not even half way there,” he told me and grinned smugly.

My eyes went wide and he chuckled as he pushed inch by torturous inch inside of me. “Ah!” I tried to stop the cry of pain, but it was instinctive as he breached that final barrier of my virginity.

“Christ Laney, a virgin?” He froze.

“Are you angry?”

“Hell yes I’m angry. I would’ve taken more time with you, more care if I had known.”

He winced when I laughed. “Oh please Bennett you couldn’t have given me more pleasure than you did. First with your mouth which, really, made me believe in god for a brief moment. Then, surprisingly when I had you in my mouth I was also aroused. I hadn’t expected that but I was wet and pulsing.”

“Laney,” he said through gritted teeth.

“I can feel you growing and moving inside me Bennett so I know you want this too. What’s the problem?”

“Your first time should be special dammit.”

“It is special Bennett. No one has ever made me feel sexy and wanted like you have. And now the pain is gone, I really, really need you to start moving.” I dug my heels into the tight muscles of his backside and he groaned. “Please Bennett. Fuck me.”

“Dammit Laney.” I could tell my words turned him on, the trembling of his muscles stopped and he slowly slid out of me and surged in deeper. “You feel fucking amazing.”

I could find no words to describe the way he felt inside of me, moving in sure, steady strokes that scraped against the walls of my channel, electrifying every nerve ending I had. 

“Ah.” It was the only sound I could utter as he thrusted. Fast and hard, and deeper still until all I could do was cling to his biceps and wrap my legs tighter around him, sending him so deep I thought we might melt into one. “Oh Ben, I’m…,”

“I know sweetheart. Just let go. I’ve got you.”

Let go. As though it was as easy as that. Like I could just…

“Oh god, yes!” The orgasm tore out of me with the force of a hurricane, my hips bucked which only sent me into the crest of another orgasm while he continued to pound deep. I never felt so much pleasure in my life and it wouldn’t stop.

“Yeah, you’re beautiful when you come.” His strokes slowed and he hiked one leg higher on his hip so he slid even deeper while I convulsed around him. Then his thumb and forefinger were on my clit and he thrust deep as he squeezed, hips now moving faster and faster as yet another orgasm ripped through me. I pulsed around him, milking him as he exploded inside of me, both of us moaning out our simultaneous pleasure. “Fuck, Laney.”

I fought to catch my breath while my body continued to convulse, little flutters settled under my skin while his soft kisses kept me on the edge of desire. “Wow. That was…damn special.”

He chuckled against me, his tongue leaving a trail of wet heat across my breasts. “Glad I could please you darlin’.”

Oh he did more than please me. “I feel like I could do that for the rest of the night.”

His hips surged and I gasped. “Yeah? Well I’m happy to test that theory for you.” Just like that my body went all soft and wet again.

“You like that idea.”

“Wrong soldier. I love that idea.”

His hips surged again and colors exploded behind my eyes, making me shudder. 

“First of all, not a soldier. I’m a sailor. A SEAL.”

Goodness he was so sexy, and that smile made my pussy clench tight. “And second?” Bennett leaned forward and whispered the naughtiest thing I had ever heard in my ear. I shivered.

He laughed.

 

***

 

ex with Bennett made me feel like I was floating. All night I could barely feel my feet touch the ground. Especially in the shower.

 I was prepared for the awkwardness of showering with another person, but it had been a sensual experience I never could have imagined. The feel of his hands soaping me up and gliding over my sensitive flesh until I was a begging, quivering mess should have embarrassed me. Instead I reveled in being so wanton, so hungry for his body that I begged.

The way his arms wrapped around me now as he slept felt almost as good. I should have been asleep too after all the dirty things he’d taught me, but my mind was too full. The scent of sex around us, from another round of lovemaking thank you very much, intoxicated me and kept me buried in memories of the night. I barely remembered the man who assaulted me at the club.

Dammit. Now that was all that I could think about.

Bennett’s arm tightened and his hand squeezed my breast. “Hey don’t think about that asshole, you were doing so good with the dirty thoughts.” His lips brushed my ear and instantly my body relaxed and heated, wet and ready for him as his erection pressed against my bottom.

I choked out a laugh. “I was thinking about how well you made me forget about that guy, and then I started to remember. And there is no way you could tell what I was thinking.”

“Actually I could. Your breathing was fast and shallow when you were thinking about sex, probably about the shower because you thoroughly enjoyed that. But you went stiff and your breathing changed, so I knew you must have been thinking about that fucker at the club.”

“Wow. A man of many talents.”

“Sweetheart you have no idea.” He turned me over so I had to look up at him, his chest brushing against mine as a finger trailed down my body, stopping when it reached my opening. Slid deep until he wrung a gasp from me. “So Laney, the question is, do you want to do this,” he thrust in again letting his thumb rub against my clit. “Or do you want to talk about it?”

I wanted to feel good again. To feel his long, thick cock thrusting into me, maybe my mouth. But the logical part of my brain had kicked into high gear and made the choice for me. “If we talk now can we do this again later?”

“You can count on it,” he told me and slowly pulled his finger from my body. I watched his glistening finger as it swirled around my nipple and then he lowered his mouth and sucked it off. I couldn’t help but moan at the sight.

He chuckled and rolled away to slip on a pair of boxers that were only slightly less distracting that the sight of him nude.

“Just a little something to hold you until after our chat. Come downstairs when you’re ready.”

I never wanted to leave the bed, but only if Bennett was in it with me, so I sat up and put on my robe and slippers. The time had come to talk about the bad stuff. Then the good stuff. The really good stuff. 

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” I said as I entered the kitchen to the sight of Bennett making sandwiches in nothing but his underwear.

He straightened and flashed a grin. “Good. It’s easier to talk on a full stomach.”

His hands moved with efficient grace as he slathered on mayo and mustard, carefully layering the wheat rolls with turkey and cheese lettuce. I don’t know which I wanted more, the man or the sandwich. Okay I knew, definitely the man. All of him. 

“I don’t really know where to start. I’ve never seen that guy before, and honestly I don’t know how he knows about my research.”

“Is it a secret?”

“No more than anyone else’s research is secret. You don’t want someone else to make your breakthrough before you do, so most people keep it under wraps from everyone but their team.” I had to learn that lesson the hard way a few years ago.

He finished the sandwiches and added chips to both plates while I grabbed sodas from the fridge. “And who else is on your team?”

“No one. Those who were qualified believed the tech didn’t exist yet to make it possible, obviously they simply lacked imagination.” I knew I wasn’t an easy person to work with because I was often literal and didn’t pick up on social queues all that well. “Others were worried it would get bought out and quashed by some big corporation.”

“But not you?”

I was momentarily mesmerized by his lips as he ate and smiled and chewed at the same time. “I wasn’t worried about the tech because I’ve been working on this for a long time. As for the big corporations, I was worried earlier on when I started working on this, but not now.”

“Why?”

“I own it, not the university, so the only person who can sell it is me and I have no plans to do that.” I knew the type of things companies did to try and steal research, but it was more effective to buy it and bury it. “Not only will this tech free us from our reliance on fossil fuels, but it will give the U.S. military a leg up when they can work and fight without the conventional fuel impediment.”

Bennett finished chewing and sat back, his deep blue-green eyes taking in every detail carefully. I wondered what he saw, but I didn’t ask. “So you plan on selling it to the government?”

“No. I plan to win a Nobel for my contribution to science and society.”  It sounded like a beauty pageant answer, but it was the truth.

“Damn Laney, the more I get to know you the more you impress me.”

My skin heated and I’m sure turned a humiliating shade of pink under his gaze. “Thank you Bennett, but I mean it.”

“That’s why I’m impressed. You could make billions off this tech and you don’t care about that.”

What would I do with billions of dollars? “I’ve been working for a very long time, and I’m still young, I’ll make money Bennett. At least if that guy doesn’t kill me first. How much money does one person need anyway?”

“Don’t worry Laney, I won’t let that happen.”

I shook my head and pushed my plate away. “Bennett I can’t have you getting hurt on my behalf. If you want, I’ll have you reassigned to another professor.” The thought that he would get hurt on my behalf left me feeling sick. “I know you’re a tough Navy guy, but this isn’t your responsibility and I can’t have it on my conscience.”

“Sweetheart you don’t have a choice in the matter. I live here, and if you even think about firing me I’ll let Austin know what’s going on.”

I sucked in a breath at his implication. “Wait, are you threatening me? No, blackmailing me so that I’ll let you protect me?” That made no sense whatsoever.

“No. I’m just telling you how it is.”

I grinned. “Is it weird that I’m aroused by that?”

He shrugged and stood. “I don’t know about weird, but it is quite fortuitous for me, isn’t it?”

“Me too,” I nodded.

Bennett scooped me out of my seat and carried me back upstairs and spent the next few hours showing me just how lucky we both were.

The answer?

So damn lucky.

I mean, aside from the potentially murderous hitmen after me.







Bennett





  






After all the excitement last weekend, I couldn’t wait a full week to touch base with Commander Mahoney. He needed to know about the guy from the club and I needed any new intel he might have for me. Two calls went unanswered and unreturned, and I knew I would have to wait. After spending the weekend in bed with Laney, we resumed our normal schedule when the work week started. Class and then lunch, sometimes we went running, and at other times we ended up back in bed. My little scientist was insatiable. And inventive.

And brilliant as all hell. She finally told me a little more about her project, and though I didn’t understand all of it, I knew enough to comprehend her brilliance. Now I also had a better understanding of why people were after her. And I knew enough to expect more danger was around the corner. Which meant I would need to stay close to her to protect her.

When Friday rolled around, I took the chance while Laney lounged in the bath to call the Commander again. 

“Commander Mahoney here.”

“I have news, sir.” Mahoney preferred his updates to be short and without exposition, so I gave him the briefest rundown of what happened at the club. “The guy’s accent was European. And Commander, he specifically mentioned her research.”

“Dammit! How is Dr. Watson?”

“She was a little shaken up, but she’s fine now. Doesn’t seem worried about the research, so I assume it’s protected, she’s worried about ending up dead.”

“Well I should hope so considering that big brain of hers.” He paused a beat before asking, “Any suspects on who leaked her info?”

“She doesn’t have a team, so it has to be someone close to her in the department.” I didn’t want to voice my suspicions yet, because I had a few things to check out first.

“Go on then Atlas, check out those hunches and I’ll talk to you same time next week, or before if something comes up.” I would never get used to his abrupt non-goodbyes, so I could only shake my head and grin at the phone. 

While Laney worked in the basement, I sat in the living room on my laptop looking into the background of all the people in the science department, with a focus on the engineering and physics professors, researchers and even interns. I didn’t think it likely that interns had access to people who wanted this research, but I wouldn’t rule it out. Not until I could rule it out. Officially.

Two hours later and I had narrowed the list down to five. When Monday rolled around I would start my investigation into their lives. Until then I had nothing but time to kill. So I put away my research and went to the kitchen, eager to see how Delaney would respond to me cooking her dinner.

The woman was a conundrum, so strong and independent, yet innocent and trusting. She was used to doing things for herself and often shocked when someone did something nice for her with no ulterior motive. Tonight I wanted to see the look on her face when she ate my scampi, and if she happened to make noises that made my dick stand on end, well that would be a bonus for me.

The door smacked against the wall and a tiny redhead bounced up the stairs with a mile wide grin. “What smells so good up here? I couldn’t even concentrate with those delicious scents sneaking downstairs.”

I looked over my shoulder and caught her staring at my ass. “It’s dinner. For us.”

Blue eyes that looked far too big for her face went wide. “You made dinner? Thank you, it smells yummy.”

“I told you I’d do my half of the chores.”

Lush lips pursed and she prepared to argue. “Actually you said you’d do half the shopping, but this is much better. I didn’t want a sandwich or pizza so I am so excited about this.” She rubbed her hands together gleefully. “I’m going to take a quick shower and then I’ll set the table.”

“Already done.”

She froze, and her smile softened right along with the rest of her. “Great. I’ll be right back.” Her light steps sounded above me and I grinned. Delaney Watson was too appealing and as much as I wanted to, keeping my distance was proving impossible.

Which meant the sooner I figured out who the leak was and secured her safety, the sooner I could get back to my life. The last thing I needed or wanted, was any long-term attachments. Few SEALs managed to keep their marriages together for any length of time when they were active. Long deployments you couldn’t talk to your woman about made things tough. But scars, nightmares and other details also weighed heavily on relationships. I wasn’t quite ready to leave the Navy, which meant I couldn’t go there with anyone and especially not a woman as special as Laney.

“What’s wrong?”

I blinked and set the salad on the table before turning to her. “Nothing, why do you ask?”

“You were standing there scowling like that salad ate your last meal. Why?”

“Just thinking. You smell good.”

She blushed. “I just took a shower and you are trying to distract me.” Her grin was sly and she walked to the fridge. “Wine, beer or soda?”

“Neither. I bought scotch. Really good scotch.” Because, like a fool, I wanted to introduce her to something new that she could appreciate.

“I’ve never had scotch before.”

I grinned and guided her to the table. “I figured.”

“Okay sailor, I am your willing servant.”

Damn. My cock twitched at the cheeky grin she flashed. “I’ll remember you said that later.” And I planned to make use of the willing part.

“Good, because I think I’d like to try spanking. I am interested in experiencing, at least once, the pleasure-pain phenomena.”

I nearly choked at her bald, matter of fact tone. “Laney stop. Pick up the glass and take one small sip.”

She did as I said, and squeezed her eyes shut. “Wow that has a kick but it’s surprisingly smooth.” She took another. “Delicious. I wonder if-,”

“Laney?”

“Yes,” she gave me a smile that said she knew exactly what she was doing.

“Shut up and eat sweetheart.”

Fork in her hand she speared a few pieces of salad and held the fork inches from her mouth. “I love it when you get all demanding.”

“You are killing me Dr. Watson.”

“Ooh, I like that even more!”

Yep, this woman would be the death of me.

 

***

 

Monday morning came far too soon, and much too early after a weekend spent mostly in bed with Laney. The woman had tons of energy and a zest for experimentation that left my legs weak and my chest aching in a way I didn’t want to examine too closely. 

So instead of self-examination, I walked her to her office inside the science building and climbed the stairs to the fourth floor where the interns shared an office. Four of them were already in, talking so much they didn’t notice me pretending to check my email as I listened in. This was apparently the place to find out every dirty little secret about any and every person connected to the hard sciences.

Including me.

“There’s no way she let him stay out of the kindness of her heart, have you seen him?” A young blonde in khakis and a sweater asked the room at large.

“She does have a kind heart Alison.” This came from a kid in a black Ramones t-shirt and baggy jeans. “I wonder what she’s working on. Howard says she’s keeping it under wraps big time.”

Alison laughed, but there was little humor in it. “He’s so jealous of Dr. Watson he can taste it. She might be a little awkward with people but she is brilliant, and he’s a hack.”

That information would be useful to me later so I tucked it away and kept listening. Talk about a fly on the wall.

“He’s not a hack Alison, he just doesn’t have any new or original ideas,” chimed in another girl, this one with ebony hair and butterscotch skin. “She’s probably keeping it under wraps because she knows he’ll try to steal it even though he couldn’t replicate it if his life depended on it.” She shook her head and swiveled her chair, eyes flashing when she caught sight of me. “I wonder if its too late to get on her research team.”

I’d heard enough at that point, I didn’t need to stick around. But I hung around for just a bit longer because office gossip might help me figure out where to look next. My money was still on Dr. Howard, even more so after hearing the interns talk, but if he had a mistress or a boyfriend on the side, that might come in handy later. When I finally got up to leave, the ebony haired intern gave me a small wave and a knowing smile. 

“See ya,” I told her, drawing gasps from the others who hadn’t realized I was even there.

The next person on my list was Dr. Claire Stevenson who had traveled abroad for six months last year, testing her new water pump system in various deserts around the world. Her research wouldn’t be published for another few months which meant she was still a suspect. That, and the fact that her husband had spent two years in a certain European city while working on his dissertation a decade ago. Though she seemed to be thriving in the field of engineering with plenty of published papers and two bestselling books, she had enough foreign connections that I needed to dig deep before crossing her off the list.

Her office was empty though the sign on the door clearly stated she had office hours right now so I waited, looking at photos and diplomas and other achievements she liked to surround herself with, and for good reason. Dr. Stevenson was an accomplished scientist in her own right.

“May I help you?” She was a handsome woman with long brown hair, wearing an outfit more appropriate for an east coast professor than the sunny west coast atmosphere of Stanford. Cool, beautiful and intelligent I bet that look intimidated most people.

Too bad I wasn’t most people, and I had one hell of a poker face. “Dr. Stevenson, I presume? My name is Bennett Atlas, Dr. Watson’s teaching assistant.” Violet eyes flashed recognition at the name and female appreciation at my appearance, but nothing more. “Delaney thought it would be helpful to speak with other professors in the department to explore my options when I retire from the Navy.”

“The Navy? How interesting,” she said in a tone that said she really did find it so. “Physics or engineering?”

“Engineering ma’am.” Her skin flushed at the show of respect. 

“If you want my advice Mr. Atlas you should stick with Delaney Watson. She’s smart as a whip. More importantly she is going places. Once she gets comfortable speaking in front of large groups she’s going to be unstoppable.”

Damn. I expected at least a hint of jealousy, but Dr. Stevenson was a woman comfortable with herself and her accomplishments. “Thanks for the advice, but shouldn’t I be asking if I could be an asset to someone like her?” If that thought struck a little to close to home, I pushed it aside because I had work to do and a SEAL didn’t get distracted by sexy redheaded geniuses.

Stevenson shrugged. “You have experience in parts of the world she does not, and I can tell you rarely find yourself in uncomfortable situations Mr. Atlas.”

“Bennett.”

“Right. Well Bennett, I think you could be just what Delaney needs to get where she’s meant to be.”

“Pardon me for saying so Dr. Stevenson, but you sound like a fan. Isn’t that taboo in academia?”

Her grin lit up her face, hinting at the beauty she played down, probably to be taken seriously in a male dominated field. “Yes, I am a fan. A mind like hers doesn’t come around often, and though she is nearly always the smartest person in the room, she doesn’t go out of her way to make others feel stupid. Confidence without arrogance is rare in people like her.”

I noticed the same thing. Laney didn’t seem to know that she was more than the complete package, and that just made her even more appealing. 

“So you’re not bothered by her success, or the potential of her research? I was just up in the intern office and well, they talk. A lot.”

Stevenson laughed and shook her head as she took a seat at her desk. “Oh don’t get me wrong Bennett, I’m jealous as hell. She’s young and beautiful and brilliant, but completely unaware of the first two which should make me hate her. But even if I got my hands on her research I’d have no clue what to do with it.” She leaned back and touched her fingertips together, eyeing me with a hint of contemplation. “Delaney is a great kid and she doesn’t yet know how powerful she can become, but I’m guessing you know that don’t you?”

“I do ma’am.” No point lying to the woman who seemed to know all anyway.

“Well then, you know only a real bastard could resent her accomplishments. She’s been here a long time already, but this research of hers is going to take her far from here.”

I frowned at her words. “She’s leaving Stanford?” She hadn’t said anything to me about leaving.

Dr. Stevenson gave me a look that I couldn’t quite interpret. “Stanford is a great institution, one of the best in the world. But Dr. Watson is meant for much bigger than academia. I doubt she even knows it yet, but if what I’ve heard of her research is even half true, this place will soon be nothing but a memory for her.”

Of course the woman was right. “Right. I hadn’t really thought of it like that. It was great to meet you Dr. Stevenson and uh, thanks for the advice.”

“You as well Mr. Atlas.” Her expression gave nothing away, but I had a feeling I amused her for some reason. “And do take care of Delaney Watson, she’s special.”

I gave an uneasy smile as I left her office but I felt certain Claire Stevenson posed no threat to Delaney.

The question was, who the hell did?









Delaney





  






“Do you smell that?” A sound woke me up in the middle of the night, at least I thought it was the middle of the night but I couldn’t be absolutely certain since time meant nothing once I got naked with Bennett. Why couldn’t I get enough of him, and why was he the man who did it for me? Turned me inside out and kept sex on my mind? And why was it that the first scent to hit my nostrils wasn’t that of Bennett’s masculine odor, or the aroma of sex, but smoke?

“Smell what?” His voice was thick with sleep and I took a moment to appreciate my role in knocking him out so thoroughly.

“Smoke,” I told him impatiently, but his breathing had already returned to a deep and even pattern that signified he’d already fallen back to sleep. With an eye roll I had never used in my life, I grunted as I slid from under his heavy arm and mumbled as my feet hit the cool wood of the floor. “I guess I’ll check it out myself.” 

I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach and though normally I didn’t let instinct guide me, there were other factors contributing to that feeling. For starters, we ordered from a local Chinese restaurant which meant the stove had been off since this morning, and the only candles I kept in the place were in the master bathroom around my tub. 

Yet as I crept closer to the stairs the smell grew stronger and my heart rate tripled. At the top of the stairs I heard it, voices. Muffled voices belonging to at least two people. Then the sound of a lamp falling and the loud familiar whoosh of a fire.

I took one step back when a hand gripped my arm, and though logically I knew it had to be Bennett, my body hadn’t caught up to that realization and my elbow went flying back and up into his gut. 

“Ooof.”

“Sorry.”

“What the hell are you doing?” His handsome face scowled but all I could think about was kissing that twisted up mouth of his.

“Checking on the smell. You can go back to sleep if you want.” He rolled his eyes and wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me back into the master bedroom.

“And just what were you going to do if you’d found someone downstairs? Or the fire?”

“Come and get you, obviously Sailor.”

He smirked and shook his head as he picked up his jeans and stepped into them. “I’ll go.”

“We’ll both go. I heard at least two voices Bennett.” I found my own jeans and the t-shirt I had on earlier before stepping into my sneakers.

“Laney,” he said in that tone I’d come to recognize as long suffering.

I shook my head, insistent. “This is my problem Bennett, not yours. You are my TA, not my bodyguard and I won’t have you getting hurt trying to protect me.”

“I may be your TA but we both know I’m more than qualified to guard your body, just as we both know I’m not letting you go down there by yourself. Or first.”

I sighed and nodded because he was too alpha to let his protective instincts go. “Whatever. Let’s just go.” By the time we were halfway down the staircase there were flames licking up the whole front wall. 

“Bennett,” I grabbed onto his bicep, panic clear in my voice.

“I see it Laney, just stay calm. This is a tactic,” he said as his hand pushed my belly until I took a step backwards and then another as he followed my path.

“What do you mean a tactic?”

“It means that we see a fire and go running wildly out the front door, and who knows who might be waiting for us, to pick us off or kidnap us.” He said ‘us’ but we both knew he meant me. “If they really wanted to burn us and your research both exits would be on fire to make sure we couldn’t get out alive.”

That sounded reasonable, mostly because I trusted Bennett, but also because I don’t think whoever is after me wants to destroy my research. They want it for themselves. “So what do we do Sailor?”

“First we call 911,” he grabbed my phone off the nightstand and tossed it to me. “Then we sneak out through one of the other windows and get out that way.”

“From the second floor!?” He must be out of his mind. “I’ll break a bone Ben. I’m not in the military.”

He laughed and pulled me close. “Honey I’ve carried packs heavier than you, and a lot further than one story down.”

“You’re not carrying me Ben.”

His response was to pick me up and toss me over his shoulder. “This will be a lot easier with you on my back but I can do it like this too sweetheart.”

With a grunt I wrapped my arms and legs around his body from the back and twisted my eyes closed as he moved swiftly down the side of the house from the second guest room. We squatted in the bushes for what felt like forever when finally, the red and blue lights of emergency services flashed. “Thank goodness.”

“Keep quiet Laney, we have to be sure.”

I nodded, letting out a small squeak when a flashlight passed over us. “We live here!” I shouted out before I could stop myself.

“No Laney, don’t look before giving our location away,” he whispered, sarcasm thick in his voice.

I nudged his side with my elbow. “Quiet.”

The flashlight shone right on the bushes we hid behind. “Come out. Slowly with your hands where I can see them.”

We did as he instructed with Bennett going first because he was just that kind of guy. He stood just ahead of me, a protective stance if I ever saw one, until he felt sure the officer meant me no harm. He kept his arm on my back the entire time. It shouldn’t have felt as good as it did, but it was nice having someone care so much about me. Especially a man like Bennett.

The cops had plenty of questions for us as the firefighters worked to put the fire out, but Bennett had already warned me not to give them too much information. He was sure they wouldn’t believe me because they wouldn’t understand the ramifications of my research, but also because it sounded too fantastical. So we stuck with the basics without mentioning that people were out to get me.

“Why didn’t you just go through the back door?” The officer who found us in the bushes didn’t seem to be impressed with our story if his bored look was any indication.

Bennett wrapped an arm around me. “She was panicked and worried because she heard voices and this was the only way to get her out safely. And quietly.”

Oh I saw what he was doing. “He’s in the Navy,” I added with an eye roll, “so he likes to show off by carrying me. Any excuse.”

The cop nodded, but his eyes said he didn’t care all that much. “Either of you need medical attention?”

Bennett shook his head, his tough take-charge attitude back in place as his hand settled, once again, on my back. “I’m good.”

“Me too, but I would like to get back inside. I’m a scientist and a professor and I have to get some things I need.” I gave the officer my best pouty look and he groaned.

The cop wasn’t happy but he agreed. “Go in through the back door. You have five minutes so tread carefully.”

I squeaked out my gratitude and wrapped my arms around him. “Sorry. Thank you. Sorry again,” I said as Bennett pulled me away.

“Be quick, I’ll keep an eye out while you go down to the basement.”

I frowned. “It’s not in the basement, that’s just where I do my work,” I told him and darted upstairs to grab what I needed. Three minutes later I came down with a large suitcase and my briefcase.

“What the hell did you pack in there?”

I grinned. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

 

***

 

“It really wasn’t necessary for you to pay for the room Bennett. I have my own money you know.” As soon as we arrived at the motel he’d insisted on, the highhanded man had pulled out a wad of cash and paid for our room.

“I am well aware of that Laney, but I’m guessing you don’t have that much cash on you, do you?”

 “Well, no but-,”

“No buts,” he pushed a finger against my lips to stop me. “These guys would have tracked your credit card in five minutes and we’d be on the run yet again.”

My shoulders slumped in resignation at his words. “In that case, thank you.” I dropped down on the bed and fell back, fatigue taking over as the adrenaline wore off. 

“Why is this happening?” I felt the dip of the bed under his weight beside me, his big hand rested on my thigh.

“Because your research is brilliant and will very likely change the world Laney. That scares people, makes them greedy and ruthless.”

“It isn’t even complete yet. Do you think I should stop the project?”

He leaned over me so our faces were just inches apart, blue-green eyes as deep as the ocean, as steady as the sky. “Hell no. It wouldn’t stop them anyway Laney, and I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.”

I believed him but I also knew that the longer Bennett hung around me, the more likely he would end up hurt. Because of me. 

“I want you to leave.”

“Excuse me?”

I sighed and sat up, hand to his chest so he would understand. “Bennett I would love for you stick around, for a long time, but that’s why you have to leave. I know you’re some big bad SEAL, but normally there’s a team with you, right?”

“Yes but-,”

“No buts,” I told him with a grin. “I like you Bennett, more than I should and I couldn’t bear it if you were hurt because of me.” That was probably more than he needed to know about my feelings, but I needed him to understand. I hadn’t had anyone in my life that I cared about like this for a long time, which meant I had to protect him. “So I would like you to leave. Go back to your Navy base and get far away from here.”

“Laney, I can’t do that.”

“Yes, I know that you have that whole protector thing going on and believe me I find it incredibly attractive, but I need you to do this. For me.”

“Laney…”

“No Bennett, don’t argue with me. Please.” I cupped his face, my heart squeezing at the thought that I wouldn’t see this incredible man again. He would leave here and go off to save the world again and again, and he would forget about me. The awkward scientist he’d met a lifetime ago.

He gripped my shoulders and pushed me back on the bed, settling between my legs with a fierce expression on his face. “You really think I could walk away from you now? If so, you don’t know me all that well.” His voice was deep and intense as he pressed his denim covered erection to the spot that ached and dripped with need.

“I do know you Bennett, and I know you’ll put yourself between me and harm, don’t you see how I can’t live with that?”

In response, his mouth crashed down on mine, hot and intense and never-ending as our tongues and teeth clashed. My body responded immediately, melting into the bed as my legs wrapped around his waist. His hands skimmed along my sides, pulling my clothes off while my hands yanked clumsily at his. 

“Delaney.”

“Yes,” I moaned and tossed my head back, crying in distress as he pulled back. “Please Ben.”

He quickly removed the rest of his clothes and pulled mine the rest of the way off, staring down at me with heat and hunger in his eyes. 

“Please what?”

I reached for him, stroking his erection and enjoying the way he hissed out in pleasure and clenched in his jaw tight. “Please,” I said and swiped my tongue up the length of him, “take me.”

He let out a delicious growl and lowered himself over me, brushing his cock against my swollen folds, slowly until I squirmed. Then he thrust inside, hard and fast, sending me close to orgasm just that quickly. 

“Laney,” he growled absently, his hips moving of their own accord like he had no control over his body. It was a heady experience knowing I could make a man like him, a real man, feel so lost.

“You feel so good Bennett. Harder,” I demanded as his hips slowed and stopped altogether as he slid from my body. “What’s wrong?”

He flipped me onto my stomach, grabbing my waist so my backside was raised high in the air. “Such a great ass,” he grunted and slapped my cheek hard enough to make it sting.

I cried out in delight, smiling that he was finally giving me the spanking I’d asked for previously. He smacked it again and again, rubbing it gently to soothe the sting. “I’m so wet Bennett.” He thrust a finger deep into me and I cried out again, clamping down on his finger as it hooked deeper. “Bennett,” I moaned and moved my hips.

“Fuck Laney, I love the way you say my name. Say it again,” he commanded.

“Ben-,” I didn’t get further than the first syllable before he slid deep inside me in this new position, filling me deliciously. “Oh, goodness!” I felt so full and he was so thick and buried so deep I could hardly breathe. “Bennett!”

“Yeah,” he grunted and even then I could hear the pride in his voice as he thrust in and pulled out. Thrust in and pulled out, over and over, letting one hand glide up my back and grip the back of neck while the other squeezed my ass. The sensations he caused were unlike any I’d ever felt, like heat and fireworks were shooting off inside my skin. 

Each time his cock entered me I felt a spark of something deep inside me and when his big hand gripped my hair and pulled me back, I tightened around him. His tongue licked up the side of my neck while he deepened his strokes, slid faster and harder until I exploded around him, shattering into a million pieces. “Oooh, yessss!”

His hips kept moving and I continued to shatter, to melt until he stilled and filled me with his hot warm liquid. His legs gave out, sending us both crashing to the bed. “Sweet, sexy Laney.” His lips brushed my neck, my earlobes. Still buried deep his hips moved slowly and I arched my back, as eager to continue feeling this connection as he was. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I wanted to argue, I really did, but how could any woman with half a brain push away this man? Especially when he whispered sexy words in my ear and his body made me feel like I’d been shot into the heavens. “You can stay right here. Forever.”

“As much as I would love that, I need to go find some clothes.”

My body tightened around his, keeping him right where he was. Where I needed him to stay. “No, you don’t.”

“Really Laney.”

I looked over my shoulder into those blue-green eyes and grinned. “You think all those clothes are mine? Now who doesn’t know whom very well?”

His deep laugh reverberated through me, heightening my desire as I drenched his cock with my juices. “All the more reason for me to stick around.”
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I hated lying to Laney, but if I told her I’d been sent to protect her, she wouldn’t trust me and worse, she would become reckless and get herself hurt. But I couldn’t leave her alone to face these bastards when they showed up again, and they would. It took exactly five days for insurance to come in and investigate, and another ten to get the paint and water damage fixed so Laney’s house was back to normal. In that time things had been quiet.

 A little too quiet in fact, which left me worried and on edge. And halfway to driving the good doctor up the wall. 

“Bennett you’re being ridiculous!”

“Because I want to come along with you?”

She shook her head, red hair spilling in sexy waves around her shoulders. “If you wanted to come with me because you wanted to spend time with me, as my date, then I would say yes. But you just want to play the protective hero, so no.”

I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her, smelling the sweet watermelon scent of her hair. “But I do want to spend time with you.” That was both a problem, and the perfect solution to keeping her safe, but tonight her stubborn insistence made me mad.

“I’m sure you, do but that isn’t your sole or primary motivation.” She turned in my arms, big blue eyes so expressive and unable to hide what she felt. Right now she felt affection, desire and irritation, all of it aimed at me. Then she pressed her lips to the corner of my mouth, so achingly slow I gripped her hips and pressed her into the mirror. “Ben, please.”

“I love the way you say my name when you’re all hot and bothered.” There were plenty of things I loved about her, and the main one would take her away from me tonight.

“I’ll say it all evening, once I get back.” She used her sexy little ass to pushed me back and turn to spritz perfume on her pulse points. “It’s just a dinner at Mr. Austin’s house with his wife and several other professors. The only way I’d be safer is if I were here with you.”

“Exactly. What will happen if these fuckers come for you at Austin’s house?” What really worried me was that at least two of the people at the dinner tonight were suspects, and I still hadn’t gotten a moment alone with Howard or Austin. They could easily have someone waiting to ambush her. “At least let me drive you and pick you up.”

She grinned in the mirror and turned back to me. “That’s a deal, Mr. Atlas.”

I drove her to the home Ryan Austin shared with his wife Kathleen because I wanted to check the place out even though I promised not to stick around and case the place. Though I couldn’t tell her the truth about why I was really here with her, I wouldn’t lie about anything else. If I could help it. 

“Have fun Dr. Watson.”

She grinned and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek. Fucking adorable. “I will do my best and you, please stay out of trouble. I’ll call when I’m ready to leave.”

I circled the block twice before parking a few houses down. I wasn’t spying, I just wanted to see if anyone else lingered in this nice suburban neighborhood. The block was filled with cars but they were all empty, so after fifteen minutes of waiting, I went back home.

And called Commander Mahoney. “Tell me you have good news for me Atlas.”

Mahoney sounded happier than he normally did. “I wish I did sir. But I had a long talk with Dr. Stevenson and I believe it was premature to remove Austin from the suspect list.” I explained her theory that this research would take Laney away from Stanford.

“That Claire is one smart chickadee. You know I worked with her last year in the Sudan with her water pumps.” He was momentarily lost in thought. “Check out Austin then, but be discreet.”

“Of course, sir.”

“And above all else, keep Dr. Watson safe.”

I planned to do everything in my power to make damn sure that was the case. “Will do, sir.” After the call ended I turned off the lights and went upstairs to change into workout clothes. Exercise was as ingrained into me as discipline, but it also helped me think, and right now I needed to see through the muddled thoughts weighing me down. I had just slipped on my sneakers when a thought occurred to me. Laney wasn’t at home and the leak would know it, which meant someone could take another run on the house.

I knew they wanted the research more than they wanted Laney hurt. So I turned off all the lights and went to my car, parking it on a street several blocks over before making my way back to the house and slipping in through the back door.

Then I waited in the dark.

Nearly an hour had passed when I heard the sound of someone jiggling the doorknob and trying to pick the lock. I sprang into action, hiding behind the partition that separated the living room and dining room from the kitchen. My gun was at the ready but I hoped I didn’t need it. I would make this fucker talk one way or another.

He slipped inside and turned to the right where a table sat behind the sofa and rifled through the papers Laney kept there. I heard drawers open and close at the small desk to the left of the door. But I knew he planned to make his way to the basement, so I waited for him to pass me. When he finally did, I wrapped an arm around his neck and pulled back so he was unsteady on his feet.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing in here?”

He grasped at my arms, trying to loosen the grip but I had four inches on the asshole and at least thirty pounds. “Let. Go.”

“I don’t think so. Tell me what you’re doing here.”

“I’m not gonna hurt you man, I just want the lady doctor’s research. That’s all.”

I laughed. Like I was afraid of this puny asshole. “Who sent you?”

“I don’t know, just some guy in a suit.” He sighed and finally gave up his attempt to break free. “He said it was in the basement.”

Too bad I knew it wasn’t. “Not good enough.”

“I don’t fucking know, man!”

“Then I suggest you get the fuck out and don’t come back. Next time I see you I’ll shoot first and ask questions later.” I dragged him to the door and pushed his ass out, waiting in the shadows to see which car he got into. Not surprisingly, he jumped into the passenger seat of a dark four door sedan. A team, even if it was just two, it meant it was a professional get up. But the scrawny asshole had said a guy in a suit.

That was helpful information, even if all my suspects wore a suit.

 

***

 

“What has your smile so bright?” I had just come home from an interesting visit with Dr. Howard. The man was a pompous prick, totally impressed with his own perceived brilliance and jealous as hell of Laney. But I couldn’t tell whether or not he had anything to do with the men who’d come after her. Even the Commander had shown his surprise that the last intruders were Americans, but we both agreed they were obviously freelancers. Not government sanctioned. They were good but not that good.

Laney looked up at me from her laptop and even her eyes smiled when she looked at me. How could a man not try to slay every dragon that came after a woman who looked at him like that? 

“I’m done.”

“Done?”

She nodded. “Done. Last night after you were fast asleep I went back down to my lab to work out something I’d been thinking about for the past few days. It was the last hurdle to clear, and now it’s done. Well, done is relative. The numbers worked out and my simulations held up, but now comes the hard part.”

“Real life?”

She grinned. “Yes.” Laney stood and wrapped her arms around my waist. “This means I can present my dissertation any day now.”

 I nodded. “That’s great. Can I call you Dr. Doctor Watson then?” Her laughter was the sweetest sound, hitting me right in my chest as I inhaled the sweet watermelon scent of her fiery hair.

“No but I do have a question I want you to answer. Honestly.”

I frowned and took a step back. “Haven’t I always been honest with you?”

She nodded but uncertainty swam in those blue depths. “I think so.”  Taking another step back she dropped back to the sofa. “You think someone in my department, or at least from the university, told those guys about my research and that’s why they’re after me?”

Shit. I took the seat beside her and dropped my head back on the sofa. “Yes.”

“Now that my research is complete I need to show it to the committee and prepare to present it. What do you think will happen when I present my dissertation officially?” Those big blue eyes were so filled with concern, begging me to tell her what to do. Begging for comfort.

“Defending it isn’t the problem. Once you submit your research to the committee it will be out there and likely find its way into the hands of the people who’ve been chasing you.” I didn’t want to scare, her but I needed her to understand the situation.

“What do you think that means?”

“I don’t know Laney.”

She stood and began to pace. “Okay. Do you think I will be in more or less danger by submitting it to the committee?”

“I want to say less but I can’t be certain. Once you hand it to the committee, that will make it pretty clear who the leak is, right?” She nodded and stopped pacing, staring at me for a long moment before she paced again. 

“Not necessarily. I mean the committee consists of several people, and any one of them could be the leak. Or more than one of them.”  I could tell the moment she realized what she’d said. More than one of her colleagues, people who had known her since she was a little girl could have betrayed her.

“Hey, come here.” She settled beside me and laid her head on my shoulder. “We don’t have to figure it out tonight, but we do need a plan.”

 “So I should hold off on defending it? Maybe I should publish it first. Since I’m not looking to get rich maybe that will diffuse the situation. Probably not, but I can’t just not publish it.”

She had to publish it. That was the only thing I knew for certain. “Laney.” She stopped and looked at me. “You’re familiar with the troubles in the middle east? How often scientists are kidnapped and murdered?”

“Okay so you think I shouldn’t publish it?”

“I think you should absolutely publish this Laney. It’s brilliant and you’re brilliant too. This will change the world and we both know that.”

“Thanks” she gave a shaky smile.

“But we have to be smart about it. Pack a bag.” I couldn’t help but smile at how she turned and took the first four stairs two at a time and then stopped, turned back to me. “Why?”

“We need to get out of here for a few days, maybe a week. Or more.”

“Where will we go?”

“First stop is San Diego to speak with my Commander.” He would have a better idea how to handle this and then we could move on to the next stop.

“And after that?”

“We’re going to take a road trip. To Virginia.” 

Laney didn’t say much after that, just busied herself with packing a small bag of clothes and toiletries. The woman knew how to be efficient, wasting no space with unnecessary items. Just the basics. We drove all night, stopping for gas just once. She’d been so nervous that she refused my offer of road trip snacks and insisted we both have fruit, and carrot snacks to keep our minds sharp. 

“Junk food leads to a junk mind,” she said robotically, skin pale and hands shaking.

“Fine,” I told her with a wry grin, “but when this is all over I plan to load you up with plenty of grease, fat and sugar.”

“You have yourself a deal Bennett Atlas,” she told me, losing the battle with a smile at the edges of her mouth. After a couple hours on the road she finally turned to me and sighed. Heavily. “How is your Commander going to help me?” 

This was the problem with lies, even those of omission. They eventually came to light and people got hurt. But still, I couldn’t risk that her anger over a lie might force her to do something irrational. That might end up with her getting hurt. Or worse. 

“Commander Mahoney is not only the most respected in any branch of the military, but he’s in charge of any and all issues that pertain to new energy, free energy and any other energy related issue that could impact America.”

She let that thought roll around in her mind for a few minutes, watching as the scenery passed in a blur. “I’m starting to think that maybe meeting you wasn’t as serendipitous as I would have liked to believe.”

There. She’d given me the perfect opening to tell her the truth, to explain that I had known about her research for more than a year and had been sent to protect her when the threats became more credible. But I didn’t. 

“We can talk about that later. Now we need to work on setting a trap for the leak.” 
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If you have to leave your life and go on the run, Bennett Atlas was the perfect man for the job. A little too perfect, a fact I couldn’t let my mind gloss over no matter how much I wanted to. I liked Bennett, and if I had ever experienced such things before, I might even go so far as to say I’m in love with him. But having never experienced the emotion, I couldn’t say if my feelings were endorphin-based thanks to the mind-altering sex we had, or if my heart had truly been engaged as well. The feeling of confusion didn’t sit well with me.

“Are you even listening to me Laney?” 

“No, sorry.” We had just entered the city of San Diego to speak with Commander Mahoney, a man who appeared to be Bennett’s superior. This only gave credence to the thoughts swirling in my head. “What did you say?”

“I think we should put out an altered form of your research. Change the findings before you submit it to the committee.”

“I’ll think about it,” I told him, watching all the uniformed men at each checkpoint as we entered the naval base. They all moved with  purpose, wore serious expressions and seemed fully engaged in whatever job assigned to them. These men were family. They lived together, worked together, and based on Bennett’s stories, they spent their free time together as well. If the military would have taken me before Stanford I believe I could have had the family I always wanted, but that seemed so far out of my reach now.

“We’re meeting the Commander in his private quarters,” he told me when he pulled open my door. I’d been so lost in my own thoughts I hadn’t realized we were no longer moving. “Come on.”

I followed him on shaky legs up a small, but neat walkway just as the door opened to reveal a large man with short blonde hair and the sharpest green eyes I had ever seen. He stood tall, erect with his chest puffed out and wide shoulders perfectly squared. 

“Atlas, glad you made it.” 

“Yes sir. We made the drive quickly with only necessary stops. This is Dr. Delaney Watson. Laney this is Commander Reece Mahoney.”

“Good to meet you Commander. Thank you for your service. And your help with this matter.”

“Of course, come on in.” He stepped back and let us enter his tidy living space. “Your research has caused quite a stir young lady. I look forward to getting a look myself.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised, but for a moment I was a bit taken aback. 

“Well, I have it here if you’d like to take a look at it. Apparently it might cost me my life.” It should have felt weird or inappropriate to joke about it but at this point I couldn’t keep being afraid.

“I won’t let that happen Laney.” Bennett’s expression came across fierce and protective. 

I believed him. I loved him. I just didn’t know if I could trust him. At least not with my heart. 

“Okay, so what do we do now?” I could tell Bennett wasn’t pleased with my reaction but I couldn’t focus on that right now. I had to focus on what came next.

Commander Mahoney took a seat and invited us to do the same. But I felt too wired to be still, in addition to the fact that I’d been sitting in a car for more than seven hours. 

“Atlas has kept me apprised of the situation and I’ve reached out to a friend, Colonel Banks and there’s an Army flight headed to D.C. on Thursday, 0800 hours.”

“Obviously we can’t fly due to the danger it poses to others, so we’re driving?”

He nodded and reached for a set of keys on the scratched up coffee table. “I have a vehicle gassed up with supplies and cash. Get a few hours of sleep and then I suggest you start driving.” After a brief conversation with Bennett, Commander Mahoney shook my hand and bid us goodnight. “Check in every night Atlas, 2000 hours.”

“Yes, sir.”

This was a new side to Bennett, one I knew existed but hadn’t yet experienced, and it truly brought home the fact that I had fallen in love with a man I didn’t know. So I needed to keep my feelings to myself and try to make it to the other side of the country in one piece. 

“I’ll take the sofa.”

“No need. I have a place on base so we can sleep there. Four hours and then we hit the road.”

“Fine.” The short drive to his place was quiet. But not like the comfortable, companionable silences we’d shared over the past couple months. This one felt strained and uneasy, exactly how I felt. Bennett’s quarters were as tiny and as tidy as the Commander’s. Calling the living room Spartan would be an overstatement. There was one olive green sofa and two matching chairs, a plain coffee table and a giant flat screen TV. That was it. The kitchen counters only held a toaster and a coffee maker. The bathroom held no personal items other than shower gel and a two in one shampoo and conditioner in the shower.

“And this is the bedroom,” he told me with a shy grin, nodding towards the large bed with the plain green and off-white bedding. “It’s big enough for two.”

When Bennett smiled at me all I wanted to do was wrap my arms around him and kiss him until my body burned with need and desire. I just wanted to curl into his arms and stay there forever. I even felt myself leaning in to him, letting his masculine scent—even after hours spent in a car—envelope me. Intoxicating and sensual, I felt the first stirring of arousal in my body. 

“Sounds good. I’ll take the shower first.” I wanted to be mad at him, to scream and yell but how could I when his protection is what had kept me safe so far? Maybe he’d used my inexperience with men to get close to me, and maybe his feelings for me were just a means to an end, but my feelings were real. At least I thought they were. And I knew once we figured out who was the traitor in my department, Bennett would be gone from my life.

Probably for good.

So I decided to go with it. To pretend that I wasn’t angry at him. I would have plenty of time in the future to deal with my emotions. Besides, what could possibly be more normal than pushing aside doing the right thing in favor of the thing that felt right?

“I could join you,” he offered with a smile that told he was completely oblivious to my inner turmoil.

“You could,” I told him with a coy smile. “But then we’d never get any sleep before going on the run.” I heard a groan behind me and smiled to myself as I undressed in the small bathroom.

“Leave the door unlocked,” he called out just as my fingers hovered over the brass lock.

I left it unlocked.

 

***

 

Thanks in part to Bennett’s inefficient, but oh so delightful method of showering, we only ended up getting three hours of sleep before hitting the road in the middle of the night. The highways were empty and once we passed the state line into Arizona the scenery left a lot to be desired. Mostly flat and sandy, particularly at night, I had two choices. Let the scenery put me to sleep or engage in conversation with Bennett. I chose the latter. 

“So how long are you planning to drive before letting me get behind the wheel?”

He turned blue-green eyes onto me, a lazy grin kicked up one side of his mouth and I just wanted to kiss him. And never stop. 

“Sorry sweetheart but you’re not driving at all.”

“What? I have a perfect driving record and I even took an evasive driving course just for fun.”

“Why in the hell did you take an evasive driving course?”

His outrage brought a smile to my face. “It sounded like something that might be interesting as well as intellectually taxing. I passed at the top of the class. So, you’ll let me drive?”

“Hell no. But I will let you keep me company the whole ride. And if you decide to fall asleep on me,” he let his right hand fall on my lap and inch up, stopping before things got truly interesting. “I guess I’ll be forced to find ways to keep myself entertained.”

I felt my eyes widen at his tone. “While you’re driving?”

“You’re not driving and I think the sounds of you crying out in pleasure will definitely keep me awake.” He laughed at my shocked expression and I decided to return the favor. “Hey now, what do you think you’re doing?”

I slid over in the old gray Lincoln with bench seats that were perfect for getting close. “I just want to see if you were right. I wanted to do my own research and see if your sounds of, um, pleasure would keep me entertained.” I let my hand slide up his thigh until my fingers brushed the giant bulge resting behind his zipper. “Wow, you’re so hard already.”

“Laney,” he bit out through clenched teeth, voice thick with desire.

“Eyes on the road, Sailor.” A surge of power flowed through me at the sight Bennett made, jaws clenched, highlighting the rugged lines of his face. And the feel of his erection, twitching even in the tight constraints of his jeans. “You’re very aroused, aren’t you Bennett?” Tentative at first, I rubbed his hard length with my palm until he groaned. Then my fingers clasped the zipper and tugged, releasing the button until his cock spilled over in relief. “Oh my!”

“Laney, please.”

“Please?” I felt like the most sensual, sexiest woman in the world when he growled my name. I knew how he felt, because I felt the same way every time he touched me. Kissed me. “Please make you feel good? Because I plan to.” 

Well to be honest it hadn’t really been my plan, but now the only thing I could think about was pleasing Bennett. Right here in this car as we plowed forward on the I-40 East.

“Laney you don’t-,”

“I know I don’t have to.” I told him as I slid down until I felt that I was in the right position. “But I want to Bennett. I really want to.” Then I wrapped my mouth around him, loving him long and slow with my mouth. Enjoying the silky feel of his flesh and the hard rod buried beneath. I loved the way he felt so heavy on my tongue and the drops of ejaculate that burst to life on my tongue. The more turned on he became, the more moisture seeped out of me and soaked my panties.

He speared one hand through my hair, just holding me and letting his fingers run through my hair. I expected him to push my head but he didn’t, and what a turn on that was!

I sucked him deeper, in appreciation and in desire, because I just felt eager to taste more of him. When I moaned his foot pressed the gas hard and I stayed there, with the tip of his cock resting down my throat. And moaned again.

“Fuck, Laney!”

Yeah, that felt incredible. I began to move with a purpose, fast and with a lot of suction until his thigh muscles tightened and flexed under me. Then the warm streams of his seed as it shot down my throat served as proof he’d enjoyed, or at least appreciated the pleasure. I sucked him dry and tucked him back inside his shorts, leaving his pants unbuttoned as a courtesy. 

“You were so right. That is a great way to pass the time.”

“What the hell am I gonna do with you Laney Watson?”

I grinned and stayed snuggled under his arm. “Enjoy me?”

“I plan to,” he said with a hint of affection I didn’t expect from him.

Since I knew he felt satisfied and probably sleepy, I kept up a steady stream of conversation, explaining to him the math behind my Green Harness. Telling him what I could remember about my family and all the things I wanted to do as a kid, but never got a chance. 

“I guess I can cross off getting frisky with a boy in a car.”

He laughed and the sound was deep and contagious, filling my chest with emotions I couldn’t afford to name or feel right now. “That you did. What else would you like to do?”

There were so many things I wanted to do. “I want to dance a with man, like really dance where we look into each other’s eyes and move as one across the dance floor. I want a romantic date with candles and flowers. I want to f-,” I had to cut myself off at the last thought because I wasn’t ready to say it and it wouldn’t be fair to lay that on the man who put himself in danger to protect me.

“You want to…fuck? Fight? Fly?”

“Sure. I just want a life where I have the option of doing new things and having people to join me.” Even though I knew I would never be normal, I wanted to have some normalcy in my life.

The sun had risen and set hours ago by the time Bennett finally decided he needed a rest. In Santa Fe, New Mexico. He pulled off the highway and parked the car in a motel parking lot. The place looked to be straight out of a horror movie. 

“Stay here and keep the doors locked.”

My eyes were glued to his long, muscled legs, round firm ass, and wide back that even now bore the marks of my passion. Tonight. I would give myself tonight with him and then I would let him go. Check-in took no time and soon we sat in bed eating burgers and watching old eighties sitcoms on a television nearly as old.

We cuddled up together doing more kissing than watching TV, the feel of his tongue and hands moving over my body exposing all of my nerve endings until I was little more than a trembling mass of need and want. Moaning and whimpering in his ear only seemed to drive him deeper into the abyss of passion as he sucked hard on my nipple. 

“Ben.”

“I need you Laney.”

No one had ever said that to me before, and it pushed my desire over the edge. The moment he thrust into me, I flew apart, pulsing and mewling as he pounded into me in search of his own release. After weeks of making love I had never been so turned on, and I felt good but self-conscious. Had I come to soon? Would he feel cheated the way women often did when they had fast lovers? But as his hips moved deeper, faster and pumped harder into me, I felt another orgasm starting at my toes. Vibrations and tingles moved slowly up my legs as he lifted them and wrapped them around his waist. Up to my trembling belly, the orgasm vibrated through my breasts, exploding simultaneously through my nipples and my core when one hand snaked between us and his teasing thumb circled my clit.

“Yeah Laney baby, come again. Come all over me, I know you want to.” His thick raspy voice kept up the dirty talk, saying outrageous things that kept my desire on a steady boil until finally, blessedly, Bennett’s own orgasm flew out of him. “Fuck yeah!” He froze for the briefest of moments and then his big muscled body trembled and jerked as he filled me with his seed. “Oh shit. Yeah!”

He collapsed on top of me and nothing had ever felt better than his heavy, sweaty body pressing me into the flimsy motel mattress. “So I guess you didn’t mind I came so fast?”

He pulled back and frowned at me. “Are you kidding me? Making you come so fast and twice, had me so hard I thought I might hurt you.”

Nervous laughter bubbled out of me at his words. “Okay, well, good. I think.”

Bennett smiled and did the most unexpected thing. He kissed me and it was slow and hot, full of an intense passionate energy I couldn’t describe or explain if pressed. All I knew was that I never wanted that kiss to end and when his hips began to move inside me again, I didn’t think it would.

Then I heard something. 

“Did you hear that?”

He froze, eyes closed to make the most of his hearing. At first it was just the sound of a car door opening, but not closing. Then footsteps across the graveled parking lot. Someone dropped something, and in a flash Bennett had pulled out of my body and flew off the bed, parting the heavy curtains slightly to peek outside. 

“Fuck. Someone is by the car.”

“What?” I jumped from the bed. “What if it’s a bomb? Oh my goodness, what if it’s a bomb?”

He held up a hand to stop my panic, and put a finger to his lips. “I’m going to check when he’s gone. Get dressed.” For several long moments, I watched him step into a pair of well worn jeans, eyes glued to his fingers as he tugged the zipper up. “Laney get dressed!”

“Right. Sorry.” I quickly dressed and twisted my hair into a bun before packing our bags and setting them on the foot of the bed. My adrenaline was getting the better of me and my hands trembled, the sound of blood rushing in my ears drowned out everything else. Eyes closed I worked out math equations in my mind until I settled. Relaxed.

“Doing all right?”

I grinned. “As all right as I can be considering I went from orgasmic bliss to terror in five seconds flat.”

“Okay let’s go.” Bennett left the room first with me close behind him, creeping down the steps slowly so we didn’t draw attention to ourselves. He crouched behind the Lincoln before dropping flat on the ground. “The good news is that it’s not a bomb.”

That was good news. “What’s the bad news?”

“It’s a GPS tracker.” In one smooth move he stood and held out the offending black gadget. “There’s a truck stop five miles up the road, let’s drop this off on one of the trucks and get back on the road.”

I nodded numbly and slid into the passenger seat as ice flooded my veins. 

“I guess it’s a good thing you were sent to protect me.”







Bennett





  






Shit. She’d figured it out. 

Though I shouldn’t be surprised since the woman was a genius. But damn, I hadn’t expected her to say it so plainly. Again, I should have seen it coming, because from the moment I’d met her, Laney had never done the expected thing. 

“Laney, it’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it?” One of her delicate red eyebrows arched. She was pressed against the door. Left leg crossed away from me, arms folded over her chest All clear back away signs.

“Okay, it is, but not how you’re thinking.”

“Because you know what I’m thinking right? In addition to everything else about me?”

I sighed, because I knew exactly what she thought. “I didn’t do anything but protect you, because it was part of my job. Though if I’m being honest I would have protected you anyway. Something about you Laney makes me want to keep you safe.”

“That something is Commander Mahoney, or more specifically, my research.” She shook her head and mumbled to herself, doing her best to block me out. “I’ll be happy to hand this research over. Maybe then I might actually be able to trust the people who come into my life.”

And that right there was the burden I couldn’t escape even if it did piss me off. “You trusted me enough with your body, and I didn’t hear any complaints.” It was childish of me to go there, but dammit I didn’t need her acting like I’d planned the fucking con of the century.

“Of course not,” she laughed bitterly, finally turning to look at me. “I thought you actually liked me Bennett!”

“I do! Jeez do you really think I’d do what we did together if I didn’t want to?” 

“How should I know? No seriously Bennett, tell me how would I know that?”

Shit. I couldn’t even argue with that. She hadn’t had much exposure to men, and I was her first and only lover so she wouldn’t know. I wish she could understand. But given her limited interaction with people and the way her family had all but abandoned her, of course she would question me. I just wished it didn’t sting so damn much. 

“You know me. Everything I told you has been the truth, I swear.”

“Except that you weren’t at Stanford to explore your options after retirement. You weren’t taking classes for real. You came to find out who shared the details of my research to a foreign government and to make sure it was safe and secure for the US government.” Her arms were crossed in a defensive gesture, but her voice broke on the last two words and her bottom lip wobbled.

“My directive was to keep you and the research safe. Make sure you didn’t find yourself at the mercy of some foreign agent.” She remained silent, but I knew Laney, and I could tell she fought for a rebuttal. “You offered to let me stay with you.”

“Playing right into your plan.”

That had been quite the lucky break. “Come on Laney. If anything, getting involved with you makes my job harder because I care if something happens to you. That means I’ll be distracted when I should be keeping you safe.” I couldn’t help but smack the steering wheel in anger, hating that she doubted not just me, but herself as well.

“Well I guess it’s a good thing you won’t have to worry about that anymore.”

“Don’t kid yourself sweetheart. We both know the only reason we won’t fuck again is because I’m going to respect your wishes. If I decide to ignore them I could be inside of you in less than ten seconds.” I didn’t need to be so crass but she needed to know the truth.

“I can’t deny that I want you Bennet, you are one hell of a man. I just wish it didn’t feel quite so much like pity.” Again her voice broke as she spoke, proof that she felt sadness more than anger.

“I don’t do pity fucks Laney. You’re smart and sexy, weird and funny. I like you and I really like burying my cock inside you until you scream my name.”

“Bennett.”

“No Laney, you wanted to talk about this, so let’s talk about it. I took you to bed, hell I keep taking you to bed because I want to. No other reason.”

“Bennett,” she said again with more urgency but I kept talking.

“If you have any doubts, I’m happy to show you again. And again.”

“Dammit Bennett, there’s a car behind us with no lights on. Got on a couple exits ago.”

Shit. Seriously? A quick glance in the rearview mirror told me she had nailed it. I slowed down, just easing off the gas to see how close we could get so I could take note of the color and maybe the make or model.

“Bennett what are you doing? Don’t get closer, we need to put more distance between us!” She pushed at my shoulder, urging me to listen but I focused on my task.

“Shit. It still has dealer’s plates, but I’m sure it’s stolen.” My foot slammed down on the gas, finally trying to put as much distance between us as possible. “This time of night it’ll be hard to lose this asshole, but I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will,” she said, white knuckling the door handle. Glancing in the mirror every few seconds to keep an eye on him. “How do you think he found us?”

Good fucking question. “Pretty sure there were two of them, maybe more. One kept an eye on us while the other is probably following the GPS to who knows where.” We drove in tense silence as the car, a maroon colored boxy sedan, maintained a respectful distance. I didn’t believe for one damn second this guy was just another overnight commuter, so I kept driving until the sun rose and more cars filled up the lanes. 

We drove for miles and miles, finally crossing into New Mexico just as morning rush hour started. 

“Shouldn’t we get off the highway?”

“Nah. I actually know what I’m doing Laney.” I smiled to take the sting off my words.

“But we’ve just merged into the left lane which means we have nowhere to go!”

I laughed, enjoying the faster pace of the left lane, going only about five miles under the speed limit. But up ahead I spotted my opening, and as soon as the maroon sedan settled three cars behind me in the left lane, I gunned it. Making my way across four lanes of traffic and turning onto the ramp with just seconds to spare. I saw the car trying to mimic my move but he wouldn’t make it. Didn’t make it. 

“We have ten minutes, maybe fifteen to fill up and find an alternative route and lose that asshole for good.”

“Your Commander Mahoney is quite old school,” she told me as she pulled a map from the glove compartment. “I’ll find a route while you get gas. And water. And fruit.”

“Yes ma’am.” 

Hopefully I’d find something else to help Laney change her mind about me. About us. If that’s really what I wanted.

 

***

 

After gas and snacks, we drove all night, over the Oklahoma border and straight into Kansas. Crossing the flat almost barren looking lands of the state during the night’s quietest hours. Laney sat quietly in the passenger seat, still maintaining a healthy distance—physical and emotional—between us, while I got lost in my own thoughts of the woman beside me. 

What did I want from her? More sex, or something with staying power? But could we really be more than two people drawn together in a highly charged situation that that might have otherwise kept them apart? Were we simply doomed to end up as nothing more than footnotes in each other’s lives? I didn’t know yet, but I liked Delaney Watson. She was beautiful and didn’t know it, smart as hell, funny, quirky and kind. There was absolutely nothing not to like about her.

But as a Navy SEAL my life wasn’t my own, and that life was filled with uncertainty. It often meant long weeks, sometimes months, away from home that I couldn’t talk about. It meant secrets that would inevitably tear us apart. Laney would grow to resent my absences, the secrets, and the life we couldn’t have because of it. There would be anger that would grow into hate. And finally, the relationship that had held so much promise would become a prison for both of us. 

I didn’t want that shit. I’d seen it happen to more than a few guys on the teams I’d been on. Some left the SEALs to save their family, others left the family to preserve the one thing that mattered to them. I needed to be focused out on a mission. Focus could be the difference between life and death, and worrying about someone else’s feelings would make death a greater than likely outcome. Shit this was all so damn confusing, and I had no clue what to do about it. All I knew was that I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Laney. Not yet.

“This has got to be the state with the most boring scenery by far,” Laney said, finally breaking the hours of silence in the car. I couldn’t help but laugh at her assessment.

“You probably aren’t the first to say that, but this is the path you chose.” I couldn’t say she was wrong though, considering this place was a political and financial shit show on top of having scenery the equivalent of tapioca pudding. “But this was the best route. It’s quiet and easy to spot trouble from a mile away.” Big cities had too much traffic, too many unknowns to account for.

“You need to sleep,” she told me, frowning as her big blue eyes studied the lines of my face as I glared at her. “Don’t try to intimidate me Bennett. You haven’t been able to stop yawning for the past two hours and your eyes are so tiny I don’t even know how you can possibly see in this flat, never ending land of darkness. There’s a motel three miles up the road just off the exit ramp, let’s go there and you can sleep. I’ll even keep watch if it’ll make you feel better.”

She was right about most of it, but she was out of her damn mind if she thought I’d sleep like a baby while she sat up all night listening for things to go bump in the night. I shook my head and she opened her mouth to argue. “Absolutely not Laney. You will sleep and you’ll do it right beside me. In my arms so I can make sure you’re safe at all times.”

Her mouth snapped shut and she gave a subtle nod of the head. I bit back a smile at how worried she seemed.

About me.

We arrived at the motel and showered—separately—before falling onto the uncomfortable bed into a quick sleep. I couldn’t deny how much it stung that Laney hadn’t even attempted to make a move on me but she had easily slipped into my embrace. And when she fell asleep she snuggled close, wrapping her arms around my waist and flinging a leg over mine, the way we’d been sleeping for weeks. Laney might be upset with me, but she felt this too. Whatever the hell it was, she felt it too.

The room shook, vibrated and lit up when the explosion sounded outside the room. It had to be the parking lot and I jumped straight from the bed to my feet, moving to the window in two long strides. I lifted one corner of the heavy curtains with a finger just to confirm what I already suspected. The exploding object out front was the gray Lincoln we’d gotten from the Commander. 

“Son of a bitch!” I glanced over my shoulder certain that Laney couldn’t have possibly slept through the noise. She was already on her feet, jumping quickly into her clothes.

Sleepy green eyes blinked several times to adjust to the dark room. “Guess sleep time is over.”

I quirked a grin. Laney had a knack for sarcasm. “Well you can try for a few more minutes if it’ll make you feel better.”

Her eyes held humor but she shook her head. I could tell the moment she caught a glimpse of the mess outside because her eyes widened and her body went stiff. 

“How are we going to get out of here?”

Good question. For safety, I’d requested a room on the second floor. That made us harder to get to, but it also limited the exit options. If we went out the front we would be easy targets, me to pick off and Laney for a kidnapping. Or we could shimmy down the bathroom window, a less ideal option, but one that increased our chances for survival. 

“How are your rock climbing skills?”

Her lips twitched with a grin. “I’ve spent exactly three hours inside a climbing gym two years ago, does that answer your question?”

She was young and fit with the solid musculature of a runner. “You can do this, the drop isn’t too bad. Much better than the alternative.”

Laney understood what I was saying to her, and she nodded before bending over to double knot her sneakers. She tied the flannel shirt at her waist and hoisted her backpack over her shoulders. 

“Okay. I’m ready.”

Just like that, my girl was ready to face an uncertain future. So brave and fucking fierce. How could I not want this woman? I flashed a grin and flung my own bag over my shoulders before resting my hands on hers. “Good girl,” I whispered and connected our mouths, fused them together in a hard and fast kiss. We reached for each other hungrily, raw need etching the kiss up to a temperature we had neither the time nor the option of exploring right now so I pulled back. “Okay babe, let’s do this.”

Getting down was easy, the drop was less than fifteen feet but the hard part came next. “We need a car.”

I grabbed her hand and we fled to the south end of the property, using the motel as cover to put as much distance between us and those assholes. “Keep moving.” I needed to think of something. Fast. We needed a car but hotwiring just any car would put the police on our asses and we couldn’t afford that.

“There!” Up the road she pointed towards a tow company and I gave her a curious look. “Between the two of us we should be able to hotwire one, right? I assume parts of your cover story were true, like the engineering part?”

I nodded, pulling her along as we crossed to the back side of the lot. She picked the lock on the gate and I went inside, finding a dark blue sedan that had seen better days. In less than a minute I had the wires stripped and the engine started. “Let’s go,” I told her.

“We should keep the route as previously planned. Did you get enough sleep?”

I grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I did, thank you Laney.”

“You’re welcome,” she sighed, giving me a wistful look, filled with something I didn’t really recognize, but I thought it might be love mixed with regret. 

Strange.

The last time a woman looked at me like that I pretended to be going on a top secret mission to Africa and never came back. This time I wanted to hang on to that feeling. Savor it and pin it to my chest.

And never let it go.
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“What did he say?” My heart actually stopped at the sight Bennett made walking back to me from the payphone at the internet café we’d stopped at deep in the heart of Chicago.

“He said how in the hell did we manage to miss the damn flight.” He flashed that boyish grin that lit my whole body up and took the seat across from me, sexy as hell despite the lack of sleep from which we both suffered. “I explained about the whole exploding car situation, but the Commander was not moved. He said to find a way to get our collective asses to the Pentagon and ASAP. Or else.”

I nodded because the “or else” very likely ended with both of us rotting in a body of water somewhere. “I used a VPN to log into my email address and the committee members have all received their copies of my dissertation research. I’ve made small but significant changes to each copy so I guess now we wait.”

“And then we eat before finding a car to get us to the coast.”

He grabbed my hand and we walked out of the shop, hopping on a couple of buses and then on one of the elevated trains the city was famous for before we stopped at a hole in the wall that served the best pizza I had ever eaten. 

“Deep dish, sounds like it should be awful but this is quite possibly the best pizza on earth.”

His chuckle soothed my frayed nerves and I cursed my body’s reaction to him. Our entire relationship was a gigantic question mark. 

“I agree. But we should get a move on. I have an idea for a car.”

His idea had been to go to the sketchiest part of the city and find a used car lot where we got an old gold clunker for less than a thousand bucks. 

“Do you think this will get us where we need to go?” The salesman, an older black man with an impressive white beard and a dazzling smile smacked the hood.

“It may be ugly as hell little girl, but the engine is solid. It’ll get you to California and back and that’s a promise.” He must have seen my hesitation because he leaned closer to speak to both of us. “You want the truth? This car was bought at auction, used to belong to a high ranking gang member and that’s why I can’t sell it. I’ve dropped the price, but folks are terrified to be caught driving it. Something tells me you won’t be in town long, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”

Bennett stuck out his hand and grinned broadly. “You have a deal. Cash okay?”

“Nothing better,” the man said, leading us to a desk. “Comes with thirty days insurance but after that you’re on your own.”

Bennett laid down five hundred bucks and his face took on a fierce expression. “If anyone comes asking about two people who look like us, we said something about heading to a cabin in Maine, right?”

The older man slid the bills across the table and tucked them into his eggplant blazer. “I hear Maine is lovely this time of year. You lovebirds enjoy your vacation,” he said loudly and waved us off.

We stopped at the first gas station we saw. Bennett filled up while I got food and a gas can. “If we need to stop it’s better we do it on our terms,” I told him.

“You would have been a good damn SEAL Laney.”

Why that compliment touched me so much, I couldn’t say. “Thank you.” The drive this time started less tensely, but both of us were pensive, lost in our own thoughts as we drove straight through Indiana and Ohio. But somewhere outside of Pittsburgh tension filled the car. 

“You feel it too, don’t you?”

“What’s that, the danger, or this thing between us?”

I rolled my eyes. “The former.”

He shrugged. “Yes. Hell yes. To both.”

There were cars on the road, but mostly they looked like bored commuters and the occasional trucker or minivan of tourists, but I felt on edge. Like the danger we’d been running from had come closer. Was upon us. 

“I can’t explain it but I feel, suddenly anxious. More than normal.”

In response Bennett weaved through traffic, “To see if we have a tail,” he explained.

We didn’t have a tail, but the feeling didn’t go away. When traffic grew heavier, Bennett’s hands tensed on the wheel and he moved aggressively to the right lane and exited I-76. Every few seconds, blue-green eyes darted to the rearview or side mirrors, checking diligently. 

“What’s the plan?”

He blew out a long breath and I knew he felt lost too. “The plan is to get to D.C. as soon as fucking possible. We need gas now, then we can finish the last four hours of this trip uninterrupted.”

I nodded because I couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Thank you Bennett. Whatever brought you into my life, thank you for protecting me. For making me feel like a woman, a desirable woman.”

“Well sweetheart the pleasure was all mine.” He winked and threaded our fingers together, holding them on his leg as he drove with a fierce expression burning in his gorgeous eyes.

I love you. The words hovered on my lips as he pulled up to the side of the gas station, but instead of voicing them out loud, I jumped from the car like it was on fire. 

“Should I get anything from inside?”

“Nah. I’m filling up the can.”

I grinned. “Me too,” I said hoping to break the tension. It didn’t work so I pressed a kiss to the side of his mouth and made my way to the second most germ-ridden place in America. The public restroom. Luckily it was unoccupied and I moved quickly, trying desperately not to touch any parts of any surface. Washing my hands seemed pointless when I had to open the door but old habits die hard and I had a miniature bottle of sanitizer in my bag. “Ugh,” I shivered and pulled the door open.

And ran smack into a man with too many gold chains and a distinct patchouli scent. “Hello Doctor. You are very hard woman to track down.”

I stepped back and pushed the door in his face. “No!” His hand slammed against the door, pushing it open and grabbing me by my ponytail. “Stop.”

“I won’t hurt you, as long as you know that your research is now mine. The Harness requires batteries that my boss can produce cheaply. He only wishes to convey his thanks and remind you that your work is done.”

“What? What the hell are you talking about, my work is complete? This is my life’s work!” He frowned and I knew there was something I couldn’t understand, but it was right there. “I didn’t conduct this research for anyone but myself.”

“What…never mind. We have it now, consider yourself lucky you still have your life.” He pushed me roughly and my head smacked against the wall. He tried to get away, but for some reason I reached out for him and he turned, landing a blow right on my face.

I don’t know how long I was out, but I heard footsteps running to me and I pushed off the ground only to fall back down under the blinding pain throbbing in my head. “No, stop! Get away,” I screamed, eyes clenched, as hands clutched at me.

“Laney babe, it’s me. Calm down and talk to me.”

Bennett. I blindly reached up until I cupped his jaw, raspy with several days of growth. “Bennett, you’re here. I love you.”

“Babe,” he groaned and then I felt myself being lifted into his arms. “You’re bleeding.”

“I know you don’t love me back, but there is good news.”

“There is?” he asked, voice sounding suspiciously amused.

“I know who the mole is.” It was the last thing I remembered until I woke up and looked into the eyes of a solider. Or a doctor.

Maybe she was both.
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“She passed out before she could give me a name, but she said she knew who it was Commander.” Finding Laney passed out on the ground like that had taken about thirty years off my life. But fuck me, hearing her say she loved me, well that had been the best feeling of my life.

“Well keep a close eye on her Atlas. I need to know that name yesterday. Whoever it is, I want their fucking ass on a platter!”

I knew the feeling. “Commander I have a feeling this wasn’t the work of one person. I think there’s a mole at Stanford but somehow other governments found out about it.”

“Get answers as soon as she wakes up.”

“Yes sir.”

“And Atlas I wanted you to know that I’ve put in your retirement papers.”

I frowned. “My what? Sir, are you unhappy with how I’ve handled the situation with Dr. Watson?” Shit, had he somehow guessed that things had moved beyond platonic?

“Is it Dr. Watson now, not Laney?”

Was that amusement I heard in his voice? “Commander Mahoney, it’s not like that.”

“It damn well is, and I say it’s about damn time. The team will be sorry to lose you, but it’s time.”

“No it’s not. It’s not time Commander!” I couldn’t lose the only thing I’d ever had that meant a damn thing to me. “With all due respect Commander, it’s not your decision.”

“Son this assignment was meant to be your last. You can write your own ticket, choose wisely.” 

There was more I wanted to say but he’d ended the call, the way he always did. The man was determined to get his way at all costs, but in this he was wrong. At least I hoped he was.

“Mr. Atlas, Dr. Watson would like to see you.”

Finally! “How is she?”

“Fine. A little out of it, but she seems a little desperate to see you.”

“Right. Thank you, doctor.” I’d spent the past few hours going out of my mind as she drifted in and out of consciousness before leaving her to the care of a Navy doctor at Mahoney’s instruction. “Laney, how are you feeling?”

She reached an arm out to me. “Better now,” she smiled and winced, placing a hand to her nose. “How bad do I look?”

“You look beautiful, as always.”

She rolled her eyes and patted the bed. “I never realized what a bad liar you are.” She patted the spot again until I sat down, holding her hands in mine. “Ryan Austin is the leak.”

“Seriously?”

She nodded. “The man who attacked me outside the bathroom said his boss can produce the batteries needed for the Harness very cheaply.”

I frowned. “But it doesn’t require batteries. Right?” I still had a minimal understanding of her work, but I knew that much.

She smiled, but it was so faint it could hardly be called a smile. “No but that was one of the changes I made to the different copies of the dissertation.”

“That’s my girl,” I told her and brought her hands to my mouth, brushing a kiss against her knuckles. “I’ll get word to Mahoney.”

“Wait. He thanked me for my research like I worked for him. I knew it sounded weird but I couldn’t quite figure it out. But as I floated back to consciousness and saw your face, I knew.”

The President of the goddamn university had set her up from the beginning. “I’ll kill that sack of shit.”

“No you won’t Bennett, you’ll let the Commander and whatever other entities inside the United States government handle him. He’s not worth risking your career over.” She just understood, and that was a gift. I knew many of my team would love to have a woman like her waiting for them when each mission ended.

“I don’t know Laney, he might be after what he put you through.”

“Bennett,” she sighed, giving me that soft-eyed look she wore after we made love. “I don’t know how I can ever possibly repay you.”

“I don’t need you to repay me.” I didn’t want her to think she owed me anything.

“Then what do you need?”

And in that moment I knew. “You. Just you, Dr. Watson.”

“Are you sure about that? I mean this is all pretty unorthodox by anyone’s standards, right?”

“That’s true but that doesn’t mean it’s not real.”

“Is this real, Bennett? Would you have been with me if we hadn’t been forced into close proximity by the threats to me, my research and national security?”

“If I’d gotten to know you like I do, absolutely.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead and pulled back with a smile. “I wish you could see how I see you, Laney. You’re fantastic. Beautiful as hell, and so smart it should be scary. But you know what?”

“What?” Her question came out breathless, full of emotion.

“It’s hot as hell.” I laughed and she joined in, just as I hoped she would.

Then she sobered. “But you’re leaving. Back to the Navy, right?”

I nodded because I couldn’t seem to push the words past my lips. I didn’t have to go back to being an active SEAL if I didn’t want to, and if Commander Mahoney could be believed he’d already started the process for my retirement. If I accepted that I could do whatever the hell I wanted. I could start my own security firm. I could do something with my engineering degree or get a job making a shit ton of money in the private sector. 

“For a while anyway.”

She looked away, wiping at her eyes, but her other hand stayed on my leg, buried under my own hand. “I don’t want to say goodbye to you Bennett.”

“Who’s asking you to?”

“Circumstances.”

“What will you do next?”

“I don’t know. Going back to Stanford seems impossible, but what are my options?”

Come with me. I wanted to say that to her, but it wouldn’t be fair. “You are the smartest person I have ever met, on any continent. You can do whatever the hell you want.”

“Thank you Bennett.” When she turned watery blue eyes my way, I felt simply gutted. Her eyes were filled with tears and regret, love and hope. “You are a special man and I’m grateful that I got a chance to know you. To love you.”

“Laney, you’re killin’ me sweetheart.” I wanted to say more to her. To tell her I felt the same way, but several men in suits and a few in different military uniforms came through the door, squashing any personal talks.

 

***

 

I should have let it go and gone back to San Diego to finish up my last month with the SEALs, but I couldn’t. I’d gotten in Mahoney’s face and pretty much forced him to let me in on this part of the project. Only I couldn’t.

This asshole had scared, no terrified, Laney. He’d sent mercenaries after her who set her house on fire, beat her and put a bomb under her car. He needed to pay and that’s where I came in. A week had passed since Laney and I had arrived at the Pentagon and she hadn’t yet returned to California. No doubt Austin thought he’d gotten away with it. The prick.

See, I knew this guy. I’d met guys like him all over the world and they were all the same. They had a great deal of power in their small corner of the world but that wasn’t enough. No. They wanted more, and because they weren’t smart enough to aim for more, they went to extremes and took shit into their own hands.

Just like Ryan fucking Austin. So, I sat on Laney’s sofa and waited. I knew he would show up, we’d been monitoring his emails. He had the dissertation, but he didn’t have the prototype and he needed it to get paid. An hour of waiting and he’d finally put in an appearance, clumsily attempting to break in. 

I waited.

He entered and didn’t even bother looking around, creeping across the living room. He froze when his gaze landed on me. “Mr. Atlas,” he wore a smug grin.

“What a surprise to find you here Austin.”

“Dr. Watson asked me to grab something from her lab.” He could barely contain his fucking smirk, and I wanted to smack it right off his fucking face.

“Yeah? She didn’t say a thing to me, but go right ahead.” I knew what he didn’t, that he wouldn’t find what he was looking for downstairs.

He walked slowly, cautiously through the kitchen and down to the basement. Seconds later a string of curses wafted up from Laney’s lab and I smiled. Footsteps sounded quickly up the steps and he scowled down at me. 

“Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” I shrugged with a smirk.

“The prototype, asshole. Where is it?”

“Not here would be my guess.”

He laughed bitterly but slowly it turned to amusement. “I knew when you showed up she would go wild for you. No man had ever touched the brainiac before, and you, well I knew you would be the distraction she needed.”

“You shouldn’t have threatened her, and you would have gotten everything. If that asshole at the club hadn’t put his hands on her, or tried to burn us along with the house, you’d be counting your cash on a beach somewhere by now. Instead you’re going to prison. Maybe worse.”

“I have the research, and as soon as Watson gets back I’ll have the prototype.” He grinned like he’d just won.

I loved this part. Standing I stepped forward until we were face to face and I wore my own smug grin. 

“Well here’s the thing, Laney is much smarter than you are. Than I am. Hell, she’s smarter than most people. And she knew the best way to find the mole and make them think they’d won was to alter the research. That’s how we knew it was you, the guy who came after her mentioned batteries.”

His smile slipped. “What are you talking about?”

“Whatever you thought you sold is a big fat fucking lie. I imagine even if you found your way out of this mess your partners wouldn’t look too kindly on being duped.”

“You’re lying.”

“Am I?” I shrugged and shoved my hands in my pocket. “Then I guess only time will tell. For now, you’re coming with me.”

He shook his head. “She won’t be safe, not as long as she’s alive. A brain like that is the kind people will do anything to have on their side. Anything.”

“Well they’re welcome to try, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“I can’t go to prison,” he insisted and pulled a gun from inside his jacket pocket. “I won’t go.”

I laughed. “Is that how you want to play this?” I took another step forward. “I won’t let you shoot me and I won’t even let you shoot yourself, so give up the gun and this will all be easy.”

He raised the gun. I grabbed his wrist and twisted until he dropped it before sweeping his feet under. He was face down on the ground with my knee in his back. 

“Ow, okay! Okay, I said!”

I gave the code word and the men came in to cuff Ryan Austin and take him away.

I hopped in my car, and for the second time in a week, made the long drive down to San Diego.

Back to my old life that now seemed like a lifetime ago.









Delaney  





  






Six weeks later

Before I met Bennett Atlas there were plenty of idioms I never quite understood. Specifically, I never understood the phrase a broken heart. The heart is an organ it doesn’t break. It malfunctions or stops, but the tissue never just breaks. But now I more than understood it. I lived it.

I don’t know what I expected to happen between Bennett and I, but given the way I felt now, it was clear that I had expectations for a future with him. A man who, like me, was completely dedicated to his career. I should have seen the trouble with that sooner. And I couldn’t even resent him or his decision because if not for his career, I might already be dead or at least gravely injured. If not for his work as a SEAL I might not ever have known the pleasure of being with a man. The joy of falling in love. The pain of permanent separation.

“Dr. Watson, are you with us?”

I looked up and right into the concerned frown on Commander Mahoney’s face, joined by the equally confused faces of several other government agents who sat around the long conference table. They all wanted my assurance, and I sat there daydreaming about a man who left. 

“Sorry my mind wandered for a moment.” A long frustrating moment.

“That’s quite all right. Are you sure you want to do this?” His look said he thought I was a fool to even consider it but I had my reasons for the decision I made.

“Yes. Mr. Tusk has assured me that he is willing to work with the U.S. government while also providing this service to the public at cost.” It had been a pleasant and welcome surprise when one of the leading businessmen and tech ambassadors in the world had come to my hotel room with his strange proposition. “This way everyone wins,” I assured him with a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. Tusk would take my research and turn it into reality for the world and I will get my life back.

“If you don’t mind my asking Dr. Watson, what do you plan to do next now that you are a very wealthy woman?”

Wealthy was an understatement. I had enough money now that I would never have to work again if I didn’t want to. But I would never make that choice when I knew I could change the world. It might sound cheesy to most people, but I now had the freedom to determine what kind of research I would embark on next. 

“I have no idea. I suppose I’ll find someplace to live and set up a research facility.” That had always been my goal, to spend my life conducting research that will allow me to help the world in my small way. “I have a lot to think about Commander, but I do owe you more than I can ever possibly repay. If not for your diligence, I might already be dead.”

“I’m not the one who kept you alive.” His words, deep and terse and filled with meaning, only brought up the face I was trying to forget.

Heat stole up my cheeks at his words. “Perhaps not, but you’re responsible all the same.” And there was the small fact that Bennett had disappeared from my hospital room without a word. That had been the last time I saw him. A month and a half ago. “So thank you. From the bottom of my heart. If I can ever return the favor, I’m sure you know how to reach me.” 

The Commander wore a smile I could only describe as grandfatherly, though I don’t remember much about my own grandfather. The look was equal parts affection and staid concern. 

“Good luck Dr. Watson.”

“Thank you. The same to you Commander Mahoney.” I shook his hand, paused for a second and wrapped my arms around him. “Thank you,” I told him once again and quickly left him and the other alphabet representatives behind.

Leaving the Pentagon building was a task on its own, navigating long identical hallways until finally a series of doors that led to the sun. I hurried towards the Metro and made my way back to the hotel. The news had hit a couple days ago about my research and the sale of it to Mr. Tusk, so the whole world wanted to know more about the “genius who will make us energy independent” and how on earth the child genius had gotten the billion-dollar tech god to buy it. The media’s fascination with me hadn’t died down, especially once word got out that the President of Stanford University had colluded with foreign governments to steal the research. Now it was an international drama which meant nonstop coverage.

As I exited the Metro my phone rang, and I grimaced at the sight of my mother’s name on the screen. My parents rarely called me, maybe three times a year since I left, and the calls were never emotional and loving. Usually they were perfunctory, like Mom felt obligated to call her child who was basically a stranger to her. 

“Hello Mom.”

“Hi Delaney, how is everything?”

“Fine,” I sighed because that’s what she wanted to hear. “How are you guys?”

“Other than those darned news folks we’re just fine.” Her irritation for once wasn’t aimed at me, so that was a good start to the call. “I am so thankful that you’re all right. When we heard all of that on the news,” she gasped. “I shudder to think what could have happened to you.”

“I’m fine Mom. I survived.”

“Thank god you did. I hoped you thanked that nice Commander and the other man who kept you safe.”

“Of course I did.” If nothing else remained of my time in Texas it was the southern manners drilled into me since birth. “I just returned from a meeting with the Commander and I thanked him enough that I think he now feels uncomfortable.”

Mom laughed, a sound I hadn’t heard in ages. “Oh, Delaney I am so sorry for everything. I was never the mother I should have been to you and I almost lost you.”

“It’s okay Mom, I understand. You and Dad didn’t know what to do with me and Stanford did.”

“But we left you to that Austin man, and he’s the one, oh I’d love to hog-tie that man and drag him on the back of my horse!”

“You don’t have a horse, Mom.”

“Not yet, but with no mortgage to pay, maybe I could get one.”

So there it was, the real reason for the call. “Before you say anything Mom, it wasn’t meant as an insult. I have this money and I figured life would be easier for you guys without that debt hanging over your heads for the next twenty years.”

“No honey, it was a kind and generous gift. Your dad thinks so too.” Her tone told me it had taken some convincing before he accepted what he would undoubtedly view as charity. “And your brother and sister, well they are having a blast with this attention. The kids too.”

I smiled as I entered the hotel lobby, still scanning my surroundings with suspicion, something I doubt would go away for a long time. “I’m glad to hear that, and please tell them again I am sorry for the inconvenience.”

“Honey your research is going to change the world, never apologize for that. We’re all so proud of you and well, I just wanted you to know that.”

I froze in the middle of the lobby, shocked as a tear fell down my cheek. “Thank you Mom.” I had never heard those words before, not from anyone really. Except Bennett. “Thank you,” I whispered again on a shuddery breath.

“Thank you Delaney. Now I need to get supper started before my shift starts, but I hope to talk to you again soon. I love you, sweet girl.”

“I uh, love you too Mom. Maybe I could come visit soon?”

The silence was deafening and my shoulders slumped in defeat, prepared for the inevitable rejection. “That would be wonderful. See you soon.”

The call ended and I stared in wonder at my screen as I stepped into the empty elevator cart and pressed the button to my floor. I would wait a week before making plans to go to Texas because I knew once my parents saw the money I’d put into their account the invitation may very well be rescinded. That would hurt but I would survive it, I knew that much now. Bennett had helped me see how strong I could be, and knowing that made it impossible to go back to being the girl I used to be, scared of her own shadow and refusing to look people in the eye. Now I stood tall, proud. Confident.

Well I would, as soon as the heartbreak passed.

 

***

 

I used to hate hotels because every time I had to travel to attend a professional conference the university would book us into cheap budget hotels and motels that were filthy and uncomfortable. The comforters were scratchy and looked as though they had never been washed, bed bugs ran rampant and the water pressure never came out more than a trickle. 

But the hotel that had become my home over the past couple months was the exact opposite of that. The bed was clean and plush, freshly laundered linens that always smelled of flowers and spring time. But the best feature in my opinion was the bathroom. A deep bathtub with expensive salts and beads helped me relax at the end of every day, but the waterfall shower head—two of them—was the best thing man had ever created in my humble estimation. The water came hard and fast and most importantly, hot.

So hot that I could luxuriate in my before dinner shower, feeling so decadent. So leisurely. After ten minutes, I could no longer justify the waste of water, so I stepped out and wrapped a thick fluffy pink robe around myself. I stepped into the bedroom, scanning the area to see if anything was out of place. Nothing was, and I went to the living area of the suite in search of something to drink and screamed loud as I reached out to grab something. Anything. A lamp.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you but I thought you saw me.”

Bennett. “You thought I saw you and decided to ignore that someone broke into my room while I was in the shower? After everything that’s happened to me? Really?!” I couldn’t believe he was here, in my room, smiling and lounging like he’d never disappeared. “What are you doing in here?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I came to see you.”

“Why now?” My arms were crossed in a defensive gesture and that’s exactly how I felt, as though I needed to protect myself from him. I hated that I felt that way.

Bennett sighed and scraped a hand over his hair, now grown out far too long for navy standards. “I had some things I had to take care of before I came back to you Laney.”

I closed my eyes at the sound of my name on his lips. It felt so good to hear, but I couldn’t let myself fall into that trap again. 

“To do that you had to skip out on me in the hospital and not call for six weeks?” That’s the part that really hurt, that he could go so long without hearing my voice or seeing me when I felt like my body was being ripped apart without him.

“It sounds awful, but yes. I had to know if leaving the SEALs was what I wanted to do for myself and talking to you, being with you would have clouded that.” He sighed and hit me with blue-green eyes that made my heart leap with love. “I had to know I was leaving for me, not for you.”

I took a step back. “I never asked you to leave the Navy for me. You love it and I know how important it is to you.”

“Exactly. But so are you Laney, so damn important. And I knew if I wanted a relationship with you I needed to be present.”

“And?”

“You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”

I shook my head, tightening the sash of the robe protectively. “It wasn’t easy living with the knowledge that I meant so little to you that you would walk away without a word and not reach out to me.”

“Okay. Well I am officially inactive, but not retired. Commander Mahoney is giving me some time to figure out where I might end up before finding me a desk assignment.”

My heart galloped at his words, but I tamped down the hope that had woken up inside me. “What are you waiting on?”

“You. I’m waiting on you to decide where we’re going.”

He was waiting. On me. “We? You want there to be an us?”

“No Laney, you misunderstand me. There is damn well an us. What I’m saying is that I am waiting on you to figure out where we’re going to start our life together.”

“Our…life,” I dropped down on the nearest chair as I tried to process his words. “So you left the Navy and now you want us to start a life. Together. Is that right?”

His mouth kicked up in a knowing sexy grin that made me want to kiss him. “Why do you sound so surprised Laney. I love you.”

“You do?”

“Of course I do. What did you think this was,” he motioned between us.

“I thought it might be something, but when you left I figured I was wrong. Now I don’t know.”

Bennett slid over and then dropped to his knees, running his hands up and down my legs in a soothing motion. “Then let me help you out Laney. I love you. I am stupid in love with you, and I want us to have a future together. Wherever you go and whatever you decide to do, I want to be with you. At your side while you conquer the world.”

Wow. “That sounds amazing Bennett.” He grinned and his body relaxed, but only slightly. “I love you too.”

“I know, sweetheart. And how about the rest of it, do you think you can stand having me around for the next seventy years?”

That sounded incredible, like all the dreams I ever had when I allowed myself to think about having a personal life. “Only seventy years?”

He laughed and cupped my face, kissing me lightly. “Fine, eighty or ninety. I can’t get enough of you anyway.”

“And I’ll never get enough of you Bennett Atlas. I love you, sailor.” I wrapped my arms around him and brought his mouth to mine, kissing him long and hard enough to pour all the love I left into that kiss. It went on and on until my robe opened and his grin turned salacious.

“I love you too Dr. Watson. So damn much.” He scooped me into his arms, kissing me hard and intensely, filled with so much raw hunger that my body quaked with unquenched desire. “Why don’t we make use of this luxury suite while I give you a preview of the next hundred years?”

That did sound absolutely perfect. “Actually, if the Singularity occurs then we could get as much as one hundred and fifty years-,”

“Laney, babe?”

“Yes, Sailor?”

He grinned as he held me in his arms. “Shut up and kiss me.”

So that’s what I did for about an hour.

Then we got started on forever.









Epilogue





  






Bennett  

1 year later

“You need to do it harder,” Laney grunted at me, her face slicked with sweat with small strands of hair stuck to her chest and neck.

“Babe if I do it any harder you’re gonna end up hurt.”

She glared at me but I saw the way her lips twitched. “You said it like that on purpose,” she accused with a glint in her eyes.

“Said what?” I gave her my best innocent look and she burst out laughing, swiping a forearm across her face.

She pitched her voice lower and said, “If I do it any harder you’re gonna end up hurt.” Posture straight, she arched a brow at me. “Fine I’ll clarify, you need to pound it harder so that it will go deeper.”

Shit, I had to use some effort swallow around her husky words, adjust my cock in my pants since we weren’t in the position to do anything about it. 

“Hey woman, there are children around,” I nodded to where a group of young boys kicked around a soccer ball.

She snorted. “They are at least fifty feet from us.”

“Still, Dr. Watson we can’t have you corrupting young minds, can we superstar?” She rolled her eyes again at the reference, hating to be reminded that she was a national heroine. Famous and influential in her own right, becoming an advocate for more girls and women in science. “Are you sure you’re ready to head home?”

“I am,” she nodded, looking around wistfully at the rustic cabin we’d called home for the past six months. We spent the time working on a cheaper, more effective water filtration system in parts of South America, getting deep into the rural areas to help the locals while testing out the equipment. “The results are better than predicted and I am more than ready to complete our research.”

That’s right, she said our research. She’d convinced Commander Mahoney that my role should be as Department of Defense liaison to Elemental Labs, her new research company. “And what do you plan to do with it?”

“I would like to donate one hundred thousand units to places that they are most needed in the world before I make a decision.” Because only when she was sure her invention had met the need that inspired it, would she even consider selling it. “Maybe two hundred.”

“You sure you don’t want to keep this one?”

“I am sure. I think. I’ll let you know.” She looked down and scribbled more notes before tucking her notebook away. “We did good work here Bennett, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, but I also can’t wait to get home. Sleep in our bed. Make love to you in our bed.”

Her skin flushed pink because no matter how passionate and adventuresome we got in the bedroom, Laney could not talk about it without blushing. 

“That does sound nice.” With her face turned toward the sky she looked so beautiful. So content. “We have dinner tonight with everyone. I told Modie they didn’t have to do this but she insisted. Stubborn woman.”

“They love you Laney. You gave them a way to maintain their way of life without dying, that’s a pretty big gift.” My woman was amazing. She had a big heart, she was kind and generous and she didn’t even realize how special those things were about her.

“Well they’ve been cooking all day and those smells are delicious, so of course we’re going. I just meant they didn’t need to feel obligated to go through such a hassle for us.”

It was all for her but she felt better including me. My engineering skills helped build the pump, but this was all Laney and I didn’t mind. Her brilliance astounds me, awes me and I’m proud to say she’s mine. 

“A big party is the perfect way to say goodbye to this place.”

“Yes. It’s time.”

I couldn’t agree more. We were headed back to Virginia but I had an important stop to make first. 

 

***

 

“Why are we stopping over in Paris when we could have gotten a direct flight?” She’d asked the question at least ten times from the time the plane landed until we got to our hotel.

“Because we’ve worked hard for the past six months with the barest of necessities and I wanted to give you a weekend in Paris before we went home. Is that okay with you?”

She froze, eyebrows crinkled adorably in confusion. “Of course it’s all right, I just didn’t know.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at my little genius. Even though she’d worked hard to talk like a regular person, sometimes sarcasm flew by her. “That’s why it’s called a surprise, sweetheart.”

“Okay. How long will we be here, or is that a surprise as well?”

“We can stay as long as you want, but I’ve booked us for a midnight flight Sunday. We have a three hour appointment tomorrow and after that we can do whatever you want.” 

She flashed a grin. “I accept that. Now how about a shower and a nap?” She yawned the question, exhausted from the long drive to the airport in South America, the lengthy flight to Paris and the monstrous traffic we’d been stuck in until she forced us to abandon the cab in favor of the train.

“That’s sounds like just what we both need.”

“Mostly,” she agreed with a coy smile. “Maybe we need a little more than that, to aid with sleeping.”

“Of course,” I agreed and kissed her long and hard. In fact, I didn’t stop kissing her until we were showered, sated and half asleep.

We woke up early the following morning and walked around the city before we stopped at a small Parisian street where we ate crusty bread, pate, eggs and fruit. 

“So where are we going today for my surprise?”

“You are aware the nature of a surprise is that you don’t know what it is ahead of time?” Her gaze narrowed in my direction but I wasn’t at all concerned. The woman hated surprises and it was my absolutely favorite thing in the world to do for her. She hated them up until the very moment it happened and her face in that moment, the most stunning view I’ve ever seen.

So we finished breakfast and took a boat ride on the Seine watching as the city came alive in front of us. “There are many sights I would enjoy taking a closer look at in this city. Some of the architecture is stunning.”

“We have the time to see whatever you like.”

“I know but I really am eager to finish writing up our findings,” she rubbed her hands together with a wide smile. “Let’s see how we feel on Sunday, after my surprise.”

We were on our way to the surprise right now, only she didn’t know it. Not yet, anyway. “What’s the number one thing you want to see in Paris?”

“Obviously the Eiffel Tower because it is-,”

“Pure mechanical and engineering magnificence?” I asked, repeating her favorite words when it came to the tower.

Laney paused mid-smile and smiled even broader, “Yes.”

“But also the catacombs, I can’t imagine the horror imagery it induces to be in a small enclosed space with thousands of skulls and skeletal remains.”

“Wow babe, that just took a really dark turn.” I wrapped my hand around hers as we strolled through the grassy patch leading to the Eiffel Tower.

“Well I didn’t put them down there!” She stopped and looked up. “Your appointment is at the Eiffel Tower? With whom?”

“With you. I planned a private tour for us.”

With a smile she pulled me along until we stood outside the small room of elevators. “Well come on!”

She practically vibrated with energy, bouncing from one foot to the other in front of the elevators while we waited for our tour guide. I couldn’t help but laugh at her childish excitement. When the guide finally showed up Laney hardly heard a word the woman said because she was so busy looking through the glass walls at the inner workings of the masterpiece.

“Is there a way to pause it so we can see the machines working?”

“No Mademoiselle, there isn’t.”

“Oh well. That would have been amazing if it were possible.” She flashed a grin and the guide relaxed, probably prepared for her to make a scene. That’s not how Laney rolled. She was easygoing about all things but her work. “This thing is even more magnificent up close,” she said when we reached the top to look out over the city as the sun began to set.

“I definitely get what the big deal is,” I told her as I wrapped my arms around her waist and rested my chin on her shoulder. “This feels magical, being here with you.”

“It feels perfect to me. I love you, Sailor.”

“I love you too. And I think we should have champagne to toast our accomplishments.” I bought two overpriced glasses and held one out to her. “To clean water, beautiful scientists and the men who love them.”

“I’ll drink to that.” She tapped her glass to mine and we tipped our glasses back, drinking down the cool bubbles. “This was great! I guess that means we can see the catacombs tomorrow?”

“Sure but first there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Sounds serious.”

Hell yeah it was serious. The most serious thing I’d ever done. Ever considered. “In a way, it is. You know how much I love you Laney and how much this last year with you has meant to me.”

“Of course, and I feel the same way,” she smiled, but it wobbled at the uncertainty of what I had to say.

I couldn’t worry about that because she would see how unnecessary her concern was in a moment. “Good. Because I want you to be my wife. I want to marry you and make babies and spend the rest of our lives making this world a better place for them.”

“I want that too. More than anything.”

“Dr. Delaney Watson, beautiful genius inventor extraordinaire, will you marry me?”

“Of course, Sailor. I’ll marry you anytime, anyplace.”

I slid the emerald engagement ring on her finger, knowing she would refuse a diamond unless I could trace the mine it came from as well as the miner who pulled it from the earth. “I can wait until we get back home to make you my wife.”

“I’m already yours in every way that counts.” She smiled gently and pulled me closer to wrap her arms around my neck. Her lips slanted over mine and we kissed at the top of the Eiffel Tower for what felt like days, before she pulled back with a devilish grin. “Promise me one thing?” 

“Name it.” Because I would do anything for this woman, just as she’d proven time and again she would do for me.

“Let’s get married before the baby gets here.”

The baby. Our baby. “The baby?”

“The baby.”

Now life was perfect.

***

The End.

Dear Reader, hope you enjoyed Laney & Bennett’s story. If you’d like another sexy glimpse into their world, I’ve included an extra Bonus Scene which didn’t make it into the final cut at the end of this book. This scene takes place outdoors ;P. This scene doesn't add anymore to the development of the story's arc, but it's certainly steamy!

Feel free to use the Table of Contents to help you find it.









***

Sign up to our Romance Connoisseurs’ Club to receive updates on new releases, exclusive previews, contests and other goodies.

Sign Up

 

 

 

 

 







Nanny’s Halloween Down Under

 Prologue

“Hey, sis. What are you thinking?”

I turned around from watching surfers hang ten on the Surfer’s Paradise beach. Cara watched me closely. I could tell she was concerned; her forehead was furrowed.  I had seen that look my entire life.  Well, Cara was my big sister, and she had a habit of worrying about me.

“Just thinking about where it all went wrong,” I answered, leaning against the balcony railing.  Then I smiled, trying to take the sadness out of my words. “Don’t mind me. I’ll get over it.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “You shouldn’t blame yourself.”

I knew she was right, deep down.  But it was hard to think rationally at the moment. My fashion business, which I had been working so hard to establish back home in San Francisco, had gone belly up.  My major investor had suddenly pulled out, due to sickness.  I had no choice but to close it down, at least until I found another. Cara had suggested Bryce could invest, but I didn’t know him that well, yet.  I just didn’t want to put it on him.

At least I was somewhere beautiful to lick my wounds.  Queensland, Australia.  I had been here a week, visiting Cara and her new husband, Bryce.  And Charlie, Cara’s stepson. They lived in one of the most stunning places I had ever seen in my life.  A waterfront mansion, where you could step out onto the beach.  Cara had certainly won the jackpot.  Bryce was great, and Charlie was the cutest thing ever.

Yes, all up it wasn’t a bad place to think things through.

“Bianca,” Cara said, looking at me gently. “It will be okay. Do you want to start getting ready? I said we’d meet Bryce at the restaurant at seven.”

I nodded. “Of course. I’ll have a shower and be ready in fifteen.”

We were chauffeured to the restaurant.  I still couldn’t believe Cara’s new lifestyle. I saw Bryce on the restaurant steps, waiting for us.  But who was with him? He was a tall man, with sandy colored hair and a rugged appearance. I turned to Cara.

“Is someone else dining with us?” I asked.  Cara looked out the car window, frowning.

“It’s Zane,” she said. “Zane Connelly.  One of Bryce’s friends.  Funny, Bryce didn’t tell me that he would be dining with us.  I didn’t even know he was in town.  He lives on one of the largest cattle stations in the Northern Territory.”

I studied the man, surreptitiously.  Very handsome, if you like the rugged outdoorsy type. But he looked preoccupied, like his mind was a million miles away.

“Cara! Bianca!”

Bryce came to open the car door for us.  He leaned in, whispering to Cara. “Zane turned up unexpectedly, and he’s a bit down.  I asked him to join us.  You don’t mind, do you?”

Cara smiled, touching his face tenderly. “Of course not.  He’s very welcome.”

Introductions were made, and then we all sat down at our table. I looked around, impressed.  It was a fancy restaurant, there was no doubt of that.  Waiters hovered around us like flies, anticipating every whim.  Bryce ordered champagne, only the very best, of course.  Well, he was a billionaire; it was an everyday occurrence for him.  Whereas I had never even tasted this label before.  I took a sip. The bubbles rose to my head like steam in a shower.

I looked at Zane, sitting across from us. He barely touched his champagne. Instead, he kept checking his phone, frowning.  

“What’s the story, Zane?” Bryce sipped his drink, staring pointedly at the phone.  Zane took the hint, and put it in his pocket.

“Sorry, buddy,” he said.  “I’m a bit preoccupied.  You know how I’ve been fighting for custody of the kids? Well, I suddenly got them. Jo has relinquished them, completely.  She’s taking off with Billy Baker, the rock star. She’s been seeing him for a while, now.  They’re jetting off to his chateau in France.  Apparently, the kids don’t mean that much to her, after all.” A thread of bitterness ran through his words.

“But this is good, isn’t it?” Cara questioned. “You’ve been wanting the kids back.”

“Yes,” Zane sighed. “It is.  But the timing is all wrong.  Jo is just dumping them at the Station, with no nanny.  The nanny apparently quit as soon as she heard that Jo was going overseas.  And Mrs. Price, my housekeeper, is an old lady.  They have no one to look after them.”

“Wow,” said Bryce. “That’s a pickle. Especially as you are going to Singapore, aren’t you?”

“I’m catching the flight tomorrow,” he answered. “It’s an important business deal, and I can’t get out of it.  It’s been booked for a while.” He sighed, running a hand through his sandy hair. “All the nanny agencies I’ve called can’t help me at such short notice.”

“Bianca could do it,” Cara said, looking at me, her eyes widening. “Couldn’t you, Bianca? It would be like a working holiday.  You could save money to open your business, again.”

“Cara…” I looked at my big sister like she had lost her mind. This was all too sudden. Nannying? Me?

But now Zane and Bryce turned to me, entreating me with their eyes.

“Bianca,” Zane said, looking at me beseechingly. “You would save my life.  Honestly.  And I would compensate you well, don’t worry.”

“Well…” I was put on the spot. Yes, I had been planning on staying in Australia for another month.  Cara and I had been planning a trip to Melbourne to visit her best friend Amber. But that didn’t mean that I wanted to go to the middle of nowhere, to mind some brats.  Where was the Northern Territory, exactly?

“Please,” Zane said.  His eyes shone with fervor. “I could get you on a flight tomorrow, all expenses paid, of course.  Business class.” 

“Alright,” I sighed, downing my champagne. “As a favor, just until you get a real nanny.”

“Thank you,” Zane breathed.  He suddenly smiled, in relief.  He really was a handsome man, especially when he relaxed.

Our eyes met, holding a second longer than necessary. I felt a sudden jolt of attraction, right down to my toes.

“You won’t regret it,” Zane said.

Famous last words, of course.













Zane

“Almost there, Mr. Connelly.”

I looked up from my tablet at George, my personal assistant. He was staring out the plane window as we circled over Ayers Rock. I smiled wearily.

“It feels like I’ve been travelling forever,” I remarked, stretching.  It had been a whirlwind week. I had just returned from Singapore, having completed talks with some potential partners. And now were heading home to Birrimba, my family’s cattle station in the Northern Territory.

The plane circled, slowly.  I looked out the window.  The famous Rock was receding. It was an amazing landscape, one that I never tired of watching.  

Massive salt lakes spread over the land, with rivers veering off them like a mass of spider veins.  The earth itself was reminiscent of opal: speckled and lined, colors merging and spreading.  The vast deserts of my homeland, folding out as far as the eye could see.

Through my weariness, I felt excited.  It was always like this, when I returned home.  I was constantly travelling the country and the world, but the old adage was true, there was no place like home. And my home had been in my family for generations.  It was one of the first cattle stations built in the Northern Territory, and it was the biggest.

I could see it approaching, now.  It was spread out like a small town; various buildings and yards. In the center was the homestead, a huge weatherboard built in 1894.  I smiled, again.  George looked across at me, giving me a thumbs up.  He knew how tired I was, and how grateful to be home.

Roland, my personal pilot, spoke over the intercom. “About to land at Birrimba, Mr. Connelly.”

The plane circled, again.  Then I felt the descent.  We were about to land.

George and I clicked on our seatbelts in preparation.  It was a small plane, and the landing was often bumpy.

Yes, I was grateful to be home.  But then the personal problems that I had managed to put on the backburner of my brain suddenly reared up at me.  There was a lot going on.  I wouldn’t be able to get home and relax.  I had three children who had been uprooted once again, who were suddenly home – and without their mother.

Oh, and let’s not forget a new nanny.  Hired only last week, spontaneously. I thought of the woman who was now in charge of my children.  Bianca.  An American on holiday.

She was the sister of Cara, who my good friend Bryce had recently married.  It had happened so quickly it still made my head spin.

I had been on the Gold Coast for some last-minute business, when I had taken the call from Jo, my ex.

“Zane,” she had drawled. “Your wish has come true! I’m bringing the children to Birrimba tomorrow.”

“Hang on a minute.” I adjusted the phone to my ear. “What are you talking about? It’s not my scheduled week. I’m flying out to Singapore tomorrow.”

Jo had laughed. “Oh no, you’re misunderstanding me,” she had said. “It’s not just for the week. It’s permanent. You’ve got what you wanted.   I am relinquishing custody, once and for all.”

“What?” I almost dropped the phone.  I had been battling Jo for custody for over a year, now.  She had been adamant that the children belonged with their mother.  What had suddenly changed?

“I have to leave,” she continued. “Billy and I are heading to his chateau in France.” She paused. “Billy doesn’t think the kids should come.  He wants to spend some quality time alone with me.”

I should have known. Jo had been seeing Billy Baker, the famous lead singer of the Vultures of Energy, for a while now.  Not that she had told me much about it.  I had read of their volatile relationship in the papers.  They were always being snapped at wild parties, and premieres; they were the paparazzi’s new darlings.  Ex-wife of billionaire Zane Connelly and the most famous rock star in Australia.  They were a tabloid magazine’s wet dream.

 It was also one of the reasons I had been pressing so hard for custody. Billy Baker was not a stable person, and he seemed to be leading Jo into his degenerate lifestyle.  It wasn’t an environment I wanted my children to grow up in. I was sincerely worried about their welfare.

“Let me get this straight.” I closed my eyes. I could feel a headache starting to thump behind my eyes. “You are just dumping the kids so you can frolic in the South of France with your lover?”

I could hear the sigh on the other end of the line. “Don’t be so dramatic, Zane,” she said. “The kids are fine.  They understand.  And you are getting what you’ve been fighting me for, don’t forget.”

“Okay.” I swallowed. She was right. “So, the kids and Rosa will be there tomorrow?” Rosa was the kids nanny.

There was silence on the other end of the phone. “Just the kids,” she said, eventually. “Rosa has quit. Honestly, the woman is a handful! Said she couldn’t do it anymore.”

“Are you telling me that you are bringing the kids to Birrimba without their nanny?” I couldn’t believe this. “I just told you, I am heading to Singapore tomorrow. There is no one to look after them!”

“Get Mrs. Price to do it,” Jo said.

“Mrs. Price is sixty-five years old!” The headache was getting worse. “She can barely keep up with the housekeeping.  She’s due to retire at the end of the year, for God’s sake!” I swallowed my anger. I simply couldn’t believe this was happening. Jo had been getting more unstable since she had taken up with Baker, but she had always managed to put the kids’ welfare first. Not anymore, apparently.

“I’ll handle it.” It took all my effort not to scream down the phone at her. “Have a great trip.” I pressed end on the call.  My hands were shaking.

Then Bryce had come to my rescue, inviting me out for dinner with his new wife and her sister who was visiting from the States.

I had acknowledged Bianca when we had been introduced, but I was very preoccupied with the bombshell Jo had just dropped.  But I had noticed she was a very pretty woman, with dark hair and big blue eyes. In any other circumstance, I would have appreciated that fact. 

It was Cara who had suggested it, that Bianca take over temporary nanny duties until I found a permanent replacement.  I had been ringing around agencies for over an hour, and not one had anyone free.  I was getting desperate.

Bianca had looked shocked, but then she agreed. I had quickly booked a flight for her to the Territory and arranged for Roland to pick her up from Alice Springs airport, flying her the rest of the way to Birrimba in the private plane.

I had spoken to Mrs. Price once, from Singapore.  She had confirmed that the kids and Bianca had arrived, but there hadn’t been time for a full brief.

I felt the wheels of the plane hit the tarmac, bumping unsteadily as the plane landed. The brakes came on, and we careered to a stop.

“Touchdown, Mr. Connelly.” Roland’s voice came over the PA, slightly fuzzy. “You may disembark.”

I unclicked my seat belt.  George was already up, gathering the luggage.  I was home.

Out of the frying pan and into the fire.  All I wanted to do was rest, have some downtime. But a sixth sense told me that I was dreaming.  

Three unsettled kids, and a new nanny.  A nanny who had never worked at the job before, either.

Let the fun and games begin.

                                                           ***

“Daddy!”

I was almost bowled over as soon as I opened the front door.  Two little girls were upon me, their arms encircling me so that I could barely walk.

I laughed, tousling their heads. “Okay, okay, let me walk,” I laughed. They refused to let go. In the end, I had to walk with them, putting one leg in front of the other like I was walking through heavy snow.

Mrs. Price walked out from the kitchen. “I thought I heard the plane,” she smiled. “Did you have a good trip?”

“Adequate,” I replied. I frowned, looking at her.  She was walking a bit stiffer than last time I had seen her.  Her arthritis was obviously playing up, again. Poor Mrs. Price.  She had been the housekeeper here for as long as I could remember, and she was getting old.

I glanced around. “Where’s Max?” Max was my oldest, a seven-year-old bundle of mischief.

Mrs. Price rolled his eyes. “Out with Robbo, as usual,” she replied. “Thinking that he’s the man of the house.”  She pursed her lips.  Mrs. Price found Max trying. It was one of the main reasons that I couldn’t have left her in charge of the kids.

“Do you have presents for us, Daddy?” Poppy, my five-year-old, looked up at me expectantly. Harper, her little sister who had just turned four, nodded her head. “Please, Daddy?”

I laughed. “Go and see George,” I said. “He’s got all the presents.” They ran off, trying to locate my personal assistant.

A woman walked into the kitchen, smiling.

Bianca. The new nanny. I approached her, smiling back, with my hand outstretched. “Bianca,” I said. “Good to see you.  Thank you so much for taking on the kids at such short notice.  You really are a life saver!”

Bianca shook my hand. “Well, it’s certainly been a baptism by fire,” she said.  Her American accent rolled around the words. 

“Could we have a coffee, and you can fill me in?” I said, walking to the kitchen. “Mrs. Price, could you bring coffee for Bianca and I into my study, please?”

Better to get the worst of it over with. I headed to the study, indicating for Bianca to follow me.

She sat opposite me, not speaking.  Mrs. Price brought the coffee and cups in for us, then shut the door as she left.

I took the opportunity to study Bianca while I poured us both a cup.  

She was wearing a t-shirt and shorts, which showed off her tan. She was smaller than I remembered; she barely reached my shoulders.  The same dark hair, twisted into a casual top knot. 

But it was her eyes, which struck me. I remembered she was blue eyed, but not how amazing they were.  Huge almond shaped eyes of cornflower blue, fringed with long, black lashes.

Wow. I knew she was very pretty, but this was the first time I had felt it.  Well, I had been very preoccupied when we first met.

She couldn’t be more different than Rosa, her predecessor. Rosa had been a forty-year-old sullen woman, who rarely smiled and had the charm of a toad. Jo had employed her because of her impeccable reputation, but also, I suspected, because she was so plain.  No one would look twice at Rosa, and if they did, she would probably have eaten them for breakfast.

“How have you settled in?” I asked, trying very hard not to stare at her crossed legs. Long legs, for such a petite woman.

“It’s been…interesting.” She squinted those amazing eyes. “The children are very high spirited, aren’t they?”

I laughed at that. “They most certainly are,” I agreed. “Some might say a handful.” I paused, looking at her. “Let me give you some background.  My children have been living with their mother and new partner, and haven’t had a very settled life, from what I’ve gathered. They are also dealing with the aftermath of our divorce. So they are a little more…temperamental, than usual.”

Bianca raised her eyebrows. “That explains a bit,” she said. “They haven’t been very keen to get to know me.  I’m trying, but every move I make is rebuffed.” She looked down, a little sadly.

Shit.  The last thing I needed was for her to do a runner. “Give them time,” I said. “It will be okay.” I stood up. “It’s almost lunch time, Bianca.  The kids need to be rounded up for lunch. I will join you, presently.”

She looked surprised, but stood up also, leaving the room.

I collapsed wearily back into my chair. My head was spinning.

I knew my kids.  They were up to their old tricks. And the beautiful, blue eyed nanny was their new target.













Bianca

I closed the door behind me with a decisive click.  I had been dismissed, well and truly. So much for the coffee I had been promised.

I walked down the hallway of the old house, thinking of rounding up the children for lunch. I sighed. The children were harder to wrangle than the cattle that surrounded us.  I still had to pinch myself that I was here.  Stranded.  In the middle of nowhere, in charge of three rambunctious kids. Me, Bianca Harris, who had once dreamed of being at the cutting edge of fashion in the States.

I had bitten off more than I could chew, that was for sure. And Zane Connelly, my new boss, didn’t seem to be willing to help.  

I thought of him as I walked.  A man used to his bidding being done, obviously.  Mrs. Price, the crusty old housekeeper here, had filled me in on Zane and the station as soon as I had got here; almost as soon as I had stepped off the plane.

“So, you’re the new nanny,” she had sniffed, looking me up and down. I don’t think she approved. “Do you have a uniform?”  She frowned, looking at the cut off shorts and tank top I was wearing. Hey, it was as hot as hell out here.  And what was this crap about a uniform?  I hadn’t realized I was supposed to be rigged out like Mary Poppins.

“Don’t have one,” I had said, meeting her eye. I wasn’t intimidated by her.  The woman had obviously been here forever, and thought she ran the whole show. “Is it a requirement?”

Mrs. Price had sighed. “Rosa always wore one,” she had said. “But then, Rosa was formally trained by one of the leading agencies in Australia.” Her eyes narrowed. “What are your qualifications?”

“I don’t have any,” I replied. “I’m just helping Zane out, temporarily.”

“Mister Connelly, you mean,” she had said, crisply. I shrugged.  How old school was this place? I had been introduced to him as Zane, so I didn’t see what the problem was.

“The Connelly’s are the royal family of the Outback,” she had continued, her mouth pursed. “Birrimba was founded in 1894. It is the biggest cattle station in the Northern Territory. The history is vast. Proper respect for that is essential, if you intend to work here.”  She fixed me with a penetrating stare. “Come and meet the children.  They arrived only two hours ago.”

I followed the old biddy down the hallway, feeling like I was about to meet my executioner. Why, oh why, had I agreed to this? I hardly knew any children. You couldn’t say I was the most maternal of women.  I barely even thought about kids.

And now, I was about to be put in charge of three of them. I was quaking in my boots, just a little.

“Children.” Mrs. Price walked into a large room, where three children were watching a movie. “Please turn that off, for the moment. There is someone you need to meet.”

An older boy pressed pause on the television, looking at us curiously.  Two little girls, who had been reclining on bean bags, stood up.  They all looked at me as if I had just landed from outer space. I forced a smile onto my face.

“This is your new nanny,” Mrs. Price continued. “Her name is Miss Harris.”

“Bianca will do,” I said, smiling wider.  Mrs. Price frowned, but didn’t say anything. The three children looked at me, not blinking.

“This is Max, Poppy and Harper,” continued Mrs. Price. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”  She walked out of the room. I looked after her, startled.  She was just going to leave me with them?  What was I supposed to do?

“Where’s Rosa?” asked Poppy, her blonde head cocked to the side.  Her little sister, Harper, nodded. The boy, Max, was still looking at me silently.

“I’m not sure,” I answered. “I think she had to leave. So I’m taking her place.”

“You?” Max said, finally finding his voice. “You don’t look old enough. Rosa was an old lady.”

The two little girls nodded, solemnly.

“Where’s Mummy?” Harper asked. “I haven’t seen her.” Her little lip trembled. “I miss her.”

“She’s gone to France, silly,” said Max, frowning at his sister. “Remember? She had to leave with Billy.”

“Oh, yes,” said Harper, but she still looked bewildered. I was starting to get an idea of how complicated and confused these children’s lives were.  And here was little old me, joining the fray.  Another adult to learn how to trust. It must be hard for them.

Desperately, I looked around the room. I spied a bookcase filled with games. “How about we play something?” I asked, walking over to it. “Snakes and ladders?”

“We were watching Shrek,” said Max, in a bored voice.  He walked back over to the television, putting the movie back on.  The two girls followed his lead, sitting back on the bean bags.  Their eyes riveted back onto the screen.  I was ignored.

Well, that went down like a lead balloon, I thought.  What now? I stood awkwardly, watching them. But they never even glanced at me.

Eventually, I sat down on a sofa, and watched the movie with them.

And it had only got worse from there.

                                                               ***

I called out to the children that their lunch was ready.  Poppy and Harper arrived, but Max was nowhere.

“You really need to show them you are in charge,” said Mrs. Price, frowning. “Max will stay outdoors with the station hands all day, if you let him.”

“Yes, Mrs. Price,” I said, through gritted teeth. I gave the girls their lunch, then walked outside.

The heat hit me in the face. It was so hot here; I was still getting used to it.  It was a dry heat, that entered your lungs the same as the eternal red dust that swirled around the house. The landscape was vast, and barren; mile after mile of unrelenting desert.  Sometimes I felt as if I had landed on the surface of the moon.

I walked to one of the cattle yards. I could see Max, leaning on the railing. He was with Robbo, the station master.

“Lunch is ready, Max,” I called.  He turned to look at me, then turned back. I could see Robbo frown at him.

“Max, Ms. Bianca is talking to you,” Robbo said, frowning. He looked at me, his old craggy face full of sympathy. I smiled, a bit unsure of what to do next. “You know your manners, young man.”

Max sighed theatrically, then jumped from the railing, running back to the house.  He didn’t look at me.

“It will get better,” Robbo said to me. “Give it time.  These kids have been through the wringer.”

“I’m trying,” I said, looking at the old man. “I just can’t seem to connect with them.  Either they ignore me completely, or they play pranks on me. Max put a small goanna in my bed, did I tell you?” I still shuddered at the thought. I had just got into bed, and my foot had touched a hard, scaly item. I had shrieked, jumping out. Mrs. Price had come running, and so had Max. I had seen him laughing as he scurried back to his room.

I hadn’t even known what the creature was; Mrs. Price had kindly informed me. A very ugly lizard, apparently.

“You need to think of something that you can do together,” said Robbo now, breaking into my thoughts about strange lizards. “You know, a project, or an event.  Something that you can engage them with, get to know them.”

“Yes,” I answered, slowly. “You’re right.  Any thoughts?”

Robbo scratched his head underneath the cowboy hat, laughing. “I’m just an old stock hand,” he said. “I’ll put on my thinking cap, but don’t be too hopeful. Maybe Mrs. Price might have some ideas.”

“Not likely,” I said, a bit sourly. “She doesn’t like me, that’s for sure. I don’t think she’d go out of her way to help me.”

Robbo laughed again. “Just set in her ways,” he said. “She’s been here forever, and she’s wary of newcomers.  Especially a pretty young American.  Can’t say we’ve ever had one of your mob here before.”

I thanked Robbo, then walked back toward the house.  At least someone was being kind to me, and welcoming. I was very grateful to him.

I was walking along the veranda toward the front door when I almost collided with someone coming the other way.

“Excuse me,” I laughed, stepping back.  Oops.  It was the boss.  Zane Connelly himself.

He looked different.  He had changed out of his business clothes, and was wearing the type of thing all the stock hands wore around here.  But it looked completely different on Zane. In fact, it looked downright sexy. Old, faded denim jeans and a flannel shirt. He was also wearing a cowboy hat.  I was suddenly very aware of his bright blue eyes, his rugged good looks. 

I could feel myself blushing. Stop it, Harris, I said to myself.

Zane looked down at me, his eyes boring into me.

“Do the children have their lunch?” he asked, brusquely.  He wasn’t smiling.

“I just rounded up Max,” I said. He nodded, then brushed past me, walking toward the cattle yard.

I gazed after him.  A man of few words, obviously. Not used to making small talk with the employees. But then, I suppose he was a billionaire.  They probably didn’t make time for the small people, did they? I thought of Bryce, Cara’s new husband. No, he was a friendly man, very approachable, despite being obscenely wealthy.

Maybe it was just me.  I was rubbing everyone the wrong way, apparently.  A fish out of water, in a big dry dustbowl.

I walked into the house.  At least the children were at the table, eating their lunch.  I sat down next to them, thinking over Robbo’s words.  Find something to engage them with.  A project, or an event.

“Will Mummy be home for Christmas?” Poppy suddenly asked, swallowing her vegemite sandwich.

“Christmas is ages away,” replied Max, scornfully. “Why are you thinking of that?” He picked up his glass of orange juice, draining it. “And anyway, Mummy and Daddy don’t live together anymore. You are silly, Poppy.”

“No, I’m not,” the little girl replied. “Will Santa be able to find us, if Mummy isn’t here?” She cocked her head to the side, looking for all the world like a little bird. It was an endearing habit of hers.

“Santa will always find us,” said Harper, nodding sagely. “He is clever.  He knows where all the children are.”

Christmas, I thought to myself. Would I still be here, then? It seemed unlikely, the way things were going.  Perhaps I would be back in California, licking my wounds after being run out of the Outback by three small children and one very stuffy old housekeeper.

Suddenly, I sat up straighter.  I had an idea.  An idea as to how to get to know these kids, and hopefully connect with them.

“What does everyone do for Halloween around here?” I asked, looking around the table.

Three little faces stared back at me, their mouths open.  I could see chewed up vegemite sandwich about to fall out of Poppy’s, if she wasn’t careful.

“Halloween?” Max repeated.  “This is Australia, silly.  We don’t have Halloween here.”

“What is Halloween?” asked Harper.

I looked at them.  This was going to be interesting.













Zane

I watched the children slowly walk to the table, climbing onto their chairs. Bianca had managed to get them to the bathroom, at least, and their hands were washed.

Mrs. Price brought a steaming roast chicken to the table, carefully placing it in the middle alongside the gravy boat and roast vegetables that were already sitting there.  Dinner was almost ready.

I tried to stifle a yawn, but didn’t quite succeed. I was bushed. If the children hadn’t been here, I would have finished dinner on a tray in my bedroom by now and probably be in bed, sleeping off the whirlwind business trip.  But they were here, and I always made a point of dining with them if I was home.  It was a way to stay connected with them, and I hadn’t seen them in a while.

“There you go.” Bianca placed a napkin on Harper’s lap. I watched her dark hair fall across her shoulders as she straightened the napkin.  I had a strange urge to run my hands through that hair, it was so full and glossy.  

It was going to take some getting used to, having a young, beautiful woman in our midst.  I don’t think I had ever had fantasies of running my hand through Rosa’s hair.  I could see why Jo had always employed older, straitlaced nannies now. It was a bit disconcerting lusting after the help.

It was only because I was tired, and feeling low, I told myself.  Also, I hadn’t been with a woman in a long, long time. Well, I had been recovering from a messy divorce, after all. Of course, I was going to have moments of weakness if there was an attractive woman around.  It didn’t mean anything.

“Are you going to dine with us?” I asked her, now.  She turned toward me, obviously not expecting it.

“Mrs. Price,” I called. “Could you set another place, please.”

I could see the older woman muttering to herself as she brought over the extra plate and cutlery. It was hard for her; she was used to the old ways, where the help ate separately from the family. She would never dream of accepting a place at the table herself.

Bianca sat down, looking uncomfortable.  I could see that she was feeling Mrs. Price’s disapproval.

I carved the chicken, and Bianca served the vegetables onto the children’s plates.  Eventually everyone had a meal in front of them.

“What have you all been up to today?” I asked.

Max turned to me, eagerly. “I was helping Robbo,” he said. “We were bringing the cattle over to the other yard.” His eyes were shining as he took a bite of his chicken.

I smiled at him.  Max was a little chip off the block, always wanting to be outside.  He was going to love running the station, when his turn came.

“I played barbies with Harper,” Poppy piped up. “Beach Barbie was having a concert, and the other barbies were the groupies.” She giggled.

I frowned.  When had she heard that word? Of course, being around Billy Baker.  That degenerate. I could see that Poppy knew the word was one she wasn’t supposed to use, but I didn’t think she had any idea of its meaning. Probably best to ignore it.

“Well, I’m glad you are all enjoying yourselves,” I said. “As of next week, school starts again for you and Max, Poppy.”  Both groaned, but I was adamant. “Hey, at least you don’t have to leave home, like you did in Sydney.”  Because we lived so remotely, children here were schooled by correspondence, called the School of the Air, until they went to boarding school as teenagers. It was how I had been schooled, and my father and grandfather.

“Daddy,” Harper said, her big blue eyes earnest. “We’re going to have Halloween. Bianca is going to do it for us.”

“Halloween?” I looked at her, not sure I had heard properly. I looked at Bianca, questioningly.

She smiled at me. “Just an idea I had,” she said. “I thought it would be fun for the kids.”

“We don’t celebrate Halloween in Australia,” I said. “Well, I’ve heard they have started to in the cities, but we’ve never done it out here.” I picked up my knife and fork, spearing a chicken leg.

“But that doesn’t mean that you can’t,” said Bianca, looking at me. “It’s really a lot of fun.  The kids would love it.”

“You get to dress up in costumes, Daddy,” said Poppy, her eyes shining. “And go trick or treating. You get lots of lollies!”

“Where would you go trick or treating around here?” I replied, a touch scornfully. “We live in the middle of nowhere.  Our nearest neighbors live hundreds of miles away.”

“We could figure something out,” said Bianca. “Maybe the kids could trick or treat around the station. It’s as big as a town.” She picked up her drink, glancing at me sideways.

Was she challenging me?  I looked at her, quietly assessing.  I suppose it wouldn’t do any harm; at least the children would have a good time.  We’d never done it before, but like Bianca said, that didn’t mean we couldn’t. 

“Well, I suppose if you know what you’re doing,” I said to her. 

She smiled, a wide smile that reached her big, blue eyes. I caught my breath.  She really was a stunning looking woman.  I could feel myself stirring, slightly.  Damn.  This was getting uncomfortable.

“Thank you,” she said. She turned to the children. “The first thing we have to do is figure out your costumes.  Mrs. Price was telling me there is a sewing machine here. I think I could make the costumes, seeing as we live so far away from any stores.”

“You could always order them online,” I said. “We get deliveries here.”

“But that’s not as much fun,” Bianca said. “Besides, I’m a great sewer. I’m a trained fashion designer, you know.  The kids can help me.”

“What about material?”

She frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she said.

Poppy spoke up. “There’s lots of material and stuff in the attic,” she said, looking from me to Bianca. “I saw Mummy store a lot of stuff there.”

Bianca smiled. “Well, then, that should be fine,” she said. “How about we go and have a look tomorrow? There might be lots of other things we could use in the attic, as well.” She winked at Poppy.  

Max screwed up his nose. “Dress ups are for girls,” he said, disdainfully.  He refused to look at Bianca. Her smile wavered.

I could see he had been giving her a hard time.  Max was the oldest, and he was notoriously hard to impress.  He was also slow to trust; he had been the most affected by the break up. The girls would thaw, eventually; if someone was responsive enough to them, they would come around.  But Max was a harder nut to crack.

I wished, for the hundredth time, that things had turned out differently.  That their mother and I hadn’t separated, but also if we had to, that it hadn’t been so messy.  The kids had been back and forth between us like yo yo’s, and they also had to deal with their mother’s new volatile relationship. It was a lot for kids to deal with.  No wonder they were wary of new people.

“You could dress up for Halloween,” I said to him, glancing at Bianca sympathetically. “I’ve been to dress up parties, before.  Even grown men can do it, Max.”

“Really?” Max looked at me as if I had just grown another head. “You’ve dressed up?”

“Sure,” I said, taking a sip of water. “Your mother and I went to a dress up party for New Year’s Eve, once. Your old dad made a pretty good Marc Antony to your mum’s Cleopatra.”

“Who’s that?” Max wrinkled his nose, again.

I sighed. “Never mind. I don’t have time for history lessons,” I smiled. “The point is, it’s okay for boys to dress up, buddy.  It’s a lot of fun.”

Max thought about it, then he turned to Bianca. “Okay,” he said, slowly. “But I don’t want to be a girl. Could I be Batman or something?”

I could see Bianca sigh with relief. “Of course,” she said. “You can dress up as anything or anyone you like!  Some people like to be scary characters, like ghosts or mummies.  But lots of other people dress up as famous people or characters.”

“Cool,” Max said.  He offered Bianca a small smile, then continued eating.

Bianca looked at me gratefully. I smiled back at her. It was a start, at least.

                                                             ***

The kids were finally put to bed, after I had read them all a bedtime story.

I breathed a sigh of relief.  At last, I could relax and head to bed. It was so good to be home, and I had to admit, it felt very good to have the children back at Birrimba.  It was their home, after all.  It had been in our family for five generations.  The legacy was strong, and I didn’t want it to end with me.  Not after how hard my ancestors had worked to build it up.  

Birrimba was in my blood. And I wanted my children to feel that calling too. It was worth more than all the money in the world. I walked out onto the veranda, gazing up at the sky.  There wasn’t anything like it.  The night sky in the desert was a sight to behold.  \A million stars twinkled in the sky, as far as the eye could see. I leaned against the old weatherboard railing, soaking in the night. Finally, I felt myself relax.

I heard a movement.  Was there somebody out here? I felt myself bristle, slightly. I enjoyed this time being by myself, of a night.  I didn’t particularly feel like speaking to anyone.

And then I saw her. Bianca.  She was on the other side of the veranda, leaning against the railing just like I had been.  Her face was tilted toward the night sky; she looked like she was a thousand miles away, in her head. Sad? Pensive, at least.

Well, she was a long way from home.  And this was all so new to her. I continued to watch her; I didn’t think she had any idea that I was there.

She sighed, picking up her long dark hair with her hands, and twisting it into a knot on top of her head.  Then she let it fall, shaking it out.  I was spellbound; it was one of the sexiest gestures I had seen in a long, long time.  Suddenly, I was imagining her in bed, naked, picking up her hair and letting it fall, just like she had done.

I imagined her above me, breasts swaying, surrounded by all that long, dark hair…

I shook my head, wryly. This was the third time today that I had become aware of her as a woman. It had to stop.  I couldn’t have these thoughts clouding my judgment of her; they were too distracting. And besides, I wasn’t ready to go there, even if she had have been a likely candidate.  I was still raw over the break up with Jo.  Even though I had instigated it, it still hurt like hell.  

Divorce was like a death.  You had to move through the stages of grief slowly; there was no rushing it.

Bianca turned, as if she had heard something.  I backed away, so she wasn’t aware of me. She stood still for a moment, then with another deep sigh moved away, back into the house.  I could hear her footsteps as she walked to her bedroom.

Even though I hadn’t wanted to be seen, I suddenly felt her absence keenly.  I wanted to follow her down the hallway, softly open the door to her room.  What would she be doing? Would I catch her just as she was undressing for bed?

Stop it, I told myself sternly.  Let it be. 

But that picture of her stayed with me for the rest of the night.











Bianca

“Bianca! Look!”

I glanced around at Poppy, who was buried deep in an old chest. She was pulling things out and tossing them to the floor at an alarming pace. We had climbed the pull-down stairs to the attic half an hour ago, and I was half regretting my decision to make these Halloween costumes.

The attic was simply jammed with items.  It was hard to make a start, and when we had, there was so much it was overwhelming.  It seemed like the attic had never been cleaned out; there were items in here from when the homestead had first been founded. I had already found an old parasol, like they used in the nineteenth century. 

Harper had found an old porcelain doll, which she was now playing with.  She had named it Dora, after her favorite children’s show. Dora was so old she creaked as Harper bent her, and her head lolled dangerously.  I could see an accident happening, could just picture her screams when the head suddenly fell off.

Whose doll had it been, I wondered.  Some little girl had loved her, once upon a time.

Poppy sneezed.  It seemed like we were disturbing colonies of dust spores, that had lived here for decades.  I felt my eyes twitching, as well.

I spied another old chest, buried deep in the corner. I opened its lid, coughing slightly as the smell hit me.  Musty.  But as my eyes adjusted to the light, I could see old fabric.  My heart did a little twirl.

I carefully pulled it out, gasping.  It was indeed old. An original Victorian gown, high collared. It was yellowed with age; it must have been white, once upon a time. It was made of lace and silk, and in remarkably good condition.

“Girls,” I called, over my shoulder. “Come and have a look at this!”

They stood up and came over.  Poppy’s eyes widened, and Harper sat down as if in a trance, reverently stroking the old material.

“Did it belong to a lady?” she whispered.

“It must have,” I said. I let the girls admire it, and looked back in the chest.

I pulled out a wide brimmed hat, and a small jewelry box. I opened it, to see an old Cameo brooch, a pearl necklace and matching clip on pearl earrings.  This was vintage at its best. I knew some shops in San Francisco that would pay a small fortune for this stuff. The dress, especially.

There was something else, tucked away at the bottom of the trunk. Was it a book? I hauled it out, blowing dust off it. It was indeed a book; it looked like someone’s journal. I opened it to the first page. Old spidery handwriting leapt out, with a date at the top, the second of February, 1892.

Wow. Whose journal had it been? Without even thinking, I started to read.  But at that moment, Mrs. Price’s voice could be heard at the top of the stairs.

“Miss Harris,” she called. “I am not sure if you are aware, but it is after twelve thirty. The children need their lunch.” There was reproach in her voice, of course.

I sighed, rolling my eyes.  The girls giggled.

“Coming,” I called back.  I turned to the girls. “Let’s grab all the stuff that we found, and go and get some lunch.  We can always come up again later if we need anything else.”

They nodded, carefully gathering the items.  Harper grabbed Dora, then looked at me. “Can I please take her?”

I nodded. What harm could it do? Whosever doll it was didn’t need it, anymore.  And Harper had fallen in love.

The girls trailed down the stairs. I looked at the journal. Should I?

Why not. I added it to the pile, walking carefully with my loot down the stairs.

                                                                      ***

The girls were excitedly talking about our finds over lunch.

Max feigned disinterest, but I could tell he was a little intrigued.  He had refused to come and help us, preferring to be outside with Robbo, as usual.  But at least he was starting to come around, if only a little.

“I found an old dolly,” Harper lisped. “And we found a very old dress, that Daddy’s mummy must have worn!”

I laughed at her. “It wouldn’t have been your Daddy’s mother who wore that dress, Harper,” I said. “It’s over a hundred years old. More like your Daddy’s great-great-grandmother.”

“Great, great, what?” she looked at me, her eyes bulging. I shook my head, laughing still. How did you explain time like that to a four-year-old?

“Well, anyway,” I turned to Max, “we have enough material to start making the costumes for Halloween.  So, you want to be Batman?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Or Spiderman. I don’t know.”

“Okay,” I said. “But can you make up your mind by the end of today? I will need to start sewing. Halloween is only two weeks away.”

He nodded. “And what about you two?” I said, turning to the girls.

“I want to be a fairy,” said Harper. “With wings, and a wand.”

“Perfect,” I said, smiling at her. “Poppy?”

Poppy thought for a moment. “Could I be Alice, from Alice in Wonderland?”

“Wonderful choice,” I said. The girls giggled, and clapped their hands. Even Max smiled.

“We’ll need to make some decorations, too,” I said. “We’ll have to get a pumpkin to make a jack o’lantern.  And I’ll make some skeletons and other stuff.” I was getting excited, myself.  Halloween had always been one of my favorite times of the year, and I loved getting creative and making stuff. Well, I had trained as a fashion designer.

“It’s going to be so much fun!” I clapped.  The girls laughed.

At that moment, Zane walked into the room, talking into his phone. He ended the call, then came over to the table.

“What’s going to be so much fun?” he asked, staring at me.

I was struck again by what an attractive man he was. 

This surprised me; I hadn’t thought about men in months, and I had never been overly interested.  Whereas a lot of my friends were still with their childhood sweethearts or entering serious relationships, I had never had a long-term boyfriend. Cara and I had discussed it a bit.  She thought it had something to do with the fact that our Dad had walked out on our Mom when we were young.  Cara thought we both had trust issues.

I didn’t like to over analyze it, like she did.  I just knew I was usually happier on my own, and I couldn’t be bothered putting up with any bullshit from a man.  Maybe I just hadn’t found the right one, yet.

But I was certainly impressed with Zane.  Well, at least my body was. I could feel myself blushing as he continued staring at me.  I couldn’t seem to find my voice.

“Halloween, Daddy!” answered Poppy, rolling her eyes dramatically. “Don’t you remember?”

“Oh,” said Zane, acting as if he was sad. He pretended to cry. “Am I a silly daddy?”

The girls giggled, looking at him lovingly.  I could see that they adored him, and I didn’t need to wonder why.  He was wonderful with all his children.

“I found an old dolly, Daddy,” said Harper, picking up Dora from next to her to show him. Zane looked shocked when he saw it.

“Whoa,” he said, reeling back. “That is one scary looking doll. Perfect for Halloween. It was up in the attic?”

“Yes,” answered Harper, cuddling Dora. “She’s not scary, Daddy.  She’s beautiful! And Bianca found an old dress that your great, great...” she frowned, thinking, “… something used to wear.”

Zane turned to me, his eyebrows raised a little. “Bianca found an old dress?”

“Yes,” I said, blushing again.  What was wrong with me? “Very old. I think it’s Victorian.”

“You should wear it, Bianca!” Poppy said, looking excited. “Why don’t you and Daddy have a party for Halloween, as well?”

I laughed. I couldn’t think of a thing to say.

Zane came to my rescue. “The dress is probably too old to wear,” he said. “And it is enough that you kids are celebrating.” He reached over and planted a kiss on his daughter’s head.

“Can you dress up too, Daddy?” Harper pleaded. “I really want you to…and Bianca!”

“Please, please, Daddy,” said Poppy, joining the fray. Even Max looked at his father expectantly.

Zane threw his hands up in the air, as if to fend them off. “I mightn’t even be here when it happens. I might be away. You guys know I travel a lot.”

The girls looked so downcast my heart ached, just a little.  Max stared down at the floor.

“Did someone say something about a Halloween party?”

We all looked around.  George, Zane’s personal assistant, was standing there, an interested expression on his face. I had spoken to George a few times, and he was always friendly and warm towards me.  I sensed that George might be one of my few allies at Birrimba.

“Just the kids making plans,” Zane smiled. “They sure run away with ideas when they get them.”

“Your schedule is clear for October 31st,” said George, a small smile playing over his face. “You could definitely have a Halloween party here.  Bianca and I could arrange it all.”

“Why do I get the impression I am being backed into a corner here?” Zane replied.

“It would be good to catch up with your neighbors,” George replied.  “You haven’t had a party at Birrimba for over a year. Great to know what’s happening in the district from the ground. And it would be a great personal relations event.” I looked at George, admiringly.  The man sure was persuasive.  I had a feeling George could sell snow to an Eskimo.

“Please, please, Daddy.” Poppy and Harper were repeating it like a mantra. Even Max was looking at him expectantly.

The children wanted to see more of their father, that was obvious.  Well, why wouldn’t they?  They had been tossed back and forth between their parents so much.  And they wanted a big party, something exciting.  I wasn’t sure what George’s motivation was about pushing for a party, but I wasn’t about to contradict him.  All of it meant that the children and I would get to know each other better and have more to work towards.

So, I entered the fray. “I’ll definitely help George organize the party,” I said, smiling. “You won’t have to do a thing, Zane. We promise.”  The children nodded solemnly. So did George.

“We promise, Daddy,” Harper said, her eyes shining.

Zane put his hands up in the air, conceding defeat. “If my schedule is clear,” he said, sighing. “Alright.  We can have a big party.”

The girls shouted in excitement, running to their father and kissing him.  Max smiled. George and I looked at each other, smiling in satisfaction. “Shall I schedule a party meeting, then?” he said. “Miss Harris? Shall we consult our diaries?”

I laughed. “Sure, George,” I said. “Let me know when a time suits.”

He nodded, walking away as Mrs. Price came into the room. She looked at us in confusion.

“What’s the hullabaloo about?” she asked.  Her head was turning with the speed of a ping pong ball from the children, to Zane, to me.

“Mrs. Price, you need to dust off your witches’ costume,” Zane said, gravely. “We’re having a Halloween party.”

Mrs. Price’s eyes rolled heavenwards. “We live in Australia!” she muttered, shaking her head. “Will wonders never cease?” She walked off.

Zane and I looked at each other, trying to stifle a laugh.  I think we were thinking the same thing, visualizing Mrs. Price dressed as a witch. It was a pretty funny mental picture.

His eyes lingered on my face. I felt my breath catch, and my heart begin to race. What on earth was going on?

I couldn’t remember ever feeling this way about a man. I really couldn’t.













Zane  

I could hear children’s laughter and the thud of running footsteps drifting through the air.  I smiled to myself, finally allowing a pause in my morning work schedule. Emails were done and meetings arranged.  I could stop for a moment, maybe get myself a coffee.

I smiled again as I heard Harper’s little voice raised excitedly.  Then there was the sound of the sewing machine. Bianca was already hard at it, obviously.  Halloween costumes were being prepared; she had started the day before. I was still a bit gob smacked that there was going to be a big party here.  

I felt like I had to give in, to appease the kids.  And Bianca and George, of course.  Everyone was so enthusiastic about it, I would have looked like the biggest Scrooge if I had poured cold water on the idea. But I was a bit ambivalent about it, to say the least.

I stared out the window as I pondered.  I hadn’t entertained – or at least, not on such a large scale – since Jo and I had broken up.  I hadn’t had the heart, or the time, really.  Jo had always loved entertaining, and had often arranged parties here.  I could still hear her voice, begging me to allow yet another party. “I have to do something, out here,” she had always said. “I think I might die of boredom, otherwise.”

It had been her familiar refrain, and one of the reasons we had broken up, eventually.  Jo had hated living out here.  She had never understood my passion for Birrimba, or learnt to share it.  Well, she was a city girl, through and through.  I had met her at a party in Sydney, where she had lived for most of her life.  She had lived out here reluctantly.  I had always tried to get her to see how wonderful it was: the amazing landscape, the vastness of the land, the history of the homestead. My history.  But she had never understood.  To her, Birrimba was like a prison, one she would try to escape from more and more as the years progressed.

“Why do we have to live here?” she had often asked. “You’re a billionaire, for Christ’s sake! You could get a manager to do everything here, and we could live in Sydney or on the Gold Coast.  Somewhere civilized!”

We had drifted apart.  She began to spend more time in Sydney, leaving the kids behind. And at one of those parties, she had met Billy Baker.  I had found out, of course.  Sydney was just a large village, after all, when you knew people.  Word had got around.  When I knew that Jo was having an affair, that was it, for me.  I told her to leave.

I shook my head, impatiently, as I stared out the window.  I had to stop thinking about it.  We had both made choices, but now it was time to move on. The kids were the priority.  And if a big party and dressing up eased their trauma, even for just a little while, then I would grit my teeth and get on with it.  Just try not to visualize Jo here, playing hostess yet again.

I thought of the new nanny.  Bianca.  She was really trying to win over the children with this Halloween project. And it was working.  The girls were falling in love with her, completely caught up in making costumes and decorations.  Even Max was slowly coming around, just a little.

Bianca. She was a clever and talented woman.  She was also so damn sexy it was becoming increasingly harder for me to think of anything else.  Especially watching her in her denim shorts and tank tops.  I was kind of glad that she didn’t wear a uniform, like Rosa had. I thought of the way she tossed her hair back, and her laugh.  I could hear it now, responding to something one of the girls had said.

I stood up, stretching.  Time for that coffee. I should say hello to the kids. I tried to ignore the fact that it was Bianca I wanted to see.

                                                                      ***

“Daddy!” Harper ran to me, almost knocking me over in the process.

“Well, what do we have here?” I stared down at her.  She was wearing a pink and silver long dress, with sleeves like petals and a ragged hemline.

She twirled around for me. “Do you like it, Daddy? Bianca has almost finished it! I am going to be a fairy princess!”

I looked at Bianca, who had turned around to smile at us from the sewing machine. “Almost there,” she said. “Just a few alterations, and Harper’s costume will be ready.”

“Wow,” I said. “You are talented.  It looks like something from a costume shop.”

“Thank you,” she said, blushing slightly.  That was one thing I really liked about Bianca.  She accepted compliments, but she didn’t have a big head. She wasn’t cocky about her talents. And, I had to admit, I liked giving them to her.  Just to see that rosy hue come to her face.

Poppy ran into the room, clutching one of her books. “Daddy! Bianca is going to start on my costume, next. I am going to be Alice.”  She waved the book at me.  It was one of her favorites, that I had read to her many times.  A picture book version of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.  Poppy had always said that she wanted to be Alice.  She claimed she wanted to go to the Mad Hatter’s tea party.

“As soon as I’ve done a few little things to Harper’s costume,” Bianca said. “I’ll start on it.”

“Where’s Max?” I ruffled Poppy’s hair.  Her eyes were gleaming excitedly, too.

“He’s at school.” Bianca said. “In the other room.”

I nodded, in satisfaction.  Max seemed to be settling down again.  It had always been hard to get Max to settle to his schooling out here, but Bianca seemed to have managed it.  She really was doing an exceptional job.

“What are you going to dress up as, Daddy?” Poppy asked, slamming her book onto the table. “George told us this morning he’s sent out invitations for the Halloween party!”

I frowned. “I haven’t given it much thought, sweetie,” I said. “Maybe I could just grab an old sheet, rip a hole in it and go as a ghost?” I smiled.

Poppy’s eyes widened in horror. “No, Daddy! Bianca will make you something.” She nodded her head, confidently.

“I think that Bianca has her hands full with all of your costumes,” I remarked. “Besides, it doesn’t worry me.”

“I’ll see how I go,” Bianca remarked. “We could look in the attic, again.  There might be something up there that I could alter quickly.”

“Don’t go to any trouble,” I said, looking at her.

“It’s no trouble,” she said, smiling. “I enjoy it. I love clothes. I’ll just have to measure you, if we do make something from scratch.”

“Bianca will take care of it,” said Poppy, in her most grown up voice.

I laughed. “I’ll leave you guys to it,” I said, walking to the kitchen. “I’m going to make myself a coffee, then I have to head out to the yards this afternoon. Have fun.”

I couldn’t resist a final look at Bianca.  She was wearing a blue sundress today. My gaze lingered over her, noticing the way the dress clung to her figure.  Full breasts, and long legs.  It was getting hot in here.

She looked at me, suddenly, as if she knew my thoughts. It was my turn to color slightly, as I walked off.  I really had to get a grip on this.

                                                                        ***

I looked out over the property, nursing my night time beer as I leaned against the veranda railing. The kids had gone to bed an hour ago, still talking excitedly about Halloween.

I had been filled in on the progress of it all at dinner that night. Harper’s costume was all done, apparently, and Bianca had started on Poppy’s that afternoon.

“At least we won’t have to get a wig for you,” Bianca had said to her, smiling. “You already have Alice’s long golden hair.” Poppy had smiled, her eyes shining.

“What about mine?” Max had asked.

“You haven’t decided yet,” Bianca reminded him. “What do you want to be?”

“A pirate,” Max had said. “I want to be Captain Jack Sparrow!”  Not surprising. Pirates of the Caribbean was an old favorite movie of his.

Bianca laughed. “What happened to Batman?” she said. “Okay, but that’s it, now.  You can’t change your mind again, or I won’t finish it in time.  Captain Jack Sparrow it is, for better or worse.” Bianca had leaned across the table, uplifting her hand. “High five?”

Max had looked at her hand extended toward him. I held my breath.  Would he? It would be just like Max to ignore it, leaving Bianca high and dry.

But then he high fived her, smiling. I let out a sigh of relief.  Yes, Max was coming around. He was starting to accept Bianca.

I heard a noise; something was moving against a fence, in the distance.  Had a stray wombat or kangaroo got itself caught in the fence? It happened. I should probably go and investigate.

I grabbed a torch from inside, walking toward the fence line where I thought I had heard it. It wasn’t too dark a night; a full moon hovered close to the earth, shedding a pearly light over the land.

I saw a figure, moving toward me.  It was Bianca.

“Oh,” she said, jumping slightly. “You startled me!”

“What are you doing?” I asked her.

“Just going for a night time walk,” she said. “It’s so beautiful out here, at night. I love the desert at night. It’s cooler out here than inside.”

I looked at her. The moonlight cast an aura around her hair. 

“Yes, it is beautiful,” I replied. “Did you hear that noise against the fence?”

“Yes,” she replied. “That’s why I came over here.”

I shone my torch toward the fence.  Sure enough, we could see a wombat butting its head against it, the barrel like body moving against it as if force alone could shift the fence.

“What is it?” Bianca asked.

I laughed. “Haven’t you ever seen a wombat before?” I asked. “One of our native animals.  They are everywhere.  They burrow under the ground, and come out mostly at night.”

“It’s a weird looking thing, isn’t it?” She came close, examining the creature.

I could smell her perfume on the night air.  Suddenly, I couldn’t resist, any longer.

I grabbed her, the torch falling at our feet. 

She looked up at me, her eyes glimmering in the night air.

Then I kissed her. I groaned, not really believing that I was doing this.  Kissing the nanny, alongside a fence at night. What the hell was I playing at?

But then rational thought left me, as the sensations caused by exploring her lips started to overwhelm me.  Her lips were soft.  She moaned, slowly.

I tilted her head back, my lips finding her neck.  At the same time, I pressed her against my body, urgently. I could feel myself as hard as a rock against her softness. Jesus, I could take her, right this minute, pressed up against the fence.  The urge was overwhelming.

But something was pressing at my mind.  A torch light, coming toward us. I broke off, letting her go. Her breath was ragged.

“Everything okay?” It was Robbo. “I heard some noise.”

“All good,” I said, catching my breath. “Just a wombat.” Robbo nodded, slowly. I picked up the torch that had fallen, forgotten, on the ground. “I suppose we should get back,” I said. I looked at Bianca.  She nodded, slowly.

What on earth had just happened?  What had gotten into me?













Bianca

I climbed into bed that night, hot and flushed after our encounter.

Me and the boss, pressed up against a barbed wire fence, being watched by a wombat.  Not the most romantic encounter in the world, at least on paper.  But the reality had been far, far different.  So hot, in fact, that I was barely able to cool down.  I felt sweat dripping down my neck, between my breasts, everywhere. I peeled off the nightgown that I had just put on, lying naked between the sheets.

It had been awkward afterwards, of course. Robbo had disturbed us; we walked into the house not looking at each other.  I think Zane was as shell shocked about what had occurred as me.  He hadn’t expected it.  It had kind of come out of nowhere.

“Well,” he had said, refusing to meet my eye, “I should get to bed. Good night.” He had walked off.

“Good night,” I had called, but he was gone before my words could even reach him.

I knew I was playing with fire.  There was no way I wasn’t going to get burnt by this, if I let it.  What did I want?  And, just as importantly, what did he want? Did he make it a habit of dallying with the nannies?  I had no way of knowing.  The kids had told me that Rosa, the previous nanny, had been an old woman, but then they thought anyone over the age of twenty-five was old.  Maybe Zane made a habit out of it.  Maybe it was one of the reasons his marriage had broken up.  Who knew?

Restless, I turned on my bed side light.  Sleep was eluding me. Seeking distraction, I picked up the old journal I had liberated from the attic from my bedside table. I glanced at it doubtfully.  It was probably a record of housekeeping supplies, utterly boring.  But it was worth a try.

An inscription was scrawled on the first page: Journal of Florence Mary Connelly 1892, it said.  

Today was the worst day of my life, it started.  We have come to the middle of nowhere to run cattle.  There is only dust, and sand, and flies.  Benedict assures me we can move into the house soon, but for now we all must make do living in an old shed.  The house is almost ready, he says. I think of our life back in Sydney and despair.  It seems so far away.

I put down the journal, intrigued.  Who were Florence, and Benedict? Ancestors of Zane?  I knew the old homestead had been built in 1894, but this was dated a couple of years prior.  Was the house Florence referring to being built this one? She sounded so lost, and forlorn, stuck in the Outback.  Kind of like me.

My eyes started drooping.  I would read more, but not tonight.  I had lots to do tomorrow; continue making the kids costumes, and a meeting with George about the adult’s party.

I turned off the bedside light, drifting.  A vision of a woman in the old lace dress we had discovered in the attic floated toward me. Remember me, it said. I jolted awake, confused.

Stop it, I told myself.  You are being fanciful.  Maybe it was because I had been talking of ghosts and Halloween to the children today.

I thought of Zane, again.  His white-hot sexiness, the way that he had kissed me.  I drifted off to sleep in a pleasant turned on state.  Thoughts of the woman called Florence receded far into the distance.

                                                                    ***

“So, do we think apple bobbing?” George chewed his pen, glancing down at the paper.

I was sitting across from him, and we were making lists of things to do for the party. It was a pragmatic chore, and dispelled completely both my romantic wanderings about Zane and intrigue over the old journal.  Bright sunlight poured through the windows, making it hard to see. I got up and drew down the blinds, to diminish the glare.

“Does it ever get cold here?” I asked, squinting.

George laughed slightly. “Yes, but not much,” he answered. “The rains can be fierce, though.”

Now, back to the entertainment...?” George looked at me, expectantly. “I need your expert advice. You are the only American here, you know!”

I sighed. “I’m not an expert,” I said. “And apple bobbing is kind of for kids. Cara and I used to do it at parties when we were little, along with games like count the candy in the bowl and pin the face on the jack o’ lantern. All stuff that these kids will love.”

“Yes, but what about for the adults?” George frowned.

“How many people are we expecting?”

“Around a hundred, if everyone comes.”

“Well.” I frowned myself, thinking. “It’s too large to exchange scary stories.  What about a scavenger hunt? I’ve never done one, but I’ve heard they can be fun.”

“Brilliant!” George wrote it down. “A prize, with clues left around the station.  We can get some old lanterns so people can see where they are going, and have some scary stuff lying in wait along the way.”  He quickly wrote it all down.

“That sounds fantastic,” I said. “We could have some ghosts or mummies waiting.” It was going to be a wonderful evening.

If I was here for it, I thought to myself, suddenly. I sighed.  What was happening with me?

“What’s eating you?” George looked at me.

“Nothing.” I sighed, again. “George, tell me a bit about the station’s history.  Have you ever heard of a woman called Florence Connelly?” 

George frowned, again. “Maybe. I think she was the wife of Benedict Connelly, who founded Birrimba back in 1894.  How have you heard of her?”

“I found her journal.” I looked at George, gauging his reaction. “Up in the attic, when we were looking for material.”

“Oooh, an old journal,” George breathed, his eyes widening. “How interesting. But you should ask Mrs. Price.  She knows everything around here, including the history of the place.”

“As if she’d tell me anything,” I said, darkly. “That woman hates me.”

George burst out laughing. “Don’t let Mrs. Price get you down,” he said. “She’s a pussy cat when you finally scratch the surface. Just do things by the book, and she’ll come around.”

I started blushing, as I thought about what Zane and I had done by the fence last night.  I didn’t think that Mrs. Price would approve, somehow. It wasn’t exactly doing things by the book, passionately kissing the boss.  I had probably broken every rule in the nanny handbook, let alone the rules of conduct for staff at Birrimba.

I hadn’t seen Zane, today. But my heart started hammering at every footstep I heard approaching the room we were in.  What would I say to him?  And what would he say to me? I half expected him to request to see me, to give me my marching orders. That, or suddenly throw me across his desk to have his wicked way with me.

I shivered.  The thought was very appealing.  I shook my head. Not for the first time today, I wondered what the hell was happening to me.

“So, what’s Mr. Connelly up to today?’ I asked George, in a neutral voice.  If anyone knew Zane’s schedule, it was George.

“He’s out with Robbo,” George answered, not looking up from his writing. “Roland’s flying them around to a couple of other stations. I think they want to exchange some stock.”

I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.  A reprieve, at least for a little while. Time to think how on earth I was going to talk to him, in a normal way.  You know, without the thought that I wanted to feel his hands all over me transparent on my face.

“Back to the party,” said George. “What are you going to wear?”

I opened my mouth to say I really had no idea, but then it suddenly struck me.  It was, of course, perfect.  Zane had made a joke about it with the kids, but there was absolutely no reason I couldn’t make it happen.

“Florence’s dress,” I said. “The Victorian era is about to make a comeback to Birrimba.”

George’s eyes widened. I could see he was as entranced by the idea as me.

                                                                    ***

“Stay still, Poppy!”

Harper had her hands on her hips, doing her best imitation of a disgruntled housekeeper. I didn’t know which was worse: having Poppy jig around while I was trying to pin her costume, or Harper mimicking everything that I said.  She was like my shadow, that girl.

Well, I had wanted them to bond with me, I thought, somewhat ruefully.  Be careful what you wish for.  For the girls had decided – quite suddenly – that they were head over heels in love with me, and needed to follow me everywhere.  And I meant everywhere. I was even tripping over them when I exited the bathroom.

“Alice would know how to keep still when her dress was being hemmed,” I wheedled.

Poppy looked at me, then mercifully stopped jigging. Harper nodded, importantly. “Of course she would,” she lisped, in her best grown up voice. I had to stifle a giggle.

“There!” I stepped back, admiring my handiwork. “Poppy, go and take it off and get your own clothes on. I just need to machine this hem, and then I think we’re done.”

Poppy clapped her hands excitedly, then ran off to do my bidding. I stood up.  Almost two down. Now the only costume I had to make was Max’s Captain Jack Sparrow.  And some alterations to Florence’s dress if they were needed for myself.

Mrs. Price walked into the room. “Here are the items you requested. From town.” She put down a box of stuff on the table, not smiling.  But I could see her surreptitiously looking at Harper’s costume, which was lying on the table. 

“Do you sew, Mrs. Price?” I asked, looking at her.  She normally rebuffed every attempt I made at conversation, but I kept trying.

“A little,” she said. She picked up the skirt on the fairy costume, running her hand along the length of it. “I must say, you have done an excellent job with this. The stitching is seamless.”

“I trained as a fashion designer,” I said. “We had to be flawless seamstresses, to pass the course.”

“They used to always have a seamstress on staff at Birrimba,” she said, her eyes misting a bit. “When I was young, a woman named Mrs. Davis was the house seamstress.  But she was just the last in a long line of them.  There was no way the station could order so many clothes, you see.  It is so remote.  And trips into town were only done once a month, at most.”

“A house seamstress?” I looked at her, smiling.  It was the most she had ever shared with me. “Would they have had one when Florence Connelly lived here, back in the 1890’s?”

She turned to me, her eyes piercing. “Well, well.  You have been reading up on the station’s history, I see. What do you know of Florence?”

“I know she lived here,” I said, vaguely. “I was hoping you could tell me more about her.”

“Florence was the station’s matriarch,” answered Mrs. Price. “She and her husband Benedict founded Birrimba.  They moved here from Sydney, before there were proper tracks.  She made this station what it is.”

“A formidable woman, obviously,” I said. “Did she want to move from Sydney?”

“I think she was opposed, initially,” Mrs. Price said. “But they had backbone in those days.  They endured.  She had a lot of hardship in her life.  The first was the fire.”

“What fire?” I put down my dressmaking scissors, absorbed.

“The house that they built,” Mrs. Price answered. “Before this one. It burned down, in the middle of the night.  They had to rebuild.”

“In the same spot?”

“No, the remains of the first house are about a mile away, still on the property.” Mrs. Price looked at me. “There’s not much left.”

“Are you talking about the fire?”

Both Mrs. Price and I jumped at the voice behind us.  It was Zane.  Neither of us had heard him approach.

“Mr. Connelly.” Mrs. Price was flustered. “I was just about to start lunch.”

“How about you prepare a picnic, then?” Zane said. He turned to me, his eyes glowing. “Miss Harris? You are interested in the station’s history?”

“A little,” I admitted.  I could feel myself flushing, at his proximity.  I hadn’t had time to prepare myself for his arrival.

He turned around to Harper and Poppy. “Come on, then! Find Max.  We’re all going for a walk.”













Zane

It was hot. So hot, I could feel sweat trickling down my back.

I looked at the kids. Their eyes were shining; it wasn’t every day I suggested an impromptu picnic lunch on the property.  They were excited, running ahead. 

I glanced at Bianca, trying to be cool about it.  But it took all my effort not to stare; I felt like my tongue was in danger of falling out of my mouth.  Panting after her, like a dog.  I hadn’t been able to stop thinking of our night time tryst down by the fence.  If it hadn’t been for Robbo’s interruption, where would it have ended? I felt my cock stiffening at the thought.

The invitation was impulsive. I just wanted to spend some time with her, be next to her. And I guess I was pretty chuffed she was interested in the station’s history; I was so proud of it.  But now, I didn’t know if it had been a great idea.  I was finding it very hard to keep my hands to myself.  She was so effortlessly sexy.

“How much longer, Daddy?”  Harper was starting to lag.  The remains of the old house weren’t far away, but sometimes I forgot that the kids couldn’t walk as far. I turned to her.

“How about I give you a piggy back?” I said. “Bianca can take the picnic basket, if she doesn’t mind.”

“Not at all,” Bianca said, reaching for the basket.  Our hands touched as I passed it to her.  An electric current seemed to course between us.

She pulled back, yanking the basket.  She wouldn’t look at me. I frowned, flexing the hand she had touched as if it had been burnt.  Then I hoisted Harper onto my back.

“There!” Max was running ahead, pointing. “I can see it!”

And indeed, there it was.  We could all see the top of a chimney, pointing up into air. I set out into a run, bouncing Harper on my back.  She loved it, laughing gleefully.

We walked the last couple of steps, each of us gazing at the ruins.

It had been a grand house, in its time.  Not as big as the current one, but still impressive.  The ruins spread out over a good half acre. Two old chimneys survived at either side of the house, almost like sentinels standing watch.  We were all silent as we walked amongst it.

“Daddy.” Poppy looked up at me with her big eyes. “What happened?”

Bianca looked at me, too, waiting for the answer.  I could tell she was very curious.  So were the others.  We all gazed around the ruins. I tried to picture what it would have looked like, before it was burnt to the ground.  Had I seen a photograph of it, once?

“It was just after the house was built,” I answered, trying to recall what my own father had told me. “I think Benedict and Florence had not long moved in.  It had taken them a year to build it. Legend says that it was the fault of a housemaid; she left the main fire unattended at night, didn’t put the fire shield up.  A big log rolled out, and caught.  Before they knew it, the house was on fire.  It burnt to the ground.”

Bianca gasped. “How awful,” she murmured, looking around.  I could see she was trying to picture the house on fire, the way it would have been, that night. “To have just moved in! Was anyone caught in it?”

I frowned, thinking. “Not that I know of,” I said. “They were all sleeping, but as far as I know, they managed to escape. No one was hurt.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” she said, her eyes wide. “At least they were safe, and able to start over.”

I turned to her.  She was completely absorbed, wandering around.  She picked up what must have once been a kettle.  It was black and charred.

“It’s hard to imagine,” she said. “Starting over.  Everything gone.”

“Yes,” I agreed.  I wandered over to where she was standing. I looked at the kettle in her hands. “They lost just about everything; furniture, clothes, personal items. When my father told me the story, he always emphasized what survivors they were.  They had risked everything, coming to the Outback from Sydney, to run cattle. This…” I spread my hands over the ruins “…would have destroyed a lot of people.  Most would have packed it in, said it was too difficult.”

“But not Florence and Benedict?” Bianca had turned to me.  The wind had picked up a bit, and was whipping her dark hair over her face.  I caught my breath, my eyes wide at her beauty.

“No,” I answered. “Not them. They started over, and built the current homestead.  And the cattle station.  Hard work, grit and determination.”  I couldn’t keep the pride out of my voice.  This was my family’s history. It was a legacy, which I was determined to pass down to my own children. It was something that Jo had never understood, constantly pressuring me to move away.

“You must be so proud,” said Bianca.  She looked at me, a softness in her eyes. “Of your ancestors, and what they did.  It’s amazing.”

“Yes, I am,” I answered.  She really seemed to understand, how important it was to me. “It’s like…” I struggled for words.  How to explain? “It’s like I’ve been given a gift, to cherish.  It’s a responsibility, no doubt about that.  But then, nothing good in this world isn’t worth fighting for.”

She looked up at me.  Our eyes locked, filled with meaning.  Was she remembering last night? I hoped she was.  Because I simply couldn’t forget it.

“Dad!”

Max had gone exploring further.  The moment broke, and our eyes slid away from each other. We all followed his voice, walking beyond the ruins. The little girls chattered excitedly, and I smiled. It was like an adventure.  What would we discover next?

“Look!” Max was pointing.  We gazed to where he indicated. It was the old graveyard.  I hadn’t been there in years.

We wondered amongst the tombstones. Most were falling apart, leaning precariously. The inscriptions on them were faded. The red dust of the land lay like a blanket over them. It was an eerie sight.

“This is crazy,” said Bianca, her eyes shining. “An old cemetery! When did they stop burying people here?”

“I think around the turn of the century,” I answered. I kicked a stone, thinking. “After the church was built, the cemetery was moved there.”

The silence was deafening. We wandered amongst the graves.  Even the children were solemn, as we stared at this reminder of the past. Bianca was leaning against an old tombstone, squinting at the writing.  Suddenly, she stood up. She turned to me.

“It’s her,” she whispered. “Florence.  But there’s someone else, buried with her.”

“Benedict?” I said, leaning against the old tombstone.  But even as I said it, I knew it couldn’t be.  Benedict had lived beyond the time when they buried people here.  At least into the 1920’s.  He had been a very old man when he died.

“It’s definitely Florence,” I said. 

Her epitaph read: Florence Mary Connelly 1869-1899.  And I could just make out the writing below it: Violet Edith Connelly 1890-1892.

“It was a child,” I whispered. “Violet.  She was only two years old when she died.”

“Florence and Benedict’s daughter?” Bianca asked.  She gazed at the tombstone, as if it might suddenly speak, revealing its secrets. “Did you know they had a young daughter who died?”

“No,” I answered. I had never really spent much time here, even when I was younger.  My parents had discouraged me wandering this way. I had known that the cemetery existed, of course, but I wasn’t that curious about it.

“I knew they had two children,” I continued. “Edmund, who was my great grandfather, and Peter.  He died at Gallipoli, during the First World War. But I have never heard of Violet.”

“Florence was young herself when she died,” Bianca said, staring at the tombstone. “Only thirty. Do you know how?”

“No,” I said. “All I know is that she was Benedict’s first wife, who founded the property with him.  He married again, I think.”

We fell silent as we continued staring at the tombstone, lost in thought about the past.

“Daddy.” Harper had wondered up to us. “I’m hungry.  Can we have the picnic? I don’t like this place.”  She had stuck out her bottom lip, which was trembling.

I swept her up in my arms. Enough of this.  

“Of course, my darling,” I said. “Let’s go and find a good spot, maybe under those eucalyptus trees.”

I turned and started walking away.  The children followed me.

“Bianca?”   She was still looking at the tombstone, lost in thought.  But she roused herself at my call.

“Coming,” she said.  I saw her look back at it, before she turned and slowly followed us.

                                                                ***

It was late afternoon before we returned to the homestead.

The children were tired, but happy.  They chattered to Mrs. Price, telling her all the details about what we had discovered that day.  I was glad I had suggested it.  Despite the sadness of looking at the old house and the graveyard, it had connected them with the station’s history.  It was important, to me.  And, of course, it had been good to spend time with them, after everything they had been through.

It had also been good to spend time with Bianca.  She was intriguing me further, the more time that we spent together. There was an overwhelming physical attraction between us, but there was more than that.  She had been so interested in the history of the station, which was a far cry from Jo.  Jo had never expressed any interest; she had hated this place.

Bianca was an intelligent, sensitive woman.  A wonderful woman.  I could see that we could have a relationship, if I let it happen.  But did I want that?  I was still trying to get over Jo.  And Bianca had been adamant that this was a temporary arrangement.  She wanted to go back to the States, re-establish her business there.  This was just a means to an end for her.

Still. I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

I found her on the veranda that night.  I didn’t stop to question why I sought her out; I just knew that something was compelling me.

She was staring at the stars, but I could tell she had heard me approach.

“It’s so vast, out here,” she whispered. “I have never seen a bigger sky.  And the land! It’s brutal, but beautiful.”

“It sounds like it’s getting under your skin,” I said, staring at her, entranced.

She laughed.  “Maybe it is,” she said. “I can see why people battle it out here, now.”

“I love a sunburnt country,” I said.  She looked at me, quizzically.

It was my turn to laugh. “It’s a quote, from a poem,” I explained. “A famous poem, by a woman called Dorothea McKellar.  All Australian children learn it at school. It’s about the contradictions of the land, its harshness but also its magic.”

“Can you remember it?” She was smiling.

“Not all of it,” I said. “It has a few verses.  But I can remember the most famous verse.” I squinted my eyes, trying to remember.  I had learnt it by heart, all those years ago.

“I love a sunburnt country,” I began.  “A land of sweeping plains. Of ragged mountain ranges, of droughts and flooding rains. I love her far horizons, I love her jewel sea.  Her beauty, and her terror.  The wide brown land for me.” I bowed, a bit self-consciously.

She clapped, her eyes shining. “It’s wonderful,” she said. “I never would have picked you for a poetry lover.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I whispered.  The air was suddenly charged with tension.

And then, we were kissing.  I don’t know who started it; it was like we fell into each other.

Compelling.  Undeniable.

“Shall we go inside?” I whispered.  She slowly nodded.













Zane

He led me through the dark house. My hand felt heavy where he held it.

What was I doing? This was madness. My boss was leading me to his bed.  And all because he had recited a verse of some old poem. I shook my head. I knew better than that.  Yes, the poem had touched me, in some deep place I had no idea existed.  But it was more than that. Much more.

And then, we had arrived.  His bedroom. I tried to still my nervousness, but I could feel myself shaking.

“It’s okay,” he whispered, trailing kisses down my neck. They burnt, as if he were branding me.

I forced myself to ignore the trembling that had started to rack my body as he carefully undid each button on my shirt.  But the touch of his hands against my bare skin as the garment slid to the floor sent another wave of shivers through me.

Zane leant back, looking at me with narrowed eyes.  He reached behind and nimbly unclasped the hook on my bra, letting my breasts fall out. I felt my nipples harden beneath his intense scrutiny.

“You’re magnificent,” he breathed, easing me backwards, bringing his mouth to my nipples.  He latched onto one, softly suckling until I felt myself arch my back. Fierce waves of desire coursed through me. I could hear myself moaning, as if my voice belonged to someone else.

My hands explored his chest beneath his shirt, finding his nipples, rubbing them with my fingertips. He groaned.

Suddenly, he broke contact and started shedding his own clothes.  I caught his urgency, and slid out of my skirt. Then we embraced. I could feel him against my thigh, fully aroused. I needed to feel him; I clasped his cock in my hand, drawing groans of appreciation from him.  We were kissing frenziedly now; tongues barbing against each other.  I was vaguely aware he was removing my panties.

He found my center, and gently caressed it with his fingers. I felt a surge of wetness as his pressure increased. Then he pushed me gently onto the bed. I watched him, through narrowed eyes, above me. He was beautiful; I had never felt such desire before. He was rough, but tender at the same time.  It was a heart stopping combination. I could see him fumbling for a condom in his bedside draw, waiting impatiently.

He turned me around, and then he was inside me. It was unbearable. I started to back against him, unable to stop myself. He started thrusting, moaning softly. He was quickening, and I matched his rhythm.  I felt it building within me, the sweetness of relief. Yes, no. I wanted to put it off, as much as I longed for it.

I could hear from Zane’s groans that he was close, too.  There was no need for finesse.  It was primal, and urgent.  His hand had snaked around to me, and was picking up in intensity to match his thrusts.

The relief when it came was mind blowing.  Little pinpricks of light seemed to flash before my eyes as the sensations overwhelmed me. I could hear him reaching his own climax behind me, his groans reaching fever pitch.

And then, it was over. I collapsed onto the bed, shivering in the aftermath. He collapsed on top of me, panting heavily. He turned me over, gazing into my eyes. “That was fantastic,” he whispered, stroking my thigh gently. “Unexpected, but fantastic.” He chuckled silently. “Maybe I should learn some more poetry.”

I punched him on the arm, lightly. “It’s the way to a woman’s heart, don’t you know,” I remarked, smiling.  But inside, I was unsure.  What did this mean?  Was it a one off, or – more horrifying to consider – did Zane do this with every nanny? Was it an unwritten part of the job description?

I had never been into casual sex. Jesus, I had only had one lover in my life, before now.  I didn’t give myself over to romantic entanglements easily.  Which was why I was a bit shocked at how quickly this had happened.  I had never felt such an overwhelming attraction before.

This place.  This man.  Something magical was occurring, but I had no point of reference for it. No compass to point me the right way.  And beyond that, I had a sneaking suspicion that Zane was probably not ready for a relationship.  He was still in the aftermath of a messy divorce, wasn’t he?

I didn’t want to be his rebound affair.  But then, I didn’t know what the hell I wanted, anymore.  My life was all over the place.  A failed business, a new country, and now sex with my new boss.

And that’s when I saw it. On his bedside table. A framed picture of Zane and his ex-wife, on their wedding day. She was beautiful; no, I corrected, myself, she is beautiful. She isn’t dead.  She had long golden hair, just like Poppy’s.  Big blue eyes, like Harper’s.  And did I see Max’s heart shaped face?

Zane was gazing down at her, while she looked at the camera.  His eyes were overflowing with love, and there was a tender smile on his face.  That picture told me I all I needed to know.  I hadn’t seen any photos of her around the house, not even in the children’s rooms.  But he still kept a photo of them both on his bedside table, where he could see it.  It would be the first thing he saw in the morning when he woke, and the last before he closed his eyes at night to go to sleep.

I didn’t think that a man who had fallen out of love with his first wife would display such a photo. Zane still loved her, that was obvious.

He saw me looking at it.  He sighed, but didn’t say anything.  My heart constricted.

“Well.” I got up, gathering my clothes. “I should get to my own room.”

“Bianca…” His voice trailed away, as he watched me dress.  What more was there to say?

It had been a stupid mistake, a monumental error of judgment on my part. Zane had seen his chance, and taken it.  The silly, naïve nanny falling to pieces over the verse of some old poem. As if any man would say no.

He didn’t stop me.  He didn’t say a goddamn thing.  He just watched me walk out of the room, closing the door behind me.

As soon as I got to my own room, with the door safely closed, I sagged.  The tears which I had held in as soon as I saw that photo gushed out. I sobbed, burying myself into my pillow.  

I thought of the wonderful day we had just shared, talking about his family history. I had felt so close to him; had seen the passion he had for Birrimba, and those who had built it. And then, tonight.  Sweet words about the love he had for his country, his home.  Had he confused that passion, just a little bit?  Seen that I was there, obviously willing and able. Had I misread everything?

As I drifted off to sleep, sobbing quietly now, I resolved that this had to stop. I couldn’t stay here. I would see things through past Halloween, then I would leave.  Go back to my real life, such as it was.

                                                                       ***

“You read the gravestone?”

I was talking with George, the next day.  A catch up about the Halloween party.  He was eager to hear about the excursion to see the ruins of the first house, and the old graveyard. And I was eager to distract myself from the terrible mistake that I had made with Zane last night.

“Yes,” I answered, pushing thoughts of Zane aside. “It was Florence’s grave.  And her daughter’s, I presume.  A two-year-old named Violet.”

“Interesting.” George stood up, going to the bookcase. He ran his hands over some books, before locating the one he was after. “Aha. Got it. When you asked the other day about the history of the station, I suddenly remembered this book.  I haven’t looked at it before.” He extracted the book, passing it to me.

I looked down at it. It was an old book, called A History of Birrimba.  A very old sepia toned photo of the homestead adorned its cover.

“Maybe there’s some information about Florence and Violet in there,” George said. “Go on, take it.  A bit of bedside reading.  I can tell you’re fascinated by the history.”

I ran my hand down the gilt-edged spine of the book.  Why not? It would pass the time until I left, along with Florence’s journal, of course. I had to admit the story was drawing me in.  I wanted to know more.

“I’m thinking we can use this,” continued George, tapping his pen against his notepad. “For the scavenger hunt.  We could leave clues in the old ruins, and the graveyard.  They’re not so far away, and the guests will have lanterns.” His eyes were shining. “It’s perfect!  Ready-made spooky places to decorate and scare people.  It will be like a ghost tour.”

I smiled. His enthusiasm was infectious. “Have you ever thought about quitting your day job and becoming a party planner?” I teased. “Or maybe a ghost tour guide.  I think you might have found your true calling, George!”

He grinned.  “I just enjoy organizing things,” he said. “Talking of which, have you tried on the old gown?  Time is ticking.”

I sighed. “Not yet,” I said. “But I should get to it; it might need some alterations. That’s if it fits me, of course.  It looks like the right size, but who knows? And let’s not forget it might start to break apart the minute I try it on.  The dress is ancient.”

“Even more reason to try it soon,” he said. “Just in case you need to make something else.”

I smiled, then stopped.  What did it really matter? I was putting all my effort into creating this party and Halloween for the kids, but who really cared if I dressed up or not? I was only the nanny, after all.  Was I even allowed to mingle with the guests?  

“The staff are welcome at the party,” George said, as if he had read my thoughts. “I checked.  Mr. Connelly said that we were all welcome.  He is going to hire some people from town to be the waiters for the evening.”

Mr. Connelly.  The big boss.  I saw now that is where I had made my first mistake. I had been over familiar from the beginning, calling him by his first name. And it had progressed way beyond that.  I could still feel his hands on my body, making me melt like molten liquid…

I stood up, grabbing the book. I needed to distract myself. “Okay, I’m going to try on this dress,” I said.  It was now, or never.  Halloween was only a few days away.

                                                                       ***

The dress billowed slightly in the breeze where it was propped over a chair in the corner of my bedroom. I gazed at it, wondering how on earth I was going to wear it.

Oh, it fitted perfectly.  I wouldn’t have to make any adjustments.  It had been so well made, it had stood the test of time. Some slight fraying at the neck, and the hemline, were the only damage I could find.

It was late at night, and I had been reading for hours, unable to stop. Florence’s journal, and the book about Birrimba’s history.  I knew now what had happened, and it wasn’t a happy story. In fact, it had made me cry.  But then, I was feeling a bit lost and lonely anyway. Broken hearted.

Violet had indeed been Florence’s daughter.  She had died in the fire at the old homestead.  In her journal, Florence had described the desperate efforts to get to her, before they had been defeated by flames.  She had only been two years old.

It had broken Florence’s heart, of course.  She had battled on with her husband, starting over; building a new house, and having two more children.  But the history of the homestead said she never recovered from the loss.  One day, she walked from the house, and didn’t return.  They found her body days later.

There was an old photograph, in the history book.  A beautiful woman, in the lace dress that was now on the chair.  And by her side, a little girl, with ringlets, clutching a porcelain doll.  The same doll that Harper had claimed, which she had named Dora.

So sad.  How could I wear the dress, knowing what had happened? I knew it was all ancient history.  Florence and Violet would be well dead by now, anyway, even if their lives hadn’t been cut short by tragedy. It was the circle of life, after all.

Maybe I would just forget it, make my excuses and not even go to the party.  Why would Zane want me there, anyway?  I hadn’t even seen him today.  And I assumed he was down the hallway, in his bedroom.  He hadn’t made any attempt to talk to me, to reassure me.  Nothing.

No, I wouldn’t go.  And as soon as the night was over, I would make plans to leave Birrimba once and for all.  Leave her sad history and my broken heart behind, forever.  For I knew now what I had been trying to deny:  I was in love with Zane. But he couldn’t love me. He was still in love with his ex-wife.

And I loved this place.  I knew its history, and the land. Zane had been right: it had gotten under my skin. God knows, I even loved the children.

But I had to leave.  For as much as I wanted to, I didn’t belong here.













Zane

I sipped my first cup of coffee for the day as I leaned against the veranda railing, trying to arrange my scattered thoughts.

The kids had been up early, bursting with excitement.  Well, it had finally come.  Halloween. Bianca had done such a brilliant job at rousing their enthusiasm for the event. The excitement was almost on a par with Christmas, their birthdays and Easter.  I shook my head in amazement, at all she had accomplished in such a short time.

The old house was decorated with cotton wool cobwebs and skeletons, hanging from every doorway.  A huge jack o’ lantern, which she had carved the day before, took pride of place in the living room.  I had seen her yesterday, going to all the men’s quarters, doling out lollies to them to give to the children when they came trick or treating.

The costumes she had made for them were fantastic.  No detail had been missed. I had even seen a grudging smile on Mrs. Price’s face when she had seen them.

And tonight, of course, was the big party. George and Bianca had had their heads together for days, arranging it all.  There was going to be special entertainment, but they wouldn’t reveal what it was. I was in the dark the same as everybody else.

I could hear her laughing, from the kitchen, at something Max had said. It was nothing short of astounding how she had turned the kids’ opinion of her around.  I believed that they were starting to love her, even Max.

But what wasn’t to love?  She was an amazing woman, that much was obvious.  Smart, talented and full of life.  A catch, as my mother would have said. A woman that any man in his right mind would be crazy to let slip through his fingers.  Especially when that woman and man had such an electric sexual connection.  She matched me, there was no other way to describe it.  Even now, my heart started pounding at the thought of her naked, moaning, in my arms.

Why couldn’t I go to her, this minute, and tell her that?  Get down on my knees, and plead for forgiveness.  For having fucked up things between us.  For having let her walk out that night, after we had made love, without trying to stop her.  For not talking to her since then.

I knew what she was feeling.  I saw the devastated look on her face, when she had seen the photo of Jo and I on our wedding day. She thought that I was still in love with Jo.  But it was way more complicated than that. It was so complicated I didn’t even know the truth of it, anymore.

But one thing I did know was that it was time to let go. Of the past, of Jo, of our marriage.  I had been hanging onto it without even realizing.  I had told myself that I was over it, but it wasn’t true.  A part of me had wanted to return to our marriage, for things to be how they were.  Even while I knew that it was impossible, that it was never going to happen.  The marriage had been over long before Jo had met Billy Baker.  That had been a symptom of our problems, not the cause.

I watched Bianca through the kitchen window.  She was so beautiful.  Could I go to her now, and tell her?  But she was busy with the children. Today was going to be madness.  No, I would wait for tonight, at the party.  I would find her alone, and tell her how I felt.  What she meant to me.

Resolved, I took another sip of coffee.  It wasn’t too late. I would make sure of it.

                                                                      ***

“What do you think, Daddy?”

Harper was at the door to my office, smiling at me. I smiled back.  My own little fairy princess, complete with wings and wand. She did a little dance into the room, waving her wand above her head.

I clapped my hands. “Beautiful,” I told her. “The most beautiful fairy princess I have ever seen.”

Harper ran to me, jumping into my arms. I hugged her tightly.

“Daddy!”

Poppy wasn’t far behind, walking into the room.  She made a perfect Alice, with pale blue dress, white apron and patent black shoes.  A black bow in her golden hair completed her costume. She looked at me, smiling hesitantly.

“Well?” she asked, twirling around so that I could see the stiff white petticoat underneath her dress. “Do you like it, Daddy?”

I put Harper down, walking up to her. “You are going to entrance the Mad Hatter, wherever he is,” I said to her gravely.  Her smile widened. She proffered her cheek for a kiss, which I supplied.

“So, where’s Captain Jack?” I asked them both.  “Is he ready yet?”

“Almost,” said Harper, rolling her eyes. “Bianca is helping him.  She said he had to have eyeliner on, just like Captain Jack does in the movie.  Max said that only girls wear eyeliner!”

“But that’s not true, is it Daddy?” piped up Poppy. “I’ve seen Billy wear it as well, before he has a concert.” She nodded her head. “Sometimes Mummy would draw it on him.”

I froze, but only for a moment.  It really was alright, I thought to myself, in wonder. I could listen to talk about Jo and Billy and not be consumed with anger, anymore.  I had turned a corner. It felt good; liberating, even.  I was free of it.  And I knew the reason why: Bianca.

She walked into the room, now, followed by my son. Or Captain Jack Sparrow, to be precise.  The costume was perfect.  She had even made a dreadlock wig from black wool; had twisted them so perfectly you would never know they weren’t real. Was there any end to the talents of the woman?

“Thank you,” I said to her.  It wasn’t enough, for everything that she had done for these children.

She blushed, refusing to meet my eye. “That’s okay,” she answered, looking at the kids.

I wanted to reach out, take her hand. Tell the kids that they should leave us.  But I knew it wasn’t the time or the place.  Bianca was just about to take them trick or treating around the station. The time would come, I told myself. Tonight.

I thought about my costume for the party. George had approached me more than a week ago, saying he would take care of it. I didn’t have any idea what he had got for me, only that it was in my room, hanging in a clothing bag. I hadn’t even peeked.  Well, I had been a bit distracted lately.

“Have a great time,” I said to the kids, giving each of them a kiss.  

“Kiss Bianca too Daddy,” said Poppy, laughing.

I looked at Bianca. She blushed, again, quickly looking at me before lowering her eyes. “No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “Come on, we should get moving! Halloween is starting!”

The kids rallied, gathering up their treat bags. I watched them as they left the room. She turned quickly, looking at me.  I could see, then, how hurt she was.

I hated myself, in that moment.  I didn’t want to be the man who let her down.  How had it come to this?

                                                                     ***

The sun was setting when I finally closed my laptop for the day.  I should start getting ready for this party. All afternoon I had heard people arriving, the temporary staff who I had hired for the evening. The party was due to kick off at seven.

I walked into my bedroom, unzipping the clothing bag hanging in my wardrobe.  I frowned, staring at it.  I had anticipated a mummy, or Count Dracula.  Maybe even Marc Antony, again.  But, no.  George had selected a Victorian gentleman’s costume: long pants, blazer, top hat. Interesting.

There was a note attached. I pulled it off, opening it.

Mr. Connelly, it read.  I hope you like my choice.  Our theme for the party is going to be Victorian Gothic, so I thought you might like to be on trend with it! I thought it would be a good match for Bianca’s Victorian lady costume, as well.

Of course. The dress she had found in the attic, which had belonged to my great-great-grandmother, Florence. Bianca was very taken with her story. I had seen her reaction at the old house ruins, and the old graveyard.  Bianca was one of those people who were very sensitive to the mood and history of a place. I loved that she was so responsive to Birrimba.

I smiled as I tore the plastic film off the costume. I could definitely play the gentleman lover to a lady. Especially if that lady was Bianca.













Bianca

I watched the children running around, weaving between the legs of the temporary staff hired for the evening. They were a bit over excited; we had just returned from trick or treating around the station.  They had, of course, hauled away an extreme amount of candy. They would be suffering from sugar hangovers tomorrow, no doubt.

I looked with satisfaction around the homestead. George had sent away for decorations for the Victorian Gothic theme, and the staff had set up while I had been out with the kids.  Lots of black and purple lace had been hung like cobwebs everywhere, and we had utilized some dusty old antiques lying in the attic.  Spooky candleholders, swathed in black lace, were scattered around the place.

But the piece de resistance was the Gothic centerpiece on the dining table: a huge candelabra, complete with purple candles, and a chillingly realistic black raven perched atop it.  Very Edgar Allen Poe.  The combination of the decorations and the age of the homestead almost had me convinced that we had stepped into a haunted house.

Canapes and party snacks were being prepared, and a crate load of champagne was being unloaded.  A hundred champagne flutes were being polished.  It was almost ready.

But it would have to go on without me.  As soon as it was safe to do so, and after I had settled the children to bed, I was planning to sneak away.  Even though the atmosphere was infectious, I just didn’t have the heart for it, anymore.  Not after what had happened between Zane and me.

“Bianca!” George hurried into the room, looking harassed. “Go and get your costume on, while you have a moment.”

“I’m not sure, George,” I said. “Is it really necessary for me to do it?”

He looked at me as if I had suddenly gone mad. “What are you talking about?” he barked. “It’s because of you that this party has happened.  You have to dress up!” He started to walk away, then turned back. “Oh, and don’t forget the makeup.  Everything has to be perfect!” He scurried away.

I sighed.  I could just ignore him, of course, but I knew George. He would find me and harangue me until I had complied. I might as well get it over with.

                                                                          ***

I could hear many laughing voices drifting from the main part of the house as I finished my makeup. The party was already in full swing.

I didn’t recognize myself when I looked in the mirror.  Florence’s white lace gown clung to me perfectly, but I wriggled in discomfort. Probably something to do with the white corset I was wearing underneath.  Although the dress had fitted, the shape of it hadn’t been quite right.  And then it had dawned on me that they had worn corsets to get the shape of their gowns back in Victorian times.  Luckily, I had been able to order one over the internet, and it had arrived in time.

I laughed to myself as I thought of Mrs. Price hooking me into it.  Well, I couldn’t do it myself; it had ties at the back. And did I imagine it, or had Mrs. Price taken a certain measure of satisfaction in lacing the thing as tight as it would go?

The ghostly white makeup and black eyeshadow completed the look of a Gothic steampunk lady, as did my upswept hairdo and Florence’s cameo brooch, pinned at the neck. Even though my heart wasn’t in it anymore, I still sighed with satisfaction. It was perfect for Halloween.

And it was also now or never. I took a deep breath, opened the bedroom door, and headed out to the party.

                                                                   ***

Zane was in the crowd, mingling.  I saw him before he saw me.

The costume that George had ordered looked amazing on him. If I didn’t know any better, I would have sworn he was a Victorian gentleman, in his top hat and old suit.  I caught my breath, thinking of his hands on me, the mind-blowing sensations that he had evoked in me.

Then he saw me. His eyes widened; I could tell he appreciated the costume. But at that moment, someone came up and claimed his attention, and he looked away. After that, I managed to merge into the crowd, making sure that I always moved away if he got too close.  It wasn’t that hard amongst so many people, all wanting to speak to him.

Then the scavenger hunt was underway.  Groups had been formed, and the ghostly lanterns given out, along with clues.  George had made sure that the paths were lit as well, but only just enough; he wanted the darkness for atmosphere.

As people set out, laughing, with their lanterns held high, I took the opportunity.  The kids needed to go to bed, even though they had begged me to let them participate. On this point, however, Zane had been insistent.  The kids had their own entertainment, and this was for the adults. He didn’t want the little girls suffering from nightmares.

As I helped them remove their costumes, still chatting excitedly thanks to all that sugar, I couldn’t help feeling sad.  I was going to be leaving them, very soon. It made my heart ache. I had grown to love them in the short time I had been here, despite the teething problems I had with them. I would miss them.

“Thank you for Halloween,” whispered Harper sleepily, as I tucked her up in bed. “It was the best ever, Bianca.” She reached out and stroked my hand. I had to blink away tears.

Poppy kissed me goodnight, and even Max gave me thumbs up sign as I turned out his bedroom light. With a heavy heart, I left them.

I returned to my bedroom. The house had suddenly grown silent; everyone was out hunting.  I could see the light from various lanterns bobbing in the darkness outside, and shrieks as a group discovered some spooky display or felt ghostly hands upon them.  George had dressed up a few staff as ghosts and mummies, crouching in the darkness at various spots.

I sighed.  Should I just undress, and go to bed?  But the night beckoned to me.  I would be leaving, soon.  I sat on the side of my bed, thinking.

Then, suddenly, I knew what I was going to do.  It would be a fitting good bye to Birrimba, and a very apt gesture on Halloween.  The night when the spirits of the past walked the earth.

I went back into the kitchen, finding a little jam jar, a small candle, and a box of matches.  Luckily there were a few lanterns leftover.  I grabbed one, turning it on.

Then I set out into the darkness, joining the sea of lights bobbing in the night.

                                                              ***

I passed groups of vampires, werewolves and other creatures as I made my solitary journey, holding the lantern high.  I remembered the way. Despite myself, I felt a small fission of fear.

At last.  The old graveyard.  George had made sure there were a few lights around, and some Halloween decorations for added ambience. He needn’t have bothered; the deserted graveyard was scary enough in the dark. I could hear people in the distance, but no one disturbed me.  They were elsewhere, at least for the moment.

I set myself down at the old headstone, holding my lantern high so I could read it, again.  Florence and Violet, sleeping together for eternity in the red earth. What a tragic story; I felt again the sadness of Florence’s words in the journal, and pictured the faces of her and her daughter in the old photograph.

I set the lantern down, then lit the candle, putting it into the jam jar so that it would be protected against the wind.  Then I placed it down.  It flickered slowly in the night.  I felt an overwhelming sadness; not just for these long-gone people, but for myself.  For the fact that I had given my heart away to this forlorn place, and I would leave it here, battered and broken.

“Bianca.”

I almost jumped out of my skin, rearing around so quickly I almost lost my balance.  It was Zane. He reached out and steadied me, kneeling beside me.

“What…are you doing here?” I could barely talk, he had frightened me so much.  

“I followed you.” His voice was soft, carrying on the breeze. “When I couldn’t find you, I went back to the house.  I saw you leave by yourself.”

“Shouldn’t you be with your guests?” I turned away, towards the headstone. Tears had formed in my eyes.

“They’ll wait.” He reached out and took my hand.  A shiver went through me, at his touch. “The hunt is over, anyway. They are all heading back to the house.  This is more important.”

“What is?” I cursed my voice. It was trembling. Keep it together, I told myself fiercely.

“You.” He stood up, pulling me to my feet. I could just see his face in the light of the lantern.  He reached out and stroked my face. I choked back a sob.

“Bianca, I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I haven’t reached out to you, since that night. It was just…”

“You don’t need to explain.” I turned my face away. “It’s obvious, Zane.  You are still in love with your ex-wife.  What happened between us…well, it was just sex, wasn’t it? I was stupid.” The tears that had been threatening finally fell.  “I’m leaving Birrimba, heading back to the States.  It’s just too difficult.”

“No!” He grabbed me, pulling me towards him. “That’s not going to happen! I won’t let you go!”

I wrestled in his arms, trying to pull away. “I can’t stay here! Not like this!”

“Like what?” he hissed.  His face was so close to mine, I could feel his breath. “Like the nanny? I don’t want you here as the nanny, Bianca.  I want you.”  He feverishly started kissing my face, as he pulled me closer.  “I’m not in love with Jo anymore.  I was just finding it hard to let go. It’s you I’m head over heels in love with.”

“You love me?” I gasped. I closed my eyes, not believing what I was hearing.

“I love you,” he whispered.  His lips came down on mine, warm and sweet. “My God, how could I not? You are the most amazing woman that I have ever met.  You have settled my children back home, which is no mean feat.  All the effort you have made, for this night.  And you have shown me that you love it, here.  You have connected with the place, in a way that Jo never did.  Birrimba is my heart, Bianca.  It runs in my blood.”

“I know,” I whispered.  “I can feel that connection. Oh, Zane, is it possible?” I looked up at him, his eyes glimmering in the soft lamp light. “I’m in love with you, too.”

He let out a whoop, echoing in the night air.  He picked me up, twirling me around.

“Let’s go back to the house,” he said.  “I need to get rid of the guests, so I can take you to bed.” His eyes narrowed as they looked at me. “You look so beautiful in that dress, I’ve barely been able to take my eyes off you all night.”  My body warmed at his words.

He took my hand, then reached for the lantern. I looked back at the candle, flickering on the grave.  

                                                                  ***

I heard the last car leave, snaking its way down the dirt track.  All was silent. There would be a lot to clean up tomorrow, but it could wait.

My bedroom door opened.  It was him.  I shivered.

“Everybody gone.” He crept into my room. Then he stood looking at me, as if his eyes drinking me in. “What a night.”  His voice wavered with tiredness.

“Do you need to sleep?” I whispered.  He looked at me as if I was crazy. 

“Sleep is the last thing on my mind,” he growled. “Stand up and turn around.”

I stood up. I had managed to get the lace dress off, but the corset was another matter.  I hadn’t wanted to ask Mrs. Price to unhook me.

He let out a slow whistle as he looked at me.  “That is the sexiest thing I have ever seen,” he said.  “A Victorian corset. Wow.” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe it.

He put his hands around my waist, feeling the stiff boning. “A six-inch waist?” he murmured, pulling me to him. Then he spun me around, slowly unlacing me. I felt the corset give away, and then his hands snaked around, finding my breasts, kneading them.

“My lady,” he whispered, in my ear. I saw our reflection in the full-length mirror. “May I make love to you?”

I nodded, weakly, my head falling back against him.  He had found my nipples, and was pulling them into peaks.  Desire tore through me, as I felt his hardness against me.

Suddenly, he pulled my panties down, and bent me over.  He entered me, swiftly.  I gasped again at the pleasure of having him inside me. He was watching us in the mirror, as well.  I could see him behind me, his eyes closed as he gently thrust.  I backed against him, lost in the moment.  I could feel it building, and could see by his face that it was close for him, too.  Watching ourselves was an added thrill.

He gripped me, straining.  My climax shuddered through me, unspooling like a ribbon of light.  I couldn’t help it.  I groaned, softly.  He shouted as he reached his peak, gripping me tighter still.

We collapsed onto the bed, breathing heavily.  At that moment, the first rays of the new day suddenly started streaming through the curtains.  He turned to me, stroking my face.

“Bianca,” he whispered. “Don’t ever leave me.  Will you be my wife?”

“Yes,” I whispered back, joyfully.  “Oh, yes!” 

We lay in each other’s arms, softly stroking each other.  Birds started twittering; I could hear Harper’s bedroom door open and close, as she went to the bathroom.  Another day was starting, at Birrimba.

And I would be here, to greet it.  With Zane, and the children.  Just as I planned to be here, forever. I couldn’t think of a place I would rather be, than here with this man and this family.

I looked over at the old lace dress, hanging on the back of a chair. Thank you, I silently said. It felt like the spirit of Florence had guided Zane to me.  Maybe she wanted one of her family to live happily ever after, content in this beautiful house in the endless, open desert.

***

THE END
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Fighting Chance: A Single DAd Romance

 

Amy

The beat of the music resonates inside me like a frantic, racing heart. Or maybe it is just my frantic, racing heart. 

Every move I make inside the club is an effort not to bump into someone taller than me. The first chance I get I begin screaming in Marcy’s ear. Not because I’m angry, but because that’s the only way she’s ever going to hear me in this place. 

“Okay, can we go now!?”

“What?! We just got here!”

I consider begging for a moment, but her look of disappointment under the layers of Bare Minerals makes me stop. “Just kidding!” I fake my best fake laugh. 

It wasn’t poor Marcy’s fault I was so outside the social norm; just because nightclubs made me miserable didn’t mean I had to ruin her fun. But I should’ve known better, she looks right through my fake. One of her long arms slips around me in a half-hug. 

“I know you hate it, but I told Rob we were coming and… Oh! There he is!”

I don’t turn to look where she’s waving, instead I suddenly needed a drink… badly. I put all my focus on trying to get the bartender’s attention.

Rob. 

Stupid Rob. Stupid, stupid, stupid handsome Rob. Marcy’s older brother. And the reason I could never fully relax at any sleepover at Marcy’s house all through my childhood. Always prepared for stupid Rob to walk in the room. Never wanting to be makeup-less, or disheveled, or stuffing my face in front of Rob was a constant worry. Stupid. Rob. 

Marcy’s voice cut through the music behind me, “Hey! We came! It only took some force, but Amy is in your nightclub, can you believe it?” 

Okay, better turn around now. Don’t be weird. 

Stupid.

There he stands, as handsome as ever. Okay, no, no he’s not. Somehow, he has gotten MORE gorgeous than the last time I saw him five years ago. Over six feet tall, green eyes and now sporting a full-on lumberjack beard that matches his dark brown hair. I immediately start tugging on my clothes and shuffling. 

Back to high school in 2.3 seconds. Stupid. 

I’m actually grateful when looks past me to the bartender. “Hey! There’s a lady here trying to get your attention.”

Ugh. Lady? Gross. 

The eyes of the sweaty kid behind the counter widen with concern for his job, “Oh! Sorry miss – can I- “

“Do you still drink those…um…pink things, Aim?” Rob is looking at me, but I keep my focus on the moist and nervous kid, grateful someone seems more uncomfortable than I do at this moment.  

“Vodka cherry sours. Yeah.” 

Sweaty is intercepted handing me my pink drink, Rob takes it and casually informs him this one, and all the rest I’d like, would be on the house tab. Then he hands it over. 

“Oh, thanks.” I immediately jab the straw into the side of my face and pretend I didn’t. 

Stupid. 













Rob

She still has no idea how cute she is. 

When Marcy mentioned she was finally coming to check out Club Avenue and would be bringing Aim, I half expected to just see Marce. I knew Aim well enough to know this wasn’t her kind of spot. But I was hoping she’d come.

I noticed Marcy getting distracted by whatever loser was hitting on her the past half hour, and since Amy refuses to look at me... well, screw it. I’m looking at her. 

I really look. 

It has been nearly five years since I stared at Amy while she tried not to stare at me. Since I was fifteen and she was thirteen I have wondered when someone was going to clue her in that she was cute. I always wondered why she never had a boyfriend, always waiting for Marcy to mention some guy Aim was seeing, waiting for her to show up at our place with her head held a little higher – knowing she was hot stuff. 

As many times as I almost asked her out back then, I always stopped myself. As annoying as Marce could be sometimes, I still tried to be a good brother. I always reminded myself if things didn’t work out with me and Aim, that would be awkward forever. I didn’t want my sis to be stuck between us. So, I tried not to be overwhelmed by the feelings she kindled in me. I tried to ignore the urge to tell her how the way she looked and acted haunted me. 

And I just I knew someone, sometime, would let her know how amazing she was. Watching her refuse to make eye contact and stabbing herself in the face with her straw… I realized… no one ever did. 

Shit. 

She has to be twenty-three by now and she still has no idea she’s cute. Wait, no – I’m wrong. Amy isn’t cute anymore. Not at all. At some point she became beautiful. Every curve of her is wrapped in a tight blue dress Marcy probably insisted she wear. There is no trace of product in her hair, it’s just long and soft and…

Shit. 

I kick myself for not manning up years ago and being the one show her how hot she is.











Amy

“You don’t mind, do you?”

Marcy stands there with… I didn’t catch his name over the music. Let’s just call him Adonis, shall we? One of the many Adonises in the club that night Marcy could have her pick of. Looks like number 194 was the winner. 

“No hon, have fun.” 

Knowing I really didn’t mind being abandoned, that meant I got to go home, she smiles her Crest White Strips commercial smile, “I’ll text you!”

“K!”

Then in a swirl of hair and glitter she’s off with Adonis on her arm. I jump for joy inside as I finish my pink drink and make for the exit. 

“Going already?” 

One of the many bodies I am trying to duck and dodge is speaking to me. 

I just wish it was anybody but the body of the one person I couldn’t stand to look at. Stup- oh you get the idea. 

“Oh, um, yeah… Marcy – “

“Yeah, I know, but you don’t have to leave because she did, we can go upstairs where it isn’t so loud.”

“Oh, thanks, but um… “

He doesn’t let me finish my lame excuse, “Okay, see ya Aim.” 

I finally look at him as he turns and goes. Despite being so tall with impossibly broad shoulders, he seems to glide through the mass of humanity with no problems at all. I wondered if his mixed martial arts training has made him so agile. I was lost in that thought when…

“Move!” 

I almost fall forward from the shove behind me. Suddenly, it connects in my head that I’ve been standing still in the doorway of a crowded room. 

Despite the rudeness with which I was moved, my first reaction is still to apologize to the woman pushing past me. Although she ignores my apologies, she does turn around to the other voice that calls out after her. 

“What the fuck, bitch! I know you didn’t just push this chick.”

I turn to face some guy who saw the scene and now seems to be coming to my defense. The scent of his cologne gives me a sharp pain between my eyes and I really didn’t need his help. I hate confrontation and this…um, gentleman… was pulling me into a big one.

The Victoria Secret model who shoved me spins around. “What did you just call me?”

“You heard me.”

I take this opportunity to make my escape through a hole in the crowd. Finally, I make it out into the night air and found a place against the brick wall to lean and take a deep breath. Then another. Another. 

Okay. I’m out of there, I’m okay, and now I can go home and not come back. Great. 

That is when my cologne-drenched defender flies out of the double doors. 

“Hey, you okay?”

“Oh, yeah, thanks. It’s not a big deal, really.” I head for the parking garage with a little wave that I hope he will know means ‘goodbye’. 

He doesn’t. “Are you by yourself?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

He jogs a bit to catch up to me. I slow down, not because I want to chat, but because I don’t want this guy following me to my car.

“I can walk you.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I’m fine, really.”

“Don’t want anything to happen to a sexy girl like you out here by yourself. I can drive you home, we can stop by my place first for a drink or something.”

My creep radar is off the charts. I begin to walk in the opposite direction of my car. 

“Oh, I can’t, sorry, I really need to get home.”

“It’s still early, come on, when was the last time you got fucked real good?”

Okay, now please understand, by nature I am a very passive person. And I know in my head at this point I should tell this guy to get lost and leave me alone. But, still, STILL, I try to be polite. 

“Oh, um, no thanks. I don’t really do that.”

“Come on, I helped you out back there and you’re just gonna be all cold like that?” The next few moments happen so quickly it’s like a scene from The Flash comic book. 

First cologne-man grabs my elbow, then cologne-man is on the ground. Not a second between the two. 

I looked down at him, stunned when I hear a familiar voice that has a very unfamiliar tone. “You don’t touch people. Ever.”

Rob is beside me, calm and collected, but burning a hole through the man on the ground with steely glare. Cologne shoots to his feet and spins around ready for a confrontation. But there is no confrontation. One good look at Rob and the smelly wanna-be hero un-puffs his chest. 

“It’s cool man, we’re friends. I was just trying to help her out.”

“Go.”

No arguments. They guy heads back in the direction of the club. Rob pulls out his phone and sends a text, then he peers down the street and watches closely as club security turns Cologne away from the entrance. When Rob is satisfied there won’t be a scene, he turns his attention back to me. 

“Where’s your car?”

“Oh, over there.”

I point back in the opposite direction from where I was walking.

He raises his eyebrow a bit, “Okay, come on.” 











Rob

I smelt trouble on that sleaze hours ago. The things I overheard him saying to Amy were pissing me off. But when he actually touched her outside the club I had to stop myself from repeatedly slamming his head into the concrete. I was a little ashamed for wishing he would have taken a swing at me and given me a legal reason to put him in the hospital. Only a little ashamed. 

Aim is trying not to look as shaken up as I can tell she is. When she confessed she was headed in the opposite direction of her car, I swallow the anger that rises in me again. 

 “Okay, come on.”

We walk in silence for a bit and I wait for the tension in her shoulders to relax, but it doesn’t look like it’s gonna happen. So I resort to small talk. 

“Marce said you got your grad degree?”

“What? Oh, yeah, I’m a super librarian now. Those books better watch out.”

“Nice. You were always smarter than Marce, and me, and everyone else.”

“Noooo, I just like to read.”

“And write. And understand stuff no one else does. That’s all.”

She laughs, but it’s true, if you look under “humble” in the dictionary you’d find Amy’s picture. But you’d also find it under “smart as fuck”. 

And “hot as fuck”. 

I should really tell her that, but I decided that immediately after she got hit on by a douche bag is probably not the right time. Every click of her heels against the hard floor of the parking garage is like the ticks of a bomb. A bomb that had been ready to explode inside me for ten years. 

When we get to her beat-up Nissan I decide I needed to see her again. And I have a GREAT reason to get her to agree to meet me. 

All thanks to that cologne-drenched asshole.













Amy

The worst thing about Rob is, despite my internal hostility towards him, he had never been anything but nice to me. Even growing up, he never did all the mean, bratty things your best friend’s brother is supposed to do. I always thought if only he would have, I wouldn’t have been so smitten. But how can you not be smitten with beauty AND kindness. Especially beauty, and, my gawd – he was beautiful. 

I almost had my hand on the car door and “goodbye” on my lips when he throws me with a disturbing question.

“So… what would you have done if he would have tried to pull you somewhere?”

“I wouldn’t have gone.”

“Yeah, sure, you would have tried not to go, but what if he had dragged you off?”

“I would’ve screamed.”

“What if no one was around?”

“I would’ve hit him, I guess.”

“You guess?”

“No, I would have.”

“Show me.”

“What?”

“Show me how you would’ve hit him.”

Suddenly Rob was wrapping one of his huge hands around my arm where Cologne had grabbed me earlier. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s firm. 

“I don’t wanna hit you.”

“I saw you stab yourself with the straw.”

Fine. I draw back and slug him in the chest. Not with all my might, but enough to prove I’m not weak. But Rob doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t even move at all. We stand there in silence for an eternity. 

“That’s it?”

“I hit you.”

“You did?”

I can tell he’s teasing me, but his hand is still firmly in place. I pull back further this time and really swing with all my might. Rob lets me go, but still remains unmoved. Rock solid. 

“Could be worse, but I’d feel better if you let me give you a few lessons. Even that twerp wouldn’t have been very put off by…that.”

“Lessons?”

“Self-defense. I teach it at my gym the nights I don’t do the kids classes. And private lessons too, we could start with that.” 

“You own a gym too?”

“Just a figure of speech, my friends, my work, my gym, my sister’s friend with the weak punches…”

I think about slugging him again, but that would be way too “flirty” – don’t want to freak him out by giving the wrong impression – after all, I’m not delusional. 

“Okay, sure, I guess everyone should probably do that, really.”

“Yeah, but especially you.” He winks as he leaves me at my car door, calling back behind him as he makes his way out of the garage, “I’ll get your number from Marcy.”

Then his stupid face is gone.













Rob

I instantly regret trying to see Amy again. I should have told her to get herself into a class, but it didn’t have to me mine. 

As I walk along the stone path to my front door, I hold my keys tight so they won’t make a sound. I turned the knob like a surgeon, and tried to walk as lightly as possible into the kitchen. I feel guilty enough for going out, the last thing I want to do is wake up my lady and make things so much worse. 

No luck. 

“Where were you?”

I turn and face her, guilt dripping off me like rain. “I had to do some work stuff, honey. I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

A question I have grown to loath – mostly because I never have a good answer. 

“I didn’t want to sweetheart, but I had to take care of some stuff. Aren’t you tired?”

She burns a hole through me. 

“No.”

“Do you want some- “

“No.”

I sigh and sink into a wooden kitchen chair. “I’m sorry, Maddison.” I can see her deciding if she forgives me. I know she will, she always does. Five-year olds never hold grudges long.

Right then a blonde ball of energy bursts in. “Maddison! What are you doing out of bed?”

I pull out my wallet, “No worries, Lindsay, we’re just chatting.” I pay the babysitter and see her out. Before I close the front door I make sure Maddison isn’t in earshot and whisper the same question to the screen obsessed teen I always do. “How was it?” She looks up from her phone and gives me one of those overly sympathetic smiles I have almost gotten used to. 

“Oh, you know. The same.”

I nod and return the sympathetic smile, “Thanks, Linds.”

When I shut the door and turn around Maddison is planted in the middle of the hallway with her arms crossed. 

I’m stuck. 

“Why?”

“Sweetheart, we’ve talked about this, right? I do stuff for work so we can have the house and food and … everything. Right?”

“Why at night?”

She’s got me. The truth was, even though I own Club Avenue, I didn’t go there tonight to work. I went out for fun for once, for the first time since Maddison was born, in fact. Marcy said she was finally gonna get Amy to come out and I…I regreted it. 

“It won’t happen again, Maddie, okay?”

After some pondering she gives her cool reply. “Okay.” 

And with that she’s off down the hall and back to her room. I shuffle after, grateful not to have had to negotiate another ‘why’. 

Since Maddison was born I have found myself often asking “why?” as well. Never about her, I know why Maddie is in my life – because at some point I did something right to deserve her. But everyone else has had me continuously asking ‘why?’. Why did her mother take off at the first sign that she wasn’t ‘normal’? Why didn’t any schools feel like she could ‘fit in’ to a regular class? Why does autism have to be seen as a curse? 

Maddie got into bed. She doesn’t jump in the way most five-year olds would. She does it the way she does everything, slowly and purposefully. I must be really tired, or distracted, or maybe I’m just a dumb ass because I do something I KNOW never to do, when I pull up her covers my hand brushes against her arm. 

“AGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

“Oh, shit! Maddie, I’m sorry!”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

I back way up, this scene is not as unusual at it may seem to most. Maddison can’t tolerate human touch at all, and the only way she can express it is to scream. So… I let her scream. 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“I’m so sorry, Maddie. I didn’t mean to. It’s okay.” I pull one of her stuffed dogs off the wall and set it on the edge of her bed. “I didn’t mean to, honey.”

Then it’s over as quickly as it started. Maddie is quiet except for the sound of trying to breathe. I stay back and she eventually grabs her green blanket and the dog… and at last, she lays down. 

“You okay, sweetheart?”

“Yeah. Night, Daddy.”

“Night Maddie, I love you.”











Amy

The first thing I do when I walk in the door of my apartment is strip. 

It’s not as sexy as it sounds. I am just so ready to be rid of the heels, bra and the too tight dress Marcy insisted I wear, which I still think makes me look like a bratwurst no matter what she says. When I am finally free from my bondage I fall onto the couch. I take a moment to center myself before I open my laptop. When I don’t see what I’m looking for I slam it closed again. 

“Geez!”

I must have sent my resume to a hundred places over the last month and still nothing. If anyone had told me getting a graduate degree would make it harder to find I job I wouldn’t have believed them. But here I was, too qualified for half the things I apply for, and not experienced enough for the other half. 

Maybe I could use some time with a punching bag…

My mind falls back to Rob, and I begin to replay one of my favorite memories. I was seventeen and invited to Rob’s first amateur MMA fight. I remember the moment he pulled off his shirt and held out his hands for the glove inspection. It’s a wonder I didn’t pass out. I totally forgot breathing was a thing people needed to do. 

The memory of the way his cut muscles moved under his smooth skin makes my hand slip between my legs. I slide my fingers over my wetness as I relive the masculine focus in his eyes, the warrior demeanor I never saw in the living room of Marcy’s house, but that made my knees weak in that moment. It was power and strength. It was all a woman could want. 

I begin to shake as I remember meeting his eyes. Because I swear, he looked right at me before he bounded up the steps to the cage. The fear I felt on the way to the event that night was gone as I realized all at once he wouldn’t be getting hurt. I didn’t cheer or holler like everyone else in the crowd, just stood in stunned awe as his arms and back glistened and rippled with every punch and dodge. 

And when he won, and I mean really won, I was worried the other kid wouldn’t wake up at all… he looked at me again. And didn’t look away until his corner men hoisted him on their shoulders.  

Later I tried to tell myself he was looking at Marce, making sure his brat sister saw him being awesome. But in moments of weakness I almost convince myself…

Suddenly I pull my hand back and sit up.

“Oh, stop. Stupid.”













Rob

Against my better judgement, I asked Marce for Aim’s number. I almost talked myself out of it. Then I almost talked myself out of calling. Then I almost talked myself out of showing up at the gym. Then I DID talk myself out of assigning her to a different teacher. And then…

“How weird do I look?”

Weird? If it’s weird to look totally devour-able, then sure. Weird as hell. Amy’s skin-tight yoga pants hid nothing. Every soft spot she probably cursed at in the mirror was sitting right there for me take in. If I had seen her like this when I was a teenager I would have probably gotten wood in my gym shorts. Honestly, it was a struggle not to as a grown ass man. 

I answered her in a way I’m sure eased her mind. “You look just fine.”

“Okay.”

I started to wrap up her hands, being so close to her was making me… well, not nervous…but… okay, fine I’m nervous. I start rambling.

“The first thing you need to know is, self-defense is a philosophy. A new way of looking at the world. It isn’t just knowing what to do in a bad situation, it is also being able to spot a bad situation before it happens. Where ever you are, whatever you’re doing, you always have to assume someone is going to try and hurt you.”

“Oh, well, is that, um… fair?”

“Fair?” I help her work the gloves onto her tiny hands. 

“Well, yeah, I mean, that’s sort of judgmental. I mean, most people are nice.”

“Really? You think most people are nice?”

“Yeah…”

“Okay, we’ve a lot of work to do.”











Amy

POW! POW! POW!

Every time my fists connect to the bag it’s a total rush. 

RIGHT HOOK – POW! LEFT HOOK – POW! UPPERCUT – POW!

“Remember the sound, it will keep you breathing.”

I make the little yell on each punch the way karate guys do on TV. How could I forget about that? Too much fun.

“Agh!” POW. “Agh!” POW! “Agh!” POW

“Keep moving your feet until your combination. Remember where a punch starts?”

“Mah feut”, my best effort at ‘my feet’ through the protective mouth guard. 

After I batter the bag with another combination I look at Rob for approval, but his eyes aren’t on me anymore, they’re on his phone.

I spit the mouth guard into my gloved hand and clumsily try to hide the string of drool that stays connected to it.

He doesn’t look up from the phone when he announces, “I have to go.”

“Am I that bad?” I fake one of those fake laughs. 

“I’m sorry, I just really have to go.” He doesn’t finish his apology before rushing out of the gym. 

Leaving me standing there with boxing gloves on, gloves I was almost certain I couldn’t take off by myself. 

Great. 











Rob

I didn’t know I could move that quickly. If I could have pulled that kind of speed in the cage I might have reversed a few losses. But I guess the stakes weren’t as high. 

I flew through my front door and almost trip over… what is all this?!? Then I realize it’s everything in the living room that was breakable – broken.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”

I raced down the hall to Maddie’s room and literally run into Lindsay as she’s backing out of it. A picture frame flies by our heads and breaks against the hallway wall.

“AAAAAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”

Lindsay is in tears too, “I’m sorry, I washed her blanket. It was so dirty and I just thought- I’m so sorry!”

“AAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHH!!! NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”

Maddison is grabbing and smashing everything she can reach in her bedroom.

I slowly make my way inside, “It’s okay, Maddie! It’s really just the same!”

I pick her freshly washed blanket off the floor and try to hold it out to her, but her screaming just intensifies. I pull it back and churn my brain, trying to think of a way to calm her down. 

Lindsay is still sobbing. “I’m so sorry Mr. Walsh.” I whip out my wallet, pay her and usher her down the hall, insisting all the way she didn’t do anything wrong. It’s true, it wasn’t her fault, but I needed her gone. 

Before I go back inside, I have a lightning bolt of inspiration. 

I’m sure I look like a madman on my hands and knees in the flower garden rubbing dirt all over a little green blanket. But I have to try. With the speed that had surprised me so much before, I shot back into the house and down the hallway. 

“Look! It’s all better now!”

I kneel across from Maddie and hold out the dirty blanket with an overextended arm, staying back from her as far as possible. The lamp in her hand slowly lowers as she takes a long look at the offering. Then the lamp drops, it still breaks, but at least she didn’t throw it. 

A step towards the blanket. Then another. Finally, she reaches out to take it. I wait for her approval, or for the storm to start again. 

At last, she calmly speaks to me as she heads into the living room to watch TV.

“Thank you, Daddy.”

I go fully to the floor and look around at the chaos a tiny little girl managed to create. 

And on a pile of pink porcelain and plastic shards,  I cry. 











Amy

After recruiting someone to unlace my gloves for me, I slug my sweaty, smelly and sexually frustrated self back to my apartment. 

What made him leave like that? He probably got a text from some girl who… right then I catch myself in the full-length mirror in my bedroom. I stopped and stared at the makeup-less, disheveled and horrifying sight until I fall down a deep well of self-loathing. 

There I was, squarely in the position I had avoided all my life, Rob seeing me at my worst. No wonder he got out of there so quickly. Suddenly I have a terrifying thought and take a long whiff under my armpit. 

“Oh no!”

I bet the text was from a girl. It had to be. Why else would he just run out in the middle of a lesson? I remember the mightaswellbeasupermodel he was dating when I graduated high school. He was with her for a long time. I thought Marcy said they broke up, but maybe he met someone else or…

Sadness transforms to full on grief when I notice how the workout clothes hid none of my physical flaws. My thighs and hips stare back at me unrelentingly. Finally, I can’t bear to look in the mirror anymore, actually, I can’t bear the fact the mirror even exists. So… I defend myself against the wicked mirror. 

“Agh!” POW! CRASH!

I crumple to the floor and on a pile of shiny glass shards and I cry.













Rob

All the blood leaves my face and I have no choice but to sit down. I almost drop my cell phone. 

“Lindsay, please, I know it isn’t easy, but Maddie is used to you and you know how important consistency is- “

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Walsh. I just can’t, my parents don’t think it’s healthy for me to- “

“Okay, okay, Linds I understand. Thanks for everything.”

I hang up before a proper goodbye. I shouldn’t have done that, but I was… I was lost.  How am I going to tell Maddie Lindsay wasn’t coming back? Who am I going to get to look after her?

A knock on the door pulls me out of my self-pity, and when it opens before I get there, I know it’s Marcy. The only person who just lets themselves into the house. The moment she sees my face she knows something’s up.

“What happened?”

She immediately looks in the direction of Maddie’s room. 

“No, it’s fine. She’s fine. Come outside.”

When we reach her car, I lean against it and rub my face, “Lindsay quit.”

“What! Why?!”

“Why do you think, Marce?” I don’t mean to sound annoyed, but she’s my sister and if I can unload on anyone it’s her. 

“Okay, okay. What’re you gonna do?”

“I don’t know.” 

Marce leans against the car next to me. “I wish I could, but you know how GM is always sending me- “

“Yeah, I know, it’s okay. I’ll find somebody.”

Then she leaps off the side of the car and starts doing the bouncy thing she does when she’s proud of something she just thought of. 

“Oh! Aim really needs something right now, so bad. She was even worried about paying her bills and I bet she’ll help out. “

“Aim couldn’t handle this.”

“Yes, she could!”

“Please. You know her, she’s like a- a- puff ball. You gotta have thick skin.”

Marcy stops bouncing and is almost too quiet. Finally, I look up at her. As cool as a cucumber she crosses her arms. “You have no idea what kind of skin she has. Do you?”

I swallow hard. And try not to think about Amy’s skin.













Amy

“There is something about Rob I haven’t told you.”

I wish Marce had picked a better moment to say that, like when I wasn’t eating shrimp cocktail, preferably. Horseradish doesn’t feel good in your sinuses. 

“Ack!”

“You okay?!”

“Yeah, I just choked a little. What did you say?”

“Um, about Rob, um...”

I sat still and waited. I was the queen of “Ums” but Marcy never uttered that sound unless she was about to say something heavy. Two “ums”? This was going to be a doozy. 

“Remember Sonya?”

That was it! Mightaswellbeasupermodel’s name was Sonya! I guess I had blocked it from my memory. 

“Yeah, I think so. The girl Rob was with for a while?”

“Um, yeah…”

Another “um”. I wanted to shake her and make her spit it out, but we were in public and I assumed the other patrons of this café wouldn’t appreciate witnessing a minor assault. 

“Well, um, I never said anything to you about it because I know how you feel about Rob.”

“How I feel?”

“Don’t play dumb, it’s me remember? I know you Aim, and I know how you feel about Rob.”

I don’t bother arguing, she was right, Marce might even know me better than I know myself. It’s silly that I thought I was ever fooling her at all.  “Yeah, okay.”

“Okay, well, um, I never said anything, but he and Sonya had a baby girl five years ago. “

Thank God I’m horseradish free this time. “W- What?!”

“Yeah. And well, the hard thing is we haven’t heard from her in a few years, since Maddison was diagnosed as being on the autism spectrum… and, um, so it’s been pretty hard on Rob since he has full custody and running the club… that’s why he had to quit fighting and…um, yeah…”

“Oh my gosh, Marce.”

“Yeah, it’s hard. But the reason I’m telling you all this right now is, um, since you guys have been getting to know each other again, um, I mentioned you needed a job. Just till something else comes through, and you are a really patient person, I mean no one is sweeter than you, Aim.”

“What are you saying?”

“I think Rob has a job for you. And I think you’re gonna be great at it.”

I shove another shrimp into my face. 

Holy. Shit. 











Rob

“Hello Maddison!”

Amy smiles her huge smile and gives my lady a little wave. I’m extremely grateful Aim seems to know to keep a wide berth between herself and Maddison. Marce obviously gave her a crash course on the spectrum. 

Maddie’s lack of a response doesn’t fade her smile, “I’m so glad to meet you! My name is Amy.”

“I know.”

“I like your blanket.”

“Don’t wash it.”

“Oh, I won’t. It would lose its charm.” Amy laughs at her own response. Maddie doesn’t join, she just holds her icy stare.  

I wait for Aim to give me that “what the fuck?” look most people do, but instead she almost seems excited when she glanced over at me. I feel bad for silently wondering how long it would take for the positivity to fade. I mean, it had to at some point, right? I clear my throat and make one last attempt at praying for a good day. 

“All right…well, Maddie, I have to go, but please remember to do whatever Amy asks and…uh, try to have fun, okay?”

“Bye.”

Maddison doesn’t look at me during her farewell, and I know it’s because she’s still trying to figure out whether she approves of the new face in our kitchen. 

“Bye-bye.” As I turn to go, I give Aim a look that means to please follow me to the door. Before heading out I whisper one last apologetic reminder. “Call me if you have any trouble at all. The first day will probably be hard. “

“Oh, we’ll be fine! Don’t worry.” 

And the way she says it almost convinces me it’s true. 

Almost. 

Every call I get that day sends a cold lightning bolt to my guts. But time after time, it’s just a club vendor, or solicitor, or friend. Marce even checks in once. But all was quiet from the home front. 

I last most of the day, but a few hours after lunch I break down and tell my secretary to please take messages for me and I make the tense drive back home. A deep inhale steadies my nerves, but I still hold my breath as I turned the knob. I prepare myself for broken glass, tears,yelling… 

I’m prepared for pretty much anything.













Amy

When I look into her eyes it’s almost as if a tiny Rob is looking back at me. But that insecure and unstable feeling I get when I look at him is absent in me now. Replaced by a different sort of intense eagerness to connect. It may not be in the same way as with your typical five-year-old, but I knew I could do it. 

“How do you feel about blanket forts?”

The little eyes don’t blink, but I can see them pondering, so I continue, “I love them. I used to make them all the time when I was your age. My favorite thing about them is they aren’t just fun to play in, they can be a quiet place to go when you want time to think.”

I opened the linen closet and pull out everything I can reach as I kept talking, “Because adults can’t really climb so great, so if you make the very back room of the fort tiny, then it’s all yours. Like…a nest!”

“Like a bird nest?”

“Exactly! A little bird nest that is just yours.”

Without a word, she takes off to her bedroom. I curbed my instinct to follow. I tell myself if she doesn’t want to interact that’s okay. But by the time I haul all the blankets and sheets into the living room Maddie’s there, the comforter from her bed hanging out of her little arms. 

“So, what shall we call our fort Maddie?”

“It’s not a fort, forts are for boys. This will be our blanket palace.”

“Well, Princess Maddison, what shall we call our palace?”

“Bird’s Nest Palace, I think.”

“Bird’s Nest Palace, the home of the grand Princess Maddie – lady of the land!” I make myself laugh again, and although she doesn’t join in, her response is better than any typical reaction a “regular” kid could offer. 

Very calmly and matter-of-factly she corrects me, “And her friend, Princess Amy.”













Rob

With my breath held firmly in my lungs, I open the front door. I exhale in a woosh. It isn’t relief as much as confusion. At some point my living room had transformed into a… laundromat? Everywhere I look there were hanging linens, clothes and blankets. 

I almost announce myself when I hear the giggling coming from within the maze, one laugh I have heard all my life, bubbly Amy loved to have fun. But the other… the other I almost never got to hear. 

I had to sit and listen. “Okay guess what this one is?”

I see flashes of light coming from the cracks in the sheets and I realize the giggles are reactions to shadow puppets. I try not to hate myself for never showing Maddie a shadow puppet before. 

Her tiny voice is thoughtful, “A dog?”

“Nope, guess again.”

“A… um, oh… a bird. I can see the wings!”

“Yep! Bird’s Nest Palace has to have birds!”

“How do you do the wings?”

“Here, let me see your hands.”

I almost have a heart attack, shouting my reaction before I can even think, “NO!” 

Both girls let out a little scream and Amy throws the door of the tent open. “Oh, Rob! Are you okay?”

‘Are you okay?’ was the question I was about to ask, but seeing Maddie’s face only worried about me and not the person who just asked to touch her hands makes me pull my shit together. “Oh, yeah, so sorry gals – I stubbed my toe.”

Amy struggles a bit to pull herself out of the fort and falls into me as she tries to find her feet. “Oh, sorry! So sorry, I know the place is a wreck, I didn’t think you’d be back so soon. I was going to have it cleaned up.”

Maddie’s voice is full of concern, “Cleaned up?”

I know that tone and rectify her worry right away, “No, no we don’t have to take it down. You can keep it up as long as you want.”

Amy laughs with relief, “I remembered how much fun I used to have with these.”

“Yeah, yeah, me too, ah, I guess I just forgot about them.”

The truth is sometimes I forget that although Maddie is different than most kids, in so many ways she is still the same. I’m grateful to Aim for reminding me. 

Amy grabs her purse and phone as she gives me updates. “There is a casserole in the oven, it should be done in about an hour. Oh, and I know it looks strange, but it should taste good, but if you guys don’t like it no worries at all, I won’t make it again. Should I be here the same time tomorrow?”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s great. Yeah, tomorrow same time if that’s okay?”

“Sure! See you tomorrow, princess!” 

“Bye.”

As I see Aim out the door, I start to whisper my customary question of ‘how was it?’, but the way she’s beaming stops me. I guess… it was… good. 

After I close the door, I maneuver past the blanket fort and into the kitchen. Still in a daze, happy things seemed to go well, but imagining how it may have played out if I hadn’t come home early. Imagining Maddie having an episode over Aim touching her hands. The scene I play out in my head is cut short when I look at the casserole sitting in the oven under amber lights. 

It’s green. 

The color Maddison found most comforting. One of the few color foods she would eat. The entire thing... is green. 

I open the door to look closer. I can make out chicken and noodles and cheese and other things that aren’t usually green. How did she do that? Then it dawns on me that dinner won’t be a negotiation, that I won’t have to beg her to eat foods that weren’t comforting shades, but were healthy for her. And right there in the kitchen I get choked up. 

But I man up and tell myself to stop getting emotional over a casserole when I hear little footsteps coming across the tile. I rub my eyes to make sure they aren’t watery before I turn around, “I really like your fort, hon.”

“It’s not a fort, it’s a palace. And you can visit anytime, but you aren’t allowed to come in the nest room at the back. You are too big anyway.”

I was stunned, but happy to grant her request, “Okay, sure hon. I won’t.”

“Okay.” Then she turns to head back into her palace of blankets, but not before giving her final word on the new babysitter situation. “Amy smells good. I like her.”

“Oh, great!”

What I wanted to say was I know how you feel. 











Amy

As I pull into Rob’s driveway on my second day of babysitting, I realize I had been in a trance through the entire drive. Replaying the triumphs of the previous day in my head. Wondering if Rob took one look at the green food color experiment in the oven and gotten ill. Wondering if Maddie was looking forward to seeing me again. 

I’m not even out of the car yet before my last question is answered – a little body is flying down the walkway and waving. 

“Hey, princess!”

“Hello. I slept in my nest last night.”

I get out and dig in my trunk while she watches, “Oh fun! I brought a few blankets from my house in case you wanted to add a few rooms to-”

When I turn around Rob is right behind me. I manage to say hi while I slam into him, “Oh, hey!”

“Hey, Aim. You look extra beautiful today.”, without asking he takes the pile of blankets out of my arms. I know my response to this should be ‘thank you’, but instead I laugh and automatically argue.

“Oh, no I didn’t even- “

“You do.” The almost stern way he cuts me off is oddly flattering. This time I answer the way I should have in the first place. 

“Oh, thanks.”

Then he tucks the pile of blankets that had filled both my arms under one of his and turns to Maddie. “Can you give us just a minute, hon? We’ll be right there.”

She thinks about it for a moment before she thoughtfully says, “Okay.” When she’s out of earshot Rob starts… well… gushing.

“I don’t know how you made that thing last night but it was brilliant – I’ve never seen her eat so much and she loves the blanket fort, er, palace – I should have thought of that before, and I was thinking maybe if I made the position a salary type thing you wouldn’t mind staying on longer, and maybe when the school year starts we could incorporate home-school stuff in – and it’s okay if that’s not something you’re interested in, but I thought maybe we could go to lunch tomorrow and discuss it. Marcy said she could come by and watch Maddie if that’s something you wanted to do?”

I blink and try to process everything he just said. All I heard was ‘go to lunch’. Rob wants me to go to lunch. 

“Ah, oh, sure, yeah, okay.”

He wants to go to lunch with me. Air is getting thinner. 

Wait. Hold on.

“Wait. Homeschool? Maddie said yesterday she was looking forward to going.”

“Yeah, I know. I meet with the principal and advisor tomorrow to find out if they decided to let her attend this year. Last year for preschool they said, ‘she wasn’t ready’. There’s a chance she can now, but I’m not holding my breath.”

I think the tone of my voice was something new to him, because he took a small step back at my next question. 

“What fucking time tomorrow?”













Rob

The thick skin I was worried about Amy having was beginning to look like plates of armor sitting in the office of the elementary school. 

“Excuse me? Can you repeat that please?”

The woman advisor looks down at the wording of her paperwork and repeats her verdict, “We don’t feel Maddison has the necessary social skills or self-control to succeed in a normal classroom environment.”

Amy crosses her curvy legs and sits back. But her tone is anything but casual, “Oh, I understand. And how would the school recommend she learns social skills at home by herself?”

“There are many programs for children with special needs to learn life skills.”

“Ah, I see. So she is supposed to learn the skills to succeed in the real world in a non-real world environment?”

The advisor is taken aback by this and looks to the principal. Since he also has nothing to offer, the woman resorts to another tactic, “I’m sorry Ma’am. But what relation are you to the child?”

Although I have stayed relatively quiet up to this point, I think maybe this is a moment to step up, “Oh, she’s her… uh, well, she’s- “

Amy corrects my stumbles without missing a beat, “I’m her care-giver and disability advocate, which is why I’m here, to make sure she isn’t the victim of discrimination.”

The tension in the air is almost touchable as the advisor shifts in her seat, “I assure you we reached our decision with Maddison’s best interests in mind.”

Amy laughs, but not her real laugh, this was borderline condescending, “No, I don’t think you did. I think the accommodations she would require are an inconvenience and it is easier to turn her away than put in the time and effort to make this an environment she could thrive in.”

“Ma’am, you misunders- “

“No, I don’t think I do. But I do want to make sure YOU don’t misunderstand. I fully intend to get the support of the ADA to back up Maddison’s disability rights lawyer in the case we make against this school. May I please have a copy of your decision and the reasons you created for not being able to accommodate her condition in writing?”

The advisor begins to shuffle through her papers nervously and I can see the sweat begin to bead on the principal’s forehead. Aim is winning. Holy shit.

The truth is, I don’t have a lawyer for Maddie, though I guess I probably should. But the way Amy said it, I almost believed I already did. The elementary school office staff certainly believes it. 

Finally, the silent rotund principal clears his throat, “We didn’t realize how strongly you felt about Maddison attending Sam Worth Elementary. Taking that into consideration, we will assign her to a placement specialist and enroll her in our Individualized Education Plan which should accommodate any challenges she may face here. Do you find that satisfactory?”

Amy uncrosses her curvy legs, which are apparently clad in thicker skin that I could have ever guessed. It doesn’t happen often, but Marce was so right.  

“Absolutely. Thank you both, I’m glad we could come to an understanding.”

I follow Aim’s cue and shake the two sweaty and almost trembling hands extended over the desk to me and follow her out of the building. When we get to my hybrid she’s midway through a rant.

“Who else have they treated this way? What makes them think they can just brush off any child who isn’t a cookie cutter version of what they expect a student to be. I swear if they give her any trouble while she’s attending I will-

I end her speech by slamming her against the passenger door. I can’t tell her how I feel about what she just did with words, I’ve never been eloquent - so I let my body explain. I press against her hard and grab the side of her face with both my hands as I kiss her. I kiss her hard and deep. It was rude, really – I didn’t ask or even give her any warning. But she doesn’t resist. In fact, the way she kisses me back makes my whole body ache. 

My hero. 

I’m a martial artist, a successful business owner, and a grown ass man… and this woman just saved me.













Amy

I didn’t know it was possible to cycle through emotions so quickly. I was happy they let Maddie in the school, I was furious they tried not to and now… I was… well, in a wet dream. 

It has to be a dream. There’s no way I’m making out with the infatuation of my life in an elementary school parking lot. 

Is there?

When he pushed me against the car and grabbed my face I was almost afraid. Maybe I had crossed the line and made him angry – the look in his eyes was so intense – I had never had anyone look at me that way. All I could relate it to was anger. 

I was wrong.

When he finally pulls his lips away from mine and lets my face go I don’t move. I don’t even open my eyes. I’m afraid if I do… I might wake up. 

“Aim? Are you okay?”

I still don’t open my eyes, but I manage to nod. 

“Amy?” I feel the back of his hand against my cheek. 

Okay. I let my eyes flutter open and meet his. “Yeah. Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, um, sure.”

“Do you wanna come home with me?”

“Yeah? Yeah.”

Yeah.

 











Rob

On the way to my house it’s all I can do not to kiss her again, every red light and stop sign was an opportunity I had to resist. I wanted her to know how she made me feel. How proud I was of her, how I have always thought she was beautiful. The primitive side of me could only show it with my body. The non-primitive side of me tried to explain my gratitude. 

“You were incredible in there.”

“Oh, thanks. I don’t get upset often, really, but they just made me so mad.”

“You were a force of nature. I never know what to say when people are assholes. If we could just fight about it I’d be fine, but civilized society or whatnot frowns on that.”

She laughs but says something profound, “Oh well, we all have different weapons.”

And her weapons have slayed me. I reach over and take her hand and pull it to my mouth. I kiss it longer than I should. I can feel the race of her heart in her wrist and the way her breathing quickens. I wonder if she could possibly want me as badly as I want her in this moment. 

Who am I kidding? This moment? Every moment. Every moment for as long as I could remember. 

I speak against her hand. “Oh, Aim.”

The loud blare of a car horn behind us snaps me out of my heaven and reminds me I’m still in traffic and the light is green. I focus on the road again, but don’t let her hand go. I just can’t. Her skin on her arm is so soft. I begin to imagine how the rest of her feels. I inhale that wonderful smell that only comes from her, not soap, not perfume, just her. 

I kiss her hand again before I continue, “Marce has Maddie for a few more hours. I hope you can stay till then.”

“Oh, sure. Yeah.”

The hesitation in her voice makes me release her precious hand, “Are you sure?”

“Oh, um, yeah, I want to… it’s just…”

“What’s wrong, Aim?”

“Nothing! No, no, nothing.  I just, no guy has ever asked me over, or kissed me or anything before so…”

I almost choke. Playing it cool with everything I have, I ask her to clarify, “So, you’ve never been intimate with anyone is what you’re saying.”

“Yeah. I mean no. I mean I haven’t, no.”

I am such an asshole, she got her first kiss slammed against my car in a parking lot. How romantic. 

“Oh, geez, Aim, I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t’ve-”

“Oh, please don’t be! I’m so glad, I’ve always…um…”

“Yeah… me too.”

I reclaim her hand. But I promise myself I’m not going to claim the rest of her today, I’m going to go slow and treat her the way she deserves. 

I have to resist the irresistible. 

And then, in time, if she lets me, I am really going to treat her the way she deserves. The way I should have don’t long ago. For as long as she’ll let me. 











Amy

I wonder if he can feel my heart pounding in my hand. The way he just leaves his lips against it makes me sure he can. I try not to pant and shake as he speaks to me the way I always wished he would. 

What I did at the school wasn’t even my proudest moment. I got angry, which I almost never do, I even threatened people. Honestly, I acted crazy. Under normal circumstances I would be ashamed. But Rob was acting like I was some kind of hero. The thought of being alone at his house with all this affection coming my way was making me both thrilled and nauseous. 

Shit! Why didn’t I shave above the knee?!  

I try to remember which pair of underwear I have on, I get sicker as I realize I have on an old comfortable pair with holes along the waistband.

Shit. 

I calm down at his next words, “Don’t worry, Aim. We’ll take it slow, okay? I just wanna be with you.”

“Okay, yeah, thanks. I wanna be with you too.”

And I do. I always have. It makes me hate the little voice in the back of my mind trying to make me doubt everything that’s making me so happy. 

Why now? Why after all these years are you suddenly desirable? So you won’t quit? So you will be a permanent babysitter with benefits?

Stop. You know Rob. He is a good guy, a good man. If he likes you then he likes you. He knows you. Just stop. 

When we get to his house I expect that slowness he talked about. But apparently our versions of slow are a bit different, because the front door wasn’t even fully closed behind us before he was kissing me again. For the first time in my life, both my feet came off the floor at once. Although I was sure I was too heavy for anyone to lift, he picks me up like I was a much lighter woman and brings me to the couch that is still draped with sheets and blankets on every side. 

There in the middle of the fabric palace he kisses me the way they kiss in movies. The voices of worry and nervousness in my head fade into passion as I kiss him back. His mouth begins to drift down my neck and send shock waves through my whole body. Suddenly I understand what everyone was always going on about. This is the most perfect feeling there is. His full beard is so soft and his hands on my back are so gentle. 

Then one of his hands slides from my back around my waist to my belly. Before I can become self-conscious, I gasp into his mouth as he moves it up to hold my breast. His huge hand tries to envelope all of it - an impossible task, but the kneading motions he makes as he tries sends waves of pleasure through me. Now his trail of kisses traveling down my neck continues until he reaches my chest. 

The sound of the front door opening almost makes us both fall off the couch. Marcy’s face instantly registers what she interrupted. “Oh! Sorry! So sorry! “

Rob and I both try to act normal, but our hellos are oddly high pitched and tense. I try to straighten out my clothes and smooth my hair and, well, not look like I was just having the time of my life. 

“I forgot my headphones.”, Maddie casually walks to her room, totally unaware. Readjusting himself, Rob scrambles after her. “Oh, I think they’re in the kitchen, actually.”

Marcy’s wide eyes are a mix of shock and glee. She doesn’t say a word, but comes right over and punches me in the arm. It hurts, but I still laugh, “Shut up.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take her to the movies.”

“Oh, you don’t have to. We have good news.”

“They are gonna let her go?!”

“Yep!”

Marce and I are beaming like kids ourselves when Maddie comes back in, “What is it?”

“Your Dad has something to tell you.”

Red-faced, Rob peeks around from the hallway, “Actually, you should tell her Aim. You made it happen.”

“Oh no, you should.”

Marcy throws up her hands, “Oh good grief! Maddie, you are going to Kindergarten next week!”

Maddison’s stoic little face curls into a smile for a moment. Then she promptly climbs into her Bird’s Nest Palace. “Okay.”

Rob smiles and shrugs at us, we both laugh and I’m not totally sure, but I think I hear a little giggle from inside the blanket fortress too.











Rob

“Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!

My mouth falls open. 

I had almost gotten used to arriving home to the surprise of my life. Amy was coming up with something amazing and wonderful on a regular basis for me to open the front door to after work. 

But what I walk in on today tops them all. 

“Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!

My little lady has tiny gloves strapped on her hands and is throwing combinations into an equally tiny punching bag. Both are, you guessed it, pink. 

Aim notices I’m there but doesn’t stop calling out combos for her to throw. 

“Two, two, three!”

Maddison fires off a pair of double left hooks and a right uppercut. 

“Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!

“Remember your feet! One, two, three!”

Maddie hops and bounces a bit before landing a jab, hook, uppercut. 

“Agh!” POW! “Agh!” POW! “Agh!” POW!

I can’t keep my mouth shut for another second, “That’s perfect!”

Maddison doesn’t turn around, keeping her tiny eyes focused on the bag, waiting for her next combo. 

“I kuw.” I recognize the slur, Amy has also found a tiny mouth guard.

Aim gets up, “You can pick your combinations for a bit, princess, just remember to pause between them.”

“Ugkay”

“Great, and where do they start?”

“Muh fuet.”

“That’s right!”

They tiny yells fade as I walk with Aim down the hall – when I’m quite sure we are far enough away from the living room I press her against the hallway wall and plant my gratitude on her lips. I’m pretty sure she was starting to assume no ‘thank you’ could come from me without also tasting her. 

I make myself come up for air and for an explanation, “How’d you do it?”

“What do you mean? I just showed her like you showed me.”

I had always assumed there was no way to teach Maddie martial arts without touching her. But seeing the confusion on Aim’s face makes me realize that striking doesn’t have to require any touch from another person at all.

I feel like a royal dumb ass. Once again, I lean in to plant my gratitude on her, but she ducks under my arm.

“Sorry, I have to go.”

“You don’t wanna stay for dinner?”

She was already headed back down the hall, “Sorry, I can’t. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”

“Aim.”

“Bye, princess! See you tomorrow!”

“Buh”

“Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!  “Agh!” POW!

Before I can think of something else to say, she has scooped up her purse and gone. I stand staring at the closed door until a less muffled voice comes from directly behind me.

“Can you take these off?” I turn to see Maddie holding out her gloved hands. 

Doing my best impression of a statue, I study the gloves, trying to analyze the best way to ensure I don’t touch her getting them off. The other thoughts in my mind – the ones screaming at the top of their lungs – make it hard to think. 

Finally, she takes the initiative and uses her teeth to pull open the Velcro at each of her wrists before holding her hands back out. I’m grateful for the solved puzzle and simply grab onto the ends of the mitts and pull. When they pop off, she sits on the floor and starts to unwrap her hands. 

I swallow and try not to sound shaken up, “I’m gonna jump in the shower before dinner, okay?”

“Okay”, she doesn’t seem to notice my inner turmoil, putting in her earbuds and planting in front of the TV. 

“Okay.”

When I walk past the spot in the long hallway where I had last kissed Aim, my chest tightens up and it gets harder to take deep breaths. The edge of my bed seems like an eternity a way, but I manage to get there before my legs go into total noodle mode. 

Shit. Shit. Shit. 

What did I think was gonna happen? I told myself years ago that no woman was going to be willing to sign up for my crazy life. No one wanted to pick up all this baggage. Okay, she is an amazing babysitter, but that doesn’t mean she wants this mess twenty-four/seven. 

That doesn’t mean she wants me. 

The hot water steams up the glass walls of the shower, and while normally I’m an in-and-out kind of guy, right now this is where I need to be for a while. I sit on the large stone bench that I normally ignore or use for a shampoo stand, and lean my head against the marble wall. 

 













Amy

I don’t fall apart until I make it home. 

Walking out of there was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Being with him is all I’ve dreamed about since I was thirteen and now that I have it, I know I can’t enjoy it. 

I know it’s not real. 

His affection always came after I did something good for Maddie. While I understand why it moved him the way it did, it really had nothing to do with me. If he liked me he would have kissed me long ago. He may be grateful, he may be happy about what I do, but that would never last, because he’s not really attracted to me. 

And if I let myself live in this fantasy it will only hurt worse in the long run. I can’t do that to myself. I don’t know if I could take it. 

I pass the remains of my broken mirror. While I cleaned up the broken glass on the floor, I never bothered to take the frame off the wall. I decide in this moment I won’t ever take it down. It will serve as a reminder, just in case I ever try to convince myself his feelings are real. 

After a shower, a good hearty cry, and more Chinese food then was really necessary, I curl up on the couch with my laptop. I’m not really paying attention, just scrolling through a few days’ worth of ignored emails. 

But then I stop. One of the ones I missed from yesterday stands out. It doesn’t begin with the words, “Unfortunately”. When I open it, it makes me sit up so fast the computer almost falls off my lap. 

“Dear Miss Sikes, 

After thoroughly reviewing your application it has been decided that your skills and experience would be an excellent fit for our curator position. Please contact our office at your convenience to arrange an interview to discuss salary requirements.”

The thrill that rises in me sizzles out like a doused campfire. I remember applying for this job, a full-time day job. A job that would require me to leave Maddison. 

Before I can talk myself out of it, I email back my availability for the next week. Maddison starts school on Monday, she’s going to be okay. 

And her Dad will too.













 Rob

Apologizing to Aim wasn’t going to be easy. But I told myself I wasn’t going to leave for work until I was sure she understood that… well… that she understood that I understood why she didn’t’ want to be with me. And that I should have never assumed she would. 

We both stand outside in the driveway and wave to Maddison as we watch her find a seat on the school bus. Both of us are nervous, for her and for ourselves. As the yellow monster roars and pulls away, I feel her hand on my arm.

 “She’s gonna be okay. They actually had some great ideas for accommodating her during the IEP meeting last week. And her teacher is a sweetheart. I promise she’ll be all right.”

“Thanks, Aim.”

“Have a good day.” She turns and heads for the house a little too quickly, she’s uncomfortable being alone with me. And why shouldn’t she be? She was probably expecting another unwanted kiss. 

“Aim, can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Oh, sure.”

“Inside?”

“Oh… sure.” 

To ease her mind, I don’t follow too closely, and stay standing in the living room to make my speech.  

“I owe you an apology. I never bothered to check to see if you felt the same way about me as I do about you, and that was wrong. Please know that I totally understand why you don’t, and I don’t take it personally.”

“You do?”

“Maddison is the best thing that ever happened to me, but it’s a lot for most people.”

“Wait, what? You think I don’t… You think it’s because of Maddison?”

Totally thrown off, it’s my turn to stammer.

“Well, yeah I… I shouldn’t expect, I thought…”

“That really hurts, Rob.”

Shit. What’s happening? “I didn’t mean to…what do you mean?”

“The reason I can’t be with you has nothing to do with Maddie. Well, it does, but not the way you think. You have to know what I mean.”

“I don’t.”

“Oh, Rob! You don’t want to be with me, not really. You’re excited I’m good with Maddie, but I know I’m not your type, the thrill is going to wear off at some point and then you’ll remember that I’m… I’m not your type.”

“What is my type?”

She starts to clam up and wring her hands. “You know.”

“I thought I did, but apparently not.” I know exactly where she’s going with this, and it’s about to make me explode. If I could punch her insecurity in the face it would never get back up. 

She makes a gesture to her frame, “Oh I’m just not- “

 “You really have no idea how gorgeous you are, do you?

“Oh, well…”

“No. Stop. You don’t have to be with me, Aim, but you have to stop this. I’ve watched you try to hide your sexy body. Watched you avert your eyes and try your damnedest for no one to notice you. But I fucking notice you, Aim. I always have.”

“But, you, you never-”

“Because I’m an idiot, okay? I didn’t want to take Marcy’s best friend, but I should have. I should have busted into her bedroom and picked you up in the middle of painting your nails or whatever the fuck you guys used to do, and taken you to mine and showed you how gorgeous you are.”

“Rob…”

“Unless your next words are ‘I’m the hottest woman alive.’ I don’t want to hear it, okay? It’s fine if I’m not the man you want to be with, but it won’t, it shouldn’t be because you think I don’t find you attractive. Do you understand?”

“Y- yes.”

“I’m gonna kiss you right now. If you want it to be the last time, I will live with that. But I have to, just this once more.” Before she could protest, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her to me. I look into her eyes and don’t break the gaze as I kiss her. And then I let her go – and I know I’m letting her go forever, if that’s what she wants, “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

There’s total silence as I leave the house, but that’s fine. It’s better than the sound of her doubting how perfect she is.













Amy

What just happened?

I sink onto the couch and try to collect myself. My palms are soaking and my knees haven’t stopped shaking since he kissed me. It wasn’t our first kiss, but it was the first one I believed in. The first one from a man I knew wanted me. Really wanted me. All of me. 

And I decide right then I can’t live for another hour unless he has me. All of me. 

I open the front door as Rob is about to hop into his Dodge Charger. 

“Wait!”

He steps back and closes the door, then he makes his way up the walkway. I mistake the firm and quick way he’s moving for anger again, and it makes me move backwards. 

He storms in and throws the door closed behind him with a loud BANG that makes me jump. In fact, I almost shriek, because he’s moving toward me at full speed. It isn’t until he grabs me and sinks his mouth into my neck that I understand he’s not angry – he’s just decided to take what I was trying to give. 

Massive hands slide over my hips and around to my ass cheeks. They only stay there for a moment before moving down between my thighs. In one quick and strong movement, he has me lifted, pinned between him and the wall with my legs wrapped around his waist. 

I hang on to the steel muscles of his wide shoulders. The feeling of his mouth against my neck is making electricity shoot straight to my breasts and between my thighs. 

When he pulls his lips away I’m disappointed until he uses them to whisper in my ear, “I won my first fight for you. When I saw you out there, I knew I couldn’t lose.”

“I know you did. I’ve always known it, even when I didn’t.” 

I weave my fingers through is thick bread and use it to pull him around to my mouth. He tastes like aftershave and mint and musk. All the things commercials tell you men should taste like. I barely notice when he starts walking down the hall, I don’t know how he could tell where he was going, but before I know it I’m falling backwards onto his bed still fully wrapped in his arms.













Rob

I moan and kiss her mouth again as I cup and hold her tits. They’re so heavy and soft, both my big hands easily bury into her flesh. 

When she takes off her top I turned to marble, all I can do is absorb the sight of her ivory skin and heaving breasts inside her black bra. 

“Goddamn, you’re perfect.” I run my hand over her stomach and chest as more flattery spews out of me. “Look at you. So beautiful.”

She looks down when I start tracing my fingers along the tracks of her stretch marks. Then I feel the muscles beneath them tense as she starts stammering, “Oh, um,  those are…”

“Sexy as fuck.” I finish the thought for her. I know that wasn’t where she was going, but it should’ve been. 

It makes her kiss me, and as she does I slip my hands around to undo her bra. When I was finished today she was never going to wonder if she was good enough again, she was going to know what she did to me. 

Her nipples are the same rose color as her lips, and the cool air makes them go from puffy and soft, to tight and hard under my eyes. I grasp her there and she leans back fully onto the bed as I sink into exploring them. Shifting back and forth from one to the other, transitioning between massaging the warm flesh of her, and touching her gently. Softly kissing her taught nipples. All I do is caress her for a long time until I have to give into the need to pull one of her areolas into my mouth hard. 

Her body convulses in response, and her grip around my shoulders tightens. I draw on her nipple deeply, over and over, until the throbs of my cock are almost painful. I can’t remember ever being this hard in my life. 

I release my hold to maneuver her skirt and panties down past her feet. I need to taste her. Now.













Amy

When he returns his mouth to my body, it’s against the inside of my thigh. As he moves his lips upward, toward my most intimate spot, I almost start to panic from the sensations, but I can’t keep myself from spreading my legs wider as he works his way up. The moment his mouth connects with my womanhood I gasp.  

“Rob!” He knows it’s a cry of pleasure and it drives him deeper into my flesh. 

It feels like he’s trying to drink every drop of me. The moans I let out when he hits the little bud at the top lets him know to remain there. He wraps his lips around my clit and sucks gently. My intense reaction drives him further, he grabs my knees, presses them back and worships that spot. 

It feels like he’s there for hours, dancing his tongue over that perfect place. All I can do is pant and writhe, my hands holding the back of his head in desperation. The pressure building under his caresses is almost scaring me. I didn’t know my body could do this. 

When I come from a man’s touch for first time in my life, I cry out like someone stabbed me. Thankfully it doesn’t faze him, instead of pulling away, he dips his head lower to take in all the wetness that’s pouring from my body – almost as if he doesn’t want a single bit wasted. 

Part of me would be content to let him stay between my legs that way all day, but there is so much more I need. I tug against his shoulders and try to sit up, making him kiss his way back to my neck, but not before he removes the rest of his clothes. 

Now I can reach his manhood and I can’t resist the urge to take it into my hand. It’s… large. Very large. I can hardly wrap my fingers all the way around his head, so instead I run them up and down the incredible length of it. Then massage the drop of moisture sitting at the tip around the huge tip. 

His breathing against my neck is distressed and he whispers my name before he kisses my mouth again. The taste of myself on his lips makes me dizzy. 

I don’t want to be a virgin for one more second. Taking charge, I push his massive shoulders so he’s lying flat on his back. Now I mimic his dedications from before and kiss his muscular neck and chest. 

He runs his fingers through my hair and across my back. When I grazed my teeth across his taught nipple, the hand in my hair squeezes into a fist for just a moment. The resulting tug makes me ache between my legs. I move my caresses lower over his rippling abs until they meet the weapon that lays against his stomach. When my lips finally touch it, he lets out a sound that’s a mix between a moan and a growl. I make out with his shaft passionately from tip to base, amazed at the pulsing throbs I’m creating under my mouth. 

Then, I think I catch him off guard, because before he knows it I’m climbing onto him, straddling his hips. His eyes widen as he realizes what I’m planning to do. “Wait, “

I silence the protest with a kiss against his neck. I don’t want to go slow, I don’t want to go gentle. I want to GO.

As I lean forward, I reach down and place the tip of his shaft against me. Before he can stop it, I pushed myself down onto him. When he hits the barrier that has stayed intact for far too long, I force my hips lower. I slide down hard - and as my virginity gives away, he can’t help but buck his hips up to meet mine. 

But then he grabs me around the waist and studies my face hard, trying to figure out if I’m hurting. 

 













Rob

“Oh, Rob.” 

The way she moans and runs her hands over my chest lets me know all’s well. Better than well.

I give into the need to work myself in and out of her tightness. I run my hands over every inch of her skin. Skin that is not only thicker than I thought, but also softer, so much softer. She tries to match my rhythm, rocking her hips against mine. But I need to go faster, so I pull her down against my chest and grab her ass with both hands. If she wants to be on top, that’s fine, but I’m taking control. It feels so perfect inside her body, she’s so warm and slick and... perfect. 

The speed of my pounding makes her eyes wide, and the sensations it sends through her body make her start to shake. I go faster and harder – fucking her the way I’ve always wanted to, trying to show her how hot she makes me. Finally, she muffles a scream into my chest as her body convulses. Only this time with my cock inside her, I can feel every spasm and pull. Feeling her come on my dick drives me over the edge with her. 

I thrust my hips up hard while pushing hers down, trying to thrust myself as deep as I can. After the first few spasms send cum ribboning out inside her, I bring my arms back up to hold her against my chest. The pulses don’t ease up for what feels like an eternity. I’ve never come like that, so hard and for so long. I don’t know if it’s because I hadn’t had sex in a very long time, or if it’s because of her. 

We stay just like that, her lying on top of me while I cling to her, until slowly our heavy breathing returns to a normal. I wish I could stay like this all day, running my fingers through her long hair and exploring the curves of her back. I honestly didn’t know skin could be so soft and I lose myself in the feel of it… but eventually I sigh and make the move to get up. 

There’s a business that has to be run. 

 

 











Amy

“I have to go to the club for a while, but I’ll come home early and we’ll all go out to celebrate Maddie’s first day. And us. Okay?”

I still barely know who and where I am, but I manage to squeak out “okay” or “sure” or something along those lines with my face still half buried in the covers. I stay there, comfortable and content as he throws his clothes back on and kisses the side of my face. 

I listen to the front door open and close, then the sound of the car pulling out of the drive. I sigh and decide this is where I was going to stay most of the day. Naked, spent and curled up in the bed of the man I had wanted all my life. The man who wanted me all my life. 

At that moment, I remember what time it is. I shoot out of the bed, almost face planting from the tangle of sheets around my legs, and start pulling on my crumbled clothes. I don’t even bother looking in the mirror before I bolt for the door. I had forgotten to tell Rob I had a meeting about the curator job, but I knew it didn’t matter. With Maddie at school I could come and go during the day till the bus brought her home. 

I do my best to compose myself in the car. I didn’t want to be a mess while meeting with my new employers. I manage to get there with a few minutes to spare so I touch up my makeup in the rearview mirror. I don’t recognize the number of the phone call that comes in right before I’m about to head inside. 

Then suddenly I do. “Hello!?”

“Hello, is this Amy Sikes?”

“Yes! Is everything okay?!”

“There was an incident with Maddison, can you please come to the main office as soon as possible?”

“Yes! I’m on my way!”

I hang up and throw the car into reverse, but before I take my foot off the break I remember where I’m supposed to be in five minutes. I stare at the Museum doors for only a second more before I back out of the parking space. 

Screw it. My Maddie needs me.

It’s a miracle I don’t get a ticket on the way to the school, I didn’t know I had the guts to drive so fast. When I arrive, I park right in the front in a spot marked “faculty” –  they can tow me if they want. I can’t spare the extra few minutes to park in the visitor lot at the back.

Out of air and in a panic, I ring the buzzer at the entrance and try to get someone’s attention inside. I assume they see me in a camera somewhere, because the door makes a loud click as the bolt is released. I practically fall inside and barrel towards the office. I only slow down when I catch sight of Maddie through the office window. She isn’t screaming or crying, she’s sitting in one of the waiting room chairs with her headphones on, staring at a picture book. 

I decide to pull myself together before I open the door. Thank God she wasn’t upset, but she didn’t need to see me in a panic, that wouldn’t help anything. 

I inhale deeply and casually open the door, “Hey princess, what’s goin on?”

She looks up at me and shrugs as she gestures to the nurse’s office. Through the small glass window of the clinic door I can see movement and hear wailing. 

Oh no.

Before I can ask Maddie what’s happening in there, the office administrator gets my attention as she pulls her glasses down her pointy nose, “Miss Sikes?”

“Yes, that’s me, what happened?”

“Mr. Zale is waiting for you and Maddison in his office.”

“Oh, thank you.” I give Maddie a wave that indicates she should follow me and I head for the principal’s door. I try to put on my professional pants, whatever happened, it was fixable. It had to be.

“Hello, Mr. Zale. I was told something happened?”

“Have a seat.”

I do, but I keep my head held high. It. Was. Fixable. 

He continues, “Maddison would you like to explain what happened today?”

Again, she shrugs and keeps her ‘matter of fact’ tone, “Left jab, right hook, right uppercut.”

Shit.

My blood runs ice cold. “W-what?”

The principal suddenly doesn’t seem as upset to me as he should be, “Can you tell Miss Sikes why?”

Maddie half shrugs again, “Defense.” Her one-word sentences have me on the verge of explosion, I need the whole story, damn it!

Mr. Zale must have felt my urgency because that’s when he decides to take over, “Can I show you the footage from the hallway camera?”

“Yes! Yes, please, I’m so sorry about this.”

“Just watch.”

When my apology is cut off, I decide not to make a scene if… when he tells me Maddison isn’t welcome back here. After all, this was shaping up to be my fault. 

He turns the screen of his desktop to face me and hits play. I try not to wince. 

A black and white soundless image shows Maddie walking down the hallway with a large badge around her neck. I recognize it must be this school’s version of a hall-pass. She enters the girl’s bathroom and all is quiet. Then three boys walk down the same hallway with matching badges, I guess they are a few grades above her, judging by their size. One starts to go into the boy’s bathroom when he’s stopped by the others. They huddle and talk – laughter, hesitance, then… they abandon the boy’s room… and head for the girls. 

I inhale sharply. What?!

Agonizing silence and stillness follows. 

“What’s happening?”

“Wait.” Mr. Zale doesn’t break his eyes from the monitor. 

I don’t have to wait long. The screen comes alive with movement as the larger of the three boys falls out of the girl’s room holding his nose. Although the screen is colorless, I don’t need to see red to know his nose is pouring blood. Suddenly I have a face to go with the crying coming from the nurse’s room. 

The other two boys run out of the bathroom at full speed and back down the way they came without any regard for their fallen comrade holding his busted nose on the hallway floor. And then my princess comes out, cool as a cucumber. She gives the crying boy a wide berth as she puts on her headphones and heads back to class. 

The screen freezes in sync with Mr. Zale’s click of the mouse. Before I can open my mouth, he looks at Maddie, “Now tell her the story the way you told it to me.”

“I was going to the bathroom and those boys came in and asked me if it was true that no one could touch me. I said yes. They asked why. I said I don’t like it. Then the big one said he could if he wanted. I said don’t. And he said it was no big deal and he reached out so I moved to the right and left gab, right hook, right uppercut. I remembered about my feet. And the sound. I didn’t like to touch his face, but I just pretended he was the bag. And then I washed my hands.”

Mr. Zale nods as Maddie puts her headphones on and goes back to her book. 

My mouth is still in my lap, but all my fear is gone. And although I try not to show it, the fear is replaced by pride. 

“I..I..”

“The young man eventually corroborated her story. But honestly there is nothing he could have said that would have put him in the right, just by following her into the girl’s room they were in violation of policy, and in my opinion she wasn’t wrong to defend herself. Now, according to the district rules, Maddie should also receive a suspension for engaging in an altercation, but I think we can make an exception in this particular case. That being said, it’s important for you to explain at home the special circumstances to Maddison and that physical violence is not usually the way to solve conflict.”

“Oh, yes, yes, of course, thank you.” 

“Maddison is welcome to return to class. Thank you for coming up Miss Sikes.”

“Oh, thank you, yes, she will, thanks.”

Despite my relief, I must still be in shock because I find a way to destroy a perfect moment. Maddie is still engrossed in her book, so I reach down and tap her shoulder to get her attention. 

And ruin everything. 

 













Rob

Although I have been sitting at my desk for hours I have accomplished nothing. My mind is everywhere but on my business. 

It’s on Maddie and how she is doing at her first day of public school. 

It’s on Amy and whether I finally killed her insecurity even though it was years overdue. It’s on how good it felt to finally be with her… and how badly I want to do it again. 

But most of all, it’s on how stupid it was of me to leave my cell phone at home on a day like this. I try to reassure myself that the number for my office line is written on the refrigerator. If Aim needed me, she could reach me. I say that to myself over and over until I finally give up and head home to grab my phone.

 Besides, if Aim is up for it, well, it could be a fun afternoon. I start to get really excited on the trip home, but when her car isn’t in the driveway I deflate. Probably at the grocery store. At least now I could give her a call if I need to. Oh, who am I kidding? I want to give her a call, fuck need. It would be nice just to hear her voice.

Right then I see the most terrifying thing I’ve ever faced. And I used to fight for a living.  A rabid dog, a bullet, or speeding car headed right for me would have been nothing compared to the words ‘37 MISSED CALLS.’ 

Those words teach me what real fear is. 

I hit the screen in a panic, most of them are from Amy. SHIT! I call back and pace the living room as it rings. The sound of her voicemail makes me shout out loud in frustration, if I didn’t need my phone to figure out what was happening I would have certainly smashed it. 

I’m about to check the voicemail when I see some missed calls are from Marcy and I try her, cussing as I listen to ring after ring until finally – “Rob?!”

“What happened?!”

“Everything’s okay! She’s okay! She just got hurt a little, but she’s going to be just fine!”

“Where are you?”

“St. David’s, but she’s fine, I promise. She just has a little cut, that’s all!” 

That’s all I need to hear. I don’t even lock the house behind me, flying straight to my car. “I’m coming!”

“Don’t drive crazy Rob, the last thing she needs is for something to happen to you, she’s FINE, okay?!”

My sister knows me too well. I try to listen to her and not put anyone else in danger while making it to the hospital in record time. 

My Maddie needs me.

 













Amy

Why won’t he answer the phone?! 

And why didn’t I put his office number into my contacts? I try to picture the paper stuck to the fridge with a Hello Kitty magnet, but the numbers are just a blur. 

I rub my temples as I slouch over in the waiting room chair, if he ever answers my call I don’t want him to hear poor Maddie’s screams. To be honest I can’t tell if they are from the pain of the stitches, or because the doctor can’t do them without touching her once in a while. For a while, I had cried right along with her outside the door. I manage not to scream out loud, but on the inside, I was wailing. 

This was all my fault. She was doing fine her first day of school, she might have had an incident, but it wasn’t her fault. They should have never asked me to come up there, I’m not her mother. It’s a good thing too, because I’m obviously terrible at all this. 

Thinking the words, ‘I’m not her mother’ makes me sob again because I realize that’s exactly what I wish I was, and then I sob even harder as I remind myself that even if I was I’d probably fail at it just like I’m doing now. 

When I accidently tapped her arm in the principal’s office she flew out of her chair screaming. My first reaction was to hold out my hands in an apologetic gesture, but I’m pretty sure that was the reason she moved away even faster, falling right into a side table that contained a big ugly yellow lamp. A lamp that broke like fine china against Maddie’s little body, cutting open her poor arm. 

I almost fainted. I didn’t know I had a problem with blood. Maybe I don’t, maybe it’s just blood coming out of someone I love that’s the problem. I start to rub my temples again. 

Right then Marcy busts around the corner, her pointy heels clicking furiously on the linoleum. 

“Did you reach him?”

“No, you?”

“No. Can you stay with her, Marce? I have to try and find him.”

“Sure, sure, I’ve got her.”

As much as I didn’t want to go to Club Avenue all those weeks ago, now I’m grateful I know exactly how to get there. After another way-too-fast drive I finally park and run full speed through the parking garage and up to the locked doors of the empty club. Then I start to yell and knock like a mad woman. 

A young man finally looks at me through the glass. I can tell he’s trying to discern if I’m about to be killed, or just a looney, so I articulate Rob’s name as clearly as possible while making a cradle motion with my arms. When he registers I’m talking about Mr. Walsh’s kid, the door unlocks and flies open. 

“Where’s Rob?”

“He just left!”

“Where?!”

“He forgot his cell phone at home, so he went to grab it.”

I don’t even let the poor kid, who I now recognize as the sweaty bartender from that first night, finish his sentence before I’m running back down the street. At least I know Rob’ll see his phone soon and will be on his way to the hospital. I want to be there when he arrives so I can explain what happened.

Turning the corner into the garage I run right into a body. A body with a very familiar and unsettling smell that sends a sharp pain between my eyes.

“Hey sexy, where’s the fire!”

I don’t have time for this, I run past Cologne man as I try to dig my keys out of my purse.

“Hey, wait!”

Once again, the jerk grabs me by the arm. Some people just don’t learn lessons. 

“Let me go! There’s an emergency!” I pull my arm away sharply and keep moving to my car. 

“What’s the matter, baby?” I can’t lose him, he’s faster than me and now he’s between me and the Nissan. 

“Move!”

“You shouldn’t be driving, I’ll take you.” He grabs both my arms now - way harder this time.

“No, stop!!” 

“Where’s your boyfriend, huh?”

“STOP!!”

Although he is scrawny compared to Rob, he is much stronger than me, and he’s pulling me.

Dragging me somewhere I don’t want to go. I hear Rob’s voice in my head. “What would you do?”

I would hit him. 

But I need a good angle, I need my arms. I dig deep and fake my fake laugh better than I’ve ever faked it before. 

“Oh, okay sure, where’s your car?”

It works. He lets one of my arms go and eases his grip on the other, “Yeah, I got you baby. Right over here.”

“Oh, real quick first- Agh!” POW! “Agh!” POW! “Agh!” POW!

The blows to his face shock him enough to make him back up, giving me a perfect opportunity to do exactly what Rob told me to do at this point. 

I kick him square in the nuts as hard as I can. Cologne man hits the concrete and as much as I’d love to watch him writhe in pain, I don’t have time. I make it to my car and lock the door as he’s pulling himself off the ground. His raging blows on the side of my car and string of profanity don’t bother me a bit, I rip out of the parking space at full speed making him jump back to avoid getting run over.

I leave him waving and shouting in my rearview mirror and speed back to the hospital.

 











Rob

By the time I bust into Maddison’s room in the ER there is sweat pouring off my beard and I’m swallowing panic. Which is totally out of place in the serene and chill atmosphere inside. 

Marce is reading to Maddie as she looks at the pictures in an oversized book. There’s a little bandage on her arm covered in cats or dogs or something else little girls like. 

“Hey hon, are you okay?!”

“Yes.”

“What happened?!” I know at this point, I should calm the fuck down, the crisis is obviously over. But I can’t chill until I know how this happened. The question at the forefront of my mind is simple, who was responsible for this?

“I cut my arm.”

“How?”

Marcy decides to step in, pushing me towards the door, “Let’s go talk to the doctor, Rob. Maddie, we’ll be right back okay?”

“Okay.” 

I want to argue, but Marce’s grip is tight as she backs me into the hall. 

“What the fuck happened? Tell me now.” I keep my volume controlled but the intensity is the same. 

“It was an accident, Robert. Accidents happen.”

“Did someone touch her?”

“It was an accident.”

“Who fucking touched her?!” My volume is rising back up, “WHO?!”

A tiny voice comes from the hall behind me, “I did.”

I spin around and find Aim, she’s fighting the tears welling up at the corners of her eyes. My heart sinks and she continues.

“I…I.. didn’t mean to. They asked me to come up to talk at the school…but not because she did anything wrong… she did great. But I messed up and touched her shoulder and she hit a lamp and…and- and- I’m so sorry. I better go. I’m just so sorry.” 

I have to half run to catch her, “Aim, wait. Aim, please.”

She stops, but she doesn’t turn around. I want to reach out and grab her, but I don’t want to make her stay if she really wants to go, so I just beg. 

“Aim, hon, it’s okay. I do it all the time still. It’s a miracle she hasn’t hurt herself before now. Please, Aim. Don’t go. She would want you here… I want you here.”

When she finally turns, the tears she was holding back have started to fall, “I’m so sorry.”

Now I hold her. “It’s okay. I swear it’s okay.”

I feel her arms raise as she places her hands on my back and I take the cue to hold her tighter, “It’s okay, honey.” 

Then I don’t even give her a chance to wipe her nose before I tilt her head back and kiss her mouth.

 













Amy

“WHOA!” 

Marcy has never been good at hiding how she feels, and seeing her brother plant one on my sobbing face in the hallway of the ER makes her shriek. 

When I pull back to look, I see it’s not just Marce’s wide eyes looking at us, a few doors down, Maddie is peering out of her room. 

“Oh!” 

Rob hasn’t stopped looking at me despite the commotion, and I have to get his attention to turn to the right by moving his head with my hand. When he sees Maddison, he lets me go fast. 

I wipe my eyes quickly so she doesn’t think I’m upset. Rob, makes his best attempt at damage control as he heads for her room, “Oh, hey, um, Aim is here! I was really happy to see her.”

Maddison’s face has an expression on it I haven’t seen before, I’ve seen her angry, confused, happy, but this was a totally new face that I couldn’t read. It suddenly dawns on me I should have checked with her before falling so hard for her Dad. I don’t want to do anything she doesn’t want. 

I try to follow Rob, but Marcy grabs my wrist and slows me down. I watch father and daughter disappear in the room as my best friend hisses in my ear. 

“What was that?”

“We, we’re.. sort of…”

“Shut the fuck up!”

As mean as it sounded, Marce was elated. I don’t know why Rob always thought she’d feel like he was taking her friend. She knew how great it felt to be wanted, and she wanted it for me our whole lives. Now I think she’s as thrilled as I am...or as thrilled as I used to be. I try not to burst her bubble too hard. 

“But we haven’t said anything to Maddie yet. Do you think she’s upset about it?” I turn my worried eyes back to the empty open doorway. 

Marce’s laugh is way too loud for the hall of a hospital, “PLEASE! All she’s done is ask where you are for the last thirty minutes.”

“Really?”

“Go.”

Marce is pointing to Maddie’s room like an overly strict teacher, I half expect her toe to start tapping. I obey and slink into the doorway. Maddison is back in bed, her Dad’s orders, no doubt. I give her a little wave, “Hey princess, how’s your arm feel?”

“Better.”

There’s that expression I can’t read again. It makes my stomach sink. 

“Oh, good. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to, you know that right?”

“I know.”

A nurse bustles into the room and saves me, she has papers in her hand, “Okay, you folks are free to go.” 

Rob steps up and fires off his signature on each page. Maddison jumps off the metal bed, obviously more than ready to go, “Where are my headphones?”

I look around until I spot them on a back counter and hand them over, her next question stumps me for a bit, “I can’t raise this arm, will you put them in for me?”

I stare at the tiny earbuds and then back at her. I practice holding them with the tips of my fingers – trying to figure out how this was going to work. 

Then I remember what’s in my purse. 

“Oh! Hold on!”

I dig in my bag until I finally find the fuzzy pink prize I’m looking for. When I saw them in the store the week before I bought them on a whim. I had no idea if it would work, but I figured it was worth a try. 

I show her the big soft sparkly winter gloves, “Can I do it with these? Would that work?”

She thinks hard and finally decides they’re acceptable, “Okay.”

I pull them on and grab the little earbuds. I move slowly, still not sure if she would have a negative reaction even with my hands covered in the thick pink fabric. But she doesn’t react at all, she remains stoic and calm as I fit them into her ears.

I don’t think I was breathing during the entire process, because I let out a big sigh when I’m done, “There!”

“Thank you. Can we go?” Before I can say ‘yes’ she reaches out and takes my hand. I freeze, looking down at her tiny hand inside the fuzzy pink monstrosity on my right one. It feels so strange – and so great. 

“S- sure. I think so.” That’s when I look over to see if Rob is done with the nurse. He is, and he’s staring at me with his mouth hanging open. I know that look in his eyes and I start to silently beg him not to try to kiss me right now. 

I can’t look at him anymore, so I turn to Marce who also has her mouth hanging open, but at least I know she doesn’t want to make out, “Um, can we go?”

Rob answers for her though, “Yeah, yeah, sure.” 

Maddison doesn’t hesitate at all, pulling my hand, guiding me through the door and down the hall. Rob has picked up his jaw and is now grinning at me like an idiot. I can’t help but love it. When we get to the Charger she finally released my hand to climb into her car seat, and then she sits there giving me a look like she’s expecting something. I don’t know what it is so I just start my goodbyes, “Okay princess, I’ll see you soon.”

“Will you buckle me?”

“Oh, sure.” My instinct is to hesitate before I remember I have on the magic gloves. I still make sure my arms don’t brush her, but I maneuver her belt on without any issues. Once again, I breath and smile, I’m actually super proud this little idea has worked so well, “Okay! Bye, princess! I’ll see- “

“You aren’t going home?” I recognize this expression, disappointment.

“Oh, yeah, I am.”

“With us?”

I’m a little confused, but I try to clarify, “To my house.”

“Why?”

“Because… I live there.”

“Why?”

I’m totally at a loss now. I look over to Rob, but all he has to offer me is a shrug. Thanks. 

“I don’t know what you mean, princess.”

“Why do you live there? Why don’t you live with us?”

“Oh… I… I have an apartment…” I start to try and remember if she banged her head when she fell. But the expression I couldn’t place comes across her features and her next question puts everything together in a way that tears out my heart. 

“But you’re my mom now.” 

“I...” 

Robs voice comes from behind me, “Give us a minute hon, okay? Play your music?” 

She shrugs and starts to gab at her phone, “Okay.”

He closes her door and I start to spew, “I’m sorry about that, I guess she saw you kiss me and,”

“It’s not just that. She loves you. I know how she feels.” I blink. Did he just say what I think he did? He continues, “Maybe you could come over for a while, just for her?”

All of a sudden, Marcy’s laugh cuts through the parking lot, “HA!” Nothing is funny, it’s the laugh of a sister’s sarcasm. It makes Rob crack a smile and fess up, “Okay fine, for me too.”

“Oh sure. Yeah.”

When he walks me over to my car and we are well out of earshot and eyesight of his little sister and Maddie, he finally gets to let out that kiss that had been building in him since the emergence of my pink gloves. In fact, I forget I still have them on when I reach up and hold his face with the fuzzy palms. I expect him to say something romantic when he pulls away. Not, “What the fuck?!”

I open my eyes and see he’s not looking at me anymore.

 













Rob

The dents along the trunk of the Nissan are new, I know they are. I would have seen them before. When Aim isn’t around I always give her car a mini inspection just to keep her safe. I would have seen these fist sized indentions for sure. 

I storm over and look closer, “What is this?”

When she starts to shuffle her feet, I know the story isn’t going to be good. “Oh, yeah. I ran into that guy again.”

“Guy?”

“Yeah, you remember?”

Then I did. I remembered the first night I reconnected with her weeks ago and the guy I had to check outside the club. My rage meter goes from two to ten in less than a second. I knew I should’ve put him the hospital.

“What!”

“Yeah, when you didn’t answer the phone I tried to find you at Avenue and he was there, but it’s fine.”

“He did this? Did he touch you?”

I’m way thrown off when she starts to laugh, “Yeah, but I touched him harder.”

Okay, that’s it. We need to talk. I jog over and ask Marce to drive the Charger home so I can drive Aim to our place, she says yes right away, but not before punching me in the arm. If I wasn’t still fuming inside over that asshole with the bad aftershave I probably would have slugged her back. 

When I sit in the driver’s seat of the shitty Nissan I decide right then it wouldn’t do, I was going to get Aim a better car tomorrow. This thing is way past its prime and now it’s peppered with reminders of that little shit who tried to touch what was mine. 

I start the decidedly temporary car and prepare myself not to rage too hard, “Okay what happened?”

“You did.”

“What?”

“You warned me someday I might be in a bad situation and taught me what to do if I was. And I did it, so thank you.”

“He tried to pull off you somewhere…”

“I didn’t want to go.”

I swallow hard and decide to have a meeting with my security team. If that piece of shit ever comes around there again he wasn’t going to be banned, he was going to be… detained. I keep my cool to the best of my ability.

“Did you hit him?”

“Yep!” 

She’s laughing again, to be honest, I’m glad she’s not traumatized. 

“Aim…”

“Trust me, you’re a great teacher. And he won’t be walking right for a while.”

“We should file a report.”

“Sure, they can put out an APB on a smelly guy with a limp.”

“Aim… “

She reaches out and rubs my back, like I’m the one who needs comfort, “I’m okay, Rob. You taught me how to be okay.”

I want to teach her more than that. I want to teach her to know she’s beautiful, and smart, and strong, and worth anything anyone ever does for her. Worth what I do for her. And I want to do everything for her. Not because she needs it – because she deserves it. 

“Why don’t you live with us?”

Now she lets out a big laugh, “Hey, Maddie.”

I realize that sounded crazy and try to recover, “I mean, Marcy said your rent was high, I just thought, my place is too big for just me and her, and you don’t have to marry me or anything.”

“I would.”

“Live with us?”

“Marry you.”

I have never been so grateful for a red light, because it lets me fully look at her. The insecure aura she always gives off is gone. She isn’t crying or stammering – she’s just… mine. She pulls off her pink gloves and shoves them into her purse, “But I need to go to my apartment first.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh, “Before you marry me?”

“Shut up.” Even though she’s teasing, I do shut up. I’m afraid if I don’t I might say something to fuck up this perfect life I’m building in my mind. 

When I pull up to her building she motions with her head for me to follow. I try not to get too overwhelmed by her ass as I follow her up the stairs. It’s eye level and more than close enough to grab, but once again, groping her in public might be a ‘fuck this up’ move. I control myself. 

The sight of her place gives me a mix of emotions. It was so small, most of her electronics are outdated and worn down, but it’s amazing to be among her things. Everything smells like her, everything is a memory or a memento. I start to imagine how all these things would look at my place. 

She doesn’t pause on her way to the bedroom and the man in me is hoping she wants to get more than a toothbrush. I was more than ready to give it to her. But I find her trying pull a broken mirror off the wall. 

 













Amy

I pull as hard as I can, and while a few lose shards of glass fall, the mirror won’t budge. 

“Damn it.”

“I can get you a new one.”

I try not to seem like a looney as I explain, “Yeah, but I need to get this one down now. I just really need to.”

That was all I had to say, Rob was moving me to the side and sizing up the mirror in a flash. Contentment filled me as I realized this would be my life now, Rob making sure I had everything I needed, and everything I wanted. As the mirror releases its grip on the wall, he looks at me triumphantly and it hits me that what I want right now is him. What I need is him. 

I take the busted frame out of his hands and toss it to the side of the room before I fling myself into him. One hand rubs his cock through his jeans and the other grabs the back of his neck, helping me reach his mouth with mine. He doesn’t seem surprised, if fact the speed with which he has me lifted onto my bed makes me think he was hoping this would happen. 

I wrap my legs around his waist and he moves on top of me. My body knows that’s where they need to be to make me complete. Between kisses he runs his lips across my cheek to whisper in my ear.

“I love you, Aim.”

I don’t hesitate at all to admit what I’ve felt all my life, “I love you too.”

Then in a burst of energy the man I know I’m going to marry flips me onto my stomach and pulls me to my knees. I am beyond confused until I feel his hand under my skirt pushing my panties to the side and his fingers surge inside of me, I’m already sopping wet for him and he slides his in and out of me with ease. 

“Oh!”

The sporadic attention he dips down and gives to my clit is making me shake. I have to let my weight go from my trembling arms and sink my face into the bed, arching my back as much as possible. All I can do is let him overwhelm me with his touch. 

I didn’t even hear him undo his belt, I must be in too much ecstasy, but suddenly his fingers are replaced by his throbbing cock. He moans as he thrusts it into me with force. There is no pause at all as he grabs me by the hips and begins to bounce himself off my backside. This angle lets him in deeper than I could take him this morning and I’m glad he can’t see the look on my face, because I’m sure it’s ridiculous. 

I didn’t know anything could feel so perfect. 

I love the rawness of his passion, the way he’s taking me just the way he wants to – the animal nature he’s drawing out of me is carnal and I love it. 

I love him. 

 













Rob

I love her. 

And I love the way her ass bounces as I pound myself into her, it’s making me wild. 

Sliding my hand around her hip and underneath I find her clit and massage it as well as I can without slowing the pace of my thrusts. The sounds she makes as I rub her are almost frantic and it makes me even hotter. It doesn’t take long before that familiar pull grabs my cock, telling me I touched her just the way she needed me too. 

I stop breathing as I feel my dick swell thicker than I ever remember it being before. I push against her as hard as I can without knocking her down. As she pushes back, I explode. A low groan builds into a growl and I come with earth shattering force. Every hard pulse produces moan after moan I can’t control, her orgasm milks me until there is nothing left to give. 

When I pull out, she doesn’t move, she just stays there on the bed totally spent, shaking with her face in the covers. After a second I realize she’s not going anywhere, so I slowly lift her up, turning her around as I pull her against my chest. 

I try and be overly gentle now, reminding her I’m capable of tenderness. Hoping I didn’t freak her out. Showing her I wouldn’t have to take her like a savage every time. Even if that’s exactly what I had to do this time… she was bringing out the primal side of me in the best way. That same primal urge wanted to take care of her, to protect her, to take her home. 

I wait until she can breathe again before pulling her back to kiss her softly and looking into her beautiful face. 

To my surprise she speaks first, and they might be the best words I’ve ever heard. Actually, I’m sure they are. 

“You can take me home now.”

***

THE END
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Royal Deal: A Billionaire Romance 

Chapter 1

 

The heat slams into me as I step down off the plane onto the private tarmac; oppressive and heavy. A far cry from the cool, crisp temperatures of the air-conditioned cabin of the corporate jet, the Washington humidity is relentless.  Beads of sweat immediately form on the nape of my neck, causing my hair to curl. Desperate to escape the brutal heat of the July sun, I hastily made my way to the waiting limo. 

Sliding to the far side of the vehicle, I breathe a sigh of relief at once again being in the comforts of air conditioning. Pulling out my compact, I tried to comb my fingers through my hair willing it to straighten back out. With a sigh, I clamp the compact shut; resigned to the fact that the time spent meticulously straightening my naturally wavy locks, had been in vain. Thankfully, my father had deemed it pertinent that we arrive in D.C. a day early to prepare for the upcoming contract negotiations. I would have time tomorrow morning to re-tame the wild tendrils.

The car door opened once more, letting in another blast of heat as my father and his Vice President of Defense Operations, Alistair Todwick, joined me. As the CEO of Aughton Securities and a royal descendent, Michael Sheffield was an imposing figure. A career military man, he spent a decade in the Royal Welsh Regiment before building his defense firm from the ground up. He carried himself with a certain poise. His dark eyes; keen with intelligence and scrutiny, could command your attention from across the room. 

Where my father was tall, dark, and formidable; Alistair Todwick was his polar opposite. With fair skin, blue eyes and light hair, Alistair literally paled in comparison to my father. Despite being of royal blood, my father came from humble beginnings. His great-grandmother had been the Countess of Essex and sixth in line to the throne, but she had fallen in love with a commoner. Bucking tradition, she had opted to marry her sheep farmer. 

Giving up the life of luxury that the palace provided, she and her husband tended the sheep, worked the farm, and raised their family away from the spotlight. It was the kind of romance that fairytales were made of. They ended up having five children and 14 great-grandchildren, one of those being my father.

As a sheep farmer’s son, my father had worked his way through college mucking stalls, and working the family farm before setting out to build his dream. Aughton Securities was one of the most prominent defense firms in the U.K. and he also held a position as a member of the Welsh Parliament. He carried himself with an innate hardness and determination. 

Whereas Alistair’s family had money, tons of it, and he grew up the pampered prep-school boy with a silver spoon. Attending Eton and later Cambridge, Alistair was brilliant, but he was weak and soft, and carried himself with an air of entitlement. I didn’t understand what my father saw in him, but father continued to praise his work and requested that he accompany us on this trip. 

Alistair made every effort to look like the devoted employee in my father’s presence, but behind his back, he scoffed at having to take orders from a ‘hired hand.’ Alistair couldn’t get past the scandal of my father’s great-grandmother not marrying royalty. He could only dream of having the lineage that my father had. He felt that the success of the company was due to his endeavors and efforts rather than my father’s hard work. He also took his sense of entitlement too far, making inappropriate comments and requests to his staff, particularly to the females. He had very strong opinions about a woman’s place; their time better spent on their backs than in the office. Having been on the receiving end of his unwanted advances, I couldn’t stand to be in the same car with him let alone be spending an entire weekend working with him. He made my skin crawl. 

Already having a natural disdain toward women, he took particular exception with me and my position as Chief Legal Counsel, despite my qualifications. I had worked my way up through the firm, never accepting a helping hand from my father. Not that it was offered. My father didn’t believe in handouts. No daughter of his was going to be given a free-ride, regardless of bloodline or royal heritage. Nor did I want one. 

I was proud of my lineage, but I didn’t want any favors.  Technically, my father was the Viscount of Essex, which made me the Baroness of Essex but I never used the title. I wanted to earn my way, rather than have it be handed it to me because of a title. I started as a legal intern in the corporate office at Aughton Securities as I studied contract law at Oxford. Graduating in the top ten of my class, I was offered lucrative partnerships in prestigious law firms across the U.K. and abroad. Instead, I chose to stay and accept a junior associate position in my father’s company. 

I still remember the gleam of pride in his eye when I formally announced that I would be following in his footsteps at the company. He had never once engaged me as to what path I should choose upon graduation. I was his only child, his baby, yet he stepped back and let me decide for myself. I respected him so much more for that. In the end, it was an easy decision for me. I wanted to continue the legacy of what he had built. But, I was determined to make a name for myself on my own merit, out from under the shadow of my father. 

Over the years, I had worked my way up from junior associate to partner, and now to Chief Legal Counsel. Alistair resented my rise in the company, especially now that my title and position was above his own. Deciding that the only way to gain true control of the company was to be Michael’s son-in-law, Alistair launched a ridiculous campaign to court me. Recognizing him for the lecherous snake that he was, I quite publicly stymied his advances. Letting it be known in no uncertain terms that I was not, nor would I ever be, interested in any kind of involvement with him.

When his efforts to win control of the company through marriage failed, his animosity and cruelty only continued to grow. In the company of my father, he portrayed the perfect touch of admiration, respect, and willingness to collaborate. But behind closed doors and out of my father’s earshot, he looked for any opportunity to sabotage or belittle my accomplishments. 

Scooting over to make room for them in the limo, I thought about how quiet things had been of late. It could only mean one thing. He was planning something, something big.

 













Chapter 2

 

The ride to the hotel was relatively uneventful. That is if you exclude Alistair’s repeated attempts to invade my personal space. Upon climbing into the limousine, rather than take a seat opposite me, he proceeded to slide all the way over to my side so we were touching. Bile rose in the back of my throat as he pressed his thigh firmly against mine. Aware of my discomfort he simply sneered, offering a trite apology.

“Pardon me, Angelique.” But he made no attempts to slide back over. 

Refusing to be baited, I simply smiled and said, “Oh, it’s no problem Alistair. I’ll just move over to this side to make room for Father.” Before he could think of a retort, I quickly added, “I know you mentioned wanting to go back over the contract negotiation strategy for tomorrow, and this will give me the space to pull those documents.”

Consciously aware of the length of my skirt, I maneuvered over to the opposite bench seat, careful to keep my posterior away from Alistair’s lecherous gaze. Other than the slight clenching of his jaw, he gave away no indication of his feelings over being thwarted yet again. 

Before he could have an opportunity to play musical chairs, I quickly hoisted my briefcase and laptop onto the seat next to me. Continuing the pretense of wanting to peruse the contracts, I pulled out several copies of the draft proposal. 

“That’s an excellent idea,” my father said as he climbed in next to Alistair. “I want to make sure that we are well prepared for tomorrow. Ingenix is known for being shrewd negotiators, and I want to make sure that we are all on the same page.”

With one more measured look in my direction, Alistair redirected his gaze to my father. “Are you sure that you don’t want to consider other local companies for a contract of this size?” Alistair questioned. “Why insist upon an American based company when we could easily use Senturian Security or Fosseway?” 

Alistair had made his feelings quite clear about the idea of branching out and working with a foreign company. His disdain for the United States, barely hidden beneath the surface. It all went back to his family and his family’s money. He was an elitist and felt that the West was far inferior to anything the U.K. or the rest of Europe could offer. But more importantly, his father Archibald Todwick sat on the Board of both of those security firms and would no doubt receive some kind of kickback for securing the multi-billion dollar contract with Aughton. 

Unable to contain my misgivings and outright disdain for “good ole’ boys clubs” I quickly interjected. “Alistair we are well aware of your predilection for both Senturian and Fosseway. But personal feelings aside, we need to think about what is best for Aughton.”

I could see his temper rising. “Angelique, I am not sure what you are referring to, but I assure you I have only Aughton’s best interests at heart.” The tips of his ears turning red at my admonishment. “I am simply conveying a concern that we may be overlooking a more reasonable alternative than a relatively unknown company from the States.”

“And as Chief Legal Counsel for Aughton, I would be remiss in my duty if I overlooked the fact that your family is personally linked to both of those two companies. As much as I would love to support an employee relationship, I must be objective in providing my recommendations.”

Alistair huffed in anger, his mouth dropping open in shock of my open criticism. But, my father placed a hand up halting his response.

My father’s voice rang with authority, “Enough you two.” With a warning look at me he continued, “You both have made your views quite clear. However after careful consideration, I have made my decision to proceed with negotiations with Ingenix. And that is final.” 

Realizing the reprimand had been directed at both of us, Alistair quickly backpedaled. 

“Of course, Michael. I did not mean to imply that I did not support your decision. Shall we review some of the areas you deem most pertinent.”

Having dashed the squabble, for the remainder of the car ride we focused on ironing out the issues and key areas of the contract where we felt we were most vulnerable. By the time we pulled up to our hotel, everyone had relaxed and felt much more confident about our position going into tomorrow’s negotiations.

Scribbling the last few notes and amendments to the contract, I repacked the documents into my briefcase. Snapping it shut, I turned to my father and said, “I will type up the changes and will have them back to you later this evening; once I get settled into my suite.”  

“Won’t you be joining us for dinner,” my father asked. “I made reservations at Mastro’s. It is supposed to be the best in the city.”

Normally, I would love nothing more than to enjoy dinner with my father away from the office. But the idea of having to sit across from Alistair and listen to his constant drivel gave me a headache.

Smiling apologetically, I politely declined. “I’m sorry father, but I feel the jetlag is getting to me more than usual, and I want to make sure that I am sharp for tomorrow. You and Alistair enjoy your meal.”

“Okay, honey. I’ll get us checked in and you can go straight on up to your room.”

Stepping out of the limo first, I was keenly aware of the tension rolling off Alistair in waves when my father exited. Not relishing the thought of being in the limo alone with Alistair, I made for the door. But he was too quick. He shut the door before I could reach it. Holding on to the handle, he turned back to me. 

“And just where do you think you’re going lil missy,” he sneered.

“Get out of my way, Alistair!”

Stroking a finger down my face with his other hand, he grabbed a lock of my hair and pulled sharply. I cried out in pain as sharp needles stabbed my scalp. Wrenching my head back so it was mere inches from his he snarled, “Don’t you ever try to embarrass me like that again!” His breathe was hot in my face. “You will do well to remember your place. You may carry his name, but you will never be in charge.”  

“Take your hands off me. Now.” I said with as much steel in my voice as I could muster. Truth be told, I was afraid of Alistair. He was becoming increasingly more desperate and volatile. Inside, I feared what he might do.

Thankfully, the door was wrenched from his grasp as the bellhop came to escort us to our rooms. Letting go of my hair, he forced a fake smile, extending his arm, “After you.”

Anxious to put some distance between us, I all but bolted from the car, forcing the bellhop to jog after me. I didn’t relax until I was in the safety of my hotel room and the chain was on the door. I had no doubts, this was going to be a very long trip.













Chapter 3

 

These security conventions were all the same, I thought to myself as I scanned the intimate gathering of private government contractors, politicians, high-ranking military officials and even a few foreign diplomats. All impeccably dressed and milling about, sipping on expensive champagne and snacking on professionally catered hors d’ouevres of oysters Rockefeller, Beluga caviar and mini salmon croquettes in the posh banquet hall of The Fairmont Hotel. 

Tonight was just the standard casual meet and greet; a means to connect with potential clients. However, I was more interested in preparing for my meeting with Aughton Securities tomorrow, but I knew the importance of networking. Especially, since it did not come naturally to me. 

Despite being the CEO of a multi-national security firm, and my military background, I still felt like an outsider. I couldn’t relate to these high-profile movers and shakers, nor did I want to. Having served 10 years in the Navy Seals running spec ops in remote jungles, deserts, and desolate mountain ranges of Afghanistan, I much preferred my solitude than to be in a room full of the ‘Who’s Who’ of Washington D.C. making small talk. After having spent the better part of an hour rubbing elbows with them, I was done. I didn’t have the patience to continue to try and make polite conversation with these elitists. I quickly made my exit, loosening my tie as I went.  

I gritted my teeth at the sound of my polished wingtips tapping on the travertine floor of the hotel lobby. I couldn’t wait to get out of this monkey suit, but I was in desperate need of a stiff drink. Bypassing the hotel’s main restaurant and bar, I headed down the steps to the Loggia Lounge for a more private atmosphere. The lounge was nearly empty. Still, I bypassed the tables for a seat at the end of the bar.

I caught the eye of a perfectly coiffed blonde, with legs that went on for days, sitting at a high-top near the piano. She was dressed in a skin tight red dress that barely came to her ass and plunged in the front indecently to her navel. Her surgically perky tits, damn near falling out of the dress as she leaned forward to take a seductive pull from the straw of her drink. I knew I could have her dress around her neck and her legs around my waist in a matter of minutes, but my cock didn’t even twitch as I walked past her. 

That kind of woman was trouble, only looking for a rich Georgetown sucker to bankroll her lifestyle. While my bank account could certainly accommodate her, I wasn’t interested. I didn’t care for money hungry whores, or plastic women. Personally, I preferred a woman with curves, but right now I just wanted a whiskey.

Ignoring the practiced pout from the blonde, I ordered a drink. “Woodford Reserve, neat and make it a double.”

Ditching the tuxedo jacket, I unbuttoned the cuffs of my tuxedo shirt and rolled up the sleeves. I hated the confines of suits but understood the necessity in this environment. I had to look the part. The bartender set my drink in front of me, and I took a generous swallow, closing my eyes as I enjoyed the familiar burn of the whiskey as it coated my throat.   

“Angel’s Envy, one ice cube, please,” a husky, accented voice to my left said. 

I opened my eyes and glanced down out of the corner of my eye. A pair of thick legs clad in dark stockings and black open-toe pumps were perched on a barstool just a few feet away. My eyes were drawn to the hemline of her navy blue skirt as it slid up the smooth expanse of her plush thighs as she crossed her legs. 

Turning to face her, I continued my slow perusal of her body, taking in her broad hips, curvy waist, and ample bosom packaged in the perfectly tailored suit. Her full lips, painted a sexy shade of red parted in a mischievous grin to reveal a perfect set of pearly whites.  

“Like what you see?”

There it was again, that sexy timber that was the perfect seductive mix of gravel and honey. My cock hardened at the lascivious thoughts running through my head. What would it be like to hear that voice call out my name as I buried my face between those luscious thighs? 

“Well, that depends…”

Arching a dark brow over bright green eyes, she traced the rim of her whiskey glass with her index finger, the nail painted the same seductive red as her lips. I could imagine that hand wrapped around my cock; bringing it to those lips. “Depends, on what?” she asked, a playful smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

Enjoying the game, I stood up and walked over to her; my body pressed against her, letting her feel the hard length of my erection against her hip. Bending down so my mouth was right next to her ear I whispered, “On if you really are…” I was close enough that my breath tickled the tiny hairs at her nape, causing goosebumps to appear on her neck.  

I’ll give her credit, she didn’t pull back from my intrusion. Only the pulse jumping at her throat, let me know she was as affected by me as I was her. Turning into me, she brushed her large breasts against my arm. Dark lashes lifted to reveal almond-shaped eyes of creamy jade. Mere inches from each other, I could see tiny flecks of amber in the pools of green.

“If I am really what?” she purred. Her tiny pink tongued darted out to slide across her bottom lip, moistening it as she spoke. I wanted to be that bottom lip, to feel the moist heat of her tongue slide across me. 

“If you really are an Angel’s Envy.”

She laughed, her green eyes sparkling with mirth. Not one of those high-pitched placating giggles, that D.C. women typically give, but a rich, throaty laugh from deep in the belly. 

“What’s your name sugar?” 

“Rafe. Rafe St. James.” 

“Well, Rafe St. James, you are about to find out,” she said as she reached into her tiny clutch and laid a plastic card on the bar top. Swiveling off her stool, she walked out of the bar and toward the private bank of elevators without a backward glance. The confidence with which she carried herself was just as mesmerizing as the sway of her hips. 

Wasting no time, I threw a $20 on the bar to cover our drinks, palmed the room key card, and tried not to sprint after her. 













Chapter 4

 

I didn’t give myself time to think about what I was doing, I just continued to walk toward the elevators. For once, I wanted to just live in the moment. It wasn’t as though I was celibate, but between finishing law school and working my way up at Aughton, it had left very little time for a personal life. I missed sex. I missed the feel of a man’s hands on my body, the hard length sliding into my warm heat. So when I felt the old familiar tingling of arousal when Rafe was openly admiring me, I didn’t hesitate. I just jumped. I threw down the gauntlet or in this case my elevator key.

It took every ounce of strength not to look back over my shoulder to make sure he was following me. I was a confident woman, but even I had never been so brazen before. But there was something about him. 

I had been aware of him as soon as I walked up to the bar. A woman would have to be dead not to notice the raw masculinity that he projected. He was a very striking man in his own right. But, when he had taken off his tux jacket and rolled up his sleeves to reveal taut forearms covered in tattoos and that broad muscular chest, I felt the familiar heat between my thighs. The way he looked at me was almost predatory. I knew he was dangerous, but I didn’t care. It’s not like I was going to ever see him again. I wanted to walk on the wild side, just this once.

He caught up to me just as I reached the elevators. Standing so close, I could feel the warmth of his breath on the nape of my neck. Leaning forward he trailed his hand down my arm to my hand as I reached for the button. My breath caught in my throat as I felt the firm pressure of his erection pressed against my backside. He was large, and he was ready. 

Before I could step into the elevator, one hand caught me around the waist pulling me close. “Make no mistake, once you step into that elevator with me, you are mine.” My heart pounded in my chest; in warning or arousal, I couldn’t be sure. 

The hand around my waist slid up my shirt and in between the buttons. Pushing aside the black lace of my bra he began to stroke the top of my breast. Not stopping there, he slid his fingers down and pinched the pink bud tightly. 

A gasp escaped my lips at the brief shock of pain that was quickly replaced by pleasure. Moist heat escaped the folds of my sex and began to dampen my panties. I arched into his touch, not caring if anyone saw. But he released his hold on me and spun me around to face him. Blue eyes, the color of the ocean, stared back at me. His pupils dilated with lust. The intensity of his gaze sent shivers of awareness down my spine, and I found myself at a loss for words. 

Mistaking my hesitation for doubt he whispered, “Say the word, and I will walk away right now.”

Meeting his gaze square on, I replied, “I’ll let you know when I’m done with you.” Reaching forward to run a hand softly down his chest, I gripped the belt of his pants in my fist and tugged him into the elevator with me. 

Eyes darkening, he pushed me back against the wall of the elevator.  “I’m not a gentleman.” It was more a statement of fact than a warning. 

Fighting fire with fire, I responded in kind, “Good. Because I’m no lady.”

He stalked forward, but the doors opened interrupting our foreplay. We had forgotten to press a floor. Rafe turned to glare at the couple about to enter, a predatory look in his eyes. The couple glanced from him to me and back to him uncertainly.

“Ah….we’ll, we’ll catch the next one. Sorry,” the man stammered before backing away hastily. 

A nervous giggle bubbled up in my throat. Rafe whipped his head around to me.

“What floor,” he demanded.

“Penthouse. You need the card key,” I answered thickly.

He quickly swiped the card I had given him in the bar and punched the button for the penthouse. Closing the distance quickly, he was on me before the elevator doors closed. His hands tangled in my hair, as his mouth found mine. He tasted of Bourbon and a sweet, tangy hint of caramel. 

He wasn’t kidding. He was no gentleman. There was nothing gentle about his plundering of my mouth and body. His tongue battled mine in a war for possession as his hands were everywhere. I gripped his forearms tightly trying to hang onto this wild wide. Not content to just be taken, I nipped at his bottom lip playfully. Letting him know that I wasn’t a passive party in this. 

With a low growl, he squeezed my ass roughly in his hands before moving to grab my wrists. Yanking them above my head, he continued his assault with his mouth, teeth, and tongue. His mouth like liquid fire. I wanted to succumb to that heat. Securing both wrists in one hand, his free hand yanked my skirt up around my waist. 

He cupped my sex, and I moaned deep in my throat. 

“You like this don’t you,” he growled. Too overcome by the sensations as his fingers teased my clit through the fabric, I couldn’t respond. 

“Answer me,” he commands.

“Yes,” I answer breathlessly. 

“Yes, what?” 

“Yes, I like it.”

“That’s better,” he grins darkly as he continues his assault on my body. 

His fingers deftly move my panties to the side, and he wastes no time slamming two fingers deep into my folds. Wet and welcoming they slide right in. 

“Fuck,” he groans. “You are so wet.” He mercilessly fingers my pussy, plunging his fingers hard and deep. Something about being in a public elevator where the doors could open at any moment exposing us only intensifies my hunger for him. It releases something feral within me. 

I break his hold on my wrists and thrust my hands in his hair. It’s my turn to yank his head back. His eyes on me I lean forward running my tongue along the ridge of his Adam’s apple, up his jawline to his ear. Biting his lobe, I reach my hand down to unzip his pants. Sliding my hand into his boxer briefs, I free his engorged member. 

He hisses as my hands grip his cock firmly in my hand as I rake my nails lightly down the shaft, circling the head and back down again. 

“Fuck this!” He releases me long enough to slam his hand on the emergency stop button. The elevator jolts to a halt. He advances on me again with a feral gleam in his eyes. I found myself retreating, my ass hitting the handrail at the back of the elevator. 

He smirks as he reaches up and in one swift tug, rips my panties clean off my body. Without a barrier between us, he grips my waist and effortlessly hoists me up on the handrail. I am a curvy girl, and my heart skips a beat at the impressive show of strength. Instinctively, I wrap my legs around his waist, the head of his erection pressing against my wet folds. 

He let out a quiet curse as he enters me fully in one swift plunge. He punishes my body with deep hard thrusts. The sensations overwhelm as he is relentless with this punishing pace. I can feel the first waves of the orgasm build as my muscles clench around him firmly. 

“That’s it. Cum for me sweetheart,” he purrs. Reaching between us, his thumb traces small circles around my throbbing clit, making me tremble. With a small little pinch, he sends me over the edge. Wave upon wave of sensations crash over me.  I feel my inner walls contract with each pulse of my heart, matching his thrusts. The force of the orgasm must have been too much for him because he buried his face in my neck; his movements more frantic. With a muffled moan his hips jutted one final time, penetrating me deeply as my inner walls milk him of his seed. 

We both lean against each other spent. I am first to recover and slowly slide my legs from his waist. Although they are shaky, I manage to steady myself against the wall of the elevator. He steps back from me as he adjusts himself and zips up his pants. Careful to avoid eye contact, I smooth my skirt back down into place and re-button my shirt. Grabbing my torn panties off the floor, I quickly stuff them into my suit pocket. He moves to release the stop button on the wall before turning to face me.

Taking a deep breath, I clear my throat. “Well, that was unexpected….” I trail off, unsure of what to say. 

He chuckled softly. Blue eyes twinkling with mirth he asks, “Well, what exactly were you expecting?”

Before I could answer, we were once again interrupted by the ding of the elevator. This was my stop, and there was a group of businessman waiting for the elevator. They moved aside to allow me to exit first. With no choice but to leave, I step off the elevator.

“Hey,” he calls after me, “I never got your name.” 

Giving Rafe a fleeting smile over my shoulder, I reply “It’s Angel.”

I could hear his rich laughter ring out as the doors shut behind me. 








Chapter 5

 

Normally, I had no trouble falling asleep, even in hotels.  My time as a Navy Seal had taught me how to gain complete command of my body. Missions often required that we function optimally on little to no sleep at all. So when we had the rare opportunity to rest, we did so immediately. I could fall sleep anywhere at any time, even standing up. We were trained to wake fully rested even after only 30 minutes rest.

But, for the first time in a very long time, I’d had trouble falling asleep. Images of a certain green-eyed tempest interrupted my thoughts at every turn. The elevator scene kept playing over in my mind. Meditation hadn’t helped. She had been so responsive, so seductive and confident. It had made my blood sear with hunger. I was a man used to being in complete control but had lost it when she had flipped the tables and been the aggressor. 

No woman had ever made me feel such an intense hunger. I’d had to take her right there in the elevator. My body responded to the memories of the feel and taste of her. With a hard-on the size of Nantucket, I threw back the covers and headed for the shower. Turning the handles all the way to the right, I forced myself to stand under the icy-cold spray. But even the frigid temperature of the water could do nothing to tame my erection.

I couldn’t afford to be distracted today. Too much money was at stake. Taking matters into my own hands, I quickly jacked off to fantasies of Angel, of her delicious mouth on my cock and then bending her over and taking her from behind. My release was quick and not nearly as satisfying, but it would be enough to get me through the meetings this weekend.

Toweling off quickly, I dressed in a sharp steel gray three-piece suit. Aughton Securities was a very selective client out of the U.K. They typically only did business with other European firms. But a few months ago word had leaked that the owner and CEO, Michael Sheffield, had ideas about expanding across the Atlantic. I had quickly capitalized on this nugget of intel and sent over an in-depth proposal of how a contract between our companies could be mutually beneficial and quite lucrative. It had been well received, and Sheffield himself had requested a face to face meeting.

We were set to meet this morning at 9 am sharp. That gave me about an hour to review my notes and the draft proposal one more time before heading down to the conference center.  I ordered a pot of coffee from room service and set to work. 

Based on the information I could pull together, Sheffield was a self-made billionaire like myself. A sheep farmer’s son with royal blood, he had been the first in his family to attend a university. He had started Aughton Securities from the ground up. I could respect that. It also gave me some common ground to build a rapport with him. He was also a member of the Welsh Parliament. They took their positions of government very seriously overseas. He seemed to keep his private life private. Not much was said about his family other than he has been married to the same woman for 35 years and they have one adult child together. 

The background information listed his right-hand man as Alistair Todwick, VP of Defense Operations. Son of Archibald and Ingrid Todwick, Alistair came from old money. His family had been in the shipping business for over a 100 years. In his picture, he looked as pretentious as his named sounded. He had a slim aristocratic nose, thin lips, and blonde hair that was perfectly swept back over a narrow forehead. He looked soft. It said here he attended Cambridge, as generations of Todwicks had before him, majoring in business. I would bet my last dollar that it was the Todwick name rather than his merits that had gotten him into the exclusive English University. Aside from his education he also listed his hobbies polo, sailing, and wine tasting. Hell, he sounded soft. 

My gut told me that Michael Sheffield would be shrewd in the contract negotiations, but I could see Alistair giving me trouble as well. Not in the same way, though. I was not intimidated by his pedigree, but it was my typical experience that those who came across as pompous and arrogant, liked to believe they had much to offer. Far more than they actually did. Loving to hear themselves talk, he would more than likely try to throw his weight, a.k.a. pedigree and financial status around. Nothing fruitful ever came from these diatribes. In fact, it typically led to lengthy delays and sometimes even killed the contracts before they even got started. But I knew how to handle him. 

I had done my research, and my proposal was sound. As long as I could minimize Alistair’s blustering, I was confident that I would have the contract in hand by the end of the weekend. Glancing at my Rolex, I noted that it was now 15 minutes until 9 o’clock. Collecting my things, I headed down to the board room we had specially reserved for this meeting. 

I had hoped to be the first to arrive in the room. It helped to establish dominance in these meetings, but as I opened the door, I realized someone had already beaten me there. At the far end of the table a laptop, legal pad, and papers were spread out on the conference table. They hadn’t claimed the head of the table, so I just assumed it was Alistair. I glanced around, but I did not see him or anyone else in the room. I quickly claimed the head of the table at the other end. I heard the sound of water running and a hand dryer as I opened my laptop. There was a door tucked away in the far corner of the boardroom that must lead to the private washroom. 

I stood up quickly as the door opened, prepared to introduce myself. Only, I wasn’t prepared for who stepped out of the washroom. Instead of the fair haired, fair skinned Alistair, a familiar green-eyed beauty stepped forward. 

Dressed smartly in a well-tailored suit, her long brown hair twisted into a complicated chignon, ‘Angel’ stood before me. Judging by the expression on her face, she was just as shocked to see me as I was her. Her green eyes were as wide as saucers and her mouth had dropped open in a little ‘o’ of surprise.

Recovering first, I quickly asked, “Angel? What are you doing here?”

Before she could respond, the conference room door opened and in walked Michael Sheffield and Alistair Todwick. My questions would have to wait. It was game time. 











Chapter 6

 

With the meeting finally over, I ignored the impulse to rake my hands through my hair. I was completely unprepared to see Angelique again today, let alone sit across from her for nine hours in a negotiation. However, I applauded her ability to mask the shock and maintain complete professionalism throughout the meeting. Following her lead, I ignored the overlaying sexual tension between us and focused on the deal at hand. 

She and her father made quite an impressive duo, playing off each other well. Both were well educated on the history and financial status of my company, as well as being shrewd negotiators. They were fair but stuck to their guns on certain criteria.

Alistair on the hand had been exactly as I had expected him to be. Completely absorbed with himself, he had tried to derail every aspect of the meeting, often talking over and once even belittling Angelique in front of all us. It took every ounce of self-control not to jump over the table and choke him with my bare hands. But, as it turned out, I didn’t need to. Angelique for all her soft curves and warmth was a shark in the boardroom. More than capable of holding her own, she used her sharp tongue and wit to either underplay his insults or completely negate him all together. Seeing this side of her did nothing to tamp down the arousal that I had been fighting all day long. 

“Well, gentleman and lady,” I said addressing Michael, Alistair, and Angelique, “I think we have made significant headway today.” Careful not to maintain eye contact with Angelique for too long, I continued, “I will fax these draft changes over to my attorney this evening and we will have the final draft ready for review for our follow-up meeting tomorrow morning.”

“Excellent,” replied Michael.

Alistair for once remained silent. His careful scrutiny between myself and Angelique unnerved me. I don’t know if he was aware of the underlying sexual tension between her and me, but he was definitely weary of something. Careful to mask my feelings, I extended my hand to each of them, careful to keep my contact with Angelique brief. 

As we packed up to leave, I purposely lingered trying to be alone with Angelique. Luck was on my side. Michael asked Alistair to accompany him to the business center. They were due for a conference call with the defense group in about ten minutes, and he wanted to go over the meeting agenda. 

I could sense Alistair’s hesitation at leaving the two of us alone, but he had no choice. Careful to keep my eyes down, I pretended to ignore the suspicious looks he threw our way. With no other choice, Alistair followed Michael out of the room.

Neither Angelique nor I spoke for a moment. Glancing at her briefly, I strode to the door and glanced down the hall to make sure that we were alone. We were. I turned around to face her. She already had all of her things packed but made no move to the door. Her expression unreadable. 

Unsure of how to start, I asked the first thing that came to mind. “So, you really are an Angel.”

I’m not sure what she had expected me to say, but apparently not that. 

Laughter bubbled up from within her, and she smiled widely before shaking her head, the tension ebbing from her shoulders. 

“I wouldn’t go that far, as I’m sure no angel would have done what I did last night. But yes, my name really is Angel, or rather Angelique.”

At the mention of last night’s interlude, I felt myself grow hard. Setting my stuff down, I walked around the side of the table intent on taking her in my arms again. But she put her hands up to stop me.

“No Rafe. Not going to happen again.”

“Why not?” 

Heat flooded her cheeks, giving them a rosy glow. “You know why,” she answered. “I don’t mix business with pleasure. Had I known who you were, I never would have…” 

“What? You never would have what?” I asked. “Kissed me? Had mind blowing sex in an elevator?” 

She could lie to herself, that this was supposed to be strictly professional, but I knew better. She wanted me. Her body said so. From the rapid pulse twitching at the base of her neck to her quick shallow breathing; I knew if I touched her right now she would be wet for me. Reaching up, I cupped her face in my hand.

“Rafe, please. I have to be professional. This is my career, my livelihood,” she urged. “I can’t just act like some schoolgirl with a crush and completely lose my head.” But she didn’t pull away. 

“We can do both. One doesn’t have to affect the other,” I said as I trailed my fingertip across her plump bottom lip. It was painted an enticing shade of red. I stared into those emerald green eyes willing her to see what I felt. 

She cast her eyes down and pulled my hand away from her cheek. Anguish was immediate. Not just at her rejection, but at what might have been. I couldn’t bear to watch her leave, knowing I would have to face her again tomorrow and not be able to touch her again. I cringed at the sound of the door shutting behind her.

Click. 

I whipped my head around at the sharp sound of the lock being turned in place. Standing with her back against the door, a tentative smile on her face, stood Angelique. I crossed to her in two strides. She turned her mouth up to meet mine as my lips crashed down to hers. 

Our mouths and tongues tangled together as our hands quickly went to work undressing each other. It was a flurry of clothes, as shirts and pants and shoes were quickly discarded. In the elevator, I hadn’t gotten the opportunity to see all of her in the flesh. But now as she stood before me in a matching pair of black lace panties and demi-cup bra I relished the sight of her luscious curves. She was thick in all the right places. The kind of woman, every man wanted to sink into, and she was all mine. 

I wanted to take my time with her, to be able to spend hours nibbling and licking every delectable inch. But we were in a conference room, not my bedroom. Still, I wanted to give her more than just a quick fuck. 

Lifting her up, I sat her on the conference table. Reaching around behind her, I unclasped her bra letting her beautiful large breasts spill out. Cupping one in each hand, I watched as the tiny little pink buds of her nipples hardened under my touch. Pressing her body back against the table I took one into my mouth, swirling my tongue around her nipple. Her body arched off the table when I scraped my teeth along the taut bud. 

I trailed kisses down her body, stopping just above her panty line. Lowering my head, I breathed in her heady scent. Sliding her panties down her legs, letting them drop to the floor I clasped her legs in my hands and brought them up over my shoulders. Under hooded lids, her eyes watched me, dark with desire, as I lowered my head to taste her sweet nectar.

I slid my tongue up the opening of lips, enjoying the sweet taste of her warm honey as my tongue penetrated her folds. Spreading her lips wide with my hands, I went to work sucking and nibbling on her clit. She writhed beneath my skillful tongue, her orgasm building. I knew the moment my mouth sent her over the edge because her hands reached down to grab my hair pulling my head down as her hips bucked up and off the table. Tiny tremors wracked her body as I lapped up the decadent ambrosia that flowed from her.

Not giving her a chance to recover from the orgasm, I spread her legs wide and entered her in one swift move. Her pussy still damp, wrapped my cock like a hot velvet glove. Spurred on by her tiny moans, I punished her body with quick deep thrusts. With my own climax building, I reached up and pinched her nipples, rolling the buds tightly between my fingers. She reared up off the table and screamed my name as the pleasure rolled through her. Her inner walls clamped down on my hard length as I shot my seed deep into her womb. 

After a few minutes, I released her legs and helped her sit up from the table. She looked beautiful, her cheeks flushed with passion. I kissed her lips softly before helping her off the table. We dressed in silence. 

She unlocked the door and went to leave, but I put my hand to the door quickly.

“Let me see you tonight.”

I could see her weighing her decision.

“It’s just one night. Who knows when we will ever be able to see each other again?”

She smiled softly and nodded. “10 o’clock, no earlier.”

“10 it is.”

I let her open the door all the way. She carefully scanned the hall to make sure the coast was clear before heading out. I waited two minutes before I followed out after her.













Chapter 7

 

Upon exiting the conference room, I took a quick detour to the ladies room to fix my hair and makeup. My clothes were still a little wrinkled, but that could easily be explained; having sat in a conference room for nine hours. But I couldn’t have explained my smeared lipstick or my tangled tresses. Rafe’s lovemaking had wreaked havoc on my hair. Doing my best to finger comb the tangles out, I twisted it back up into the familiar chignon and secured it with my clip. This would have to do.

Leaving the ladies room, I scanned the lobby real quick to make sure the coast was clear before heading to the elevators. My heart pounded in my chest and didn’t calm down until the doors opened and I was safely inside. Pressing the button for my floor, I leaned my head back against the wall. But my relief was short-lived. 

A hand shot out just before the doors closed. To my dismay, the hand belonged to none other than Alistair. What was he doing downstairs? Why wasn’t he with my father?

“Going somewhere?” he sneered at me.

His tone caused the tiny hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. Something told me this wasn’t his usual obstinacy. He was vibrating with undisguised anger. I didn’t want to spend even a second alone with him. Not with him like this.

“Actually, I just remembered I forgot something,” I said as I made to exit the elevator.

But he was too quick. “Not so fast,” he hissed as he sprang in front of me blocking my way. I couldn’t shove past him before the elevator doors closed.

“What the hell do you think you are doing Alistair!” I yelled.

His face flushed with rage, his blue eyes seething. Scared, I took a step back. 

“I think the better question is, what do you think you are doing? Or rather, WHO do you think you are doing!” he spat as he advanced toward me. 

He knew. I don’t know how he knew. But he knew. Rafe and I had been so careful. But somehow Alistair knew we had been together. There was nowhere for me to go. I was trapped in the elevator with him. 

Trying to diffuse the situation I put my hands up. “I don’t know what you mean Alistair,” I said as I tried to remain calm. But that only seemed to enrage him more.

He grabbed my wrists and screamed,“You know EXACTLY what I mean! I saw the two of you leave the conference room.” 

“I don’t know what you think you saw Alistair but…”

“Shut-up!” he screamed, spittle spewing from his mouth. He was really scaring me. “I’m not stupid. I know what I saw, you stupid little cunt. I know when someone’s been fucked, and honey you looked like you were ridden hard and put away wet!” 

“What I do or don’t do, is none of your business,” I yelled back, fighting his grip.

This only succeeded in angering him more. “Oh, it’s very much my business sweetheart. What would daddy think if he knew his precious little girl was really daddy’s little whore? Using her sweet little cunt to secure business deals.”

I cringed at his vulgarity. “Ow! That’s enough. You’re hurting me Alistair,” I pleaded as I tried to wrench my hands from his grasp.

But he only gripped them tighter. “What, you let Rafe put his hands on you; a commoner, an American at that,” he said in disgust. “Well, I want a little piece too.” 

He was surprisingly strong, and he wrenched my hands back pinning them to the wall. Fear and bile rose in my throat as he pressed his knee in between my legs forcing them open. I could feel his erection pressing into my belly, and it made me want to hurl. I fought like a wildcat, hissing and spitting, trying to kick my way free. 

He let go of one of my hands, only to slap me across the face so hard I saw stars. I would have fallen if he hadn’t pinned me against the wall with his body. Taking advantage of my disorientation, he ripped open my pants sending the clasp flying. Wrenching the zipper down, he forced his hand into my pants. He palmed my sex roughly, and I cried out as he forced first one finger than the other. Tears ran down my cheeks as my brain disconnected from my body, not wanting to accept that it was being assaulted so violently. 

But I refused to give in. Alistair was going to rape me right here in this elevator if I didn’t do something. And quick. Blocking out the pain, I let a low moan escape my lips and feigned swooning. 

Mistaking the moan for pleasure, Alistair released his grip on my other hand and began to press sloppy, disgusting kisses all over my face and neck. Taking advantage of his distraction, I slammed my heeled foot down on his instep sharply. 

“What the fuck!” he yelled in pain.

I didn’t give him a chance to recover. As soon as he backed up hopping on his good foot, I reared up and kneed him in the balls as hard as I could. He dropped like a stone, only a faint gurgling sound escaping his lips. 

Hitting the ‘door open’ button I cried with relief when the doors opened on my floor. Racing out of the elevators, I pulled my key card from my pocket almost dropping it in my haste to escape Alistair. I glanced worriedly over my shoulder to make sure he wasn’t coming. The elevator doors had closed, and there was no one in the hall. Finally, I heard the click of the lock and wrenched the door open. 

I slammed the doors shut, my fingers shaking as I frantically grabbed for the security chain. It took three tries before I got it lined up properly. Once it was in place, I sank to my knees against the door. I don’t know how long I sat on the cool marble of the entry way, violent sobs and tremors wrenched from my body as I replayed the events in the elevator over and over in my mind. I knew Alistair was trouble, but I never thought he would be so violent or cruel. 

Finally, the sobs turned to soft hiccups, and I felt a little more in control of myself. I struggled to my feet and headed straight to the bathroom. I didn’t dare look in the mirror. I couldn’t bear to see any reminders of Alistair’s attack.  Putting the jets as hot as they could go, I quickly stripped off my clothes and stepped under the scalding spray. I stayed in the shower, long after the water grew cold trying to scrub the memory of Alistair’s touch from my skin. 

















Chapter 8

 

These last few hours were the longest hours of my life. Trying to wait until 10 o’clock to see Angelique nearly killed me. As it was, I left a few minutes early because I just couldn’t wait. Standing outside the door to her suite, I was as nervous as a senior with his date on prom night. I don’t know why I was feeling this way. I was a former Navy Seal for crying out loud, but here I stood with my hand raised hesitant to knock. 

Giving myself a mental kick in the ass, I forced my hand to knock on the door. Waiting with breathless anticipation, I listened for the sound of her footsteps. After a moment, I could hear the slide of the safety latch and the click of the lock. 

I was barely able to contain the Cheshire grin, as she opened the door. My heart stopped as I took in the site of her; bare-foot, clad in one of the hotel’s soft plus robes, hair still damp from a recent shower. Envisioning her naked beneath it, I smiled with satisfaction until I saw her face. My mouth dropped open in shock. Her green eyes normally shined, but they were masked by pools of tears threatening to spill over. But that wasn’t the worst part. Not even make-up could hide the swelling and bruising on her face. 

Without hesitation, I stepped through the door and pulled her close. I nudged the door closed with my foot as I cradled her in my arms. My heart broke as she clutched my shirt and cried, “Oh, Rafe. I’m so glad you came.”

Someone had touched her. Someone had hurt my woman. I would kill them. But I needed her to tell me who first. Reigning in the angry beast that threatened to explode, I gently tipped her chin back. The pool of tears that had threatened to spill over did; cascading down her cheeks. 

“Shhh…it’s okay. I’m here,” I said as I kissed the trail of tears.

“What happened? Who did this to you?”

Eyes downcast, she slipped out of my grasp and walked over to the windows. I could see her reflection, eyes blank staring out past the nightscape. I walked up behind her, careful not to startle her. Putting my hands on her shoulders, I turned her around to face me. Her eyes were downcast, and she was biting her bottom lip as it trembled nervously. I could tell she didn’t want to tell me. But I had a good idea of who it was.

“It was Alistair wasn’t it?”

She didn’t speak but gave me a tiny nod. 

“Did he…do anything else?” I could bring myself to finish the question. 

She shook her head no, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze. I knew she was lying to me, but she wasn’t in any condition for me to grill her about it. My fists clenched as Rage boiled inside. 

I wanted to find him and punish him. There was nothing more cowardly and weak than a man preying on a woman. I would end him. 

She must have read my mind because she placed her hand on my forearm. “Don’t,” she whispered. “Whatever you are thinking, he’s not worth it.”

“You are worth it to me. He put his hands on you and that is unacceptable.” Caressing her swollen cheek, I said through gritted teeth, “He marked you. I can’t forget that.”

“Please,” she said, stroking her fingers lightly on my arm. “I just want to forget it ever happened.”

Loosening the belt of her robe, she let it fall to her feet. 

“Angelique, you don’t have to do this,” I stammered backing away from her. She was beautiful, and I yearned to touch her. But she had looked so fragile, so broken when she had opened the door. I didn’t want to hurt her.

It was her turn to shush me. “Shh…I want to. I need to. You make me feel alive…and safe.” Pressing her naked body to mine, she stood on tip toes to nibble at my bottom lip. Despite my best intentions, my cock came to immediate attention at her light teasing. “Make me forget.”

My body wavered, still trying to be a gentleman and do the right thing. But one word and I was completely undone.

Staring up at me with those wide, jeweled eyes, “Please,” she begged.

I wanted to take her right then and there, but I knew that’s not what she needed. She needed tenderness, someone who could cherish every delectable inch of her. I scooped her up in my arms, kissing her deeply. Carrying her into the bedroom, I laid her down in the middle of the king size bed, her dark hair fanned out behind her. 

I shed my clothes quickly and joined her on the bed. Vowing to take my time and erase all the bad thoughts from her mind, I proceeded to make slow, sweet love to her well into the night. Exhausted from our lovemaking, she finally fell asleep in my arms. 

I hated to leave her like this, shadows from the moonlight highlighting her feminine curves. I wanted to keep her in my arms forever, but there was something I had to take care of first. Even though she had made me promise not to hurt Alistair, I had to make sure that he could never hurt her again. Kissing her brow, careful not to stir her, I quietly left the suite. 








Chapter 9

 

I hadn’t really expected Rafe to stay the entire night, but I couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointed when I woke up to find his side of the bed empty. Deliciously sore from our lovemaking last night, I stretched my limbs. The crinkling of paper distracting me.

Searching the covers, I found a note in what I assumed was his handwriting.

Angel,

I couldn’t bear to disturb you this morning. 

I had some business to attend to first thing before our meeting. 

Meet me in the lobby at 8:30. 

Rafe

Unsure of what to make of his letter, I wondered what business was so urgent that he had to slip away in the middle of the night. And why did he want me to meet him at 8:30? Our meeting wasn’t until 9, if we even had a meeting.  Fear clutched at my belly, at the thought of having to face Alistair again. How would he react after last night’s altercation? Would he try to pretend it never happened, or worse…what if told my father about Rafe and me? Surely, not.

There was only one way to find out. I had never been one to shy away from whatever life had thrown at me, but even I was weary of facing this firestorm. Resigned to the fact that I had no choice, I crawled out of bed and got ready for the meeting. 

The swelling had gone down on my face, but there was not much I could do about the bright purple bruise that covered the left side of my face. I had a nice shiner forming. I did what I could with cover-up and then just blow dried my hair straight so that it fell over that side of my face in soft waves. It didn’t mask it completely, but it helped. 

Curious about what Rafe had been up to, I arrived in the lobby a little earlier than 8:30. I spotted him off to the side, and he waved me over.

“Good morning, Angel.”  

I was beginning to love the little pet name he had for me now. Eyeing him speculatively, I asked, “So, are you going to tell me what was so urgent that you had to leave me in the middle of the night.” 

His blue-eyes twinkled. “Trust me, leaving you last night was the last thing I wanted to do. But, I just had to tie up a few lose ends before this morning.” With a guiding hand on the small of my back, he ushered me towards the boardroom, “Come on, I want to get to the room early.”

Uncertain, I asked, “Are you sure you want to do this? Walk in together, I mean.”

He squeezed my hand reassuringly. “Yes, I’m sure. Whatever happens, we will face it together.” 

Walking together to the boardroom I hoped that since we were twenty minutes early, we would at least be the first ones to arrive. 

Unfortunately, luck was not on our side. My face fell as we opened the door. We were not the first ones in the room. My father and Alistair stood at the back wall in deep discussion. At our arrival, all conversation ceased, and their gazes turned to us. 

Judging from the expressions on their faces, my worst nightmare had come true. Alistair’s swarthy ass stared back, his eyes moving between Rafe and me not even trying to hide the smug grin on his face. My father, on the other hand, gave nothing away. His face a mask of stone. But the muscles in his jaw clenched, and he couldn’t quite look me in the eye. And that told me everything I needed to know. 

“Daddy, I can explain,” I rushed.

“STOP.” I halted in my tracks at his harsh tone. “Just stop right there, Angelique.” I’d never heard him speak to me like that. 

“Sir, if you could just let us explain,” Rafe tried, but my father was having none of it. His brown eyes were as dark as midnight, as he settled his gaze on Rafe. Standing tall, Rafe met his stare unwilling to wilt under his scrutiny. 

“I’m surprised you had the audacity to even show up Mr. St. James.” His gaze flicked to mine before settling back on Rafe, “Let alone show up with my daughter.” I winced at his words. ‘My daughter’ had been said with such disappointment. 

It didn’t help that I could see Alistair’s shoulders shaking with laughter behind him. Flushing from both embarrassment and fury, I shook my fist at Alistair. “What did you say to him!” I demanded. But he just ignored me.

“Enough Angelique. He told me enough,” my father responded sharply. 

Tears threatening to fall yet again, I walked toward my father, eyes pleading. “Did he now?” Surprise marred his features at my tone. Never in a million years would I ever defy my father or speak to him in such a way, but I was furious.               

With the tears falling freely now, I continued, “You think you know everything. I won’t deny that Rafe and I have been together.” My father’s jaw dropped slightly at this admission but said nothing. So I continued, “I’m sure Alistair was quite forthcoming with only part of the story. Did he also mention that he tried to rape me in the elevator?”

“Unbelievable!” Alistair exclaimed, outraged. “The lengths that you will go to hide your transgressions. It’s simply appalling Angelique.” 

My father swiveled to look from myself to Alistair and back again, unsure of what to make of latest revelation. 

“Made it up did I? If that’s true than how did I get this?” Pulling back my hair I pointed to the large bruise that circled my left eye. “How do you explain this?”

A shocked gasp escaped my father at the sight of the ugly bruise. His hands went up to touch it, but I backed away from him, still hurt by his actions.

“Well…er…Rafe could have just easily done that to you,” Alistair sputtered. “I’m sure the two of you dreamed up some ‘cockamamie’ story once you knew that you were found out.”

My mouth dropped. I was completely speechless at the ridiculousness of his suggestion.

Unsure of what to make of all this my father just stared open mouthed at the two of us. 

“Excuse me, sir,” Rafe interjected. “I know that I am the last person you probably want to hear from but…”

“Of course, he doesn’t want to hear from you!” Alistair interrupted. 

Shutting him up with one piercing gaze, Rafe turned back to my father. “I have proof of Alistair’s assault.”

“That’s impossible,” Alistair blustered. “Because it never happened.” But he didn’t look so confident. He was paler than usual, and a sheen of sweat had broken out on his forehead. My father regarding him closely, eyes narrowing. “Show me this proof,” my father ordered. 

“When Angelique told me about the assault, I was ready to go after Alistair myself,” he said sending him a murderous gaze. “But she begged me not to. So I did the only other thing I knew to do. I have connections with the hotel and was able to secure the video surveillance tape of that assault.” He pulled his Tablet with a video already queued up and handed it to my father. 

“I’m sorry,” he turned to me and said, his eyes apologetic. “This may be difficult for you to watch.” 

Pressing play, the three of us stared at the video of the elevator assault. Despite there being no audio, it was quite clear that I was telling the truth. Unable to relive the ugly experience again, I hid my face in Rafe’s shoulders. 

“Angelique,” my father called softly, but I didn’t turn around. “Angelique, please.”

Slowly I turned to face my father. 

I have never seen my father cry before, but he stood before me now with tears in his eyes. “I never should have doubted you. You tried to warn me about him, and I refused to believe it. You will never know how truly sorry I am.”

Unable to find my voice, I simply nodded. 

My father turned his gaze to Rafe. “I owe you an apology, but I need to take care of something first,” he said as he sent a menacing look to Alistair, who seemed to shrink under his gaze. “I can trust that you will take care of her while I handle this?”

“Yes sir, no more harm will come to her.” Pausing, he looked my father straight in the eyes before adding, “Ever.”

I looked up at him quizzically, but he just hugged me close and guided me to the door. I turned back to look at my father, but he had already turned his attention to Alistair.

“Maybe we should stay to make sure he is okay,” I said concerned. 

“I think your father can handle himself,” Rafe reassured. “But, I took care of it just in case.” As we exited the hallway into the main lobby, Rafe acknowledged several police officers that were standing nearby. Once he gave them the nod, they proceeded down the hallway towards my father. 

Relief flooded through me. 

Turning toward him, I scrutinized the meaning of his last words. “A little dramatic don’t you think,” I asked.

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, I appreciate the knight and shining armor bit, but the ‘Ever’ comment was a little over the top,” I said smilingly.

Rafe put his hands on my shoulders, his eyes very serious. “I know this was sudden, but I meant what I said.”

I furrowed my brows in confusion, “What?” What did he mean? He couldn’t possibly mean what I think he meant. 

“You are beautiful, and smart, and sexy. Everything I could want in a woman,” he declared. “And, I meant what I said to your father. I won’t let anyone ever hurt you again, ever.” 

I still wasn’t sure I had heard him right. 

“I mean that is if you will let me.” My heart thundered in my chest as I listened to his impassioned speech.   

“Angelique, I love you. I have the moment I first saw you. It doesn’t matter to me how we met, or how long we have known each other. I know that I want to spend the rest of my life with you. 

Could this be real? Truth was, I loved him too. I knew it when he held me in his arms that night we made sweet love to each other. I knew this must sound crazy, but as I stared down at him in awe, those blue eyes shining with sincerity, I knew it was right.

“Yes. Yes, Rafe, I would love to give us a try.

Beaming with pride, he picked me and twirled me around in a heated kiss, sealing the deal. 

THE END
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baby Score: A Secret Baby Romance

Raedene 

 

All it took was one eventful and memorable night and here I was, a mother with a four-year-old toddler who refused to speak like other children his age and who believed that he had another family.  He compared everything I did to his imaginary mother; from the food I gave him to the clothes I dressed him in. He couldn’t get himself to even call me mom. But here, where Braden lay sleeping, he looked like a real angel. I just wish I knew why he was so different from other children. Everything went for a loop after his second birthday. Initially I assumed it was the terrible-two phase all experts refer to when it came to toddler behaviour, but two years later I wasn’t all that sure. He became progressively worse as he got older and I had no idea how to help him.  Every day he would talk about his other mother, the one who died a horrible death after being attacked by white tigers, and his little sister who fell into the ice. And if I dared tell him that it’s his imagination he would throw the worst temper tantrums ever. He believed everything his mind conjured up, it was so real for him that he would spend hours crying about his dead mother and how he couldn’t help his little sister. 

“Is he sleeping?” Damien whispered from the doorway.

If it wasn’t for my brother I would be so lost, but I had to start accepting the fact that Damien would soon move away to start his own family.

“Yeah finally, I just wish I knew what triggered him to behave this way,” I said softly while I brushed the brown curls away from Braden’s forehead.

“Maybe you should consider taking him to a paediatrician or a child psychologist,” Damien suggested.

“And tell them that my child believes I’m not his mother?” I piped up and laughed softly, “I mean really, white tigers? Just today he told me how he used to walk in knee deep snow to go collect fire wood for his family, I honestly have no idea where all this comes from.”

Damien came to stand next to me and placed his hand on my shoulder, “You’re going to have to get some expert advice Rae, otherwise you’ll never figure it out. This behaviour is not normal.”

No shit Sherlock, of course it’s not normal, “I’ll make an appointment to get him assessed, but I’m just so scared they find something horribly wrong with him.”

I swallowed at the lump in my throat, choking back the tears of defeat. What if my son was odd, what if he was diagnosed with some mental disorder that required permanent care that would eventually result in him never having a normal childhood? The questions were endless. I spent many nights researching all possibilities, from past life experiences to Autism and Schizophrenia, but all that resulted in, was me going more insane every day. 

“It will only help you Rae and once you know what’s going on, you will be better equipped to deal with these challenges. You should also consider getting in touch with Caleb; he has the right to know.”

“Caleb? Why would I do that?” I asked shocked, I never told anyone that Caleb was Braden’s father.

“I wasn’t born yesterday. You two were close, hell, you were almost inseparable.  And when you came with the news about your pregnancy, I knew straight away.”

Wow, and he kept quiet all this time? “Why did you never say anything?”

“I figured you’ll talk when the time was right, which never happened. But still, you need to get in touch with him.”

Maybe my brother was right, Caleb had the right to know, but how on earth was I going to find him? The last I heard he was in the military, who knows where he was now.  And if I did find him what do I tell him? Oh by the way, you left and I was pregnant. Congratulations you’re a dad.

“I wouldn’t even know where to find him Damien, it’s been five years. The day he left, he left for good,” I said and pushed myself up off the floor and walked out of Braden’s room pulling the door closed behind me.

“I have his number; maybe you should just give him a call, test the waters and see how he is. In a week I’m leaving and if you ask me you are going to need all support you can get. Doing this on your own will be no easy task,” he said and hugged me tight.

I was going to miss Damien once he was gone. Over the past few years, he had been my pillar of strength. He was the only one who understood me and even more so, he was the closest thing to a father Braden ever had. The idea of him leaving was almost too much to bear. I couldn’t even bring myself to tell Braden.

After Damien left, I flopped down on the sofa and finally broke down. This was the only time I could allow my own weaknesses to surface knowing that no-one was around to witness them.   I had to stay strong, for Braden. Sometimes when I was caught up in my own thoughts, I felt like the protagonist in my own stage play with the world as the audience. But rather than cheering me on, they flung rotten tomatoes and lettuce at me.

I reached for my phone and scrolled down the list of contacts, compared to how many friends I had back in college to the handful I had now, I was nothing short of being a recluse who avoided social media like the black plague and hid behind books and manuscripts to avoid meeting new people. I paused at Caleb’s name, Damien must have added him to my address book when I wasn’t looking, I realized and my thumb hovered over the message icon.

“Mommy!” it was Braden’s hysterical cry that sounded from the bedroom and I immediately dropped my phone to run to his side.

“Mommy’s here sweetheart,” I said trying to pull him into my arms.

“No! Mommy, I want my mommy!” 

He was looking for his imaginary mom again and this was the third time in one day this episode repeated itself. 

“She’s not real Braden,” I said trying my best not to over react and show him that I’m upset.

“Mommy!” he kept on as if he didn’t hear a word I just said.

Okay, calm down Rae, just go with it, I told myself and closed my eyes then let Braden go. He flopped down on the bed and in one motion rolled onto the floor kicking and screaming.  Tears stung my eyes as I tried to keep my wits about myself, but it wasn’t easy. 

All I was left to do was lie down on the bed and watch him eventually cry himself to sleep. As soon as he was asleep I got up and pulled a blanket over his small frame. Exhausted I decided to stay in his room and finally fell asleep on his bed.

 













Caleb

 

I was ready as ever, adrenalin pumping through my veins as sweat dripped down my face. All we needed was one drop kick over the posts and we would win this game and walk away as the undefeated champions to win the Inaugural Season. I glanced at the clock –seventy eight minutes and counting. The ball came flying my way and I caught it mid-air, and without a second thought I drop kicked the ball and sent it sailing right between the goal posts. The sound of the crowds as they cheered was one of the best feelings any rugby player could ever experience. It was a sense of achievement. 

The final whistle blew and the game was set with the Denver Stampede winning by 39 to 33 against the Ohio Aviators, it was a close one to say the least, but we did it. 

After the game, instead of joining the guys for a night out to celebrate our victory, I headed home. Despite the excitement that still flowed through my veins I felt irritable and the text from Damien did not help at all. That was a part of my life I laid to rest a long time ago. Why on earth did he think I wanted to touch base with Rae?  The last time I saw her was the day I left to do my civil duty for my country and I never looked back again. Surely she finally settled down with someone who was able to give her what her heart desired.

I gritted my teeth, fighting off the sudden ache that emitted from my chest, we had a good thing going, but we were still so young.  And after my father decided that my mother wasn’t good enough for him and he hooked up with miss-priss, I realized then and there that love was nothing but a pain in the arse. It was an overrated emotion that just brought pain and disappointment.  It was the one thing I would never forget. The look on my mother’s face when my dad arrived home with Leandra on his arm as if she was stuck to him like an appendage. If he could have his way he would have opted for a polygamous lifestyle, one where he could have multiple wives and father a multitude of children, but then again he didn’t care much for children. I knew that.

I dropped my duffle bag on the ground and went straight for the bourbon; I needed something strong to calm the anger that raged deep in my soul.  I’ll sleep off this sudden annoying feeling and wake up in top form, ready for the ride up-country.  My ass and fingers itched to get on my bike and just be one with it and be free. 

I was about to settle down when my phone rang, it was Joanne a most welcome distraction at the best of times.

“Hey babe,” I said answering the phone and just as I thought she wanted to hook up again. The convenience of being in the national rugby squad was that women, more specifically cheer leaders would throw themselves at you shamelessly without expecting the strings that usually come as part and parcel of any relationship. 

“I’m having an early night, but why don’t you come around over the weekend and we can head out to the club?”

There was an evident disappointment that lingered in her tone, and as much as I needed a distraction, I wasn’t really in the mood for company.

“Why don’t you send me a teaser, and I can keep it as a reminder of what to expect when I see you again,” I suggested with a smirk.

I didn’t need to do any convincing on my part, she was more than willing to share the occasional sneak peek that most men could only dream of seeing, but even though I asked for it, I knew it would do nothing to any part of my anatomy. 

I finally killed the call after she tried again to convince me to see her and told her that I will only be back in town by the weekend. 

***

The morning arrived with promise and regardless of my bourbon induced hangover I knew that once I was on my motorbike it would disappear instantly. A long hard ride would also silence my conscience that kept nagging me to call Rae. The past was just that – past tense – it had no place in my future. Past experience taught me that valuable lesson. The moment you allow the past to command your future you may as well kiss your ass goodbye. 

I clicked the remote and the garage door slowly rolled open. There it stood in all its glory, my Harley Davidson, chrome polished frame and its complimentary blue and diamond ice finish.  It was nothing short of a majestic piece of machinery that made me crave the open road.  My leathers crunched against the leather seat and as I started her up she became an extension of my own body.  

I finally hit the open road and opened the throttle, and as the wind whipped past me I could sense the different aromas as they passed me by. It was never the same, each time I rode my bike it was new smells and sounds that kept me alert. But unlike other times where it was just me and my bike, Rae’s face kept flashing in my mind’s eye.

That last day before I left for the military, there was a sadness in her eyes, it was as if she knew I was never coming back and although I didn’t explicitly tell her or break up with her, she sensed it. When I was out on detail, I received two letters from her and I never responded to either one. For days after her first letter to me, I contemplated the future, trying to figure out where she fitted into my life. By the time I got the second letter, I was elbow deep in desert sand fighting for a cause bigger than my own and time simply won. It was the time to let go, let go of the past so that I could work on my own uncertain future. I never intended on looking back, until now.













Raedene 

 

I hated doctors’ rooms like I hate creamed spinach, the smell of disinfectant always reminded me of death, but I had no choice. Damien insisted I seek help to try and figure out what was wrong with Braden. Scattered magazines lay across the table in the waiting room; next to us was an old man whose face mapped the years of hardship he must have endured in his life time. I couldn’t help but wonder what brought him here today. 

“Miss Callaway, you can come through,” the receptionist said, standing with our file in her hand.

I reached out to take Braden’s hand, but as usual he pulled away and my heart sank. This was going to be interesting.

We spent close on an hour with the psychologist, who made Braden draw pictures of his family. It was no surprise when he drew his imaginary family, a mother with long brown hair, a dad he had never mentioned before and a little sister, all standing next to what looked to be a wooden house covered in snow. I didn’t even feature.  After all the tests were done, Braden was left to play in the play room while I waited for the conclusion to this madness.

“Miss Callaway, does Braden have a father?” he asked and I cringed.

“Well, it’s complicated, I only found out I was pregnant after his dad was out of the picture, so he doesn’t know his dad.”

“Have you ever told him about his dad?”

“No, he never asks about him, he has also never mentioned his imaginary dad,” I said, watching him jot down notes.

Why did I suddenly feel like I was under scrutiny?

“Look, it’s very early to tell, and there are other tests I can run, but from what I am able to determine, it looks like Braden is experiencing some sort of past life regression, are you familiar with that term?”

Off course I am, I wasn’t born under a rock, “Yes I am, but as far as I know that’s a lot of speculation with no real facts to prove that it actually exist.”

“Yes, it is. The idea of past life regression is unfortunately unchartered territory, but some great progress has been made to determine the science behind it,” he slid a brochure over to me and then smiled, “Children eventually grow out of it. With the right approach, they soon learn that the past life they tend to cling to is something of the past and they soon start to adopt their new life with much enthusiasm.”

“Okay, so what am I supposed to do now? I mean, he hardly talks and putting him in a day care makes it even worse, because other kids make fun of him.”

“It’s no easy task, but I would like to help you through the process,” he said and rode back in his chair.

“I don’t want him on any medication,” I objected, that was the last thing I wanted. Nowadays everyone seems to want to shove pills down kids’ throats for the simplest of conditions. If the kid is too active its ADHD, when all it is, is the fact that the child has no way of expending the pent-up energy that gathers from spending too much time behind the television or playing computer games.

“No pills. Your first step is to stop rejecting his other family, you need to embrace them. Ask him to tell you about them. You need to show him that you are interested in his life, and that you care for his other family.”

What he said made perfect sense; I was just not so sure if I could cope with the jealousy factor. Braden compared me to his mom with everything I did. 

“Another thing I might suggest is to get in touch with his biological father if you can. Giving him that closure might just trigger him, the fact that he has never mentioned that to you means that he is afraid to approach the subject with you.”

“I’ll see what I can do, it’s no easy task to get in touch with his father, but I’ll try.”

That was it, settled. I left the rooms with an information overload and a threatening migraine; at least it wasn’t anything serious like Autism, which was a relief. Now all I needed to do was figure out how I was going to reach out to my little champ. 

Much later that day after taking pain killers and while Braden was taking his afternoon nap, I picked up the pamphlet the doctor gave me.  Lamarckism - a condition whereby an organism passes on acquired characteristics to offspring, which may include past memories of the parents or grandparents. The more I read the more I realized that going to the psychologist wasn’t such a bad idea after all. There were still a lot of questions that remained unanswered and the condition itself was still being studied in-depth, but at least I had some direction now.

Get in touch with his biological father – my conscience reminded me very inaptly. Caleb had no idea that Braden existed, how was I ever going to tell him after all these years?













Caleb 

 

I shoved the empty glass over to the bar tender and around me the bar was buzzing with bikers from all over taking advantage of happy hour. Above me the television blared out loud, as always baseball or football, never rugby.

“How about changing the channel,” I asked the bartender above the noise.

“Watcha wanna watch?” he asked, leaning on the counter with his greasy elbow.

“Rugby,” I said blankly, hoping that it may be a much-needed distraction from the thoughts that haunted me.

“Naw man, no-one watches that backwards ball passing shit,” he said laughing and shook his head enough to make his double chin quiver like a blob of jelly.

Exactly the response I expected, these morons all lived under a rock of their own, each with shields on either side of their eyes. Talk about one track minded dumbasses.  This dump was seriously starting to work on my nerves.

“Hey Caleb, wanna play a game of pool?”

It was Stinger, who called me over and under normal circumstances I would never turn down the challenge to beat him at pool, but it wasn’t going to help my predicament. I just couldn’t get Rae out of my mind. 

“No I’m good, I’m going to head out anyway,” I said and stood up to put on my leather jacket, “I have an early morning tomorrow,” lame excuse, I know, but there wasn’t much else I could say. 

On my way, out I greeted the guys from a bikers’ club that frequent the place and headed out. The cool night air was a total contrast to the musty dank smell of the bar. I took a moment just to breathe it in and chase away the smell of cigar smoke that clung to my nostrils.  When I closed my eyes, an image of Rae popped into my head. She had the cutest button nose with a dust of freckles that shaded her nose and cheeks, which she hated, but I always told her that she had them because she was kissed by the sun. And she ever did cut her long silky red hair as she always threatened to do on hot summer days. For a moment, I could almost feel her hair threading through my fingers. I recalled the last night we spent together at her dorm room; I had to climb up the side of the dormitory to avoid being caught by the matron on duty. That night was imprinted in my mind forever. She had this cute blush that made her look all innocent while she slowly undressed. I was like a horny teenager then, she never got past her bra, I simply couldn’t wait to touch her, and boy did I touch her!  She was like clay in a potter’s hand, and I was the potter, moulding her body with my hands and my lips. 

I let out a groan and shook my head; these were careless memories that evoked nothing but pain and loss. I was about to get back on my bike when my phone vibrated in my pocket, it was a message from an unknown number, but the message was from no stranger.

Hey Caleb, it’s been a while, where are you these days? Rae

We’ll I’ll be damned, Damien must have given her my number, how else would she have gotten it? I read her text again, my thumb hovering over the reply button, but instead I locked my phone and shoved it back in my pocket. Do I reply to her or do I ignore the text? If I had to be outright honest with myself, there was no place in my world for a woman, not one I would settle down with anyway. My life was an easy cruise, I had everything I wanted. I played the game I loved; I got to go on road trips without anyone tying me down. I was pretty damn comfortable and the best part was that money was no problem. My father’s business was self-sustaining with board members running it expertly and all I had to do was show up at meetings and rake in the benefits of being the main shareholder.  Besides that, I had Hayley, Stephanie, Joanne and Tracy the four hottest cheerleaders of our squad who were more than willing to be content with one night stands when the mood was right. What else could I possibly ask for?

By the time I got home my fingers were frozen and my face was numb, but in my pocket my phone was like a burning coal, reminding me of Rae’s text. I rushed inside, tore off my jacket and rolled my shoulders to relieve some tension. What was it with me, and why was she contacting me now after all these years, surely she wasn’t still looking for closure. I looked at her text again and against my better judgement I hit reply.

Hey, I’m in Denver living the life, you? C.

I didn’t quite expect such a quick reply, but there it was.

I’m in Lafayette, we’re neighbours, fancy that!

I could hardly stand the suspense, there was more to this than idle chit chat, so instead of responding by text I called.

There was a slight delay in her answering her phone, and I was about to hang up when a tentative hello resonated on the other side.

“I hope you don’t mind me calling you,” I said and as lowered myself down on the sofa toeing my boots off.

“Oh no, not at all, it was a little unexpected, that’s all,” she said, she sounded different. Obviously four years down the line I couldn’t exactly expect her to sound the same, but I did notice that there was sadness in her tone.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, of course it is…” a suspended pause followed, “well, no. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“I gathered as much after Damien told me to call you, so what’s up?” I asked and for some reason the thought of her getting married popped up in my mind. I felt my mood change from indifference to annoyance. Why would her getting married affect me this way after all these years? I shifted and stuffed another cushion under my head. I had no reason to be upset in fact I should be happy for her.

“Caleb, I-I don’t know how to say this…” she started.

“You’re getting married, is that it?” I butted in.

“What? No!” she said in a high-pitched tone followed by a soft controlled sigh, “maybe this was a mistake, I need to go.” 

Without as much as a goodbye she hung up and I stared blankly at my phone. I wanted to call her back but the uneasy feeling that settled in the pit of my stomach made me think twice. Instead of calling her back, I shoved my phone in my pocket and got on my bike again. Maybe she was right, it was a mistake and repeating history had the habit of stabbing you in the back.  I much preferred to let sleeping dogs lie.













Rae

 

What was I thinking considering telling Caleb about Braden after all these years? Caleb had gone on with his life, and I was sure that the last thing he would expect is a surprise father’s-day gift.  To suddenly throw a spanner in the works for him could have serious implications. What if he was married or planning to get married, what would his wife or fiancée do or say? The thought of him being married caught me by surprise as a sudden stab of pain poked at my insides, but the moment it surfaced I was quick to supressed it with a dose of reality.  

All these years, I managed quite fine on my own and if it wasn’t for Braden’s imaginary world, I would not be in this predicament in the first place, in fact, I wouldn’t even have considered calling him at all.  I looked down at Braden where he sat playing with his Legos and I couldn’t help but smile, when he was like this he was so easy to handle and these were the times I wish I could just reach out and hug him and never let him go.  Just as I moved to sit on the floor with Braden and attempt to play with him, my phone rang, and when I saw the caller ID my heart skipped a beat. It was Caleb. He wasn’t going to let it go, was he?

“Hello,” I answered tentatively.

“Hey, I figured you needed time to gather yourself after my call last night,” he said and paused, “You wanted to tell me something?”

“It was nothing,” I lied. 

“Are you kidding me? After five years, you call to tell me something and then get cold feet?”

I went quiet, and I could hear Caleb breathing on the other end, maybe it was time to come clean and this was a cosmic sign to speak my mind once and for all.

“I have a, well actually, we have a son, he’s four years old now and his name is Braden.”

You know that feeling you get when it feels as if your entire world just got sucked into a black hole and everything faded into the shadows of uncertainty leaving you with nothing but the unexpected truth staring you right in the face? No, me neither and why? Because I knew that the moment I told Caleb he was a father, it will undeniably change the past, present and the future. That was the exact magnitude of this weighted situation.  I bet you Caleb had his entire life mapped out; from the coffee he drank every morning to the toothpaste he’d been using since I first met him.  And this was the last thing he would have expected, and by the deadly silence that followed, I knew that he was not going to take lightly to the news.

“I’m sorry? Did you just say I have a son?” he sounded tentative.

“Yes, his name is Braden, he’s four now.”

 “Send me your address, I’m sending my driver to pick you up,” he demanded and by the tone of his voice, I couldn’t quite determine if he was angry, sad or excited.

“You’re sending your driver?” 

I should have figured, even with all that went down when his dad walked out on him; he still had the luxuries most other people could only dream of.

 “Yes, my driver. Since I have a son I would very much like to see him,” he stated, a little too expressively.

“I know you do, but there are things I need to tell you first…”

“It can wait, make sure you’re packed and ready, now can I please have your address?”

I rambled off my address and then we ended the call. This was not going to be a walk in the park; I could tell by his tone that he was upset, if not upset at least irritated. What surprised me even more was that he simply accepted it. I would have expected him to at least question my intensions, but instead he simply arranged for his driver to collect me. 













Caleb 

 

I stared down at the small piece of paper I scribbled Rae’s address down on; my mind was still spinning like an out of control gear on a lawnmower.  All this time and she never bothered to let me know I had a son.  Expecting her to be married and dealing with my own disappointment was one thing, finding out that I’m a dad was a whole different ball game. It was like throwing me into a tennis game expecting me to know what I’m doing. 

I dragged my fingers through my hair and sank down on the sofa. The why’s and if’s all started to fight a territorial battle in my mind all at once. The overwhelming realization that I was a father was almost too surreal.  

I grabbed my phone again and dialled Damien, he had some serious explaining to do, I would have expected my best friend to at least give me some warning.

“Hey, so I assume you spoke to Rae?” Damien said straight off the bat and it instantly annoyed me. 

“Bro, seriously, you knew that I was a dad and never bothered to tell me?” I ground out as I paced up and down.

“It wasn’t my place to tell you, she’s my sister and besides, it was only a hunch I had all this time, she only admitted it to me when I told you to get in touch with her again.”

The thing with Damien was that he was painfully in control of any situation even at the worst of times. By the tone of his voice he didn’t sound intimidated or upset, he sounded as if he rehearsed this for a public speech to convince people that radioactive waste was safe.

“Bullshit! You knew this all along and if you had told me about this back when we were in the military, I would have tried to at least be supportive of Rae, and I would have had a chance to get to know my own son.” 

“I swear to you, I didn’t know. She never even told our parents you were the father.”

“For fuck sakes man, I have no idea how to raise a son,” I admitted and pinched the bridge of my nose.

“So you’re planning on raising Braden?”

“No, yes, I mean, I have no idea. I’ve sent Samson to go fetch them and bring them to Denver, I honestly have no idea what to expect.”

“A word of advice, they are both fragile, especially Braden so try and stay calm. Things will work themselves out.”

What did he mean by fragile, was Rae in some sort of trouble? 

“Fragile, how?”

“That my friend, you will soon figure out, all I’m asking is that you take the time to listen to Rae,” he said. But I wasn’t so sure if I could be tamed after finding out that the mother of my child had kept him hidden from me as if he was a dirty secret.

“I can’t promise you that, but I’ll try,” I said and then hung up.

There were so many secrets all of a sudden, and I had no idea how to handle it. In my world, it was a matter of black and white. You tackle the player; you steal the ball you score a tri. There were no grey areas, but now I was facing a million shades of grey all at the same time. 













Raedene 

 

Everything just happened so fast, by nine o’clock the next morning a Lexus pulled up in front of the house and good old Samson got out and opened the door for us. Some things never change; I can still remember him being dropped off at college by Samson. Caleb was always the spoiled, rich kid amongst the rest of us. Things did however change drastically after his parents’ divorce, and for some reason I figured that he may have finally descended by force of gravity and tasted real-life after he left for the military. 

“Miss Callaway, it’s lovely to see you again,” Samson greeted me with a friendly smile.

“Hi Samson, it’s been a while hasn’t it?”

“Indeed. And I see your little boy looks just like you,” he commented.

It was true, Braden had my strawberry blonde hair and forest green eyes, but on closer inspection the shape of his mouth and nose was a cloned copy of Caleb’s.  

“Yes he has my eyes, but that’s about it.” Did Samson know that Braden was Caleb’s son? Unsure of what Caleb had confided in his old friend, I omitted to mention the resemblances between the two.

The closer we got to Denver the more nervous I became, so much so that I could feel a hollow form in the pit of my stomach. The last time I was this nervous was when I found out I was pregnant. It was like yesterday when I looked at the two pink lines on the pregnancy test, and now I had no idea how I was going to explain to Caleb why I never told him.  

As we turned into the driveway through the large automated gates I wanted to run.  He really outdid himself this time. The house looked like a glorified bachelor pad with a masterful modern cubed design and large windows. It was nothing short of a glass house apart from the concrete and wood that panelled the sides, definitely not designed for a family or kids. Not that I was actually hoping to rekindle an old flame, frankly there was nothing left to rekindle. 

To make matters worse, Caleb was standing outside on the stairs, legs apart and his arms folded across his chest. Completely transformed, he was much bulkier in his biceps and chest than I remember.  The frown that furrowed between his brows was intimidating and for a moment I contemplated asking Samson to take me back home. If it wasn’t for Braden, I probably would have been gone by now.

Caleb reached the car and opened the door for us and I attempted a casual smile, I could feel the muscles in my cheeks jump uncomfortably and I quickly pursed my lips to relieve the tension. 

“I’m glad you decided to come,” he said without a smile but glanced right past me at Braden who was still fast asleep on the back seat.

You didn’t really give me a choice, I thought to say, but instead I nodded, “It wasn’t too much trouble.”

Samson brought our luggage and came to stand beside me and Caleb’s frown deepened, “Is that all you have with you?” 

What did he expect, it wasn’t as if I was moving in, “Yes, it’s just a weekend bag, it’s enough for a couple of days.”

I saw the muscle jump in his jaw as he clenched his mouth shut, clearly holding back whatever he wanted to say.

“Samson will take your stuff upstairs; will you be okay to carry him or can I take him?” he asked hesitantly. 

“No it’s fine, I’ll take him,” I quickly said and ducked into the car pulling Braden closer and lifting him into my arms. 

“Are you sure? He looks a little heavy.”

“I’m used to it and I don’t want him to wake up in a stranger’s arms,” I said and immediately wished I had a filter. 

The pain that flashed in Caleb’s eyes was evident, and I instantly felt terrible. Although he was technically a stranger to Braden, he was still his dad and it wasn’t exactly his fault that he never had part in his son’s life.

“Actually, my back is hurting a little, so if you don’t mind carrying him that will be great.”

I carefully placed Braden in Caleb’s arms and as his hand brushed my arm I felt that familiar spark that shot through every fibre of my being and from the look in his eyes, he felt it too. I clumsily took a step back and he abruptly turned away and headed into the house.  I waited outside for a few minutes to calm the raging storm inside me. I was halfway up the stairs when my heart stopped, I could have sworn I heard Braden’s voice and as I entered the open plan living room I stopped. Caleb was sitting on a small square bench with Braden next to him looking through a state of the art telescope.  I literally clutched the front of my shirt trying to calm myself down since it felt as if my heart was about to jump out of my chest.

“Now if you turn this knob just a little to the left it increases the focus ratio. Can you see the craters on the moon now?” Caleb asked Braden.

“I can!” Braden said excitedly, “Is there really a man on the moon?” 

“I think there is buddy, but he hides so well. Maybe one day we’ll be able to see him.”

Oh dear god, Braden was having a conversation with Caleb, how was that even possible? Braden hardly spoke to me other than when he needed food, or water.  Tears stung my eyes, I felt like a complete failure as a mother.

“Miss Callaway, can I show you to your room?”

Samson appeared next to me just in time to save me from a completely breakdown. I glanced at Caleb and he nodded, that was my cue. And with a heavy heart and a lump in my throat, I followed Samson.













Caleb 

 

For a moment before Rae arrived I had doubts about Braden. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was really mine, but when I laid eyes on him as Rae placed him in my arms, all the doubt I harboured disappeared. He may have her hair and eyes but he definitely had my features. And now sitting here with him looking at the moon, even if it was broad daylight, it felt as if my heart was about to explode in my chest. He was such a bright little boy regardless of the sadness in his eyes. 

 I spent most of the day catching up with Braden, who told me the strangest story of his mother and sister, but I assumed it was his imagination running away with him so I simply played along. He spoke of them with such conviction that he could make me believe they were real.

Later that evening after he was settled down and was sleeping peacefully, I waited for Rae to join me for dinner. Naturally I had completely forgotten that I had a date with a friend and when the doorbell rang I cursed inwardly and rushed to do damage control.

“Hey handsome, you ready to go?” Joanne said as she sauntered into the house.

“Hey, I’m kind of in the middle of something, I had unexpected guests that arrived a little while ago, can we do this another time?” I asked uncomfortably.

“Oh please, no need to hide your guests from me, we can just stay in and order some dinner.”

She was relentless, and the only reason I kept her company was because she was hot. It was all about the ego if I was honest. 

“It’s a little complicated, but I’ll call you tomorrow and explain everything,” I said modestly, walking her out the door.

“Caleb?” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Shit.

“Oh who’s that?” Joanne asked and peeked over my shoulder.

“No-one,” I said and took her by her arm.

“Caleb, Braden is awake and he’s looking for you…” Rae started and then grew silent. 

“I’ll be right up,” I said as Joanne pushed past me.

Great! Just what I needed, I turned to Rae and stepped aside, “Rae, this is Joanne, Joanne, this is Rae, she’s here with her son for the weekend,” the daggers that shot from Rae’s eyes did not go unnoticed, and I quickly corrected myself, “I mean with our son, so I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

The way Joanne raised her brows was nothing but arrogant and to top it off, she looked Rae up and down as if she was something that the cat dragged in. I’m not going to lie, but Joanne lacked the humble-factor.  And right now, I just needed her gone. 

By comparison Rae was everything Joanne wasn’t. She was beautiful in a natural kind of way, she didn’t plaster her face with makeup thick enough to scrape off with a spatula, and she was naturally shaped, unlike the overly thin women that hang out in the locker rooms waiting to bait the unsuspecting sport stars with their glamor and haughty attitudes. My chest tightened when Rae disappeared around the corner, but at the same time relief flooded me when Joanne spun around on her heels and stormed down the stairs back to her car. At least that settled it, I only had one woman to contend with at this point, and Joanne was hardly intimidating. In no time, she would be moving on to her next victim like a praying mantis and I’ll be nothing but a memory.

I found Rae outside at the pool when I finally conjured up the courage to talk to her. 

“You didn’t have to walk away, Joanne was leaving anyway,” I said as I came to sit on the lounger next to her.

“It’s none of my business, you can entertain whoever you want, it’s your house,” she said laying back and closing her eyes.

“I know that,” I said trying not to let my irritation surface, “But if you haven’t noticed, I just found out I am a father; it’s a lot of information to process, so I didn’t feel like other company. Why after all these years did you only contact me now?”

She draped her arm over her eyes and sighed, “When you left to join the military I didn’t expect to see you again, I waited for a letter or a phone call every day, and when you didn’t contact me I closed that chapter of my life,”

Perhaps I could have made some effort, but still there was no excuse for her to keep the pregnancy from me, “I know I could have written but I was dealing with a lot of shit, you know that.”

“I do, and I was also dealing with a lot. I found out I was pregnant, Damien had no idea where you were stationed, and I had no way of contacting you. Time went by too quickly to figure out how to find you.”

“So why now?” She sat up and looked at me; her eyes were glistening with tears. 

“Braden is a troubled child. Damien and the psychologist suggested I contact you since it may help him get better,” she started to say and I felt the sting of disappointment linger at the realization that if circumstances were any different, I would still be oblivious to my own son’s existence. But Damien’s words to me reminded me to listen to her and instead of voicing my own opinion I rubbed my forehead and gave her time to continue.

She told me all about Braden and his past life regression, which explained the stories he told me. It was a strange one to say the least, how on earth was I going to help him with all that. She rambled on, finally telling me that the psychologist suggested that she introduces Braden to me since he lacks the much-needed father figure in his life.

“So let me get this straight, if he was normal, you would never have contacted me?” 

“This is not about us Caleb, it’s about our son, he needs help, and the psychologist suggested I find you. We parted ways on bad terms a long time ago; surely you didn’t expect me to just fall over my feet to find you?”

“No I didn’t but I reckon a child is a pretty big thing,” I objected.

“You think I don’t know that?  Love is a sham, you said, it’s something I can live without, you said, I never want kids, you said. Pray-tell what did you expect me to do with all that?”

I stood up and cracked my knuckles, how dare she hold that against me. I was bloody pissed that day when my dad decided to leave my mom for someone only five years older than me. Those words were said in anger.

“People say things in anger when they are hurt. You can’t be that ignorant that you would think I really meant what I said,” I said raising my voice just a fraction.

“Your silence spoke volumes, thank you very much,” she retorted and stood up shoving me out of the way, but as she stepped, she lost her footing and tumbled into the pool.

I didn’t think twice before I too jumped in, clothes and all. Instinctively I gathered her in my arms; knowing she had a phobia for water ever since her near drowning incident when she was only six. But instead of accepting my help she pushed at my chest and swam to the corner of the pool.

“I’m not an invalid, I can swim,” she spluttered and held unto the edge of the pool.

“Since when? The last time I recalled you hated water,” I said and swam towards her.

“I got over all that.”

I couldn’t help but find her little outburst adorable, and despite everything that had happened, I wanted her, right here right now. Not even the cold water in the pool could constrict the blood flow down south. 

I slipped my arm around her waist turning her to face me. Her green eyes were wide and although uncertainty lingered behind the windows of her soul I could see that somewhere in that chaos was the affection I used to see when we were young and in love. Although I had no intentions of settling down soon, the fact remained, I still wanted her and as I dropped my head and captured her lips I let out an audible groan. To my disappointment it was short lived. At first she didn’t protest, she opened her lips and our tongues swept over each other’s but in a split second she pulled away and hastily lifted herself out of the pool and fled into the house, leaving a nothing but a watery trail behind her.

 Maybe it was for the best; attempting anything more would just complicate matters. I had a comfortable life, a big enough bank balance to support her and Braden for the rest of their lives. 

“Keep it simple,” I said to myself before lifting myself out of the pool.













Raedene

 

I was a complete mess after that kiss a few days ago. Especially knowing that it would have been so easy to give in to Caleb, but I just couldn’t. I may have known him years ago, but so much time had passed from then to now. And although I may not have paid attention to the sport headlines it soon dawned on me that he was somewhat of a rugby celebrity and that was just a little too overwhelming. Having long overstayed my welcome according to me, myself and I, I was desperate to get back home, but Caleb was making it practically impossible for me to budge. He spent nearly every day with Braden and watching my son blossom like a real four-year-old was worth the torture I had to endure. Okay fine, it wasn’t exactly torture, it was worse. It was self-inflicted stupidity. I pussy footed around Caleb all the time, sometimes sneaking around like a mouse in a cattery, expecting to be pounced on any moment.  All things considered, one thing was certain, we were not leaving any time soon and since we might as well get comfortable I was going to have to make a trip to town and stock up on clothes and other necessities. 

I quickly tied my hair in an untidy bun and made my way downstairs to find Samson. As I reached the bottom of the staircase, the doorbell rang, it was just past eight o’clock in the morning and curiosity got the better of me, especially when Caleb came stalking past me, so I quickly snuck into the kitchen and stood listening.

“What do you want?” Caleb said sounding irritated, which was nothing out of the ordinary, but when the visitor spoke I froze.

“Mr Hayes, is it true that you have an illegitimate child that you only found out about now?” 

“It’s none of your business,” I heard him say in threatening tone.

“Will you be claiming custody of your son?”

There were a few clicking sounds that undoubtedly belonged to a camera. How on earth did they know about Braden? Joanne – brilliant, just brilliant, she was a real piece of work.

“I said, it’s none of your business, get out before I have you forcibly removed.”

“Will you be marrying Miss Callaway?” 

“I said get the hell out of here, Miss Callaway and her son has nothing to do with you!” he shouted and this time I heard the door bang shut – Miss Callaway and her son – he didn’t even acknowledge Braden as his. As I turned around Braden was standing behind me rubbing his eyes.

“Rae I’m thirsty,” he said in a croaky voice, and as usual calling me by my first name, but I was so used to it that it hardly bothered me anymore. I simply picked him up in my arms and lifted him unto the kitchen counter. 

“Come here sweetheart; let me get you some water, what do you say we go out and get some ice cream later?” I said and gave him a glass of water.  I had to get out of here, get some distance between Caleb and I, and I needed to clear my head. 

“Is Uncle Caleb going too?” he asked.

“I think he’s a little busy today, we won’t be out long,” I said and took the cup from him.

“I want him to go with,” Braden insisted with a pouty lip.

“Not today,” I said which only aggravated the situation. 

Braden started kicking his legs and wailing about wanting Caleb to go with and nothing I did or say could calm him down.  I was about to storm out of the kitchen when Caleb appeared next to me. 

“Did I hear ice cream?” he asked and just like that Braden calmed down.

Oh my god, I hate you!  “I wanted to take Braden out for ice cream and let you have some time to yourself,” I said blankly turning my back to them.

“Why don’t I order pizza and ice cream and we can stay here,” he suggested instead and I instantly had my back up.

“So you can hide us from the vultures?”  I bit out coldly.

“Rae…”

“Don’t you Rae me! You couldn’t even admit that Braden was...” I started but bit back my words. I couldn’t very well drop the bomb on Braden that Caleb was his dad, “Forget it, order pizza. I have things to go do, so if you could watch Braden for the morning that would be great.”

I kissed Braden on his forehead and smiled at him, “Caleb will spend the morning with you, mommy has to go and do a few things.”

Braden’s eyes lit up and my heart sank. He really loved spending time with Caleb; I just wish he would open up to me like he did to his dad. 

I didn’t even look at Caleb, I simply walked out to find Samson and see if he could take me to town, I was in desperate need of good old fashioned retail therapy. 

 













Raedene 

 

I stayed out most of the day, and only returned much later that afternoon when the sun was already setting. Throughout the day I kept checking my phone for a message from Caleb, but it never came. I knew that he would have called if things were getting too much and as much as it killed me I had to force myself not to run home and cuddle Braden. I had to simply let the two of them bond. When I got back to the house, both Caleb and Braden were asleep on a bed of pillows in front of the TV, pizza boxes scattered on the floor and game controls haphazardly lying next to them.

I gathered the pizza boxes and quietly went through to the kitchen. Caleb connected with Braden unlike anyone else, for the first time my son was doing things other boys his age did, instead of sitting in the corner of his room reminiscing about his imaginary family. If I had to take this away from him he would be devastated. But staying here would do my heart an injustice. I may still have feelings for Caleb, but I highly doubted he felt the same. He never even bothered to talk to me after our failed kiss, much less acknowledge his son to the reporter that showed up earlier this morning.

“Did you enjoy your day out?” Caleb suddenly said behind me and as I spun around I almost smashed both pizza boxes into him, but before that could happen I clutched them in my arms and crushed them against my chest. I could feel the left-over mozzarella cheese and toppings plaster against my new top.

“Oh my god, are you deliberately trying to scare me to death?” I cried out and dropped both boxes on the counter grabbing the paper towels.

Caleb didn’t even flinch, he just looked at me with this dead pan expression on his face, and my insides twisted.

“I’m sorry, I thought you heard me come in,” he said and tossed me a dish rag, “So did you have fun shopping?”

“It was pleasant, how was Braden,” I asked quickly changing the subject.

“He was fine.”

There was clearly something on Caleb’s mind, he didn’t quite sound like himself, and I felt an uncomfortable shiver run down my spine. 

“I’m glad you spent some alone time with him,” I said and turned my back on him to escape his scolding gaze.

“Why did you come here exactly?” 

Well that was a little out of the blue, I’m sure I told him why I was here, “I told you why I am here, and the psychologist suggested it.”

“Yeah I know what the psychologist suggested, but I want to know what you are doing here.”

He took a step closer and I retreated, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, the only thing that is of any significance is getting Braden better.”

“There’s nothing wrong with him, he has a great imagination, and he’s just misunderstood.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I blurted out, how did he dare suggest that I misunderstood my own son.

“What I meant to say is, you need to embrace all of him, that includes his other family too,” he said calmly.

“Did you speak to the psychologist?” I asked fumingly.

“No, I did not, but I wasn’t that much different from him, so I know exactly what he’s going through. When I was a toddler I always thought I was adopted, it was like that until I was about seven years old.”

That bowled me over. Caleb also had an imaginary family. Suddenly the whole concept of Lamarckism made perfect sense. I had no idea what to say to that, I simply stared at him.

“Braden needs both of us to help him through and get him to realize that we are just as important as his other family. The reason he pushes you away is because he is scared of losing his mother again,” Caleb said and walked to the fridge to take out a bottle of water. 

I never thought of it that way and the realization of what my little boy must be going through swept over me like a flood.  He looked at me for a moment and then turned to leave, “Don’t ever walk away from him again,” and then he headed for the living room.













Caleb 

 

“I learned from the best,” Rae said with such loathing, the devil himself would cringe. Instead of defending herself, she was quick to hand out punches and this game was starting to get really old.

I stopped in my tracks, turned and looked pointedly at her, “I left because it was my duty to go and defend my country, I didn’t just leave because I wanted to.”

I knew that was a blatant lie, I left because of my own selfish reasons, and as much as I tried to convince myself otherwise, I knew the truth.

“And I left because it was my duty to go do my hair,” she bit out sarcastically. 

God but she was beautiful when she was angry. Her green eyes grew a shade darker as if a storm cloud had descended overhead, and that expression alone should be terrifying, but to me it was a challenge. If I could break through that storm and survive to tell the tale I can challenge any storm that ever crossed my path.  

With determination, I crossed the distance between us and cupped her face, green lightning bolts cascaded in her eyes like a thunderstorm on Jupiter. I slid one hand around the back of her neck and crushed my lips against hers. Half expecting her to shove me away, I was relieved to feel her fingers dig into my biceps as she clung to me; she wasn’t fighting me this time.  Her lips parted and I delved into the confines of her mouth, and her tongue met mine like a perfect dance partner. I dragged her body flush against mine and I felt her soft breasts press against my chest. My body was on fire and rigid in every sense of the word. The pent-up desire I have tried to ignore since she waltzed into my life again was reaching breaking point. I tilted her back and slid my one hand up to cup her left breast as I trailed my lips down the side of her neck to her shoulder.

“Caleb,” I heard her whisper my name.

“Rae,” I countered.

“Caleb,” damn I loved the sound of her hushed voice and the way my name rolled off her lips.

“Caleb,” she said a little louder this time and shoved lightly against me, but before I could lose all hope, she pointed at Braden.

“Damn, it’s taking some time getting used to a little person in the house,” I said and then grabbed her hand and led her to the nearest isolated spot in the house – the pantry.

By the time I had her cornered between the canned food and condiments she was already fumbling clumsily with the drawstring of my sweats, and I was not far behind. The simple cotton dress she wore was no deterrent for me and I quickly shoved her panties down her long legs and I lifted her up against one of the shelves. 

“You know this is never going to work,” she said as she wrapped her legs around my waist.

“You’re right, this damn pantry is too small, but right now it will have to do,” I said huskily.

I knew she wasn’t referring to the confined space of the pantry, but I chose to ignore the obvious. I spun around and knocked the potatoes off the crate that stood in the corner of the pantry and sat down with her straddling my lap and she slowly lowered herself unto my rock-hard length. And as I buried myself deep into her I felt her body tighten around me. With one hand splayed across her back, I dipped my head down and tugged on her hardened nipple through her dress. 

“You feel so good,” I whispered as I dragged my lips up to hers.

“Shh,” she said as she held unto my shoulders and slowly started to rock her hips back and forth. Her eyes fell closed and her lips parted while the rapid bursts of her breath fanned my face. She put a spell on me, of that much I was certain, but it was one I would welcome any day. With each deliberate stroke, she bit her lip in an attempt to stifle a moan.  I tried my utmost not to vocalize just how I felt this very moment, which was near impossible.

Each time her hips rose I gasped for a breath and each time they fell taking my length deep into her velvet centre I groaned. She too started panting breathlessly and the erratic movements of her hips were bringing me closer and closer to my own release. I could hardly stand it anymore, I bucked my hips upwards, rougher and harder and she met me each time. And when she bent forward and buried her face in my neck she cried out and clung to me as her body shook in my embrace. That was all I needed, every muscle in my body drew taught and with one last thrust I buried myself deep inside her, filling her with my own essence, and in the confines of the pantry it was only the two of us, and nothing else mattered. 

As our frantic heart beats slowed down I held her close against me, burying my face in the crook of her neck inhaling her scent.

“This is never going to work Caleb,” she said as she stood up to fix her dress.

A few days ago, that was exactly what I thought – this would never work – but now I wasn’t so sure if it was just stupidity talking. I stood and pulled her into my arms and cradled her neck pressing my lips against her hair. I couldn’t agree or disagree, this was already far more complex than I anticipated.













Raedene 

 

I stood in the kitchen looking out the window and watched Caleb and Braden flying a kite and my heart skipped a beat, what if this was exactly what Braden needed? He’s been so caught up in this past life of his that he had missed out on being a real kid. Even though Damien tried to fill a dad’s shoes in most parts of Braden’s life, it was nothing like this. Braden was practically beside himself every time he got to spend time with Caleb. 

Just as I turned to get back to making lunch, I spotted a suspicious character at the front gate pointing a camera at Caleb and Braden. 

“Samson!” I called before storming out of the kitchen armed with a spatula. 

If those reporters were back at it, I was going to give them a piece of my mind. They had no right to spy on us or take photos without our consent and I didn’t give a hoot as to whether or not it was part and parcel of Caleb’s claim to celebrity status. That was my son out there and I was not going to allow them to hurt him in any way.

“Samson!” I called again as I marched down the driveway towards the gate. Samson quickly fell into step beside me trying to keep up at his old age, but he too must have seen the person at the gate.

“Those vultures have no common decency; they always hover around here trying to find the next best gossip scoop for the tabloids,” he said as we hurried to the gate.

The stranger saw us approaching and he hurried to take a few more shots before he scurried away. By the time we reached the gate, all we saw was a car speeding off.

“What’s going on?” Caleb asked as he came to stand beside us, with Braden sitting on his hip.

“I saw a man taking photos of you,” I said through gritted teeth, I knew better not to start throwing accusations around in front of Braden, “I wanted to find out what he wanted.”

“I’ll handle it, they come around every now and again before a big game to get an inside scoop, so I’m sure it was harmless.”

“Harmless. Right,” I said and stalked off towards the house.

How could he be so indifferent about this? Just the other day a reporter came asking about his son, and now this? I simply refused to expose Braden to these vultures, and if Caleb could not consider our privacy then I would have no option but to take Braden back home.

“Rae, wait!” Caleb called after me but I refused to stop.

“Rae! Hold up, can we just talk?” he said again and this time I spun around.

“Talking is just not good enough Caleb, I can’t have these journalists poking around in my life, much less Braden’s. Things are complicated as it is,” I said folding my arms.

“I know, but unfortunately it comes with the territory, and it’s not something that will just go away. They have a scoop and they will do what they can to find out what’s going on, I can’t change what or who I am,” he said and leaned against the pillar on the wrap around veranda.

He was right, as much as I hated it; I was the one that walked into his life, not the other way around. Just because he was Braden’s father didn’t give me the right to make any demands. The fact remained, he was a sports star, and I was the unpopular nobody who had his child, his child. Talk about being the insignificant other, it was nothing short of pathetic, not to mention disastrous.

“I know, I just don’t like it, and if it wasn’t for that Joanne woman, they wouldn’t have had a story in the first place. She feels jilted that you stood her. You should have just gone out with her. I really don’t know why you bothered with me in the first place”

Caleb pushed away from the pillar and stood with his hands on his hips, “There’s no proof that it was Joanne who told them anything.”

“See? You even try to defend her, when the truth is staring you right in the face, unbelievable!” I spat out and then spun around and stormed into the house.

Before I knew it, Caleb had me by the arm, “I merely meant that we can’t go around accusing people by mere assumption, I’ll have a talk to her and find out what’s going on okay?”

I tugged my arm free, “Well I’m telling you she is behind all of this, and if you think for one moment I’m going to be target practice for a scorned ex, you’re wrong. Braden and I will be leaving first thing in the morning.”

“No you won’t,” he said blankly, “Our son needs a father, and if you’re too blind to see that, then you’re pretty selfish. You’ve spent every moment of that child’s life cooping him up and protecting him in this bubble of imperfection that he never had a chance to experience what it is to be a four-year-old boy!”

Blinded by rage I slapped him so hard my hand stung right into my wrist. How dare he blame me for Braden’s lack of childhood experiences? 

“You’re a real jackass,” I said furiously before I hurried up the stairs to my room. I couldn’t allow him to see my tears.

 













Caleb 

 

I had more than enough time to think things over after our little fallout the night before, and instead of running after a raging female who could do some serious damage with that left-hand swing of hers, I left her to calm down.

In my defence I wasn’t trying to protect Joanne. In fact, she was the last thing on my mind, I was just trying to contain a bad situation by playing this whole journalist thing down to me being a sports star. But if I had to be honest with myself, it was more than likely Joanne’s doing and whatever her angle was for pulling such a stunt, I was not planning on letting it slide, but that was the least of my problems. I needed to reassure Rae that she belonged here and that Braden needed me.

“Has the baby sitter arrived yet?” I asked Samson as I entered the kitchen just after dawn.

“She’s on her way sir,” he said with a smile on his face.

“Good, when she gets here, just show her where everything is.”

“Of course.”

Although Samson was my butler, he was more like a father to me than my own dad had ever been and I knew that he had always liked Rae, he never made it a secret. I remember how he went out of his way to make sure he always offered Rae a ride when he picked me up from college just so that he could push us towards each other. The day I decided to leave, he was the one who told me I was making a mistake. My dad was caught up with his new girlfriend, while my mom spent days drinking herself into a stupor over his betrayal. Thinking back now, I should have listened to Samson when he told me ‘she’s the kind of girl who deserves more than one second chance’. I never quite understood what he meant by that at the time, but now it was slowly starting to make sense.

Fine, so she never tried to reach me when she found out she was pregnant, but that’s no reason to keep the noose around her neck. She was scared and alone, I was gone and she deserved a second chance as much as I did.

“Shall I take Miss Rae’s tea up to her room?” Samson asked, drawing me out of my train of thought.

“No, I’ll take it up; you tend to Maria when she arrives.”

On my way to Rae’s room I stopped at Braden’s room, he was talking to himself again and I couldn’t help but smile. He reminded me so much of myself; I had no doubt that he was going to grow up to be just fine. I could only hope that I would get to be part of it all. My heart ached just thinking of losing him.

I continued to Rae’s room and knocked lightly on the door and waited, when there was no answer I entered expecting to find her sleeping, but instead I heard her in the bathroom. Should I leave the tea and come back later or wait for her to come out of the bathroom? I wondered. The latter option was more than just tempting and images of her wrapped only in a towel flooded my mind. I was about to leave when the door opened and as if I had telepathic powers, she exited with nothing but a towel around her.

“Oh! I-I, what are you doing here?” she asked and hugged her arms around her.

I was rendered speechless for a moment as she stood before me. Her skin was flushed and her wet hair clung to her cheeks and shoulders. As much as I wanted to take her there and then I had to control myself. 

“Peace offering,” I said clearing my throat. “I’ve brought you some tea.”

“Thank you,” she said and shifted her weight awkwardly; “You can just leave it on the dresser.”

Pull yourself together man, I reprimanded myself and walked to the door, “Dress comfortably and meet me downstairs,” I said and without waiting for her answer I left the room.

A short while later Rae came down the stairs dressed in skin tight jeans and knee high boots with a black vest that accentuated her curves. Naturally all my blood ran south and I had no choice but to force thoughts of pink bunnies and fluffy coyotes to ease the tension that rose up inside of me. If she had the slightest idea how she tempted me, she would have run away when she had the chance.

A pale young girl accompanied by Samson stepped out of the kitchen and shifted her glasses up her nose.

“Rae, this is Maria, she’s going to be babysitting Braden today,” I said and stepped aside.

“Hello Miss Callaway, I’m so pleased to meet you and I can assure you that Braden is in great hands,” Maria said reassuringly.

Rae’s jaw dropped as she looked at Maria, then at me, and back at Maria, “I’m sorry Maria, I think there was a slight misunderstanding, we won’t need your services.” 

“Of course we do.” I placed my hand on Rae’s shoulder and forced a smile.

“No we don’t,” she bit out and shrugged away from me.

“Just work with me here, okay?” I turned and looked at Maria, “Can you give us a moment?

“Of course, I’ll go tend to Braden.” 

“Why the hell would you make these decisions without consulting me?” Rae said the moment Maria was out of sight.

“I’ve arranged a baby sitter so that I can take you out for a bit, you need it,” I took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.

“She’s a complete stranger and I don’t need to go out, I just need to be with Braden.”

“She has good references, the agency reassured me she can be trusted and Samson is also here to keep an eye on everything.”

Rae turned out of my grasp and walked to the doorway then spun around and whispered under her breath, “How do you know she’s not an undercover journalist?” 

I threw my head back and laughed shaking my head, “You watch far too many CSI episodes, she’s not a journalist, she is only sixteen and trying to save for college. I promise you she will not jeopardize her income.  My managers’ wife runs an Au Pair company and she owed me a favour, Maria is one of the best on her payroll and she can be trusted.”

She scrunched her nose up and then bit her thumb, “I just don’t think it’s wise to leave him with a complete stranger, you know how he gets.”

I looked over her shoulder at Maria sitting with Braden on the floor. Braden was a little tentative and had distanced himself from Maria, but he was also not shying away from her completely. In fact, he had shoved some of his Legos over to her. 

“Rae, he’s a little boy with a great imagination, he’ll be safe and sound here with Maria and Samson and I think the more he is exposed to other people the better it is for him.” 

 “What, so now you’re a specialist in the field of what he needs, while you weren’t around half of his life?” she bit out and the moment she did her hand flew to her mouth and I knew she did not mean to say what she said.

I clenched my jaw and pinched the bridge of my nose. Now was not the time to throw stones and instead of reacting to her allegations, I reached for the helmet on the table and held it out to her along with a leather jacket that conveniently popped up out of no-where. I could only guess it was one of the cheer leaders’ jackets that got abandoned after one of the many parties I’ve hosted at my house, but Rae didn’t have to know that.

“I’m not taking no for an answer,” I simply stated and then walked out the door. 

Part of me expected the helmet to fly out the door and hit me against the back of my head, but it never did. Instead Rae stepped out of the house dressed in the leather jacket with the helmet in her hand.

“Caleb, I’m sorry,” she said as she shuffled closer, “that was uncalled for, it’s just that I have never left Braden on his own with a complete stranger, and I get nervous.”

I got that she was trying to protect him, but I also knew she was going about it the wrong way, “I know you are worried, I just think it’s time you give him a chance to spread his wings,” I reached up to trace a single finger along the angular line of her jaw, “When it comes to raising kids, I’m the last one to give advice, but I know myself and I promise you if I had a mother that cooped me up like a porcelain doll, I would also pretend I had another family.”

That made her laugh, “I’m not that bad.”

“Wanna bet?” I grinned and tugged her earlobe playfully and the way her eyes fluttered closed as she inclined her head into my touch nearly made me change my mind and take her back inside and to my bed instead, she was simply irresistible. 













Raedene

 

The moment we hit the open road and Caleb opened the throttle I felt the adrenalin rush through me and the tension from moments earlier eased away. He was right, I have been cooping Braden up far too much, but in my defence all mothers tend to do that with the first born, or so I read. I forced my insecurities about the baby sitter and leaving Braden with a stranger aside, and decided to just enjoy the moment. 

Being on the back of a bike with my chest pressed against Caleb’s back brought back memories. When we were younger he always used to give me a ride on his bike whenever he rode it, we were wild and free back then. The golden couple that everyone always thought would end up together. 

The day was perfect, the wind was cool but not cold, and the leather jacket he gave me was enough to shield me from the cool breeze as it whipped past us. We rode for what seemed like a few minutes when Caleb took a left into Denver itself. I couldn’t help but contain my own excitement not knowing what he had planned. It felt like Deja vu, the scents and smells that filled my senses reminded me of so many things, things I had forgotten over the years, and now being here with him, the memories all started flooding back. 

We finally pulled up outside a steakhouse called Mickey’s. Caleb got off the bike and then helped me to take the helmet off.

“I see your hair didn’t suffer any damage,” he said smiling.

I laughed and shook my hair, “Cocooned like that, I highly doubt a typhoon would touch my hair.”

He chuckled, and handed me my helmet “Hang on to yours, you hungry?” 

I took a deep breath and as the smell of food assaulted my senses, my stomach rumbled, “Does that answer your question?”

“Sure does.” 

He laced his fingers with mine and led me to the entrance, other than the waiters and the odd patron the place was empty. I glanced around at the interior; it was a homely place that indicated the owner insisted on a personal touch. On the far wall, next to the bar was a bunch of framed photographs, all sports related and among them, rugby photos. I spotted one in particular. It was Caleb flying through the air with arms stretched out and a ball in his hands.

“Is that you scoring a tri?” I asked curiously.

“Yes ma’am, that’s our golden boy,” it was an elderly man who spoke next to me, “Caleb here is a real sports hero; he makes us proud every time he gets on the field.”

“Morgan buddy,” Caleb said and let go of my hand, then clasped hands with Morgan and bumped shoulders, “You shouldn’t be exaggerating like that, it’s a team sport.” 

“Oh that’s no exaggeration, that tri won us the game, and so did many others,” Morgan said.

I felt like the odd one out between the two men as they chatted about ruby, it was as if I didn’t exist. I slid away awkwardly to look at the other pictures that lined the walls leaving the two of them to catch up. I couldn’t believe how I never noticed that Caleb was famous, he was really a celebrity in these parts and probably the country and there I was, completely oblivious to what was going on in the world of sports. I used to be a fan when I was in college but only because I was trying to impress him, but after that I hardly watched sports, much less read the sports section in the newspapers. I blamed Damien too, if he knew all along that Caleb was Braden’s father he should have kept me in the loop, surely he knew all along where Caleb found himself and how popular he had become. 

“Miss Callaway?” A young man spoke next to me.

“Yes?” I turned to look at him.

“My name is Justin, I’m from the Daily News, and I was wondering if you would mind answering a few questions?”

“Listen here…” I started but before I could finish my sentence, Morgan had the man by the scruff dragging him to the door.

“They just won’t let it go,” Caleb said as he came to stand next to me, “I’m sorry Rae.”

“It’s okay, I suppose it comes with the territory,” I looked towards the door where Morgan still stood with his arms crossed over his chest, “Looks like you have your personal body guard at least.”

“Ah, this is the only place I can eat in peace without reporters harassing me.” He slid his hand under my elbow and led me to one of the tables in the far corner away from the window.

“It’s a nice place, very cosy.” 

“It is, Morgan prides himself in making sure this place stays a family establishment where everyone can have a decent meal away from home.”

“A family restaurant, so why do you come here?” the words slipped out before I could stop them, but Caleb just smiled.

“Great food, it beats the best steakhouses in town.”

“Fair enough.”

I slipped into the seat opposite Caleb and glanced at the menu, printed on the placemat. 

“It’s still early, so if you want something light I won’t hold it against you, but I’m starving,” he said grinning.

“It’s just after ten in the morning, so I’ll stick to a breakfast,” I said pointing to the Country Breakfast. “Eggs, bacon and toast with a side of fries, that’s all I will be able to eat.” 

Caleb opted for a rump steak and by the time the waitress took our order Morgan had already sent some coffee over. 

I kept looking towards the door, nervous that another reporter might try and sneak in, but Caleb didn’t seem too deterred.

“So, when last have you been out and about to have some fun?” 

“Plenty,” I lied.

“Come on Rae, you’re lying to me.”

“No I’m not,” I smiled and tore of the tip of the sugar sachet and poured the sugar into my coffee, “I’m not a recluse, I just don’t- I don’t spend my nights partying anymore.”

“I wasn’t talking about partying; I was talking about dating or just hanging out with friends. Surely you have dated since Braden was born?”

Caleb was fishing for information, trying to stir the water and see what secrets lay below the surface. 

“I tried once, it was a complete failure. He turned out to be gay.”

“He was gay?” Caleb said laughing, “You must have been one hell of a date to send him running in the other direction.”

I reached over the table and slapped his shoulder, “That was not my doing. He was a closet case, didn’t want anyone to know and I was his alibi.”

“So what happened?”

“Well,” I giggled, “We went ice skating one night, and he had disappeared at some point in the evening so I went looking for him. Let’s just say, I found him in a very compromising position with another guy and that was the end of it.”

Caleb roared with laughter and sat back crossing his arms over his chest, “I would have loved to be a fly on the wall.”

“How about you?” I asked tentatively, “How many women have you dated?”

He shifted in his chair and looked everywhere accept at me. 

“Come on, I told you about my experience, now it’s your turn.”

“I won’t say I’ve dated anyone steadily for some time, being on the team, I’m always busy at practice or playing the game.”

“Liar, what about Joanne, she seemed like she had a different idea.”

He scratched his head and then dragged his hand down the back of his neck, “She’s one of the cheer leaders, and they are all like rabid dogs trying to get their teeth into us. It’s quite shocking, but convenient if you want no strings attached.”

“Woah, referring to women as dogs is derogatory. That’s not nice,” I laughed.

“You know what I mean; to them it’s all about fame, which player they are latched on to and how much publicity they get being on a sports star’s arm.”

“So you never went on dates, dinner, dance, sex?” 

Oh my god, I did not just ask him the sex question, that was a little too direct but it literally slipped out.

“Dinner yes, dance no, sex yes,” he said as he tapped his fingers on the table, “I’m a hot-blooded male; sex is something that comes naturally.”

I felt my cheeks grow hot and I averted my eyes, “That’s true I suppose.”

Caleb’s hand cupped mine unexpectedly and I looked up to meet his eyes.

“Sex is not making love, there is a distinct difference,” he said as if to justify his response.

“It’s in the same category as the birds and the bees lesson Caleb,” I joked and tried to pull my hand free but he held on.

 “It is but it’s different, men are animals, I’m not going to beat around the bush with you. We only have enough blood to operate one head at a time, and sometimes it’s not even enough to feed our hearts.”

I rolled my eyes and forced a smile, “Why are you trying to defend yourself? It’s not as if I was going to hold it against you, it’s been over five years and what you did with your free time has nothing to do with me.”

Caleb let go of my hand and sat back as the waitress came with our orders. Suddenly I didn’t feel as hungry as I did earlier, in fact the hollow feeling of regret that filled my insides was enough to keep me away from food for the rest of the day.

“I regret leaving you,” he said once the waitress was gone.

“Well shit happens, and you had a lot going on.”

“Rae, look at me,” he said and reached for both my hands stilling them, “I was confused, I’m not going to lie, and I was angry, but I should never have taken it out on you.”

I smiled at him then, “Are you here to have breakfast or seek absolution for your sins? It was a long time ago and we both moved on with life.”

He looked at me with an intensity that took my breath away, and before I could say a word he pushed himself up and reached over the table sliding his hand behind my head, then crushed his lips against mine. I could taste the coffee on his tongue and his scent flooded my nostrils and I was lost, his kiss suddenly felt like a whispered promise, one I wanted to believe with all my heart. 

When he finally pulled away, he looked deeply into my eyes and it was as if everything around us had faded to black. 

“It was always you,” he said and then slowly sat back down and casually took a sip of his coffee. 

We ate our food in silence but there was no denying the sexual tension that was building between us. My mind was a muddled mess and all I could think of was how intense that kiss was. It was as if it drilled down into my soul to arrest my heart. 













Caleb

 

That kiss was the defining moment when I realized that I was still very much in love with Rae. Regardless of the past, and how my own parents’ marriage ruined my outlook on the happily-ever-after aspect. No two people could be more entwined than us at this very point in time. We spent the rest of the morning walking the streets of Denver enjoying each other’s company, I kept checking with Samson to make sure Braden was fine just so I could put Rae’s mind at ease. After sightseeing, I had one more stop to make before we headed home.

“Can you bear to be in my company a little while longer?” 

“Depends on what it all entails,” Rae said and put the helmet on.

“You will like it, I promise.”

“We’ll see.”

I revved the engine and set off, I liked how Rae’s arms felt around me when she clung to me and I was tempted to speed up a bit, but then the thought did cross my mind that she might squeeze the air from my lungs and we’ll end up in the nearest ditch.

A few minutes later I pulled into the parking lot of the Botanical Gardens and again helped Rae off the bike. This time we left the helmets on the bike and made our way through the large gates. It was late noon and the sun had already started to set, there were only a few other couples around, so I picked one of the benches near the willow trees and water pond that looked like a deck of lilies. With the sun already disappearing, so did the star white flowers, but the fragrance still hung heavily in the air.  

“This place is breath taking,” Rae said as she sat down on the bench.

“It really is, I don’t think it gets nearly enough credit, the locals don’t always appreciate the beauty of this place.”

“Wasn’t this where one of those corpse flowers bloomed recently?” she asked curiously.

I was impressed, very few people were aware of the sudden anomaly that hit the US by storm after multiple corpse flowers bloomed around the same time, “Yeah it’s in one of the pavilions, but it’s not blooming anymore. I was on tour when it happened otherwise I would have been here to watch it bloom.”

“I would have loved to see it, better luck next time,” she said smiling.

“I’ll make sure you see the next bloom.”

She was sitting up with her back straight and her hands planted on her knees. From her casual demeanour earlier, she almost came across as nervous now.

“Are you okay?” 

“Of course I am, why do you ask?”

“You just seem, I don’t know, tense.”

“I just, I’ve never been away from Braden this long, and its already starting to get dark.”

I moved closer to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, then took her hand in mine and pressed my lips against her finger tips, “Braden is fine, I’ve been checking with Samson every hour.”

She sighed, “I know, I’m being silly.”

At that opportune moment, the entire place lit up in a display of beautiful colours that transformed the gardens into something more like a magical fairy garden, and that was all it took to draw Rae’s attention.

“Oh my god, this is absolutely breath taking,” she stood up and turned around, “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

I smiled and came to stand next to her near the pond, “They do this every evening, it’s like a tradition, it’s even more beautiful in winter, and then it’s more like Whoville at Christmas.”

Rae suddenly giggled and I couldn’t help but laugh, “You remember when we watched the Grinch? That movie was sooo funny, I want Braden to watch it this Christmas.”

I chuckled, “We will have to make sure he watches Horton Hears a Who first, he’s going to need to know where the Who’s come from.”

Yep, I just said ‘we’, and by the way Rae’s mouth fell open and her eyes met mine, I knew that she read between the lines, and suddenly there it was, that sexual tension I have been trying to ignore since the kiss at Mickey’s, but now here in this magical place the lights and all the colours served as the fireworks one can expect when you look at a beautiful woman and realize she’s feeling exactly the same.

I stepped in, and so did she; my heart thumped with hope at her approach. I wrapped my arms around her waist and she gripped the front of my shirt and our lips met midway. Her breath mixed with mine and filled my lungs and I let out an audible groan, how I wish we were completely alone. I slid my hands down and pulled her more firmly against me, wanting not to scare her, but show her exactly what she did to me. Instead of pulling away she leaned harder against me. As she slid one hand up and around my neck her other hand found the hem of my shirt and slipped under it. The moment her cool fingers touched my skin, I knew I was damned. 

“Rae…” I whispered as I pulled away from the kiss, cupping her face, “Baby if we don’t stop now, the trees and the flowers are going to have a lot more to talk about than bees.”

She tucked her teeth into her bottom lip and smiled mischievously up at me, then slid her hand further under my shirt until she cupped my left peck, “Then I suggest you take me home right this minute, or we’ll put nature to shame.”

I gritted my teeth as I felt her hand slide from my chest to my stomach to stop just above my jeans, she had the art of seduction down to perfection and anything she did from this moment on would put me at risk of breaking the law and being locked up for indecent exposure. Determined I took her hand and lead her back out of the gardens to the motorbike.

“Get on, before I go insane,” I said and she laughed.

“Yes sir!”













Raedene 

 

By the time we got home my body was on fire, sitting pressed up against Caleb’s back was excruciating, all I could think of was his lips on mine and those intense eyes that that bore into my soul. The moment he turned the bike of I scrambled off and rushed into the house and I knew he was short on my heels, but I had to check on Braden first.

“Samson, Maria?” I whispered as I entered the living room.

“Hi,” Maria said as she excited the kitchen, “Braden’s asleep upstairs, he went to bed about an hour ago.”

“He never goes to bed so early,” I said concerned.

“Well we had a lot of fun and he was so exhausted. He did have something to eat before he passed out, so don’t worry.”

“Oh okay then, I’ll go look in on him,” I walked to the stairs then turned, “Maria. Thank you.”

“No problem.”

I ran up the stairs and quietly opened Braden’s door. He was fast asleep hugging a plush toy bear to his chest. My heart ached as I looked down at him sleeping and I brushed a lock of hair from his brow. 

“Sweet dreams my boy,” I whispered and then kissed his forehead before I quietly left his room.

As I entered the hallway, Caleb was there waiting for me and from the way he looked at me, I knew he was also reaching the end of his sanity. Without a word, I grabbed his hand and pulled him into my bedroom.

The moment the door closed, Caleb spun me around and pressed me up against the door. He lowered his one hand to my hip and his fingers brushed the bare skin between my vest and jeans, which sent a shiver of pleasure coursing through me. I sighed as his lips met mine and I knew that there was no turning back now. I slid my hands down to his waist and pulled him tighter against me and that was encouragement enough. In one swift motion, he reached for my vest and pulled it off over my head and his hands instantly cupped my breasts, and even though they were covered in lace I could feel the heat of his palms burn into my skin.  I followed suit and pulled his T-shirt off and the sight of him took my breath away. He was all muscle and ripped abs and I knew that it could make any woman swoon helplessly at his feet.  I felt a stab of jealousy poke at my subconscious knowing that other women had seen him like this, but the moment his hands moved to the buttons of my jeans those thoughts fled for the hills. 

We undressed each other eagerly until we both stood naked. 

“You are so beautiful,” he whispered as he drew me into his arms.

“You’re biased,” I joked as I ran my fingers down his chest stopping just above the V that cut down in front of his stomach. I felt his stomach muscles contract and tighten and I smiled. 

“I promise you that this has nothing to do with being biased, it’s the honest truth,” he groaned and lifted me effortlessly into his arms then carried me over to the bed.

I met his eyes and his desire reflected my own, I needed him, I needed to feel him make love to me, but before I would allow myself that pleasure, I wanted him to know exactly how much I needed him. As he stood at the edge of the bed, I sat up and looked at him with a smile tugging at my lips while I ran my hands up along his thighs to his waist. He was rock hard and as I reached to wrap my hand around his erection, he cursed under his breath. 

“Too much, too soon?” I asked smiling as I stroked him.

“Hell no, but if you keep that up, it will be the quickest climax in history,” he said in a strained tone.

“I doubt that very much.” 

I lowered my head and took him into my mouth, his hands fisted my hair as I rolled my tongue around his tip as his hips started to move. With my one hand at his base, I dragged my tongue along his full length and then sucked him into my mouth again.

“Oh my god Rae…” he uttered breathlessly.

“Not even god can save you now,” I said and continued teasing him.

As I pleasured him with my mouth he groaned audibly and rocked his hips, not once letting go of my hair. I could feel my own arousal as the wetness between my legs increased. I was lost in time and space and the present was all that mattered. Before I knew it, Caleb had tugged me away from him and was now laying on top of me, kissing me with such passion I thought I was going to faint. I felt his hand slide down over my stomach and between my legs and when his fingers slid between my folds I cried out, “Caleb, please!” I was slowly coming undone. 

“Patience,” he said and I could feel him smile against my skin as he pressed kisses along my jaw, down my throat and between my breasts. He moved his lips to one of my nipples and sucked the aching tip into his mouth. It was like a magical chord of ecstasy that connected every nerve ending in my body to each other. And while he slid his fingers in and out of my wetness and sucked on my nipple I felt my entire world spiral out of control. 

He moved up along my body again until our eyes met and as he lay nestled between my thighs I raised my knees, spreading myself for him. 

“Are you sure about this,” he asked with a smile tugging on his lips.

“Is the pope catholic?” I asked dragging my nails up along his spine.

“His loyalty is questionable,” he joked and then slid his rock-hard length between my slick folds.

“Oh god, just…” I started, unable to formulate a coherent sentence.

“Say please,” he teased.

“You’re making me beg?” 

“Maybe.”

“Seriously?”

Caleb looked down at me and I bit my bottom lip and in one smooth motion he moved his hips and entered me slowly at first, but with each stroke he became more relentless, thrusting faster and harder. I wrapped my legs around his thighs and gripped his biceps as he thrusted, over and over. I arched my back and met his every stroke; overwhelmed by the intensity of the moment I could feel every nerve ending in my body tingle and rise to the pinnacle of pleasure. 

“Caleb,” I uttered over and over as I felt my body and mind slipping further and further into oblivion. Each thrust of his cock into my core drove me closer and closer to the edge and I knew that he too, was reaching that tipping point.  When he called out my name my entire world came undone and I surrendered myself completely to him.

For a while after, I lay cradled in his arms while he drew patterns over my back and arms, something I always loved. Everything felt perfect, it was as if our stars were aligned and nothing and no one could ruin this sacred moment.

“When you said that we have to show Braden Horton hears a who, did you just say that?”

I felt the smile tug at his lips and then he pressed his lips against the top of my head.

“I meant it; Braden deserves to have us both in his life.”

I closed my eyes and bit my lip, for now I’ll take what I can get and leave the empty promises and unhappily ever after’s, for when they rear their ugly heads.













Caleb 

 

I looked down at the financials, it’s the first time in weeks since I’ve visited the office and I knew I had to show face sooner or later. It was fun having a board of members running the show, but in reality, I couldn’t keep hiding from obvious obligations. 

“Mr. Hayes, your manager is here to see you,” my secretary announced.

“Send him in.”

“Gary, this is a pleasant surprise, didn’t expect to see you here,” I said and sat down, “surely you could have caught up with me at practice tomorrow.”

“Unfortunately this cannot wait Caleb. There are stories flying around left right and centre and it’s not helping your image.”

“What stories?” 

“Well some reckon the girl is leading you on and that she’s just a gold digger after your money,” he said and shifted uncomfortably.

“And who may I ask would be spreading these rumours?”

“Everyone, we’ve had reporters peeping around at the club and asking questions. They want to know if you did a paternity test to prove that the child is yours.”

“Is that so?”

Grant stood up and walked over to the window, “I know it’s not my place, but maybe you should insist on a paternity test. Some women will go to any length to get what they want.”

Not Rae, I thought as I collected the papers and placed them into a manila folder, but if that is what the public wants I don’t see why it will be a bad thing. I knew for a fact Braden was my son, and I was more than certain that Rae was no gold digger.

“I’ll arrange a paternity test, but then I want you to handle the journalists,” I said and as I looked up I saw Rae standing at the door, her face as white a sheet.

“Rae,” I said and stood up, but the look on her face told me to stay put. 

“A paternity test, so that’s what you plan to do?” she bit out coldly, “Don’t bother Caleb, I’ll be gone before you get home.” And without a word she spun around and walked away.

“For god sakes,” I cursed and ran off after her, “Rae, wait!”

She spun around and shoved her finger against my chest, “No! I’m done Caleb. Braden is much better and we do not need you or your money. I can do this on my own, I don’t need you.”

I dragged my hands through my hair and sighed frustratingly. Going after her now would simply provoke her, I had to give her some time to calm down and then talk to her. So, I watched her leave and I cursed under my breath.

“She’s up to something, Caleb, otherwise she would have agreed to a paternity test. What has she got to hide?”

I strode towards Grant and grabbed him by his shirt, I was fuming, I had enough of managers trying to rule my every decision and journalists hounding me down, “She is not hiding anything!” I said angrily before shoving him away from me, “Braden is my son, and I don’t give a shit what everyone else believes. You do what you’re supposed to do and handle it, it’s what you get paid for.”

Grant stumbled back and then fixed his shirt and headed for the door, “This will leave a mark on your career.”

“Then maybe you should start looking a replacement.”

I looked at the time and although I desperately wanted to get home to Rae to sort this mess out, I had to attend the general board meeting first. I cursed under my breath and then marched to the boardroom. 

 













Raedene 

 

A week later I sat in my own apartment back home in Lafayette, and every day there was a few more missed calls from Caleb, which I refused to answer.  The fact that he even suggested a paternity test was enough for me to make up my mind. To find out that he had the slightest doubt about Braden hurt more than anything and I simply refused to stay under the same roof as him. 

I paged aimlessly through a magazine trying to keep my mind off Caleb, but in all honestly reading a local sports magazine wasn’t the best therapy either. On every second page, there was mention of the famous Caleb Hayes, or the Denver Stampede and although I didn’t exactly read the articles his name jumped out at me like a bad memory. 

“Mommy,” Braden called out as he came running into the room, “look what I made.”

My heart stopped and I dropped the magazine. Did he just call me mommy? I was beside myself, he has never referred to me as his mom, but I knew I couldn’t exactly make a fuss about it, so I forced my own excitement aside and looked at him, “Let’s see what you have there.” 

It was a picture with a house and a family; this time instead of his other family, he had drawn three people and I knew exactly who the third person was. A lump formed in my throat and I fought back the tears. What on earth was I going to do?

“Wow, this is beautiful, is that Uncle Caleb?” I asked and cleared my throat.

“Yep, he’s my new daddy, I want to visit him.”

I let out a controlled breath and hugged my little boy. Decision made, I had to move to Denver so that Braden could see Caleb whenever he wanted, but that would mean I would have to agree to a paternity test. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea, but I don’t think I would be able to put my heart on the line again. I was sure that I could live in the same town as Caleb without melting into a puddle of goo every time he looked at me.

“I’m sure he would like that,” I said and then lifted him unto my lap, “Caleb is playing Rugby now, do you want to watch the game with me?” 

“He’s on the TV?” 

“Yes he is,” I said and flicked to the sports channel.

We sat and watched the game and at half time I made us a quick snack. Initially the sport did not interest me, but seeing the players on the field and how excited Braden got each time he saw Caleb had me hooked.  Half time was over and the players all jogged back onto the field and the game got underway. The Denver Stampede was leading 18 – 6, but the players looked exhausted from their efforts.  Each bone crunching tackle had me on edge; I’ve never been one for such barbaric sports, and watching players being carried off on stretchers or with cuts in their faces made me nervous.

Ten minutes into half time, Caleb was sprinting to the try line, one of the opposition players came storming him from the side and when he collided with Caleb, he was catapulted into the air and came down head first and that’s where he stayed. I looked at Braden and was grateful that he was busy playing with his Legos instead of watching the game. I glanced back at the screen; the referee had blown the whistle and raised his arms above his head with his wrists crossed. Within seconds, paramedics came rushing unto the field with a spine board and I held my breath for a second and when the live broadcast was interrupted, I knew something went horribly wrong.

***

Hours later I sat next to Caleb where he lay in traction. He had suffered a compression fracture on his C5-C6 vertebrae which caused pressure on his spinal cord, leaving him paralysed. And although the doctor reassured me that it was only temporary, I couldn’t help but worry.

In his sedated state, I took his hand in mine, “I know you can’t hear me, but I’m going to say this anyway. You have to get better, Braden needs you and-and I need you.” 

Realisation swept over me as I rubbed my thumb over the back of his hand. I still loved him after all these years and coming so close to losing him after just finding him scared me more than anything. Outside reporters gathered to get a scoop of the story but Samson was determined to not allow anyone in, which I was thankful for. 

“Rae…”

Caleb was waking up and even though he couldn’t move, a smile tugged at his lips.

“Caleb, you stupid fool,” I said and shifted closer to him, “You scared the hell out of me. How are you feeling?”

“Right now I’m not feeling much at all,” he said and I could see the laughter in his eyes. Unbelievable! Even at this point he could make silly jokes.

“It’s not funny, you could have broken your neck,” I said and squeezed his hand.

“It will be convenient though, you would have to look after me for life then,” he said in his croaky voice.

His response caught me off guard and I could only smile, “I’m serious Caleb, what would I have told Braden?”

The door to the room opened unexpectedly and I turned to see who entered expecting Samson, but instead it was two men I haven’t seen before.

“Mr. Hayes, I’m from the Daily Tribune…” one of them started and I instantly got my back up and glared at them.

“Have you no consideration, you can see he’s not well, get out of here this instant!” I ground out and went to stand between Caleb and the parasites.

“Are you Miss Callaway, the mother of his child?” 

God, he was relentless. I was about to attack him physically when Caleb spoke up.

“It’s okay Rae, I can handle this,” he said. 

I hesitated and then stepped aside.

Caleb looked at me and then at the reporter, “For the record, Miss Rae Callaway is the mother of my child, and no, I’m not going to fight for custody. I plan on marrying her,” he said and then glanced my way. 

I was too overwhelmed to say anything; my mouth fell open and closed a few times.

 “That is if she will have me,” he continued while the reporter’s camera man clicked away taking photos.

I glanced at Caleb and caught him watching me. What just happened? He just stated to the reporter that he wanted to marry me.  I was sure it was his concussion speaking, so I moved closer and leaned down to whisper, “You don’t have to pretend for the press, they can make their own conclusions, I don’t really care, I just want you to get better.”

“I’m not pretending, it’s the truth, I am in love with you.”

Shocked I sat down not trusting my own legs, even the reporter and camera man stood silently watching. I knew I had to say something but words failed me, so instead I leaned over and pressed my lips against his.

“Is that a yes or a maybe?” he asked against my lips.

“It’s a maybe, first get better so that you can get on your knees to propose,” I whispered and then kissed him, the other people in the room forgotten.  

Epilogue

 

Two months later Braden and I went with Samson to meet Caleb at his physiotherapist. He had been working hard to get back on his feet, and was finally able to take more than twenty steps before having to rest. When I entered the rehabilitation centre it was decorated with gold balloons and white roses all over the place. At the far end, I spotted Damien and his fiancée standing among the staff along with a bunch of really big bulky men who I could only assume were Celeb’s rugby mates. Caleb stood near the parallel walking bar in a suit. I glanced around the room and slowly approached him with Braden holding my hand. 

Caleb looked at me and smiled and with the help of his physiotherapist he went down on one knee and held out a little velvet box. 

“Rae Callaway, I’m on my knees finally, so will you do me the honour of being my partner in crime?” he said with a grin. Around us everyone stood holding their breaths and waiting in anticipation, some of the women were dabbing tears from their eyes and I was pretty close to tears myself.

I looked down at Braden and then asked him, “So do you want Caleb to be your real dad?”

Braden didn’t even wait; he launched at Caleb and hugged him tightly. I smiled and went down on my knees then leaned in and kissed him, “I would want nothing more,” I said softly and Caleb slid the ring unto my trembling finger. 

Finally, my life was starting to get direction, my son finally accepted me as his only mother, while I had the love of my life right by my side, nothing could be more prefect that this. 

****

THE END
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A Family By Christmas 

Chapter 1

 

“What am I going to do?” Lucy asked in a voice high with desperation. She paced the small living room of the apartment she shared with her four-year-old son Jacob. 

“Call him,” her brother Chris advised softly from the other end of the phone receiver held to her ear. “You’ve kept this from him long enough. Do you have any idea how hard it was keeping it from Mom and Dad?” he demanded. 

Lucy laughed hysterically. The mere thought of rich, famous Joe Landers finding out he has a secret son would make huge headlines and that was the main reason she’d kept it from him. She didn’t want her son exposed to that kind of life. 

“You never should have kept this from him,” Chris admonished and she rolled her eyes at the years’ old argument. 

“I never should have told you,” she snapped and instantly felt guilty. It wasn’t Chris’s fault that she’d fallen for her brother’s gorgeous best friend from college. She’d met Joe a little over five years ago, while she, herself, was only a college sophomore. 

Joe had come back to town to act as best man for Chris’s wedding and after one alcohol-hazed night, he’d left Erie, Pennsylvania and Lucy in his rearview mirror. The town wasn’t affected as much as Lucy – she’d been pregnant with Joe’s child.               He’d gone on to sign with the St. Louis Cardinal’s professional baseball team and now had a recurring multi-million dollar contract. He loved his high-rolling celebrity lifestyle and the spotlight it gave him. He’d gone on record numerous times saying how he wasn’t the type to settle down with just one woman and he adamantly claimed not to want children. 

Lucy, a straight-A student, who loved nothing but studying and collecting books, couldn’t stand the thought of her son being used as fodder for some money-grubbing newspaper or tabloid trash. So, she’d kept Jacob’s existence a secret. It had worked fine for four years now. 

Chris inhaled deeply on the other end of the call. Having moved to San Francisco, California shortly after getting married, he kept in constant contact with his little sister. Ever since she’d gotten pregnant and refused to reveal the father, their parents had virtually disowned her. They’d died in a freak car accident a month before Jacob was born. Chris was the only family she had left. 

“You can’t do this alone, Luce,” her brother said. “You’re gonna need help.”

“And you’re sure neither you nor Amber can come?” she asked again. He’d already told her they couldn’t get the time off of work, but it didn’t hurt to ask again. 

“I’m sorry, sweet pea, I wish we could, but Amber just got this big promotion and I need all the hours I can clock for the mortgage. I know it sounds like we’re brushing you off, but I promise you, I’m not. It’s killing me to know I’m letting you down, but I can’t take any time off until next month and then God Himself won’t stop me.  You just need to make it until then…” He trailed off. 

“And it isn’t like I can get a babysitter,” Lucy admitted. “This is a 24/7 clinic and they won’t let Jacob stay with me.” No matter how badly she didn’t want to call on Joe, she slowly realized she had no other choice. 

“So, bite the bullet and call him. If he’s an ass, then you let me know and I’ll beat him senseless,” Chris threatened. “But honestly, I can’t see him turning his back on his own flesh and blood.”

Lucy caved at her brother’s trust and faith in his longtime best friend. Maybe she had been wrong about Joe, maybe she did owe it to him. Mind made up, she decided she’d call him and ask him for help, but she refused to throw Jacob in the line of fire just yet. If Joe came and actually showed some interest in being with her son, then maybe she’d tell him. Only time would tell.













 

Chapter 2

 

Joe Landers ran his fingers through his spiky, black hair and laughed at the naughty girl sitting next to him. She leaned against him, her breasts pressed as tightly against his bicep as possible and whispered really interesting things in his ear. Or, at least what he managed to hear was naughty. The pounding bass pumping through the club’s speakers managed to drown out pretty much everything. Her makeup seemed exotic but he knew the flashing, fluorescent lights always camouflaged the smallest flaws. Even though she looked like Marilyn Monroe at the moment, she was probably more of a Molly Toothless in reality. But hell, he didn’t care. His bear goggles were on tight and he was ready for whatever ride she provided. 

“C’mon baby,” she cooed and scooted across to exit the leather booth seat, her hand grabbing his and urging him along behind her. “Let’s go someplace a little quieter.”

Joe nodded and tossed a few bills on the table to cover their drinks and followed her lead. Once on his feet, he slung his arm around her shoulders and laughed when they both weaved and wobbled their way to the door. Shoving through the blacked-out door, he inhaled sharply when the cold Missouri air hit him square in the face. Shaking his head to dispel the ringing in his ears, he frowned when it didn’t work. The girl squinted down at his jacket pocket.

“I think your pocket’s ringing,” she slurred and then giggled. 

Joe pulled away from her and dug in his pocket until he found the offensive little device. Pulling it out, a familiar face from years ago flashed across his screen and he sobered in a hurry. But before he could hit the send button to answer, the connection dropped. His eyes flicked to the signal strength on his screen and he noted he had full service. Had she lost connection? The little screen went black as he stood there and let his thoughts run wild. He’d had it pretty bad for his best friend Chris’s little sister ever since he first laid eyes on her. Joe had rolled into town to act as best man for his bud’s wedding and this little slip of a college sophomore flat-out stole his breath.  He remembered that day as clear as if it were yesterday. He’d pulled his rental car up in front of the Conlay’s modest brick home. A petite girl with a long, bouncy ponytail knelt in the front yard gathering the contents of a spilled bag. He’d rushed from his car to help her scoop the books and papers before the wind carried them away. Contents safely returned to her backpack, they rose and the moment their eyes met, Joe’s heart lurched in excitement.  He faced five-feet-seven-inches of the most adorable bookworm he’d ever met; her big, brown, doe-eyes nearly cut him off at the knees. He still remembered what she’d been wearing that day as well: a yellow sundress with a pair of those little white tennis shoes.  Shaking his head to clear the lustful fog settling over him, he swiped the screen to the right and held his hand up to his drunken date, motioning for her to be quiet. He then waited for Lucy to answer the call. She picked up on the fourth ring.

“Joe?” she whispered. “I’m sorry it’s so late, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Nah Luce,” he scoffed. “It’s good to hear from you. What’s it been – six years?” he asked and batted his hand when the drunken woman grabbed at his arm, her face scrunched in a jealous sneer.

“More like five years, give or take a few months,” she answered drolly. 

Joe laughed at her sassiness, his gut feeling a warmth that had nothing to do with alcohol. He’d instantly fell in lust with her the day they’d met, so when he had the chance to spend some one-on-one time with her after Chris’s wedding, he fulfilled his fantasies by giving her the night of her life. A small part of him hated leaving her behind the next morning, but she just wasn’t a good fit for the lifestyle he’d wanted.  She was the kind of woman a man settled down with, raised a family with and grew old with. Three things he didn’t want. 

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this little call?” he asked playfully and then scowled at himself. The alcohol was messing with his mojo.

“I need your help,” Lucy admitted gently. 

Sensing a chance to rekindle an old flame, Joe shoved his date back inside the club and pushed the door shut behind her. Leaning against it, he put all his weight into keeping her inside while he made other plans.

“When and where darlin’?” he drawled. “Give me the details and I’ll be there,” he promised. 

 













 

Chapter 3

 

“Why can’t I go with you, Mommy?” Jacob asked in a low and frightened voice. “I don’t want to stay with a sitter, I want you,” he insisted and Lucy pressed her eyelids closed to avert the tears. 

She’d had no idea how difficult it would be to look down into her baby’s big blue eyes and tell him that he had to stay with a stranger while Mommy went to the hospital to get better. The only time he’d been out of her sight was when she’d gone to work; barring that, the duo were never far from one another. When she’d gotten the Librarian position at Erie’s public library, she’d found Jacob a day care just next door. That convenience allowed her to see him on days when the library sponsored children’s activities and during her breaks. She took solace in knowing he was just next door and she could pop over to see him anytime she’d wanted to.  He only had a few more months and then he’d be ready for kindergarten.  She wasn’t sure how either of them would handle that step, but she vowed to cross that bridge when the time came. 

She set the shirt she’d been folding down on her bed and knelt before her son. Little tears escaped his eyes, snaking shiny, moist patches down over his baby cheeks. She took his glasses off and dabbed at his eyes with a tissue. 

“I know sweetie,” she cooed reassuringly. “I don’t like this either, but Mommy has to get better and the doctors need me to stay there while they give me medicine.” Shoving his little glasses back onto his freckle-smattered nose, she bent down and gave him a quick peck on his protruding lips. 

“You get to stay right here at home and Mr. Joe is Uncle Chris’s best friend, so you’ll be just fine with him. I’ve made him a list of all your favorite foods and television shows -” Her voice trailed off when anxiety caused her chest wall to tighten to the point of hyperventilation. Taking a deep breath, she released it slowly and did her best to smile. 

“Uncle Chris will call and check on you and you can come visit me, can you be a big boy for me?” Lucy asked pasted a smile on her face. 

Jacob tucked his chin and hugged the raggedy teddy bear a little tighter to his chest. He nodded gently and climbed up on the bed to watch her pack. She’d just zipped the rolling suitcase closed when someone knocked on their door. Jacob jumped at the unexpected pounding and gripped his bear a little tighter.

Lucy inhaled deeply and steeled herself for the upcoming performance. She looked back down at her son and prayed Joe wouldn’t see himself in the boy’s eyes like she did. Her baby had taken after his father in every way but two: he had his mother’s bad eyesight and he was shy to the point of terror; which was in direct contrast to Joe’s arrogance.

“You ready to meet Mr. Joe?” Lucy asked Jacob and held her hand out for him to take. He nodded once and slipped his small fingers through hers. 

 













 

Chapter 4

 

Joe popped a mint in his mouth and ran his hands through the thick black spikes on his head. After hanging up with Lucy, he’d gone straight home, tossed some clothes in a gym bag and hopped the next flight out. Upon arrival at Erie International Airport, he’d promptly rented a car – a 2017 candy apple red Ford Mustang GT – and hauled ass to her apartment complex. It was the longest fifteen miles of his life. He glanced down at his watch and the indigo blue digits read 5:27 a.m. Damn, he’d made good time, he thought to himself.  After one last, deep, breath, he raised his hand and knocked twice. 

However, he wasn’t prepared for the rush of emotions that assaulted him with she opened the door. Although a small woman to begin with, Lucy’s petite frame barely managed to hold her skin on her bones, her hollow cheekbones and dropping eyes betrayed her condition without her uttering a word. Fear tore through Joe on a level he’d never felt before. But before he opened his mouth to inquire about her health a small hand snaked around from behind her and wrapped around her thigh. 

“Joe,” Lucy greeted him softly. “Thank you for getting here so quickly. I’m sorry I bothered you with this, I just don’t have anyone else to turn to,” she apologized and moved aside to allow him room to pass. 

Narrowing his eyes, Joe studied the gray pallor of her once vibrant skin and pressed his lips firmly shut as he brushed past her into the small, yet cozy apartment. Mismatched furniture spread throughout the simple flow of rooms. He dropped his duffel bag on the butternut yellow sofa and let his eyes roam past the living room to the kitchen beyond. It was clean to the point of immaculate and he remembered that Lucy had been a neat freak. To his right were two bedrooms with a bathroom between them and to his left was a small nook, barely large enough to hold the tiny dining table and four chairs. 

Frowning, Joe realized he could fit her entire apartment in his bathroom alone. How had she ended up like this? A straight-A student with a promising future in Journalism, Lucy was the smartest person he’d ever met. Turning back to face her, his eyes landed on a smaller person standing beside Lucy, his little fingers clinging tightly to her leg. 

“And who is this big guy?” Joe asked gently, squatting so he was almost eye level with the child. 

“Are you really my Uncle Chris’s best friend?” the little boy demanded suddenly, his own blue eyes narrowed suspiciously. Using a small finger, he reached up and pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. 

Uncle Chris? Joe pondered. As revelation hit, his eyes went from the boy’s to Lucy’s and he raised his eyebrows in question. Lucy answered by slowly shaking her head and then smoothing her hand over the top of his spiky black hair.

“Jacob, this is Mr. Joe Landers,” she introduced gently. “Joe, this is my son, Jacob Conlay.”

“Joe Landers?” Jacob squealed in delight. “You’re the pitcher for the St. Louis Cardinals,” the little boy shrieked. “Mommy, I know him,” he insisted gleefully and reached up to pull on her loose t-shirt. “This is Uncle Chris’s best friend?” he asked again as if he couldn’t wrap his little mind around the fact that his uncle was friends with a famous person. 

Joe chuckled good-naturedly at the little boy and extended his hand. 

“Nice to meet you, buddy, it’s always awesome to meet a fan,” he said, genuinely touched that his fan following reached a younger audience as well as adults. 

Lucy smiled as her shy little son came out from behind her and started talking baseball with Joe. She knew how much Jacob loved baseball, but she hadn’t known he would recognize Joe from the games he watched on television. On more than one occasion, she caught Joe studying Jacob’s eyes and hair and hoped he didn’t put two-and-two together. She wasn’t ready to tell either of them just yet. She had to make sure they’d get along and only then Joe would have to show concrete interest in her baby before she shoved him in front of that particular bus. 

“Jacob,” Lucy called her son. “Why don’t you go find your card collection for Mr. Joe while he and I have a little grown-up talk?”

Jacob nodded at his mother and then leaned closer to Joe’s ear. 

“That means she doesn’t want me to hear what you talk about,” Jacob whispered conspiratorially and patted Joe on the shoulder in sympathy. “I hope you’re not in trouble,” he added and then raced off to his room, which Joe noticed was the one on the left. 

Rising back to his feet, Joe turned inquisitive eyes on Lucy and smiled when he noticed she squirmed nervously. 

“Looks like we have some catchin’ up to do,” Joe drawled. 

Lucy nodded and pulled her open hoodie more snugly around her frail body. 

“Would you like some coffee?” she asked. “I have two hours before I have to be at the clinic.”

“Coffee sounds good,” Joe agreed and shoved his hands back into his pockets. For some reason, he suddenly wanted to pull her into his embrace and hold her. He also wanted to go get a truckload of food and feed her until her skin was pink and healthy again. 

“You can tell me just what exactly is goin’ on in the meantime,” he suggested and didn’t miss the way her shoulders instantly stiffened. 

“Yes,” she agreed reluctantly. “I need a big favor from you and I need to explain what’s going on.” With a curt nod, she turned and headed into the little kitchen and began rummaging through the cabinet above the double sink. After loading the coffee maker, she turned back to Joe and motioned for him to sit with her at the dining table. 

“As you can see, I’m not in the best health,” Lucy explained. “I was diagnosed with breast cancer a little over two months ago.”

Joe’s heart lurched when Lucy said the word cancer.  Like most people, when he thought about that fatal condition, fear seized him. Both his parents had died from different types of it, and he knew very well how it affected not just the patient, but their families as well. 

“Why didn’t you ask a friend to help you?” Joe demanded when he realized she’d been dealing with the situation on her own all this time. “Why isn’t Chris or Amber here?”

Lucy sighed and dropped her head onto the tiny table. For a moment Joe thought she’d passed out, but before he could react, she sat back up and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her hoodie. 

“I don’t have any friends,” she admitted. “Jacob is my life. Between work and my son, I don’t have time to mingle with the natives,” she snapped.

When Joe sat back in his chair and crossed his arms in defense, her angry expression fell.

“I’m sorry,” she quickly apologized. “I’m tired. I’m always so tired,” she confessed and sniffled. “Up until now, Chris has been flying in to sit with Jacob, but now that I need chemotherapy and radiation, I’ll need to stay at the hospital for a couple of weeks. Chris doesn’t have time off available and Amber just got a promotion, so she can’t leave work yet. But I promise you, just as soon as Chris is able, he’ll be here and you can go about your life.”

“Hey,” Joe said and quickly placed his hand on her shoulder when she started to get up. “I’m not complaining. Chris is like a brother to me…” His voice trailed off when his next thought was that Lucy was anything but like a little sister. How did he explain his affection and tie to her? How could he without sounding like a player or perv?

“You and I shared a connection,” he insisted and was pleased with his choice of words. “We had a great time and I’d like to think we could consider ourselves friends at this point. When my friends need me, I’m there,” he insisted. 

Lucy sniffled again and mopped at the tear treks on her face; her long sleeves flapping with the motion. They were at least two inches too long for her and upon closer inspection; he realized all her clothes appeared at least two sizes too large for her. 

“Thank you,” she murmured, snapping him out of his scrutinizing gaze. “You have no idea how hard it was to call you,” she admitted and Joe felt insulted for a brief moment. But he quickly reminded himself that he hadn’t so much as called or texted her since their one-night stand, so what reason would she have to turn to him?

“Don’t worry,” Joe patted her shoulder again. “Uncle Joe is here and I’ll take care of Jacob while you get yourself better.” 

Lucy smiled and nodded before rising to go pour them both a cup of coffee. Watching her as she moved away from him, Joe couldn’t help but feel like he’d finally come home. All the money, flashy cars, mansion, loose girls; none of it made him feel as complete as being with Lucy in her shabby little apartment. 

But just as quickly as those thoughts occurred, he banished them to the far recesses of his mind. After losing his parents, he’d vowed to never again love anyone. If he didn’t love anyone, he wouldn’t be hurt when he lost them. He didn’t love Lucy, couldn’t love Lucy, or her son. He didn’t want that kind of life. Marriage was for poor, ordinary schmucks, not for superstars like him. And kids, the last thing he wanted was a little Joe Landers running around. Ah, hell no, he thought to himself. He was perfectly happy with his player lifestyle; the love ‘em and leave ‘em method. He didn’t need anything or anyone else.  

“Yea, just keep tellin’ yourself that bud,” he murmured out loud to himself. 

 

Chapter 5

 

Lucy tried to pour two cups of coffee without spilling it all over the place. Her hands trembled so bad, she feared she’d drop the carafe.               So far, so good. She’d managed to stick to the basics. No extended excuses or explanations. She didn’t want to outright lie to him, but should he prove to be undependable or unsuitable for Jacob, she’d take this secret to the grave. She just hoped Chris came soon. Taking a tray, she placed both cups on it, along with the sugar and cream bowls. She wasn’t sure if he’d eaten or not, so she grabbed a bag of chocolate chip cookies from the pantry. She headed back into the dining area with the loaded tray and jumped when Joe leapt from his seat to take it from her. 

“Let me get that,” he murmured and Lucy thought she saw a faint blush creep up his neck. The action touched her deeply but she firmly reminded herself that he hadn’t wanted the kind of lifestyle she lived. No family for him.

“Thank you,” Lucy said and reclaimed her chair. Joe grabbed a cup and began sipping the black liquid straight. Cringing at the thought of that bitter, vile flavor, Lucy set to loading hers with sugar and cream. Taking a cookie, she nibbled at it and sipped at her delicious drink. 

“So,” Joe broke the silence after a few awkward moments of sipping and nibbling. “What have they done so far in the form of treatment?” he asked. “You mentioned goin’ in for chemo and radiation.”

Lucy sat her cup back on the table and brushed some stray crumbs from her lap, “After the mammogram detected the cyst, they surgically removed it and when the biopsy came back malignant, now I need to have the surrounding tissue removed,” she explained, “and then I will start chemo.” 

Her hand immediately went to her ponytail. She hated the thought of losing her long, thick hair but given the choice between death and being bald, she’d be bald any day. 

She’d already bought a wig in anticipation. Her doctor had assured her that they’d caught it early enough that she’d pull through, but warned that the chemo and radiation would drastically weaken her. She’d already lost close to forty pounds out of pure stress. She’d been warned that she’d lose much more before it all ended. She released her ponytail and reclaimed her cup, using the warmth emanating from the ceramic receptacle as comfort. She hadn’t gone into much detail with Chris and she refused to with Joe. She’d already had a Last Will drawn up, declaring Chris and Amber as Jacob’s guardians. 

“What are my marchin’ orders then Commander?” Joe asked and Lucy laughed, allowing some of the tension to leave her body with the expression.

She rose from the table and went to retrieve the folder she’d put together after getting off the phone with Joe last night. Walking back into the living room, she stopped when she saw that Jacob had found his baseball cards and was currently showing them to Joe. Her breath hitched when she watched her little boy crawl into Joe’s lap and settle himself before engaging in a conversation as old as time. Heading over to them, she gently placed the folder on the table and froze when two identical sets of blue eyes rose to meet hers. Lord help me, she thought to herself. 

Nodding toward the folder, she filled Joe in on everything he needed to know in order to take care of Jacob. She hated leaving her son in the hands of a virtual stranger, but knew she had no choice. She rattled off Jacob’s food allergies, reiterated his bedtime – much to the little boy’s aggravation – and stressed that they were not, under any circumstances, to leave town, throw a party, make long distance phone calls or invite hookers over. 

Jacob laughed, and asked what was a hooker? But she saw a gleam of resentment in Joe’s eyes. She’d evidently hit a nerve with him but ignored his reaction in lieu of pulling her son into her arms for one last cuddle. 

“I love you little bit,” she murmured and placed him back on his feet beside Joe’s chair. “Be good for Uncle Joe and he’ll bring you to see me soon.” Leaning down, she pressed a kiss to his forehead and ruffled his hair playfully. 

“Do I get a kiss too?” Joe inquired and Lucy merely laughed and shook her head. 

“No kisses for the babysitter,” she informed him with a smile. “Take care of my son,” she challenged gently. “This is a big job and I’ve never trusted him with anyone but my brother, his wife and daycare.”

Joe nodded. “I swear on my pitching’ arm that he is in good hands,” he boasted and pulled the child back into his lap, tickling his ribs gently. 

Lucy smiled, retrieved her rolling suitcase and left the two of them alone, wrestling and laughing. She thanked God she left to the sounds of laughter and happiness instead of wails of fear and a child’s tantrum.  











 

Chapter 6

 

Two days later…

“C’mon buddy, we have to get goin’ before we miss visitin’ hours,” Joe called from the kitchen where he was busy rinsing his coffee mug. He’d enjoyed two fun-filled days with a walking question-machine. He’d been asked everything from how he’d learned to throw a ball so fast, to where babies came from?

The first was easy to explain, the second; not so much. With a hasty “they come from Target,” he’d managed to appease the little guy’s curiosity long enough to get him interested in something else. 

Bathtime and bedtime had been tricky, but together they’d muddled through it. Joe hadn’t had much success getting the kid to brush his teeth properly, but hey, they were just baby teeth and he’d lose them anyway, so did it really matter in the long run?

They’d gorged on pizza, chips and cola to the point that Joe feared the kid would develop diabetes or high blood pressure, but at the end of the day – after bath time – he’d found great pleasure in relaxing on the worn sofa and watching cartoons with the little guy. They’d also played so many games on the PlayStation Wii that’d he soon found himself having more fun than he’d ever thought possible; especially considering he’d been the responsible one at the party. Jacob was the smartest, bravest and most interesting kid Joe had ever met. 

He marveled at how Lucy had managed to raise such a perfect child. He’d had so much fun, that he’d soon found himself wondering if he’d be a good father. 

“I’m ready,” a small voice declared from the kitchen doorway. Joe turned and nearly doubled over in laughter.

“You sure you wanna wear that?” he asked after pulling himself together. 

Jacob looked down at his blue sweat-suit, red cape and boots and then back at Jacob. 

“Why not?” Jacob challenged with a familiar gleam in his eye. Joe knew the look well; he’d used it often in his own youth. It hadn’t taken many instances to realize the method didn’t work for him, he decided to let the kid have this one.

 

“Looks good to me,” Joe agreed. “Grab your coat,” he insisted and grabbing the apartment keys Lucy left for him, they headed for the hospital.

Joe pulled his rental car into the hospital visitor’s parking lot and cursed his choice to go with the flashy sports car. Of course, he’d thought to impress his former lover with a hot car before he’d known the circumstances of her request for help. He tilted the rearview mirror and studied the kid in the back seat.  He’d had hell getting the booster seat strapped into the crowded area and knew Jacob wasn’t exactly comfortable as the seat raised him enough so that his head touched the headliner of the car. 

“Sorry bud,” Joe murmured. “I guess I should have gotten a minivan huh?”               

Jacob smiled and shoved his glasses back onto his nose. Joe had figured out the kid had the habit of doing that when he was nervous. 

“Don’t worry,” Joe reassured him and turned the car off. “I know your mom is excited to see you,” he said and got out of the car, heading around to the passenger side so he could get Jacob from the back.

“I know,” Jacob replied after he’d gotten out and reached for Joe’s hand. “I just hope she’s feeling better.” 

Suddenly inspiration struck like a bolt of lightning. As they headed through the automatic double doors of the front entrance, Joe spotted the gift shop. 

“How about we stop at the flower shop and get your mom some flowers?” Joe suggested and laughed when Jacob grinned up at him. 

They stopped long enough for Jacob to pick out some yellow daisies, which he claimed was his mom’s favorite flower and they rode the elevator to the fifth floor. Joe made sure to keep a firm grip on Jacob’s tiny hand lest they get separated; he feared Lucy’s wrath should that happen. 

Stepping off the elevator, Jacob clad in his superman outfit and gripping the slender vase of flowers, Joe tucked his finger in the neckline of Jacob’s red cape and turned him toward the nurse’s station when his little red boots veered off to the left. 

“We’re here to see Lucy Conlay,” Joe spoke softly to the young blonde nurse when she smiled up at him. 

 

“Visiting hours is for family only,” she announced and continued to smile up at him. “Are you family?” she asked and Joe didn’t miss the salacious gleam in her eyes. Realizing the pretty little thing was asking if he was Lucy’s boyfriend or husband, a cocky grin spread across his face and he leaned one arm on the waist high partition between them.

“I’m an old friend of the family,” he explained and then nodded down at the superhero clad boy. “This is Ms. Conlay’s son, Jacob.”

The nurse, Samantha, her nametag read, stood and peered over the counter to inspect Jacob. The little boy tucked his chin and stepped closer to Joe, partially hiding himself behind the man’s large leg. 

“Are those flowers for your mommy?” Samantha asked and flashed a genuine smile at the child. “I bet she’ll love them,” she praised and turned back to Joe. “Ms. Conlay is in room 507, just down the hall on the right.” She pointed them in the direction. 

“Thanks,” Joe drawled and pushed off the counter after shooting a wink at her. 

“My shift is over in ten minutes,” she called and Joe tossed her a flirty smile over his shoulder. 

A major part of Joe wanted to dump Jacob off with Lucy for a few hours and take the hot little nurse for a ride in his rental car. Tall, curvy and busty, she had all the assets he appreciated in a woman. Glancing down at his watch, he realized he had enough time for a quickie. 

“C’mon buddy,” he murmured to Jacob. They turned toward the door marked 507 and Joe reached down to push the handle. The large door slid open on a whoosh and he inhaled sharply when he saw Lucy’s frail form snuggled beneath a thin blanket atop the hospital bed.  A multitude of tubes ran from her body to the machines sitting around the bed. Although her eyes were closed, she smiled and raised a hand riddled with IV tubes. 

“There’s my baby boy,” she murmured. “I’ve missed you so much,” she added and tried to sit up. But no matter how much she struggled or wiggled, she didn’t have enough strength to move her body even a fraction of an inch. 

It was in that moment that Joe truly realized just how bad Lucy’s health was. If she wasn’t strong enough to survive chemo or radiation, then she wasn’t strong enough to survive at all. He glanced down at the little boy he’d grown fond of and smiled when Jacob ran to his mother’s bedside, his arms outstretched and offering her the flower arrangement. 

“Look what we got Mommy.” He shoved them toward her and she scrambled to catch the vase before both flowers and water spilled on the bed.

“My favorite,” Lucy exclaimed and brought them to her nose. “They’re beautiful, thank you,” she beamed at her son and then turned an appreciative glance on Joe. 

“I dressed myself, Mommy,” Jacob added, prompting her attention back to him and moved back to show off his attire. Lucy giggled when she took in the superman garb. 

“I see that,” she responded. “You look like you’re ready to save the world.” 

When the child started rambling about everything they’d done the past few days, Joe stepped back toward the door and raised a hand to draw Lucy’s attention. 

“I’m gonna step out for a few,” he murmured. “Let you two catch up, I’ll be back,” he added and hastily escaped when Jacob shrugged his shoulders and turned back to his mom. 

He slumped back against the closed door and inhaled sharply. He didn’t understand the feelings running rampant in his gut. Never one to get caught up on just one woman, Lucy was taking up entirely too much of his attention for his liking. It was time he sought some different company. 

Shoving off the wall, he sauntered back down the hall, approaching the blonde at the nurse’s station. She looked up and then grinned. 

“How ‘bout we go somewhere quieter?” Joe drawled and grinned at her in return.













 

Chapter 7

 

Lucy frowned when Joe hastily retreated. It wasn’t like she’d expected him to fawn all over her or anything, but she would’ve liked an update on what he and Jacob’s were up to these past couple of days. But from the look of her son’s choice of attire and his high spirits, she knew it couldn’t have been all that bad.

“Come,” she invited and patted the bed, “tell all about your time with Uncle Joe.” 

She scooted over, although it wasn’t really necessary and Jacob scrambled on to the bed next to her.

“Why do you have all these things stuck to you?” he asked curiously as his wide eyes studied her. 

“Well, this helps me to get better,” she said and smiled weakly. 

Her heart ached for her little boy and was it not for him; she would have had no fight left. The shock after learning she had breast cancer was devastating, her life literally flashed past her eyes and the thought of Jacob growing up without her was her worst nightmare. 

“When will you come home?” he asked and snuggled against her shoulder.

“Soon, very soon, now tell me, have you been having fun with Uncle Joe?” 

“Yes!” Jacob exclaimed, we eat Pizza, and we watch TV. Uncle Joe said he’s going to teach me baseball too…” 

Jacob rambled on about all they had been up to and Lucy sighed contentedly.  She was truly thankful that the two of them got on so well, now it was just a matter of the secret that weighed so heavily on her heart. Sooner or later she was going to have to tell Joe that Jacob is his, and she had no idea how he might react to that. 

As Jacob told her about his fun times at home with Joe, she glanced out past the louver blinds that hung over the window that separated her from the nurse’s station. Jacob was talking to one of the nurses and she appeared completely mesmerized by him, hanging on every word he said as if he was a god. He hadn’t changed much, always the charmer having every eligible girl run after him like a lost puppy looking for a home. 

When Joe looked her way she quickly averted her eyes. Even after all these years, there was still a flutter of wings left in her stomach. The years had taught her to live with disappointments in life, and one of them was the day Joe drove out of town, she spent days crying in her room and finally when she made peace with the fact that she would never see him again, she managed to pick up the pieces of her scattered life. By the time she realized she was pregnant she had already made up her mind to just deal with her situation. She never once considered calling him or claiming any alimony from him. 

“Can I go play?” Jacob asked drawing her out of her reverie.

“Well it’s a hospital, there isn’t much room to play here, but maybe uncle Joe can take you back home now, then you can come visit me again tomorrow.”

Jacob clambered off the bed and ran out to where Joe was standing and tugged on his pants. She watched how he grinned at her little man and picked him up, tossing him over his shoulders like a sack of maize before returning to the room.

“We’ll come around again tomorrow, looks like this little superhero has superhero things to do,” Joe said and grinned and set Jacob down on his feet.

“Joe…” she started, and then closed her eyes. Now was not the time, she hesitated and in instead said “thank you.”

He reached out and placed his hand over hers, “I told you, friends help each other, now you don’t worry your pretty little face, and just get better.”

She smiled weakly at him and then sank back into the pillow. Everything from a smile to a hug was effort for her, and her energy had drained almost completely. As soon as Jacob and Joe left, she fell asleep.













 

Chapter 8

 

Seeing Lucy so frail and pale really threw Joe off, and when they left, although he sounded cheerful for Jacob’s sake, he was worried. He was only seventeen when his father was diagnosed with prostate cancer, but by the time they had diagnosed him, the cancer had spread too far. He had undergone radiation and chemotherapy but at most all they could do was keep him comfortable. Within three months of Joe Senior’s diagnosis, he passed away. It was a devastating time for the entire family, and most of all, his mother. Thankfully his dad had all his financial affairs in order to make sure that they never suffered financially, but money could never replace his dad. A few years later the evil disease took his mother’s life too. When she was first diagnosed he thought he was ready for the worst, he had already lived through the pain and heartache of losing his father. But it was never easier; his mother went for various treatments, treatments that weakened her completely. Doctors were all hopeful, but when she picked up a viral infection due to her compromised immune system, she never stood a chance. In the end it was a pneumonia that cost her, her life. 

He stopped at a traffic light and looked back in the rearview mirror; Jacob sat playing with one of his superhero action figures. He was so young, and had no idea what was really going on. He knew that Lucy hadn’t told him just how sick she was. His heart ached for the little champion who was so oblivious to the harsh reality, but it was not his place to tell him the god honest truth. He could only hope that Lucy could get some borrowed time to spend some quality time with her son, and help him understand what waited for him in the near future.

By the time they got home, Jacob had fallen asleep in his booster seat and Joe carefully lifted the small person into his arms and carried him into the apartment. Suddenly the quaint, disorganized space with its bright and beautifully décor suffocated him. Did Lucy even have a plan for the future, what would happen to Jacob if she didn’t manage to beat this disease? 

He carefully laid Jacob down on his bed and headed to the kitchen to grab something to drink. It was time he called Chris to find out exactly what he knew and what Lucy’s plans were if she were to… Joe could hardly bring himself to think about it, the thought of Lucy dying was like a noose around his own neck, and out of anger he beat his fists down on the counter top. She was not allowed to die, and he wasn’t going to let her die. She had a beautiful son to raise, a son who needed his mother. No stranger would be able to fill the shoes of any child’s parents. He was fortunate enough, when he had lost his parents that he was already standing on his own two feet, but others haven’t been as fortunate. Shoved into foster care, moved from one home to another, or being foisted off with family who already had their own children was stressful. He knew Chris wouldn’t think twice to take Jacob in, in fact, he expected Christ to stand up and do what he must. But he didn’t know Chris’ wife as well as he hoped to. On the outside she was the perfect woman, but that’s where it stopped. He had seen women turn into monsters the moment they had to take care of another person’s child. His thoughts were running ahead of him, but he couldn’t help it, there were just so many questions that wracked his mind for him to idly sit back and not do anything. He fished for his phone and dialed Chris.

“Hey man,” he said when he heard Chris on the other end.

“Joe, my man! Howsit going?”

“It’s going okay,” he said clearing his throat, “Lucy’s looking better, Jacob and I went to visit her earlier.”

“Yeah, I spoke to the doctor earlier this morning, thank you for helping her out, I swear if I was able to I would have…”

“Nah, it’s cool, I’m glad that I came, she has a great kid,” he said interrupting Chris. There was a slight pause on the other end.

“She hasn’t told you has she?” Chris asked and Joe could hear the waiver in his tone.

“Tell me what?” he asked frowning.

“Nothing…”

“For fucksakes Chris, tell me what?” he said impatiently.

“It's better she talks to you,” Chris said, “Look I have to go, but take care of her okay? As soon as I can get away here, I’ll fly up and come see you guys.”

“Wait…” 

And then the phone went dead. Chris slammed his phone down on the counter and cursed, was her cancer worse than he expected? Had it already spread to the rest of her? Joe ground his teeth and took a few controlling breaths. Why could Chris not tell him? At least then he would know what his future held. His future? How could think of his own happiness when there was a little boy sleeping alone in his room, oblivious to the fact that his mother was possibly dying. Guilt over the fact that he was still such a selfish prick as always twisted its vice around his insides and for the first time since his rise to fame, Joe felt like a villain instead of the superhero ball player that everyone made him out to be. Suddenly his life seemed completely insignificant. It was a barren wasteland filled with trivial parties and empty headed women who threw themselves at him the moment he entered a room. When did his honor and integrity leave him and turn him into a selfish arrogant bastard who cared for no one but himself? 

“Uncle Joe?” 

Jacob’s little voice intruded his thoughts and he composed himself instantly, “Hey big guy, I thought you were sleeping,” he said and picked him up.

“There’s a monster under my bed,” the little boy said with a slight tremble in his voice.

“A monster, well, I’ll be damned, do you know what I do to monsters that creep around at night?” he said as he caged Jacob between his arms where he placed him on the counter top.

“W-what do you do?”

“Why, I show them who’s the boss,” Joe said, “wait here.”

Joe headed into Jacob’s room and dug around in his toy box for toy guns and a few other things, and when he got back to the kitchen the two of them dressed up as soldiers.

“Right, so we’re going to go in there, and teach’em monsters a thing or two,” he said and Jacob’s eyes brightened up. 

“I’m gonna shoot’em dead!” Jacob cried out excitedly.

“Here,” Joe said and slipped his baseball glove unto Jacob’s little hand, “This is a monster shield, the moment one of those buggers come your way, you hold it up like this.”

The two of them tiptoed down the small corridor, Joe in front and Jacob behind him, every now and again Jacob peeked past him. Joe pointed towards the door with two fingers, and Jacob scrambled past him to stand on the other side of the door. With his eyes on Jacob he reached for the door handle, nodded once, and then shoved the door open and barged in.

Jacob followed with a tuck and roll and banging sounds erupted from the two of them as they opened fire into the room, shooting at the monsters that lurked under the bed. 

“Closet Jacob, open the closet!” Joe shouted as he stood ready to aim. 

Jacob opened the closet and raised his gloved hand to block any of the monsters, while Joe shot at the invisible enemy. The two of them laughed and ransacked the room, finding all the monsters that hid in the dark and when Jacob was finally satisfied that all the monsters were annihilated; he stood proudly next to Joe. Joe chuckled and looked down at the youngster. If he ever had kids of his own, he hoped that they would be just like Jacob, he thought to himself. 

Much later, Joe woke up next to Jacob, his neck stiff and the little boy curled up against him. Not wanting to wake him up, he reached for a small blanket lying on the floor and propped it under his head and closed his eyes. Sleep evaded him, but he didn’t feel like leaving the room; instead he stayed with Jacob.













 

Chapter 9

 

Jacob arrived at the daycare only to have a very sad little boy hop into the passenger seat next to him.

“What’s up buddy?” he asked and turned Jacob.

“Nothing,” he said as he folded his arms.

“Sure ain’t nothing, why don’t you tell me?” he prompted again.

Jacob dug into his backpack and held out a note, it was a note about the daycare’s annual Father and Son Camping Evening, and he could only surmise that Jacob was sad because he didn’t have a dad to hang out with him. He could only figure that Chris may have been the only father figure he ever had, but whether or not he ever did things like this with Jacob was a mystery to him.

“So this Father Son thing, you wanna go?”

“I can’t,” he said with a pouty lip.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t have a daddy.”

Joe’s heart went out to the little boy and as he read the note it was quite clear that only dads were allowed, and he wasn’t Jacob’s dad or legal guardian. It irritated him that the school would be so callous and uncaring. 

“Come along,” he said and got out of the car then rounded it and picked Jacob out. Without a second thought he marched straight to the small office. Mothers and teachers alike stared at him as if he was a piece of candy, and he smirked inwardly. If ever his fame was going to count for something, today would be it.

“I’d like to talk to the principle please,” he said as he entered the foyer.

“How can I help?” the elderly lady asked.

“So, this is how I see it, Jacob here would like to attend the father and son evening, and I’ll be standing in for his dad,” he started.

“Mr...”

“Landers, Joe Landers.”

“Mr Landers, unfortunately only…”

“I don’t think you’re following me,” he looked down at Jacob, “why don’t you go wait on the bench and I’ll handle this,” then turned back, “So this is how it will be working. I’m currently the only father Jacob has, his mother is unfortunately in hospital and his legal guardian is away, so I will be attending the father and son evening with Jacob.”

“Well Mr. Landers, I’m sure that Jacob would love to attend, but the rules…”

Joe’s patience was running thin, it was time he pulled a trump card out, “Listen, it’s obvious that you have no idea who I am, but that’s fine, you can figure it out later. Now I see the playground is in much need of some serious maintenance, and I’m more than happy to fund a renovation if you let me attend the event with my… Jacob.”

The woman peered at him over the brim of her glasses, and if looks could kill he would be six feet under right now, but he wasn’t going to let some stuck up lady prevent Jacob from having a great time, he was just about to continue when another woman exited the office.

“Mary, thank you, I’ll talk to Mr. Landers,” she said and then looked up at him, “I’m Mrs. Denton, the principle of Bright Stars Daycare, how can I assist you today?” 

He just promised some nobody a refurbished playground? He rolled his eyes mentally and squared his shoulders.

“Mrs. Denton, I was just explaining to, Mary, that I will be attending the father and son evening with Jacob, so if you can just confirm this, I will be on my way.”

The woman stood quietly for a moment before nodding her head, “Of course,” she said and ever so casually hooked her arm in his and guided him towards the exit, “Perhaps you can consider spending some time with the other boys too, I’m sure they would love to have such a famous baseball player in their midst.”

Un-bloody-believable, he thought to himself, the audacity of these people simply bowled him over, but if that’s what it took to have Jacob at the father and son evening, then so be it. But once Lucy was out of hospital he was going to insist she find another daycare, even if he had to pay for it. He was not going to allow Jacob to be educated by a bunch of idiots.

***

The father and son evening was a blast, and although he had to spend time pitching and playing with the other boys and dads, he got to spend some real quality time with Jacob. Of course, the other kids were fussing over him and just about every single one of them tried to arrange for sleep overs at Jacob’s place. In less than a day Jacob had turned from an insignificant nobody in their eyes to popular. It wasn’t exactly the best thing, since the last thing Joe wanted were for kids to befriend Jacob solely for his association with a famous baseball player. But nevertheless, Jacob was in his element and Joe was sure that Lucy had  raised him to not get a swelled head over a little attention.

By seven the next morning, Joe had packed up the tent and was ready to head on back to Lucy’s apartment, he needed some serious down time to recharge his batteries. It didn’t take long for Jacob to pass out once they were home and settled and although Joe wanted to sleep as well, he couldn’t. He spent the morning tidying up the place. While he tidied the kitchen he noticed a pile of documents lying in the corner on the counter. Some envelopes with big red stamps screaming out OVERDUE, and others that appeared less intimidating, but he could only guess these were all bills and by the weight of all the overdue envelopes, she was not able to pay them. He shouldn’t be meddling with her personal affairs, but after the pile called out to him a second and third time, he gave up the fight. 

She might hate him for a brief moment in time, but once she realized that she has no more debt, she’ll eventually come around and thank him.

He worked his way down the pile listing the accounts that needed immediate settlement and emailed them to his manager to handle, who of course couldn’t understand why he was taking on a charity case. But no one told him how to run his finances, or what to do with his money. 

A particular piece of paper caught his eye, it was Jacob’s birth certificate with only Lucy’s details on it, she had made no mention of the father, which he found quite odd, but then again, he had no idea how these things worked anyway. Jacob Daniel Conlay, he smirked at that. Daniel was his middle name too, a warm fuzzy feeling settled in his stomach and he kept on reading over the details. Date of birth – 13 June 2012. It dawned on him that he never once bothered to ask Lucy exactly how old Jacob was. For a four year old boy, he was pretty clued in with life and much more mature about matters than he would expect from a toddler. He piled the birth certificate with the rest of the papers and gathered it all up then stuck it back in the corner. Once she finds out that she has no more debt she can have a go at him, but for now, he was simply going to pretend he had no clue.

 

 











 

 Chapter 10

 

Lucy looked forward to the visits from Jacob and Joe, and even though she felt like death itself, she always ensured that she looked her best. She had become friends with one of the nurses who helped her with her hair and light make-up. But today she felt less radiant. A week had passed since a partial mastectomy was performed, removing most of her left breast, and although she was able to go home, she knew that in a week's’ time she would have to start her radiotherapy. She feared that most, but if she wanted to see her son grow into a teenager she had to do what it takes to beat this. 

At least she would be home, and she could take care of Jacob herself, she couldn’t expect Joe to stay longer than he already had; besides he had a life of his own to live. The idea of telling him about Jacob had also taken a back seat. The door to her room opened and Dr Moffat entered the room. 

“How are you feeling today Lucy?” he asked as he stood next to her.

“Okay I guess,” she said solemnly.

“I know it’s very daunting but you’re lucky that breast cancer is often curable to a point where you won’t have to go through this again.”

“Often, doctor? That’s not exactly a guarantee,” she said bitterly.

He placed his hand on her shoulder and smiled, “If you do the treatments and you fight through this, you can beat it. I promise you. You have to find the will to survive.”

He was right, she had to fight, but how does one fight an invisible monster that threatens your very life, and tries to rob you of everything you ever lived for? 

“I know, I just don’t feel all that well today,” she admitted and moved to sit up.

“You’ll have days like this, but once you’re home with your family, you’ll have a lot of support, and you’ll feel much better.”

She liked the doctor, but she also knew that doctors were trained to bullshit. They have a special class that trains them how to break news easily; although the news is everything but positive. Instead she smiled and nodded. Just then Jacob came bolting into the room.

“Mommy!” he cried out and leaped onto the bed to hug her.

Joe was quick enough to scoop him up before he threw himself against her chest.

“Easy there, your mommy has a little bit of a sore and if you hug her too tight she might get hurt.”

Lucy instantly snapped and reached for Jacob, “For heaven sake Joe, he can hug me if he wants to.”

Joe shrugged and then placed Jacob on the bed, “Fine.”

Lucy felt bad for a moment, she didn’t have to snap at him, he was just trying to help, but she didn’t feel like apologizing either. Jacob however, was much more careful this time as he gently hugged her, and she had to fight back the tears that threatened to spill.

“Are you excited that I’m coming home or has Uncle Joe been spoiling you?” she asked as she combed her fingers through her son’s messy hair.

“I’m happy, you can come teach Uncle Joe to make boiled eggs,” he said.

Joe chuckled and Lucy looked up at him, “He doesn’t know how to make boiled eggs? I find that rather hard to believe.”

“It’s all squishy and gross,” Jacob said pulling a face.

Joe shrugged, “I have no clue how long to boil them, if I boil them too long the shell cracks open and the egg leaks into the water, if I boil them too little it’s half raw. I’m afraid I’ll need a few lessons there.”

Lucy laughed and her eyes met Joe’s. For a moment there was a sizzle of anticipation between them and she saw that look in his eyes again, the same one that had her fall head over heels with him back at her brother’s wedding. She quickly averted her gaze and turned her attention to her son.

“I tell you what, the moment we’re home I’ll show you both how to cook an egg,” she offered and then slowly got off the bed. 

Before this very moment, the thought of her left breast having been removed hardly troubled her, but now with Joe so close, she was mortified by the fact that her breast was practically mutilated. She kept her good side to him and pulled on her jumper and when Joe tried to give her a hand she quickly shrugged him away. 

“I can do this myself… thank you,” she had no idea why she suddenly felt so agitated. 

“Right champ, up you go!” he said ignoring her subtle outburst and lifted Jacob onto his shoulders, “best get to the cooking lesson.”

At the same time he picked up her bag and headed to the door and waited for her to exit. First thing she noticed were the nurses all huddling at the nurse’s station trying to appear as inconspicuous as ever but she knew right away that they were all fanning themselves over Joe, that irritated her even more. They were like a bunch of mosquitoes zeroing in on their victim. She didn’t dare look behind her, but she assumed he enjoyed the attention and was probably winking at every single one of them. 

She tilted her chin and held her head high as she walked out of the ward and headed straight for the elevator. As the doors closed, she took a deep controlling breath, which was probably the biggest mistake ever. He smelled like sandalwood and soap, clean and fresh, the scent immediately assaulted her senses and she once again parted her lips to avoid breathing through her nose. 

The quicker they got home, the quicker she could send him on his way and get on with her own life. He didn’t need to know about Jacob, she had kept it quiet for this long, why go and upset the whole apple cart now.













 

Chapter 11

 

Joe had made some herbal tea for Lucy and got her medication, while she put Jacob to bed. It was one thing being here with Jacob, but being here with Lucy was a real trip down memory lane. Although, what they had all those years back was a fly by night romance that would never have lasted, the scent that filled this small space was distinctly Lucy, a mix of lavender and well, lavender. He was never good with the different scents women liked and the only one he knew popped to mind. 

Her door stood slightly ajar as he got to her room, “Lucy?” he warned before he stepped into her room. She was lying curled up under her blanket and her shoulders were shaking.

“Lucy, are you okay?” he asked again and placed her tea and pills next to her on the night stand.

“I-I’m fine,” she said and sniffed.

“No, you’re not fine, come, have some tea,” he said and reached out to touch her shoulder, but she shrugged him away.

“I just want to be alone,” she whimpered.

He could leave her be, and give her, her space. But something in his gut told him otherwise and without putting much thought into it, he toed his shoes off and lay down behind her, spooning her frail body, separated by a thick blanket against him. He wouldn’t even know where to begin, but if holding her was all he could do to ease her worry and her pain then so be it. At least she didn’t chase him away this time, he thought as he buried his nose in her hair. She just felt so perfect here in his arms. He never stayed over at any woman’s place, no woman ever stayed over at his, and he sure as hell didn’t cuddle after sex. But this wasn’t sex was it? It was something different, Lucy was also not his latest shag after a winning game, she was his friend, and he was doing exactly what friends would do, consoling her.

“You can talk to me, I want you to know that,” he whispered into her hair.

***

Where should she even start? She wondered as she lay in Joe’s arms. It felt so familiar, yet so strange. Why did life have to be so complicated? Telling him about Jacob could have one of two outcomes and neither of them promised anything good. He could either run because of shock or deny it, or he could accept it and the tabloids will go nuts over the gold digger from Erie who tried her luck at claiming his paternity for her illegitimate child. You have to tell him, Chris’ voice rung in her mind, reminding her that she can’t run forever, but this moment was too perfect to ruin.

“Jacob is pretty clever for a four-year-old,” he said.

She stiffened in his arms, was he fishing or was that genuine interest, “He is much more mature than some of his peers,” she said tentatively.

“Yeah, definitely your son there’s no doubt, thank god he got your brains, because if he got his dad’s brains it would have been an utter waste,” Joe continued.

Lucy turned unto her back and looked at him, “What do you mean by that?”

“I’m just saying, the dumbass that left without taking the responsibility of such a bright young boy, never deserved him in the first place.”

Lucy sucked in a breath and then scooted off to the other side of the bed and sat up.

“I don’t think he’s to blame,” she said and the way the muscle ticked in Joe’s jaw was obvious that he was annoyed, “Sometimes things just work out the way they do.”

Joe sat up and looked at her, “C’mon Luce, his name isn’t even on Jacob’s birth certificate; hell, if he was my kid I would have made sure my name appeared on that dotted line regardless of the state of my relationship with my child’s mother.”

Lucy threw her head back and laughed, “You? Seriously Joe, you hate the entire idea of kids, you made that quite clear that weekend...kids would never fit into your world.”

She had already said too much, fearful that he might have put one and one together, she got up and walked over to the window and peered into the brick wall opposite her bedroom window. 

She felt Joe’s hands on her shoulders as he came to stand behind her, and her body sunk back against his, if only things weren’t as complicated as they were. She thought as she closed her eyes. Joe slowly pulled her back against him, and then he turned her around and hugged her against his chest and looked up into his eyes. He gently grazed her skin with the pad of his thumb and then ducked his head and looked deeply into her eyes.

“Everything will turn out fine, you’ll see.”

She nodded and looked down, averting the intensity of his gaze, but when he nudged her chin up with his knuckle, her lips parted and she inhaled sharply. He was so close; his eyes boring into her very soul and his lips paused inches from hers. The sudden spike in her pulse almost rendered her breathless, and as his mouth hovered just above her trembling lips she closed her eyes. She took a tentative breath but as she inhaled, his lips came down on hers. It was a gentle kiss at first, but as she relaxed in his embrace it became more urgent. A faint moan escaped her as the resistance she had fought so hard to keep at bay, crumbled down like a bank of eroded soil, washed away by the storm of passion that raged through her. 

In one swift motion he bent his knees and tucked his hands under her bottom, lifting her effortlessly into his arms. Her legs snaked around him as if her mind had been hijacked. He gently laid her back down on the bed and once again brought his mouth to hers. His lips roamed, over her chin along the line of her jaw, devouring her. His stubble grazed the curve of her throat and her frantic heartbeat a million miles a second. She wanted to feel his skin against hers, feel his hands explore every inch of… No! She thought with a start, she’s half a woman, Joe would be horrified to see her naked. And as panic overpowered passion she shoved against him and slid out from under him.

“No! I mean we can’t,” she said trying to catch he breath and bring the erratic beat of her heart under control.

“Lucy, I…” he started dragging his fingers through his hair.

“He’s yours,” she blurted out without thinking. Anything to distract him and herself,

“What?” he asked as his brows creased together.

“Jacob, he’s yours, I should have told you,” she started but the look on his face was one of shock.

“Jacob is mine?” he asked disbelievingly. 

All she could do was nod, words failed her and excuses had fled the recesses of her mind.

“I wanted…”

“You wanted to wait until he was eighteen to tell me, or wait until you were dead?” Joe ground out. 

He was angry, and Lucy had no idea to handle anger other than retaliating.

“Well what did you expect me to do? You were the one who decided that baseball was more important than the people you left behind!”

“We were young, for god sakes Lucy, I hardly knew you before that weekend, and just because I thought to follow my career, now I’ve made bad choices? That’s pretty damn rich coming from someone who can’t even afford to pay her bills much less!”

She flinched and staggered backwards, “What do you know about my bills?”

He came closer and glared at her, “Everything, but you can thank your selfish ass that you won’t have to worry about a single cent anymore.”

Stumped, Lucy stood and stared at him, he had gone through her bills, what else did he come across? She watched him as he put his shoes back on, tugging violently at the shoelaces as he tied them. If she had to put their indiscretions on a scale, hers would far outweigh his. She had kept his son away from him for four years, and now that she was in a pinch, he was good enough. She had truly become a selfish wench with no regard as to how it would affect everyone else.  As it stood at the moment, there would be no fixing this in a hurry.

She recoiled as the door slammed shut behind Joe, she contemplated running after him but her bravery failed her greatly, so she simply slumped down on the bed and sobbed. 

 

 

 













 

Chapter 12

 

Two days later…

Joe was trying to be tolerant, and in this particular case, more tolerant than most. He was mad at her for never telling him about Jacob, but after he had calmed down he realized that she was right. Children and white picket fences had no place in his life. He was still pissed at her for not telling him the truth from the start, he didn’t want them to part on uncertain terms. As they walked out to his car, he felt as if he was leaving behind a part of him, which made no sense at all. He had a different life in California. 

One thing that consoled him was that she had agreed to let him pay for a better daycare and to help out with Jacob’s expenses in general. He made her promise not to consider paying back a cent of the debt he had settled with her bills. But the pain and uncertainty that flooded his soul with muck, was the fact that he was leaving his son behind. They decided not to upset Jacob now, and leave things as they were.

“Thank you for helping and for understanding, I don’t know what I would have done if you…” Lucy said as she looked out into the distance.

“I would do it again in a heartbeat,” he said and swallowed at the lump that was lodged in his throat. He saw her waiver and avert her eyes, “You’ll get through this, I promise you.”

“I know, it’s just easier said than done,” she said fidgeting with her hands.

He reached for her hands and clasped them in his, “You’ve made it this far Lucy, you can fight this.”

“I guess,” she said and sighed. “I’m just sorry how things…”

“Leave it, it’s water under a bridge, and I told you, you were right, I don’t fit into this life.”

“You’re right,” she said and nodded. 

And just like that the insecure and scared girl was gone, and in its place stood a determined woman. A woman he could quite easily spend the rest of his life with. But a reality check into his career and his life, kept his feet soundly grounded.

“Chris said he would come down once you start your therapy, but if he can’t, please give me a call,” he said again, he wanted to pull her into his arms so much it hurt, but a pair of little hands was tugging on his jeans.

“Soldier,” he said as he stepped away from Lucy, “remember what I told you. Use the glove as a shield to fight off those monsters, yeah?” 

“I will Uncle Joe, they won’t bug me again!”

Joe chuckled and ruffled Jacob’s hair and then stood up again. When he met her gaze he saw tears pooling in her eyes, “If you need anything, if Jacob needs anything, you have my number,” he said, his fingers itching to pull her into his arms.  

“No, I’ll be fine, I’m just a hormonal mess, that’s all,” she said and put on a brave smile.

“The offer stands,” he said and then turned to get into the rental car. 

As he drove off, he looked back in his rearview mirror and a sudden sense of Deja vu shook him to the core. It was as if history was repeating itself and again he was leaving the only girl who ever made him feel complete behind, but this time he was also leaving a little boy, his own flesh and blood, whom he had grown to love. Until now he never considered a family life, or having children. He blinked his eyes rapidly a few times and then turned his attention back on the road.

 

***

A few days later…

“How’s Jacob doing?” Joe asked on the other end of the receiver.

“He’s doing fine. He’s been asking about you,” Lucy said as she twirled the chord around her index finger. 

“Look I have to go,” Joe said, and she could hear the commotion in the background, “Tell Jacob I said hi okay?”

“Sure, will. Keep in touch.”

He didn’t say bye he just hung up and her heart broke all over again.  She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, her long locks nothing but a faded memory. She had lost all her hair, and she looked even worse than she did when she was first diagnosed. The chemotherapy was like the devil with his pitchfork, poking at her and punishing her for her many sins. And as long as she thought of this as her penance, she would do it gladly. 

“Was that Joe?” Chris asked as he helped her up from the sofa.

“Yeah, sounded like he was at a game.”

“Bastard,” Chris mumbled under his breath as he walked her to her room, “I really thought he was better than this.”

“You can’t blame him, and may I add, I told you so,” she said and laughed softly.













 

Chapter 13

 

Joe stood to the left of the home plate, bat in hand and ready, his eyes pinned on McGregor.

“Slugger, I got to go,” Joe said as he stood with his bat.

“Don’t hurry on my account,” Slugger said as he sat on his haunches behind the plate.

“It’s been a pleasure, but I’m going to have to move on.”

“McGregor’s gonna get you this time.”

“Not in a million years,” Joe said.

As the pitcher launched the ball at him, as expected it was a curveball, but Joe’s accuracy was impeccable, he hit a fly ball at deep center field, another home run. The deafening outburst of cheers shook the stadium as Joe jogged his way around the bases. But for the first time in his career he didn’t feel even close as excited as he usually did. It was as if the game itself no longer had the appeal it had before. His life was suddenly dull, and without cause.  Right now he just wanted to get this game over and done with. 

When the game finally came to an end, and the team all gathered to head out to the local bar, Joe opted to head on home. 

“You leavin already?” his teammate Johnson asked.

“Yeah, I’m gonna head on home, I’m bushed,” he said dragging his hands through his spiked hair.

“You’re blue man!”

“Maybe, anyway, good game.”

He patted Johnson on the back, slung his bag over his shoulder and headed out. He didn’t feel like company at all, he just wanted to get home and wallow in whatever pity it was that consumed him. 

On his way out, he passed a few spectators who were eager to get his autograph so he stopped and signed a few. But when a little boy with black hair and brown eyes stood in front of him he sucked in a breath. The kid looked so much like Jacob that Joe had to take a second look. He was slowly losing his mind. 

Every day he wakes up half expecting to have Jacob launch himself onto his bed, and every day he didn’t get to see him he fell more and more into a deep dark hole. Not only did he miss Jacob, he missed Lucy. Regardless of the fact that she felt the need to keep the truth from him for so many years, he knew she only did it because of his callous pretense about kids all those years ago.  

It was slowly starting to become very apparent that he needed them both in his life, but at what cost? Was this simply his guilt causing him to feel that he needed to be there with them, supporting them? Or was this it, that moment in life when you realize that you’ve missed the plot all along, and the people that should have mattered most, were the ones you left behind.

He cracked open a Red Bull and flopped down on his sofa, flicking aimlessly through the channels. Eventually he got over it and picked up his phone and scrolled down his contact list. Darla. That’s it; he needed some good old fashion sex to distract him. 

“Hey baby,” she cooed huskily on the other end.

“Hey sexy,” he responded and smirked, “Want to head on over to my place?”

“You’re not at the bar?” 

“Nope, didn’t feel like it.”

“Be there in ten.”

He had this nagging feeling that he was making a mistake, but he chose to ignore it, and by the time Darla arrived he was ready as ever to numb his mind and his emotions. She flew into his house like devastating whirlwind, and with the door barely closed behind her she pinned him down on the sofa and started to tug at his shirt.

“I have twenty minutes before I have to go, so make it quick.”

What the fuck, he thought as she pulled his shirt off and dragged her long dragon nails over his chest. A few weeks ago, this was exactly what got him going, but now it seemed so superfluous. She was not like Lucy at all, in fact none of the women that ever trampled through this door could be compared to her and suddenly he no longer wanted to go through with it.

He shoved her aside and got up, reached for his shirt and pulled it back on. 

“I have to go,” he said blankly and opened the door.

“I can stay longer if that’s what you want, I didn’t mean that I had to go in twenty minutes exactly,” Darla said as she rubbed herself up against him. He took her wrist and tore her from him.

“I’m sorry Darla, I just remembered I had to be somewhere, I’ll give you a call tomorrow okay?”

She sighed and reached for her purse, “Oh well, you have my number.” 

She leaned in the kiss him but he turned his cheek instead. I felt sick, how could he even have considered this crap in the first place. As he closed the door behind Darla, he cursed and punched it. He wanted to be with Lucy and Jacob, more than he wanted baseball and one night stands.  

 

 













Chapter 14

 

Lucy gave herself a once over. It had been several months since she had undergone chemotherapy and her hair was finally starting to take on some form of shape and the usual ashen color of her skin was starting to look rosier. Cancer was finally nothing but a nightmare that got tossed in a furnace, and she could once again look forward to living a long life. 

The festive season had started, and families were gathering all over Erie, setting up giant Christmas trees and decorating their houses with lights. Every evening, and as part of her healthy regime, along with Jacob, they would walk the streets and admire the amazing light displays. The streets were crowded with excited children while every single store played Boney M and their festive collection of Christmas songs. The buzz in the town was palpable and contagious. The year before she never made a fuss about Christmas, she could hardly afford a turkey much less a present. If it wasn’t for Chris and his wife, Jacob would never have had a Christmas, but this year would be different. She had no debt, and she had picked up a second job doing blogs on company websites. Every extra penny earned from that went straight into her pocket. She would never be able to repay Joe for his kindness, and could only hope he would one day find happiness. They had kept in touch often enough shortly after he returned to California, but as the weeks turned into months they had less contact, until eventually all she could do was watch him play games on television. Jacob however asked about him every day and he hardly ever let that baseball glove out of his sight. But even though he haunted her every waking hour, she knew that this was all for the best. 

“You ready?” she asked Jacob as he came tramping down the hallway with his gumboots. 

“Yep!” he exclaimed and tugged his beanie over his head.

Lucy went down on her haunches and tugged his jumper tightly over his shoulders, “You need to be warm and cozy, and I don’t want you getting all sorts of nunu-bugs just before Christmas.” She pinched his cheeks and smiled before kissing his nose.

“Wait,” he said and pulled out of her arms, “my glove, I need to get my glove.”

“It’s just a short walk Jacob, we’ll be home in no time,” she protested.

“No, I have to keep it. It keeps the baddies away,” he insisted and ran back to his room.

In no time he reappeared and handed his glove to her. She smiled at her little man and shoved his favorite glove into his backpack.

“Right, so off we go, now that you have your glove we can go past Uncle Chris’ house too.”

After a few months in the big city, Chris and his wife eventually decided to move back to Erie, not only to be closer to Lucy and Jacob, but they just didn’t like the congestion and the long commutes. Somehow having them here, made everything seem less daunting. 

Lucy spent the late afternoon with her son, admiring the extravagant light displays on some of the houses in the suburbs; her experience with cancer had given her an open outlook. She appreciated life in its fullest now. Having realized life is too precious to waste time on holding grudges, she was in a better place now. 

They finally got to Chris’ house and Jacob rushed up the stairs to ring the bell. But just as he got to the door, it opened, and Joe stood there with a big smile on his face.

“Uncle Joe!” Jacob cried out and jumped up into his arms.

Lucy’s heart drummed so loudly in her chest that she could have sworn that it could be heard a few blocks away. She pressed her hand to her chest and bit her lip trying to calm herself down.

“This is a surprise,” she managed to say.

“Well it’s nearly Christmas, I figured I should spend it with my friends.”

Her heart fell into the pit of her stomach, he wasn’t here for her, she realized and her hopes were scattered to the four corners of the earth, but she managed to console herself that he at least considered Jacob. She entered the house, squeezing past him and even through her jumper she could feel his heat seep into her skin. Suddenly the bright lights of Christmas felt dim and colorless, and the festive mood she felt earlier was replaced with sorrow. She plastered a smile on her face and entered the house to find Chris, he must have known that Joe was going to be here, and if he did and failed to tell her then she was going to have a few words with him.

“Lucy!” Chris called out and hugged her tight, “So Joe decided to grace us all with his presence isn’t that an epic surprise?”

“Indeed,” she said with a tight lipped smile.

“So come on in, we have some cookies for the cookie monster in the kitchen.”

With Joe behind her carrying Jacob, she felt as if she was being herded into a slaughtering house and the only thing to be cut up in pieces was her heart. 

The evening turned out rather pleasant, and soon Lucy was also enjoying the vibe and joining in on the fun. Much later that evening Jacob had fallen asleep and Chris offered to let him sleep in the spare bedroom.

“Why don’t you also crash here Luce?” Chris offered when Lucy yawned.

“No, it’s fine; it’s not too far to my place, but if Jacob can sleep over that will be great.”

She couldn’t sleep in the same house as Jacob, not in her current state of mind. The evening, although pleasant and joyful, went by with her and Joe barely speaking a word. He had spent most of his time with Jacob on his lap. It felt like they were two strangers thrown into an elevator that got stuck and had no choice but to communicate civilly. So sure, there was no animosity between them, but that friendship they rekindled when Joe came to help her when she was ill wasn’t quite there anymore. 

“I’ll walk you home,” Joe said and stood up at the same time Lucy stood.

“No-I mean no, that’s fine, it’s really not that far, you stay here and enjoy the rest of the evening.”

Chris looked at her, and his wife Amber tugged him on the sleeve, “Don’t you want to bring me the cups?”

Lucy rolled her eyes mentally, and watched as Chris and Amber headed to the kitchen.

“Lucy it’s just a walk home, and I’m not going to take no for an answer,” Joe said and reached for her jumper.

“Fine,” she mumbled and allowed him to help her into her coat.

They headed outside and for a while they walked in utter silence. It was Joe who spoke first.

“I see Jacob missed me,” he said with a smile tugging his lips.

“Oh, he talks about you every day. And heaven forbid he doesn’t have your glove in his backpack, then all hell breaks loose,” she said and laughed softly, tucking her hands deeper into her pockets.

“At least is its being put to good use.”

Another stretch of silence passed between them as they made their way down the dimly lit street towards her apartment. Her thoughts were scattered like the stars in the sky, and the closer they got to her place, the more aware she became of his presence. The slow flutter of a million butterflies being released into nature started to tip her stomach upside down. His closeness stirred up emotions she had tried so hard to bury for so long, and now all she could think of was the sudden urge to kiss him. 

They reached her apartment and her feet felt like lead as she ascended the few stairs to the door; he wasn’t following her. He stood right there on the sidewalk with his hands tucked into his jacket.

“Thank you for walking me,” she said as she turned around.

“Sure, no problem at all, I’ll bring Jacob around in the morning.”

She turned to push the door open, and then spun around, “Would you like to come in for some coffee?” she asked spontaneously.

He dragged his hand through his hair and smiled, “Sure, why not.”

She had barely closed her door behind them when Joe reached for her and tugged her against him. Her eyes locked on his parted lips and his breath assaulted her senses, it was a mixture of wine and lemon meringue. Before she could utter a word he pressed his lips against hers, wanting, searching, exploring. His tongue grazed hers and was it not for his one arm wound around her waist; she would have collapsed into a pathetic hot mess.  His kiss consumed her and as if that was not enough, his one free hand palmed her breast, the only one she had left after the mastectomy. She froze and immediately tried to break free, but he kept her prisoner in his embrace. 

“Lucy…” he whispered in a hoarse voice, “Don’t push me away again.”

“I’m not… I can’t…” but her words were all muddled up, her body had hijacked her mind and she couldn’t string one single sentence together.

“I don’t care what you look like, you’re perfect,” he whispered as he ran his lips along the side of her face, slowly tilting her back until he sucked the skin just below her ear, “Just let me.”

“Joe…” she whispered but the way lips roamed over her heated skin rendered her speechless. 

This time when he lifted her into his arms and wound her legs around his waist, she didn’t protest, she captured his lips and kissed him as if the end of the world was upon them. She wanted to touch him, wanted to feel him and at all costs she was going to let herself go and just let him.

He walked her through to her bedroom and with one knee on the end of the bed, he gently lowered her down, and as she met his gaze a smile spread across his lips. The look in his eyes was one of adoration, and it melted away all her resistance. 

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered as he helped her out of her jumper, and although she was terrified of being exposed completely she allowed him to undress her. 

“If you say so,” she whispered softly as she reached for his shirt after he shrugged off his own coat.

Her fingers were trembling so much, she feared that she’d never be able to undress him but she managed, and as he stood before her she could hardly breathe. He was a lot more muscular than she remembered, toned like a true sportsman with abs that mapped his stomach like the interstate that led straight to the airport. He chuckled and she realized that she was staring at him and instantly she felt a blush spread across her cheeks. 

He slowly moved over her and kissed the hollow of her throat, then dragged his lips across her chest sucking the one and only taut tip into his mouth. An audible moan escaped her and she dragged her foot up the back of his leg, desperate for more. He didn’t make her wait, and as he slowly scooted up until he was nestled between her legs, she let out a soft sigh.

“I want you Lucy, I don’t think I ever stopped wanting you,” he whispered as he looked into her eyes.

What would she say to that? There was a time she had filed him and all memories of him in file thirteen, but if she had to be honest with herself, she would never have settled for anyone other than Joe. 

“Then have me,” she whispered as she reached up to run her fingertip across his bottom lip.

He groaned and sucked her finger into his mouth and at the same time he dipped his hips and entered her. She threw her head back and moaned as she felt him move. Every thrust seemingly calculated and slow as if he was deliberately trying to drive her insane. She had lost her grip on reality and felt as if she was floating, gravity defeated. They were one, in mind and body. Like synchronized dancers they moved as if they were gears in a clock, the one matching the other perfectly. His thrusts changed from gentle to demanding, she wound her legs around his as if to keep him there forever. 

“I’m in love with you,” Joe whispered.

Lucy’s eyes flew open and as she met his gaze the entire room and all that surrounded them faded into the background and they both crumbled like a sand castle being washed away by a wave of passion.

***

Joe stirred awake and immediately felt the empty space next to him. 

“Lucy?” he called quietly as he exited the room wearing only his jocks.

“I’m here,” she said.

She was sitting on his favorite butternut yellow sofa with a sheet wrapped round her shoulders.

“Are you okay?” he asked as he came to sit next to her.

“Did you mean what you said?” she asked as she picked at thumb nail.

She had insecurities, and he knew they were warranted, and it was all because of him and his stupid choices in life. He scooted closer to her and stilled her fidgeting fingers.

“Lucy, I know we have a past, but the time I spent getting to know Jacob, and you, I’ve come to realize just how superficial my life had been. I thought I had it all, fame, fortune the works,” he pulled her over to him until she was curled up on his lap, “but none of it matters in the end. I am in love with you, and our son. I want us to be a family.”

There, he said it, and it was the god’s honest truth. Lucy was silent for a brief moment, and when he tucked his finger under her chin to make her look up at him, tears shimmered in her eyes. 

“I-I never stopped loving you,” she admitted and averted her eyes.

Joe was beside himself, and if he had his way he would take her to bed again and again and again, but instead he cupped her cheek and kissed her softly.

“I want to marry you, today.”

“But it’s Christmas,” she said and laughed softly.

“It will be a Christmas to remember.”

***

THE END
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Traded: An Arranged Marriage Romance  

Chapter 1

 

Louis lazily leaned against the door jamb as the tall promiscuous blonde left with her shoes in her hand. She was just one of many who passed through this door in the past few months. 

“Louis,” his father said tautly, “you need a wife.”

“Scusami?” he asked and turned to his father, “you can’t be serious.”

“I am dead serious. I will not allow you to bring these whores into my home. These debauched ways of yours is bringing shame to our family name.”

“It’s the twenty first century, and it’s called entertainment. I have no need or desire to find myself bound to one woman for the rest of my life,” Louis stated and closed the front door.

“This is not a request, and if you do not find a wife, I will find one for you,” his father stated matter-of-factly.

Unbelievable, if it wasn’t enough that his father called the shots for everything related to the family business.  He was now calling the shots on his life. But he knew better than to go against his father’s wishes.  Stefano Angelino was one of the most feared Dons in Italian circles and he did not make idle threats. When he gave an order everyone jumped, and if they didn’t, they simply disappeared. And being his father’s right hand man and advisor didn’t exclude him from this harsh reality.

He threw his hands in the air and shook his head, “Bene! I’ll find a wife if that pleases you,” he exclaimed.

There was a calculated silence as Stefano stood studying his son’s reaction. He may be considered an old fool where his children were concerned but he wasn’t born yesterday. He knew when he was being played, and right now Louis was simply in agreement for the sake of it. If he had to leave it up to his son to pick his own wife, who knows what wet rat he’ll drag into this house. With money at his every beck and call he could pay a woman to pretend to be his wife.

“I will pick your wife for you,” he said determined and by the look on Louis’ face, the curveball undeniably caught his son off guard.

“Is forcing me to marry not enough, now you wish to pick my bride?” Louis rambled off angrily. “If mother was alive she would not have allowed this at all.”

 “You will have respect for the dead Louis,” he said and glared at his son, “Gino Benedetti and his family will be visiting us from America and you will ask for his daughter’s hand in marriage, capisci?”

He could see the cogs turning in his son’s head. The moment when it dawned on Louis that having Gino’s daughter as his daughter-in-law presented the opportunity to have a greater foothold in New York was perfect.

“You are marrying me off to Belinda? She’s a terrible match father; she’s a shy faded grey mouse.”

Stefano laughed and shook his head, “You haven’t seen her in almost ten years. How can you know what she is like now? You’ll ask for her hand in marriage, and that’s the end of it.”

Louis stared after his father in disbelief, this cannot possibly be happening? Belinda of all people is to become his wife. He walked over to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a whiskey, his brain kicking into gear. 

I will ask for her hand in marriage father, but you can only lead a horse to the water, he thought wickedly and tossed the amber liquid down his throat. 













Chapter 2

 

Belinda tuned out her friend Natalie’s constant nagging about weight loss, Banting this, and Banting that, she was Italian for god sakes and had no time for fad diets. Italians lived to eat, it was their culture, hence the fact that she loved her job as the head chef and manageress at her father’s restaurant. She may have spent all her teenage years in New York, but she still kept her Italian heritage. She looked at the stock list again and then handed it to her friend. 

“This should be enough to last you for the next two weeks. And before you know it, I’ll be back,” she said sounding almost too positive. She hated having to leave the restaurant in someone else’s care. Even if Natalie was her most trusted friend and the best sous chef she ever had the pleasure to work with, she hated shifting her responsibilities unto others. 

“I’ll be fine Bee, I promise and so will the restaurant. You won’t have a thing to worry about,” her friend reassured her. 

“I know. It’s just that two weeks is such a long time to be away from El Pescore. I still think I can convince my father to let me stay behind,” she said tapping her index finger on her lips.

“You haven’t had a vacation in over three years, and you love Italy, so now is your chance. Just go and come back in one piece,” Natalie said and tugged the stock list out of Belinda’s hand. “And if you happen to find a hot Italian hunk, get his number.”

Natalie laughed and took off her apron, hanging it on the hook, “Trust me, if I can help it, I’ll avoid them all. Italian men are arrogant and ostentatious, especially the newer generation. To them status is more important than common decency.”

She knew all too well how Italian men operated. Her father was a typical example. Since she can remember, her mother had to always do as she was told. And even though her mother hardly ever complained, she knew that, that was not the life she would want for herself. 

If she ever did marry, it would be to a gentle soul who gave as much as he took. She would marry a man with a heart of gold and a love for food, one who would love her with her extra padding and all. 

“Belinda, the shuttle is here,” her father called from the office.

“Coming papa,” she responded and hugged Natalie, “If you need anything, just email me, I’ll be online.”

“Stop fussing so much, we’ll be fine and I promise you, El Pescore will still be standing when you get back.”

She glanced around the kitchen one last time and then took her purse and headed out to the shuttle. Maybe this holiday was just I need, she the shuttle pulled away. She was going to enjoy herself and come back refreshed and ready to take the bull by the horns.













Chapter 3

 

It’s been awhile since she last visited Palermo, but even after all these years nothing much had changed. There were still many thriving marketplaces in nearly every corner and small apartments were stacked high above the streets giving their occupants a bird’s eye view of the hustle and bustle below. 

They exited Palermo, leaving behind the crowded streets and made their way along the winding road through the vineyards towards Villa Valentina Paci. She couldn’t help but notice her father’s mood deteriorate the closer they got to their destination, it was as if he was drawn into himself more now than ever before.

“Everything okay papa?” she asked placing her hand on his.

“Of course tesoro, why do you ask?” he said and smiled.

“You just seem quiet, that’s all.”

“It’s been a long trip, I’m just tired,” he said and squeezed her hand. 

It was a valid reason but she couldn’t help but concern herself over his well being.

As they approached the gate to the Villa, she noticed the two armed men on either side of the entrance as the gate automatically opened. Their presence sent a cold shiver down her spine. Why on earth would Mr. Angelino have armed guards? She wondered briefly. They finally pulled up to the front of the magnificent Sicilian styled house with its rustic yet modern appearance. And although they were well off, and lived in a luxurious house in the suburbs in NY, this place was far grander than the house they owned. 

It wasn’t long before two men exited the house. The older one of the two, presumably her father’s old friend Stefano, was the first to rush down the stairs to greet them.

“Vicchio amico, I’m glad you finally came to visit. It’s been too long,” he greeted and kissed her father on his cheeks, “This must be your be your lovely daughter.”

“Stefano, old friend, it has been long,” her father greeted in return and then stepped back, “Belinda, this is Stefano Angelo, and is his son Louis.”

Belinda smiled, “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said softly trying not to pay too much attention to Louis. She had to mentally force herself not to look at him in an attempt to calm her frantic heart. 

Natalie was right, Italian men were hunks, and this one was no exception. He had this air of grandeur that made the sun look like a fading lamp in the fog. Dressed in a suit, with his hair impeccably styled, he looked like he stepped out of a fashion magazine.  And if his mere presence wasn’t enough, he took her hand in his, which sent a spark of desire shooting through her body.

“Bella,” he said and then brought her hand to his lips, “what a pleasure to finally meet you again. I’ve heard so much about you.”

She was quite surprised by his remark and the fact that she was being discussed at all, since she had no real memory of meeting him when she was younger.

 “I trust it was all positive?” she said smiling and withdrew her hand.

“Nothing negative can be said about such a beautiful creature,” he remarked and stepped aside as his father led them into the house.

Not only was he good looking but he could charm a bird out of a tree, she thought feeling his eyes burn into her back. She couldn’t wait to tell Natalie about Prince Charming. It’ll give her a good laugh. 

One of the servants of the house came and collected their luggage and the four of them made their way through the house to the terrace. The house was even more beautiful on the inside, and its casual layouts evoked an Old World charm. The interior decorator clearly had an inherent eye for design and the incredibly refined mosaics that adorned the walls simply captivated her.

 















Chapter 4

 

Louis studied his unsuspecting soon-to-be-bride as she scrutinized the food and he couldn’t help but smile. She was literally picking at every morsel of food analyzing the textures and the tastes, most likely looking for cooking flaws.

“Is the food to your liking?” he asked her and immediately drew her attention.

“Oh it is, you must have a very skilled chef,” she said smiling, and although he could see the slight blush in her cheeks, she kept her poise. 

“I believe you are a master chef back in America,” he stated and took a sip of his wine.

“Hardly a master, but I know my way around the kitchen and I know what people like to eat,” she said confidently.

She isn’t exactly my type, he thought as he studied her. She was on the shorter side, and curvy, a complete contrast to the women that normally shared his bed. He also preferred blondes; she had long black curly hair that fell loosely over her shoulders and down her back. She was a little too average for his liking, but even so, she was not unsightly. He could definitely work with this and once she was his wife, he would ensure that she was treated to a makeover. 

He heard her clear her throat and realized she was staring at him. Caught red handed he lifted his glass to his lips and kept eye contact with her over the brim of the glass until she averted her gaze. Shy – that was nothing short of adorable, he thought and smiled.

“Louis, why don’t you go show Belinda the winery, I’m sure she would love to see it?” his father suggested. And so it starts the game of ultimate seduction. He still had no idea why his father insisted on taking her as his bride. But going against his father’s wishes was not a chance he was willing to take. Besides, if he grew tired of her nothing would stop him of having a string of very willing mistresses.

He stood up and walked around the table then held out his hand for her, “Would you like to see the winery, signora?” he asked.

Instead of taking his hand she shifted her chair back and got up then kissed her father on his forehead and whispered something in his ear. She was rather mysterious. Just when he thought she was a shy and insecure mouse, who would easily be swayed, she acted the complete opposite, strong willed and determined.

“I’ve always been intrigued by wineries,” she said as they walked down the pebbled path.

“It is an art to create the perfect wine. It has been the essence and life source of our family for decades and is one of the most well-known brands in Italy. It started with my great grandfather who planted the first vineyard and it simply grew from there.”

She was intrigued by the whole process, and although she did have some knowledge of how wine was made, she didn’t know the details of how red wine was made differently from white wine. He explained to her that red wine is made from the pulp by fermenting the grapes with their skins, while white wine is made by fermenting the juices. He showed her the fermentation process and then took her through to where the grapes were being foot trodden, and for a moment she wanted to kick her shoes off and join the workers. 

They spent most of the afternoon in the cellar where she got to taste some of the wines, and by nightfall, she felt all but normal. Her head was spinning a little and she felt braver than usual, even a little flirtatious.

“So, do you have a girlfriend?” she asked boldly as she wrapped her arms around one of the poles in the cellar. It was to have something to steady herself than anything else.

“That is a rather random question to ask a complete stranger,” he said laughing. And his laughter sent a shiver through her.

“It’s a normal question, I mean you have all this,” she started and gestured with her hand, “Not to mention the looks and the charm, surely you have a woman who shares your bed?” 

Woah, that’s a little over the top Belinda, she scolded herself as he threw his head back laughing. But for the life of her, she could not control herself even if she wanted to.  It was as if all her thoughts were about to pour out of her mouth like water from a burst water pipe. 

“No bella, I have no woman sharing my bed. Not yet anyway,” he teased standing far too close for comfort.

She inhaled deeply and then breathed out, blowing her hair away from her forehead. “I’m sorry, it was a little rude asking you such a private question. It must be the wine that is influencing my filters,” she apologized and moved away from him, half stumbling until she leaned against one of the wine barrels.

He moved closer as if she was his prey and as he reached out he ran his fingers up her bare arm, “It appears that the truth serum is working as expected,” he said huskily.

“I-I’m n-not much of a t-truth serum fan,” she stammered and slipped out from under his burning gaze and scooted along the wall. He was just far too intense.              

 















Chapter 5

 

There was something about her innocence that attracted him on a level he was not accustomed to. And for reasons beyond his understanding, he had to have a taste of this forbidden fruit.  He discarded the physical attraction and played it off as a ploy to seduce her into marrying him. This was all just business, and in his world, business always mixed with pleasure. So while he is on this mission to claim her hand in marriage, he may as well enjoy the ride.

He boxed her in between his arms and blocked her escape path, “You are not afraid of me, are you?” he asked tilting her chin up, forcing her to look into his eyes.

“N-no, I’m not,” she whispered nervously.

“Good,” he said as he lowered his lips to hers. He kissed the corners of her mouth gently at first and then he wrapped one arm around her waist, pulling her up against him.

Her breath mixed with the woody scent of matured wine filled his lungs as she let out a huff of air parting her lips involuntarily. That was all he needed, her approval. He slanted his lips against hers and swept his tongue along her bottom lip and into her mouth. At first take, it was as if her jaw was locked, but as his tongue kept teasing hers, she relaxed and she returned his kiss. He slipped his other hand under her long tresses of hair and cupped the back of her neck as he deepened the kiss, drawing out a soft moan from her. This was more potent than he expected he suddenly realized as his body responded to hers. Should he go all the way now, or slowly draw her into his world, hook line and sinker?

Unable to think straight with the urgency of his arousal soaring to new heights, he dropped his hands to her hips and effortlessly lifted her unto a barrel. But the moment he did this, she protested and tore her lips away. 

“This isn’t right, I hardly know you,” she uttered breathlessly.

“Bello, we are two adults, what are you worried about?” he asked, circling his thumbs on the inside of her knees where he stood between her legs.

“Louis, please let me go,” she pleaded but made no attempt to move.

“This is your no, when you really mean to say yes?” he asked teasingly as he tried to kiss her again, but she turned her head away.

“I-I’m not ready for this,” she said and pushed his hands away, “I’ve never…”

“Never, what?” he asked curiously as he tilted her chin up to look into her eyes, “Kissed in a winery?” 

His arousal was painful and he was trying really hard to keep this as lighthearted as possible. Usually he had more control than this.

“Kissed? No, I mean… ugh,” she huffed and shoved him away from her then slid off the barrel, “I don’t make it a habit of having sex with men I hardly know,” she spat out and fixed her dress, “what would you think of me if I were to throw myself at you like a whore?”

This was the closest thing to a cold shower he could have asked for. Did she genuinely think that giving of herself will put her in the same class as a cheap whore? He cursed himself mentally but remained composed, and despite his raging desire he smiled and reached for her hand, then turned it over and kissed the inside of her wrist.

“I suppose we should start to work towards that second date then,” he said and then let go of her hand.

“Come, I’m sure everyone is wondering where we disappeared to.”

That was the quickest Samantha ever sobered up. One moment her head was spinning with wine and the next Louis was kissing her. And it was not just any kiss. It was the type of kiss that made your toes curl and your knees buckle. But everything was happening too soon. She came here thinking it would be a visit, hardly expecting to meet such a man like Louis. Not to mention one who would consider her worthy of his company.

Back home she was always the odd one out, with her friends landing all the hot guys. She was the designated driver who didn’t drink, didn’t fool around and made sure everyone got home safe and sound. She was also last on the picking list when it came to the men in her circles. 

She followed Louis back to the Villa and tried to make sense of it all, but with him in front of her, larger than life, it was near impossible. The way his muscles flexed under his white dress shirt when he walked was simply hypnotizing, not to mention the way his back tapered down to his waist. He was the epitome of Anteros himself, the Italian god of love and passion. And she was in serious trouble.











Chapter 6

 

The week flew by and every day Belinda spent in Louis’ company she slowly warmed up to him. Some days they would casually spent time together; steal a chaste kiss or two. Other days, she would merely sit by and watch how he ran the business. On those days she saw a different side of him, one she wasn’t sure she liked. He was demanding, refusing to take no for an answer. Although she did not quite agree with his methods, she respected him. Besides, soon she will go back to New York, to her own restaurant doing what she loved.

She was seated on one of the sofas on the terrace waiting for Louis to fetch her and take her into town when her father came to sit beside her. Again she noticed the somber expression that made him look years his age.

“Papa, I’m worried about you, you don’t look well,” she said as she shifted closer resting her head on his shoulder.

“I’m perfectly fine, you fuss like your mother,” he said and took her hand in his. 

Belinda laughed and kissed his cheek, “I am a chip off the old block. Someone must see to it that you are happy and healthy.”

“I’m a grown man,” he said and there was a brief silence, before he spoke again.

“Louis is a good man,” he started and she instantly knew where this was heading.

“He’s a fine man, just a pity he’s all the way out here.”

Her father turned to her and took both her hands in his, “Belinda, I’m not getting any younger; I wish that you will marry before my time passes on earth.”

Woah where did that come from, she wondered as she studied her father. He can’t possibly consider her marrying Louis.  Her life was in New York and even if Louis was marriage material, she would never give up El Pescore. 

“Oh papa, that’s utter nonsense. You are still as strong as a stallion. And the day I marry and have children you will be there to witness it in the flesh,” she reassured him.

“You and Louis get on well,” he said and looked into the distance as if he had more to say.

What was the sudden interest in Louis, and why did she suddenly feel a heavy weight settle in the pit of her stomach? She glanced across the lawn to where Louis was pacing up and down talking on his cell. This is just a fling, nothing more, she told herself and smiled at her father.

“We get on well papa, he’s a good man, but I just don’t think marriage is in his immediate future.”

Her father was silent and the heavy weight that slowly settled in the pit of her stomach now consumed all her internal organs including her heart. 

Papa is just showing concern and sharing his hopes, she convinced herself, but this gnawing voice in the back of her mind kept asking her, what was really going on. She looked up and noticed Louis crossing the lawn towards them and as he drew nearer her father got up and kissed her forehead. 

“I must go meet with Stefano,” he said then nodded at Louis then headed back into the house. 

She was still looking at her father when Louis came to sit next to her and wrapped his arm around her, kissing the nape of her neck, “You look troubled,” he said nuzzling her neck.

“Oh no I’m fine,” she said smiling, “it’s just papa, he seems very depressed lately.”

“I’m sure he will be fine,” Louis said and took her hand, “if you want, I can talk to him.”

She laughed softly and shook her head, “No that won’t be necessary, I’m sure he’s just home sick.” 

“That might be it,” he said and pulled her to her feet. “So are you ready to go to town?”

“Si, I’m ready!” she said laughing and just like that her mood shifted. Louis knew exactly how to make her feel better, and for a moment she wondered, what if…













Chapter 7

 

They spent most of the day in town, and Louis was not shy to flash his credit card either and he went out of his way to spoil her. Although she felt somewhat guilty, she simply convinced herself to enjoy it while it lasts. One more week and she will be back at the grindstone and this entire period of her life would be over.

“We’re just in time for dinner,” he said as they entered the house. 

The rich aroma of sautéing onions, butter and roast beef filled the air and her stomach rumbled loud enough for her to hear it.

“Well my stomach has spoken, I’m starving,” she giggled and led the way to the dinner table, but her appetite soon faded when she detected the somber mood that hung heavily in the air. She glanced at her father, then at Stefano, but neither of the two said a word. When Louis entered, he also suddenly became withdrawn and quiet. Maybe she was just imagining things she thought and sat down when Louis pulled her chair out for her.

Stefano mumbled something in Italian under his breath, which she couldn’t quite hear, but whatever it was, it clearly annoyed Louis. Did his father not approve of the fact that he spent so much time with her, she wondered briefly. But as the whispers became more urgent the mood catapulted into a driven force of negativity. 

“I did not raise a coward for a son,” Stefano piped up loudly.

“I told you I will get it done,” Louis responded, and shoved his plate away from him.

She looked towards her father where he sat with a serious expression that troubled his face and she could stand it no longer.

“Excuse me, but what’s going on?”

“We will talk after dinner,” Louis said in an icy tone.

“No! We will talk now. This cannot wait any longer,” his father demanded.

What on earth was going on here? Just a few minutes ago, this place was buzzing with excitement, now it felt like the grim reaper was about to collect his souls.

“Now is not the time,” Louis said through gritted teeth as he stood up and glared at his father.

“No other time is better.”

“Enough!” It was her father who spoke aloud finally.

“Belinda, you will marry Louis in a week’s time,” her father ordered.

She looked from one to the other, trying to determine if she heard correctly. 

“Excuse me?” she asked in a shrill voice, “did I hear you correctly?”

“You heard me, in a week you will marry Louis,” her father said flatly.

She could not believe her ears, her own father literally just ordered her to marry Louis. This cannot be happening, she thought as she desperately grasped for a response in the recesses of her mind.

“Papa, I don’t even know him, how can you expect me to do such a thing?” she said in disbelief, but this time Stefano stood up.

“This is not a request, your parents promised you to my son when you were just a bambino, and the time has come for them to be true to their word,” he said flatly.

“What?!” both Belinda and Louis exclaimed at the same time.

She glared at her father and then at Stefano. How could her father have made such a promise on her behalf? And as the initial shock subsided, anger and rage replaced that empty space in her soul.

“You cannot make me marry a man I hardly know! What about love and commitment where does that fit into the picture…” she started but just then Louis placed his hand over hers. 

She whipped her head around and glared at him, “And you! You knew all about this arrangement, didn’t you?” she retorted and laughed incredulously, “this was all just a game to you wasn’t it?”

“Belinda…” Louis said, but she wouldn’t let him talk.

“All this time, charming me, kissing me, taking me out shopping, it was all a ploy for you to get me to marry you, wasn’t it?” 

Tears were pooling in her eyes, but they were not because of sadness, they were filled with bitterness and anger. 

“That’s enough,” Stefano roared as he shoved his chair back across the floor, “You will marry my son and that is final.”

She glared at Stefano with utter hatred, wishing she could scratch his eyes out, but then she caught a glance of her father’s worried gaze. Louis had also stood up and was trying to drag her away from the dinner table, but she would have none of it and she tugged her arm free.

“You’re acting like a bunch of hooligans, my god, this is not the mafia, what is wrong with all of you?” she cried out, but the silence she was greeted with was so deafening you could hear a pin drop. She looked at her father, then at Stefano and lastly, at Louis. All three with their eyes cast down liked accused criminals. And then it hit her. Impossible, she thought, they can’t possibly be a part of the mafia.

“Oh god papa, tell me it isn’t true?” she pleaded as the room started to spin. “Please papa, don’t make me do this,” she begged and before she could utter another word, the room went completely black.

Louis caught Belinda just as she toppled over and without as much as a glance at the two older men he carried her upstairs to her room. This was a bad idea from the start and right now he hated himself. He gently laid her down on her bed and instructed one of the servants to keep an eye on her and then headed back downstairs.

“Cosa stavi pensando!” he ground out as he confronted his father, “I told you I would handle this, I do not see the point of rushing such a decision.”

“The girl will be fine once she comes to terms with everything,” his father said callously.

“Why the sudden rush?” he demanded looking from his father to Gino. 

“It is the only way we can strengthen our ties in the United States. With our families united, we’ll be the most prominent and the most influential family, a true force to be reckoned with,” his father stated. 

“At the cost of your daughter’s happiness?” he bit out turning his attention to Gino.

“We have all had to sacrifice one thing or the other Louis; it’s a small price to pay.”

Unbelievable! He couldn’t comprehend how her father was capable of betraying his own daughter like that. 

He looked at them for a moment then straightened up. 

“From now on, you will both stay out of our affairs. To claim her hand in marriage would need a miracle, and I hope for your sakes that God will be kind enough to soften her heart, so I hope you visit confession before Sunday mass.”

Furious with his father, Gino and himself, he stormed out. He needed to figure out how he was going to fix this.

 

 

 

 

 















Chapter 8

 

The next day Belinda was packed and ready to leave. She wanted nothing to do with her father, and as far as the Angelinos were concerned, they could all burn in hell. She was not some possession to be put on auction for the next best bidder. She was a woman in her own right. 

While standing at the window, waiting for a cab to arrive she replayed every single detail of the past week. What hurt even more than the betrayal of her father, was the fact that Louis had no affection towards her. All this time he simply baited her, just so that he could reel her in like a fish. She was nothing but a business deal. 

There was a slight knock on the door, which she ignored, just like the knock from earlier that happened to be a servant bringing her breakfast, which had gone untouched. There was another knock, and when she didn’t answer the door opened slowly.

“Belinda, can we talk?”

Speak of the devil!  She thought as she glared at Louis, she had nothing to say to him other than the fact that she hated him.

“I was not aware of the arrangement between our parents, you have to believe me,” he said and came to stand next to her, “that was a surprise to me too.”

She tried to tune him out and shifted her weight leaning away from him. Even with his betrayal, her body still reacted to his closeness and her heart cramped painfully. Her attraction to him just made her hate him more.

“Say something,” he said quietly.

She could sense that his eyes were pinned on her but just then, and much to her relief, she saw the cab arriving. 

“I have nothing to say to you Louis,” she said bitterly and gathered her luggage. But Louis was quick to stop her from taking another step and blocked her way.

“You’re not the only one who has been forced into doing things you don’t want to do. And I am just as caught up in this mess as you are.”

She glared at him and dropped her bags to the floor, “Let’s get one thing straight, NO one on this god forsaken earth is going to tell me how to live my life, least of all tell me who I will and will not marry. I am done with these games so I suggest you step aside.”

She was taken aback when Louis suddenly laughed incredulously.“I’m glad you find this so amusing.” she scowled.

The one moment Louis was laughing, and the next he had a deadpan look on his face with his lips tightly pursed. She could see the tiny muscle flex in his jaw, and when he stepped forward and stood so close she could feel his breath fan his face, she felt scared for the first time. 

“You do not choose your family in the mafia, you’re born into it tesorina, and once you are a part of them, everything you own becomes theirs. Your business, your home even your bambinos and trust me there is no way out of it. So if you want the brutal truth, here it is. We are getting married, whether you like it or not.”

Impulsively Belinda raised her hand to slap him in the face, but he gripped her wrist firmly and tugged her against him and with his lips pressed against her hair, he whispered, “La calma è la virtù dei forti – the calm is the virtue of the strong.” 

He left her with those words, which at that very moment meant absolutely nothing to her. When she looked back out the window, she saw the cab driving out of the gates.













Chapter 9

 

Belinda spent the next two days locked in her room, refusing to talk to her father or to Louis. Her life as she knew it was over. She was part of the mafia now, and organized crime was going to be a part of her future. She supposed she was always a part of it, just ignorant of her role. She was surprised that no-one came to put a tracking bracelet on her ankle to track her every move, since she should be considered a flight risk. If she had it her way, she would be sneaking out in the dead of night to flee this god forsaken fortress. 

She took her out her laptop and rested it on her lap, and while she waited for it to start up, she couldn’t help but wonder if they were screening her calls and internet activity. If they were, then tuff luck, she thought as she logged into her E-mail account. She had nothing to hide, and she sure as hell would not let anyone intimidate her.

 The first email that loaded was from Natalie. She clicked on it hoping that hearing from her friend would improve her mood somewhat.

Hey Bee

When did we get a new accountant? Some guy rocked up at the restaurant saying that some Louis Angelino sent him. I don’t know what’s happening. 

Cheers Nat

She took a few steady breaths to calm herself; Louis didn’t lie when he said that the mafia owns everything. She tucked her bottom lip under her teeth and hit reply.

Hey Nat

Long story, I’ll update you as soon as I can.

My stay here in Italy has been extended, but I’ll keep you posted.

Love Bee

She couldn’t really admit on e-mail that she was now a member of the mafia, forced to marry the Consigliere of the Angelino family and was being held hostage. What an utter mess, she thought as she shut her laptop. She really had no say in the matter, she had nowhere to run and knowing how the mafia operated, she had two choices. She could fight them, or accept her fate. But inevitably the mafia will win. 

Louis stood in the study looking out the window, by now he was sure that Belinda had come to terms with her fate, much like he had to when he was only eighteen. Being forced to marry someone against her will, and the fact that his father omitted to tell him about the promise made when he was only six years old infuriated him. Needless to say, there was no denying the fact that he was attracted to Belinda, something he hardly expected to happen. 

During the time he spent with her before the house of cards came tumbling down, he got to know a confident woman, one who challenged him like none of the others ever did.  And albeit he had prior notions to transform her into a supermodel to his liking, he ended up liking her just the way she was. The fact remained, they will be married and they will have to learn to live with each other, there was simply no other choice. He could only hope that she would learn to accept it, and maybe by some miracle, she might learn to love him despite his role in betraying her.

The driveway was starting to fill up with cars, family and friends from surrounding towns were all gathering to meet his fiancée thanks to his father and Gino. He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. He was going to have to talk to Belinda before they faced they music.

When he got to her door, he knocked but knowing that she would not answer, he pushed the door open slightly. She was standing in front of the full length mirror trying to put on her necklace. 

“I suppose I have to play the role of the dutiful fiancée now,” she said blankly.

He didn’t reply, simply walked over to her and took the necklace from her, fastening the clasp. 

“It doesn’t have to be all that unpleasant,” he said as he watched her in the reflection of the mirror, “we had real chemistry before all this happened, all is not lost.” 

 “Unfortunately betrayal is the only truth between us. I can play the role Louis, but I cannot forget or forgive the betrayal,” she stated and turned to face him.

The truth was like a bitter wine that dried his throat and turned his stomach.  But here she stood before him and he couldn’t ignore the way his body responded to her closeness. The steeliness in her hazel eyes spoke volumes of confidence fueled by anger, she was a determined and strong woman who will not only fit into his life, but become his life. The realization struck him like a lightning bolt and he cupped her face.

“Tesoro, this is not easy, but I will promise you this. I will be devoted to you always, I am a man of my word, and if it takes a lifetime to get you to forgive my betrayal, it’s a lifetime worth living,”

Belinda was stunned into silence at his words and even though she was opposed to this arrangement she could not deny the attraction she felt towards him. What if this turned out better than she expected? She thought searching his eyes. She licked her lips and saw his eyes drop to her mouth. Her body and heart was at war with her mind. 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she said softly and stood on her toes to place a kiss on his cheek, then whispered; “liars make the best promises.”

 















Chapter 10

 

She turned to walk to the door, but Louis grabbed her by her arm and tugged her roughly against him. And when his lips met hers, an uncontrollable moan escaped her and she simply slumped against him in surrender. She may not agree with the ways of their families, but that didn’t mean she had to ignore the obvious sexual tension that had been escalating between them from day one. And if she was going to play the part of the Mafia Consigliere’s wife, she may as well have fun doing so. She returned his kiss with such zeal she could have easily convinced herself that this was something more than a physical desire between two consenting adults. 

Louis groaned and cursed in Italian and walked her back until her legs hit the bed and she flopped down on it. The desire she saw in his eyes ignited the same desire in her. He tugged at his shirt buttons and in no time shrugged his shirt off, tossing it aside. She followed suit taking her dress off and lay before him. Only wearing her lingerie.  

“Mozzagiato,” he said as he shoved his pants down over his hips while toeing his shoes off, “you are a goddess.”

“Keep up the flattery, and I might consider forgiving you,” she said wickedly and slid her hand around the back of his neck pulling him in for a kiss. His wedged his knee between her thighs and leaned over her supporting his weight with one arm, while he moved his other hand down to cup her breast.

“If flattery is all it takes, consider it done,” he teased and dropped a string of kisses from the corner of her mouth, along her jaw and to the nape of her neck. His fingers curled around the lace of her bra tugging the one cup down to expose her breast, and then he latched onto her aching tip, sucking and swirling it in his mouth. 

“Oh!” she cried out and threaded her fingers through his hair clinging unto his head. I’m in so much trouble, she thought and arched her back, pressing into him. Sleeping with the enemy had a whole new meaning all of a sudden. 

Louis could hardly control himself as Belinda ground her body against his, she was so responsive, and the confidence that radiated from her was like a radioactive force consuming him. He moved his attention from her one breast to the other, biting her taut nipple through the lace of her bra eliciting a moan from her.

“Ti desidero,” he whispered against her heated skin, “from the first day I saw you, mia dolce.”

“The feeling is mutual,” she said breathlessly.

He took his sweet time exploring every inch of her body, from her ample breasts to her curvy hips. And as he peeled her panties down her legs he knew he could no longer hold back. 

“Apri le gambe,” he demanded as he met her eyes, and she willingly spread herself open for him. God help me, he thought as he nipped nuzzled her neck sliding one hand down to cup her mound. She was soft and wet, her desire for him palpable, and as he rolled the pad of his middle finger over her clit she cried out dragging her nails across his skin. 

He teased her a while longer, until her body was writhing beneath him and when he finally moved himself into position, she wrapped her legs around his, pulling him into her. 

“Cazzo!” he cried out as he drove his length into her wetness. Nothing could compare to what he was experiencing this very minute, and with each thrust into her, she met him. Stroke after stroke, her hips rose to meet his like an erotic dance between two lovers. 

Between his grunts and groans he heard her moan his name, pleading with him not to stop. The way she vocalized her desires was a complete turn on, and he was edging dangerously close to his climax. As he reached down where their bodies met, he found her clit. All it took was a single touch to send her crashing over the edge and as her body shook and her nails dug into his skin, he surrendered and spilled himself into her. He lay on top of her for a few seconds before he rolled over unto his side, propping his head on his hand, admiring her where she lay still with her eyes closed. A smile tugged at the corner of her full lips, and he bent his head down and kissed her. 

“Does this mean I am forgiven?” he whispered huskily and kissed her shoulder.

“No,” she said and scooted to the edge of the bed, “but maybe if you do this again tomorrow, I will reconsider.” 

He chuckled and got off the bed reaching for his pants, then removed a small black box from the pocket.

“How about this?” he said and flipped open the lid exposing a diamond ring.

She smirked and reached for the ring then slid it on her ring finger, and without a word she gathered her dress and underwear and walked through to the bathroom closing the door behind her. 

She was a complex creature, he thought with a grin as he too got dressed and headed downstairs.















Chapter 11

 

Belinda stood at the top of the stairs studying all the guests. She knew the organization was large but she couldn’t help but wonder how many of these people were unsuspecting pawns unaware of the fact that the Angelinos and Benedettis were a part of this criminal organization.

Within a matter of two weeks she went from an ordinary woman to one forced to embrace her place in the mafia. If she was going to survive this, she was going to have to be strong and make her mark in society.

She tilted her chin defiantly and mechanically put one foot in front of the other as she descended the stairs. Her eyes locked on Louis as he stood at the bottom of the staircase. As she reached him, her father appeared alongside Stefano but she simply nodded at them both. 

It was Stefano who announced the engagement and the pretense of it all was sickening, but she remained composed nonetheless. She had a few tricks up her sleeve, and with her position in such a powerful family at the side of Don Angelino’s son, she was going to make this work to benefit her.

The evening soon drew to a close. Her father approached her on a few occasions but never quite spoke to her. At times her heart ached to reconcile with him, but she shut her emotions down. She was no longer going to be this timid soul who allowed others to walk right over her. 

“Did you enjoy the evening?” Louis asked as he came to stand beside her after the last of the guests exited the house. 

“It was pleasant,” she said and sighed softly.

“Yes it was,” he said and then took her hand in his, “you should to speak with your father.”

She rolled her eyes and withdrew her hand from his, “I have nothing to say to him.”

“Belinda, you can’t shut him out forever.” 

“You want to bet on that?” she said bitterly, “In due time I might talk with him again, but right now, I want him to wallow in self-pity and reflect on his actions.”

He took her by her shoulders and tilted her chin up, “Life is too short to harbor hatred, and the woman I met two weeks ago would never have been so callous.”

“Well that woman died,” she said blankly. 

She simply had no choice but to toughen up, the only way she knew how. She had to feel nothing, allow no sadness, hurt or love to cloud her judgement. If that meant shutting everyone in her life out and pretending to be a cruel hard woman, then so be it.

A commotion outside drew their attention and Louis was the first to go and investigate, with her following closely. A small crowd of guests who still remained outside were huddled together in a group near the fountain. She shoved her way through the crowd to see what was going on and when she saw her father lying on the ground her heart stopped.

“Papa!” she cried out and dropped to her knees next to him, “papa!”

Louis was beside her immediately feeling for a pulse and checking his breathing, “I think it’s a heart attack, I can’t find a pulse.”

“No!” she cried as horror gripped her heart, “Help him Louis!” she pleaded as tears streamed down her face. He immediately started CPR while Stephano called for an ambulance. Ten minutes later, her father was on his way to the hospital and Louis was driving like the devil himself following the ambulance.

At the hospital everyone gathered in the waiting room. Louis was seated next to Belinda trying to console her. He knew that if her father did not pull through she would blame herself for the rest of her life.

“Let’s go and get some coffee,” he said and took her hand.

“I don’t want coffee,” she mumbled.

“It will do you good, come,” he insisted.

This time she didn’t object when he pulled her to her feet, and led her to the cafeteria.  Seated across from her at one of the small tables, he studied her intently. 

“You shouldn’t blame yourself, these things happen when we least expect it. For such a severe heart attack, he was probably sick for a long time.”

“I want Natalie to run El Pescore,” she said changing the subject completely.

“Belinda, business can be discussed at another time,” he said and took a sip of his coffee.

“No, it can’t. By Friday I’ll be Mrs. Angelino-Benedetti, I know you have already acquired a new accountant for the restaurant without consulting with me, so now is as good a time as ever.”

He cursed inwardly. His father had the very bad habit to stick his nose in everyone’s business.  He wasn’t even aware of this change at El Pescore. The agreement was that the restaurant will remain unchanged. There was something dubious going on, not that it was any different from any of the other business deals his father was involved in. But for the sake of peace he agreed with her and reassured her that Natalie will be the manager in her absence.

“Miss Benedetti?” a somber voice spoke next to them. It was the doctor and the expression on his face was grave. 

“I’m sorry we did all we could, but the damage to his heart was too severe.”

Louis met her gaze and she hardly blinked. Simply closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then stood up and walked out of the cafeteria.













Chapter 12 

 

A few weeks later Belinda sat in the confession booth at the Catholic Church and covered her head with her scarf. There were so many questions that remained unanswered and she needed a sign, any sign to tell her she was doing the right thing. The little door slid open and she sighed and kneeled.

“Bless me father for I have sinned, it’s been four years since my last confession.”

“Why has it been so long my child?” the priest asked.

“I don’t know, I guess life just happened,” she stated nervously.

“I see…so what would you like to confess today?”

“I’m not sure Father, it’s quite complicated,” she said suddenly having second thoughts about being here. 

“Well, you do know that everything said here is completely confidential. So why don’t you start at the beginning,” he said in a modulated tone.

“I’m in a tricky situation; I have been forced to marry a man selected by my family.”

“Do you know this man?” 

“Yes Father, I know him well,” she said not sure what else to say.

“How do you feel about the man?”

“I’m not sure, he’s a kind man at times, but he’s involved with…” she paused. Does she tell him about the fact that Louis is part of the mafia, and that she has no other option but to go through with this, or does she just ditch this whole confession and get on with life?

“What is he involved with?” the priest asked.

“I like him, I just don’t know if I am ready to marry him,” she said instead.

“But there is no love?”

“I don’t know, it’s all so very complicated,” she started.

“I understand, but you know that God can give you guidance in situations like this, and I’m here to assist.”

She was silent for a moment. This was a mistake, not even God can help her, she was stuck in a situation with no way out.

“I’m sorry Father, I just need a prayer.”

“Of course my child,” he said quietly and then followed with a short prayer for guidance.

“Thank you Father,” she said biting back the sudden wave of nausea that hit her.

“Go in peace.”

Belinda exited the booth and rushed to the nearest bathroom and dry-heaved over the toilet bowl. All this stress was starting to impact her health and if she didn’t get a grip on life, she was going to end up in some mental hospital for severe depression. 

She made her way out of the church and walked two blocks down to a café to get some coffee. The smell of freshly ground coffee assaulted her senses immediately but instead of liking it as she usually did, her stomach turned again and another wave of nausea hit her. This was not stress she thought and mentally calculated when she had her last period as she rushed out of the café.  The tired spells, the nausea, everything pointed to one sure fact. She was pregnant!

As if her life wasn’t complicated already, this took the cake. With the certainty of expecting Louis’ child hanging heavily over her head, she slumped back against the concrete wall in the alley next to the café, and pressed her rosary against her lips. This cannot be happening, she kept telling herself as she fought the morning sickness. You asked for a sign, her thoughts echoed back at her. 

“Impossible,” she whispered to herself, “how can this be happening?”

She made her way back to the Villa fighting back the tears that threatened to spill. She was going to have to raise her child in the mafia, exposing him or her to the dark world she now lives in against her will and how was Louis going to take the news?

“Bella, I was getting worried,” it was Louis voice that infiltrated her thoughts and her heart cramped painfully, “you’re so pale, are you feeling ill?” he asked worriedly. 

“I-I’m fine,” she lied, plastering on a smile, “just tired, I think I need to go lay down.”

“Of course,” he said and immediately helped her to her room.

Her heart was racing and it felt as if something was squeezing the very air from her lungs as she walked up to her room. She had to tell him, but she didn’t know how or when. The words were on the tip of her tongue, when she felt her stomach cramp. Without a word she rushed into her room shutting the door in Louis face, and rushed to the bathroom. This was an utter disaster, she thought as she hunched over the toilet.

 








Chapter 13

 

Louis knew instantly that Belinda was not well, she was nervous and pale, and the way she bolted into her room had him worried. Concerned about her health he called their family doctor to see to her.

“Thank you for coming around Doctor, I’m quite concerned about my fiancé, she doesn’t seem well. It could very well just be stress, but I’d prefer if you could take a look,” he said as he walked alongside the doctor taking him upstairs.

“What are her symptoms?” the doctor asked.

“Tired, pale, overall she seems quite edgy. She recently lost her father as you know, and with the wedding drawing close, I think it might just be stress,” he said quietly as they stood outside the room.

“Well that could very well be the case, but I’ll take a look and run a few tests to make sure all is in order.”

Louis opened the door for the doctor and then waited outside. This entire arrangement was handled incorrectly from day one, he thought as he paced in front of the door. He couldn’t help but feel guilty for allowing his father to influence his choices like this. He should have refused the arrangement and taken the brunt of his father’s rage instead of being such a coward. Now the woman he has slowly started to fall in love with is ill, and it was his fault. From the shy timid creature she was when he first met her, she now displayed the characteristics of a true Donna, unmoved and poker faced. She even refused to attend her father’s funeral, who knows what was going on in her mind. 

A little while later the doctor asked Louis to join him and he couldn’t help but feel the immense sense of sadness as he looked down at Belinda where she lay staring out the window, her skin pale against the dark hair that framed her face.

“How is she?” he asked tentatively, taking her hand in his, surprised that she didn’t pull away from him.

“She does show some signs of stress but it’s very normal when a woman’s body undergoes such extreme changes during pregnancy…” the doctor started.

“Scusami, pregnant?” he asked in disbelief.

“Yes, that is correct. She’s about four weeks now,” the doctor said and turned his attention to Belinda, “Signora, you would need to visit my rooms as soon as you feel up to it so that we can make sure everything is in order, but your blood pressure seems fine.”

Louis stood in shock as he looked down at Belinda. This was the last thing he expected, he had assumed she was on birth control like most women should be in this day and age. How could she possibly be pregnant?

He walked the doctor to the door and let him find his own way out then came to sit beside her. 

“Did you know you were pregnant?” he asked trying not to sound accusing. 

“No, I didn’t,” she said without looking his way.

“Belinda, look at me. Were you not on birth control?” he asked trying to control his impatience.

She whipped her head around and glared at him, “No I was not. What seems to be the problem Louis, are you afraid that I might trick you into marrying me?” she bit out harshly.  

“You know it’s not like that,” he countered.

“Do you think this is what I wanted, a baby born into the mafia!?” she said raising her voice.

“Calmati,” he said and took a deep breath, “I’m sorry for upsetting you. I just didn’t expect this,” he said quietly.

“Well neither did I, so here we are. Getting married in a few days, and I’m having your baby. Instant family isn’t that just brilliant,” she bit out sarcastically.

“Bella, please don’t stress yourself out, we can hold off with the wedding…”

“No, I will not walk down the aisle looking like a house or give anyone reason to think I am a promiscuous gold digger,” she said bitterly, “we will wed as planned.”

She had a point, everyone will think he is marrying her because she is with child, and the gossipmongers will have a field day. He just wished she could show more compassion, he wanted her the way she was when he first met her. 

“As you will, mio cara, we will continue as planned.” 

“I’m tired,” she said quietly turning her back on him.

“Get some rest, I’ll bring you some food later, and we can talk about the wedding then.”

He stood looking at her for a brief moment and then quietly left her to rest, closing the door behind him. 

Although he didn’t expect this to happen he couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride knowing he was going to be a father. Maybe in time she would grow to love him and they would become a true family.













Chapter 14

 

Four weeks later…

 

With the passing of her father, the wedding was postponed but finally the inevitable day had arrived. She stood looking at herself in the mirror, the wedding dress was even more beautiful than she expected. Thankfully there were no signs of pregnancy as yet. Although her breasts were tender, she had gotten over most of her morning sickness which was a relief. To her surprise, Louis went out of his way to give her whatever her heart desired to make this day as perfect as it could possibly be. He even got Natalie to attend the wedding so that she could be the maid of honor.

“You look amazing Bee,” Natalie said as she tucked some of the stray strands of hair back in place, “I still can’t believe this is all happening so fast.”

“It was love at first sight,” she said quietly and stepped off the pedestal. 

“You’re so damn lucky.”

You have no idea, she thought.

A slight knock on the door drew her attention but before Natalie could inquire who it was, Louis stepped into the room.

“Hey! You’re not allowed to see the bride before the wedding!” she cried and tried to shove him back out the door.

“I have to see Belinda, it is of utmost importance.”

Belinda looked at him and noticed the serious look on his face, then nodded at Natalie, “It’s okay Nat, will you give us a moment?”

“Ugh, this is such bad luck,” her friend mumbled and walked out of the room.

Louis could hardly take his eyes of Belinda, she was the most beautiful bride he had ever seen, and although he would want nothing more but to have her promise her entire life to him, he had a pressing matter to discuss. And this could very well be the end of this fairytale wedding.

“I had some of my men investigate an issue that has been on my mind for some time now,” he started and walked to the window, “Remember when you mentioned the accountant?”

“Yes?” she said curiously.

“We’ll I never made that arrangement, my father did. So I had him investigated.” He turned to her and took both her hands in his.

“It is true that our parents promised us to each other when we were just children, but my father had ulterior motives. You see, El Pescore has been a front for my father, it was the only way he could invest his money in the United States…” Louis started to explain. He told her how he found out about his father’s business, and how he used El Pescore’s Italian food supplier as a front to legitimize the movement of money from Italy to America.

Belinda was shocked to the core. All this time her pride and joy was a sham. She slowly sat down on the bed with a hundred and one questions flooding her mind.

“I want you to listen to me. I have already moved my father’s assets away from your restaurant, and signed the business over into my name,” Louis said as he stood on his haunches in front of her, “but my father will soon find out, and when he does all hell will break lose. The only way I can secure your safety is if you were my wife.”

For a moment her mind went blank, but clarity soon descended on her and she looked at Louis with both determination and admiration. She knew that what he had done was dangerous but the fact that he did this for her must mean that he cared.

“Is El Pescore in danger of being closed down or destroyed?” she asked.

“No, with El Pescore no longer the front, it will be meaningless for him to pursue it and I will ensure that nothing happens to your restaurant or to your staff.”

“Good, then I will marry you,” she said quietly.

Louis stood up and dragged his hands through his hair, “That’s just it. I don’t want you to just marry me. I want you to want to marry me. I want our child to know that his parents care for each other.”

That took her for a loop, and she wasn’t quite sure she understood what he wanted. Over the past few weeks after her father’s death, Louis was compassionate and understanding and somewhere between, I hate you and I forgive you, she fell in love with him, not to mention that she now carried his child. But it was a realization she opted to bury forever. It took her weeks to come to terms with the fact her love for him would be unrequited.

“You want me to want to marry you?” she asked tilting her head.

“Si, marriage without love is nothing but a business transaction,” he said and kissed the palm of her hand. “I want our child to have a happy home.”

When he did things like that she could not fault him. She wanted him and from his declaration he wanted her too. She sat for a moment and contemplated her future.

“Do you love me?” she asked.

“I didn’t believe this to be possible, but you’ve changed me somehow. And knowing that I might marry a woman who does not love me made me reconsider…” he started and then came to sit next to her, “I am in love with you, which is why I don’t want you to marry me if there is any doubt in your heart or mind.”

She could feel the tears prick her eyes and she quickly blinked them away. For weeks she tried to be strong, harden her heart and show everyone that she was a force to be reckoned with. A woman who refused to let circumstance and tragedy weaken her, but now she could barely keep it together.

“I am in love with you too,” she whispered.

“Mio dolce amore, then we shall marry and take this world by storm. I will protect you and our child all of my days.” 

Suddenly her walls crumbled down and a sob ripped through her chest. All her pent up emotions like a raging river, broke the walls that she fought so hard to keep erected. 

“Once we are married, I will go with you to New York, and we will start afresh there,” he said as he cupped her face in his hands.

“What will happen when your father finds out about El Pescore?” she asked searching his eyes.

“Let me worry about that, mio caro, I’m his son, and you are now his daughter-in-law, he will find other ways to manage his business. I will help him set up a shelf company in the United States, one that will have no strings to El Pescore or the Benedetti’s,” he reassured her and then pressed his lips against her, kissing her softly.

***

After the wedding, they both left for New York to start their own family. Belinda accepted the fact that her life will never be the same, but with Louis by her side and their child on the way, she knew she could face any circumstance. After her father passed away, she assumed the position as the Donna Benedetti in the largest Mafia Family in the United States. 

Louis earned his father’s respect, despite the fact that he created a shelf company for his family, withdrawing El Pescore as the front for the mafia.

 

****

 

THE END
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Home At Last: A Single Dad Romance 

 

May

A glance in the rearview leaves me sure no one is following me. Not that there’s anyone to follow me anyway. Out here, under the stifling Texas sun, I realize I’ve driven nearly six hundred miles and I’m tired. 

The kind of tired that’s sinking right down deep into my bones. But that scared side of me tells me to keep running. I have to keep going. I haven’t gone far enough. 

Pushing aside the troubling thoughts, I try to settle into happier times, happier memories. Out here, on an old dirt road that reminds me of home, I’ve seen a few gates between stretches of fenced land. The gates have huge wooden frames of old logs that are a throwback the time when Texas was truly wild. Hung from each wooden frame is a name; the name of the ranch proudly on display. One creeps up on me now: Mustang Ranch. 

I slow down as I notice an odd-looking bit of paper clinging to the beam on the right side of the frame. 

Help wanted. 

It’s like every prayer I’ve ever said that’s gone unanswered has suddenly left me here, finally heard and saved. 

Before I can change my mind, I pull in before the closed gate. I sit for a moment. Am I really doing this? Am I crazy? I can’t stop. I haven’t put enough distance between me and…

It’ll be fine. 

With a deep breath, I calm myself and I get out of my old car. It’s on its last legs after the punishing drive we’ve just endured. The sky just seems to stretch on endlessly as I open the gate before heading back to my car to pull through. On the other side, I get back out and close the gate behind me. Might as well make a good first impression, right?

What was that old rule dad made sure I remembered? A closed gate must be closed behind oneself. 

The drive is dirt and rough, potholes claim my tires and jolt the car. Along both sides, fences trap plots of land and pastures stretch as far as the eye can see. The sparse grasses and few trees offer spotty shade to majestic-looking horses of many colors that stand in groups of two and threes. 

I drive slowly, but still, my tires kick up enough dust to announce my presence long before I ever even see the house. 

When the house comes into view, I feel my jaw drop. It’s not an old ranch house; it’s an old ranch mansion. It’s like a cross between an old plantation mansion and a castle. My heart thunders in my chest as I pull up and park my car. 

They’re looking for help, I remind myself. I know that Texas is a stand your ground state, but the sign said they’re looking for help. Besides, what self-respecting man would shoot an unarmed, obviously tired woman?

With slow steps, I walk up the sprawling porch, loving the white swinging loveseat and the several matching white wicker chairs. This place reminds me more of home than home did in its final glory days. 

I step up to the door and gather my courage to knock. Before I can, the door swings open and I find myself under the intense brown stare of a man who’s taller than me by a foot and a half at least. He leans on the doorframe, his imposing form enough to make every drop of saliva dry up on my tongue. 

His heavy brow, shiny black hair and tanned skin all make up an incredibly handsome face. His eyes are hooded, like he trusts no one and nothing, his jaw is wide and powerful and working like he’s clenching it and deciding whether or not to shoot me. 

Maybe he should shoot me. Put me out of my misery. 

Suddenly, he smiles and it’s like the sun parting heavy gray thunderclouds. “Ma’am,” he says, tipping his hat. “May I help you?”

At a loss for words, I turn and gesture back to the gate that’s easily several miles down the drive. “I’m May. You’re looking for help?” My voice sounds small and breathless, even to me and I see his eyes narrow a bit before someone behind him calls out something I don’t quite hear. 

“A lady inquiring about the job,” he says over his shoulder and I hear laughter. My face flames red hot and I turn to walk away, an apology quick on my lips. 

“I’m sorry for wasting your time--” 

The words die as a strong hand curls around my arm just above my elbow and stops me dead in my tracks. I turn to face the man and notice there’s not even a hint of amusement in his face. 

“Can you work hard, miss?” he asks, all seriousness that send my heart fluttering like a scrap of paper caught in the wind. 

“I can,” I say, wondering why I can hardly draw a deep breath. 

He looks me up and down, his hand falling away from me like he realized he’d been touching me for much longer than is proper. “You’re not suitable for a ranch hand, but I might have something else for you,” he says slowly, his eyes wandering across my face like he’s committing my features to memory – or like he recognizes me. 













Clint

May isn’t what I’m looking for as far as help is concerned. I need men. Strong, hardworking, rough men willing to take on backbreaking labor, punishing hours, and fair pay. But May, she’s so pale and fragile looking I’m not sure she could handle the simplest task I’ve got here. 

Still, something in her eyes begs me to let her stay. And she looks so tired I wouldn’t forgive myself if I let her go right now. There’s a strength to her, a quiet power that leads me to believe she’s stronger than I’m giving her credit for. 

Her big blue eyes are as pale as the skies behind her, and there’s a light sprinkle of freckles across her nose. She’s so innocent looking I find myself needing to know how old she is. 

“How old are you?” 

She seems relieved, and I wonder what she expected me to say. “Twenty-four,” she says, her blue eyes solemn on me. Of age. I want to let out a breath I wasn’t aware I’d been holding. As she brings her hands forward to clasp before the hips of her jeans, I debate. What could I have her do? 

When she draws a deep breath, I notice the gentle thrust of her breasts under the thin material of her black shirt. I’m careful not to actually look, though, and keep my eyes locked on hers. Still, she’s a beautiful girl, and it’s hard to keep my attention off her charms. 

“Come in,” I say, suddenly remembering my manners. “My name’s Clint. Clint Quentin.” I can find something for her. Even now, a plan, partially formed, nags at the back of my mind. As I step back and allow her in, I hear the guys stand up and begin moving.

We’ve got some horses we’ve got to get moving from beyond the pasture they’d escaped. It’ll take all night to ride out there and drive them back home, and I realize that May might help alleviate one problem I’ve got.

“Have you ever taken care of kids?” I ask as she moves through the house to the dining room where men are filing out toward the front door. Shane lowers his shoulder as he comes to pass me and I engage my core, ready and braced for impact. He doesn’t disappoint and the clash of our shoulders would have been enough to knock a smaller man to the ground.

After what he did, he should be glad it’s not my fist across his jaw again.

“I haven’t, but I imagine it’s common sense.” May is solemn as I guide her into the emptying dining room. Carson meets my gaze and looks away, an unsure glint in his blue eyes. His harshly tanned Texas skin is rough from a layer of grit and sun.

He takes his hat in his hands and May studies him as he nods to her with a thick air of politeness. “Sorry to interrupt,” he says to her, and she nods graciously as his eyes skip to me. As always, fixed with his icy stare, I’m a bit unsettled. “Should I saddle your horse, boss?”

“Yes,” I say, and he dips his head, “Buy me ten.”

He leaves as the last few guys file out of the room like sand whipped from the corner of a canyon by storm winds.

“Am I keeping you?” May asks, her wide blue eyes worried.

“Only a moment, miss,” I say, watching a bit of relief creep into her features. “I must ask you for a favor,” I say, and she nods.

“Anything.” The way she says it, breathless and unintentionally seductive takes me aback. Clamping down with steely control, I get back on track. I can’t be thinking about how long it’s been since I had a woman in my bed.

“My daughter, Grace, will be home from school this evening and I’ve got a long job ahead of me.” I hated to ask, but this is easier than calling on the babysitter. If only those damn mustangs hadn’t busted out. But I’d rather be there for the ride than let the guys handle it.

But I didn’t want to call the sitter. She just eyes me with disproval every second and tries too hard to make Grace be a proper little lady.

“How old is Grace?” May asks, and I wonder why that’s the first question.

“She’s five,” I say, hoping that this isn’t the detail that breaks her. Grace could use a real woman, someone soft-spoken like May to talk to her. Gertie isn’t the best adult woman figure to have on hand. She’s brash, loud mouthed, and insists that Grace be a little lady at all times and quiet. Things I’m not all that happy with. I’ve thought about finding a new sitter for a while, but I hadn’t actively been looking.

Maybe lady luck is smiling down on me today. Maybe May is the answer to a question I hadn’t known I had.

“Allergies?” May asks, and I shake my head. She looks up at me as if she doesn’t trust that I’m not holding something back. “Is there anything I need to know?” She asks, those serious blue eyes on mine.

Her full lips press together a bit and I can’t help but look at them. Before I can stop myself, I reach out and touch her lower lip with my thumb as if brushing away the stressed expression. It works. Her lips relax and she’s beautiful. My thumb travels toward the middle of her lower lip and there’s a sense of wonder in me that she’s softer than she looks somehow. 

And she shivers.

Her lip is so soft, so kissable. My thumb leaves her chin to trace down her slim, pale throat, no longer even pretending at having a reason or right to be touching her. I look into those big, blue, trusting eyes and see she’s looking at my lips like she wants nothing more than for me to kiss her.

I snap out of it and my hand drops from her satin skin. Somehow, my voice sounds like nothing happened between us, but my throbbing cock begs to differ.

“I’ll be out of cell service,” I say without missing a beat. There’s disappointment in her big blue eyes and I suddenly wish I’d kissed her after all. But perhaps that would have left her disappointed for other reasons.

“But there are other emergency numbers you can call on the fridge.” I gesture past her toward the kitchen and the fridge. I’m sure she’ll explore when she’s ready. Her eyes follow my gesture before snapping back to my face like she’s trying to decode the sudden distance I’d put between us. I’ve been hurt before. It’s not like me to just put myself out there. There’s no way she’d take on someone with baggage like mine. 

But fuck if I didn’t wish otherwise. “Other than that, I’ll set you up in the guest room and you’re free to make yourself at home.” The thought that she’ll be sleeping down the hall hits me like a tractor tire to the gut. I wish I’d thought that through. Hell, if I’d thought first, I’d have paid to have her stay in town… far away from me. 

Her tongue darts out to trace her lower lip and I feel a sudden wash of desire rush over me. The soft sheen of dampness makes my heart start thumping. Damn. This girl is going to ruin me. 

“Thank you,” she says softly.

Wrestling to keep my reactions to her in check, I lead her back toward the guest room. She follows and when I glance back, she’s looking at pictures along the walls, tears sparkling in her eyes.

Facing forward, I remind myself that it’s none of my business what she’s doing here. But I’d bet my bottom dollar she’s running from something… or someone.













May

Of everything I expected, I think that watching my boss’ child was near the end of the list. But then again, I’m not afraid of kids. It’s hard to screw up; make sure they eat and drink. Make sure they’re entertained. Get them to bed at a reasonable hour. 

How hard can it really be?

I walk to the window of the room I’m going to be staying in. The half circle of guys are slouched in the saddle like the weight of the world is on their shoulders. I scan the group, looking for Clint. He’s shockingly good looking. And the way he looks at me, like he’s able to look past my skin, down deeper than bone to my deepest, darkest buried secret. 

It’s indescribable. 

As I watch, Clint walks over to a saddle horse that’s standing beside the man who’d asked him if he needed his horse saddled while Clint and I talked. 

He takes the reins of the grey animal with the spotted backside and he plants a foot in a stirrup before hauling himself up. He throws a leg over the horse, who sidesteps as if in an attempt to escape. Clint’s hands on the reins steady the animal and I admire the way he leans forward a bit and pats the horse’s neck. 

From here, I can see his lips move and I know he’s talking to the horse. Closing my eyes, I imagine how his voice might lower, that he’s saying something akin to it’s okay. Relax. 

Sudden tears sting behind my eyelids and I blink. My eyes meet the dark gaze of Clint, who’s watching me even as I stand here, watching him. Everything in me screams to hide, but I stand, arrested by his stare as if he’d grabbed my arm again and held me at his mercy. 

Even now the spot above my elbow tingles, as if he’s still holding onto me, refusing to let me go and walk out of his life. 

I stare at him as the guys begin to ride off. He hangs back, flanked by the same man who’d saddled up his horse for him and bought him ten, whatever that means. The man looks in my direction, then at his boss, then at the ground like he’s intruding. 

But all I can see is Clint. His eyes are narrowed a bit, as if he’s trying to figure me out. The whole time we’d talked I’d been terrified he knew or puzzling at the way he made my belly flip flop and my heart dance. Still - past all the thrill of him reacting to me like I’m a woman - with every passing second, I felt more secure that he didn’t remember. 

But now, with the sensation he’s peering into the depths of my soul, I’m not so certain. Lifting my chin, I study him, thinking about how kind he’d been. He was everything I could have hoped for and more. 

Suddenly, he faces the direction the guys had gone and in a fluid motion with his hips, he urged his horse on. As they galloped down the dirt road that I have to guess leads deeper into their land, I’m left picking up the shards of composure I still possess. I need to keep my distance. Clint is trouble with a capital T, I’m certain of it. 

Sinking onto the bed, I stare at my lap. The painful memories of the last few weeks rise up and I feel the tears threatening. They’re always just there, behind my eyes, ready to pounce on every unguarded moment of thought. 

A shower. That’ll help. I can wash away the grime of traveling and steam out the toxic thoughts. I’m on my feet quickly and I head toward my car. In the back, I grab my duffle and bring it into the room I have now. It feels weird, the thought that I might be able to unpack the bag. I might be able to stay more than a night. 

Grabbing some questionably clean clothes, I begin to hope that there’s a washing machine close by. With the change of clothes in hand, I head across the hall and lock myself in the bathroom. The room is white, reasonably clean, and airy. A huge window open to rolling pastures and a few horses are the only peepers in sight. 

I close the curtains anyway and stare at the faucet. It’s pretty standard, thankfully. I’m used to homes where only the person in residence knows how to make theirs work. Hell, the last hotel was stupid; the hot was labeled cold and the cold labeled hot. 

I turn on the water and instantly feel better. I missed this bit of normalcy. It’s such a simple thing we take for granted. I undress with shaking fingers and climb under the hot spray. With the water rinses away the fears and a new hope begins to bubble up in me. 

Maybe it will be different this time. 

***

When I get out of the shower, I dress and start wandering the house. It’s a beautiful sprawling ranch house. I pass on peeking into bedrooms, but assume that there must be a separate place for most of the help to sleep, since there aren’t enough bedrooms to house them all, unless there are tons of bunks tucked away somewhere. 

The dining room is warm partially due to the sunlight streaming in and partially due to the buttery accent wall that leaves me some hope that there’s a woman around. Then again, if there is, why does Clint need me to watch his daughter?

The kitchen is standard, though more modern than I expected. Clearly there are a lot of meals made here. The range is a six-burner gas-powered beast that belongs in a high end restaurant. The whole place is well kept, clean, and - as I open a cabinet - well stocked. 

I could get used to this, I think. It’s beautiful, it feels like home, and right now, while it’s quiet, I’m feeling relaxed. 

“Who are you?” 

I spin, my heart slamming at the little voice. A girl stands behind me, her warm brown eyes accusing. Suddenly, I know why the mother isn’t around. I know who Clint created this child with. I know everything. 













Clint

May’s stare shook me straight to the core. Never has anyone looked at me like that, with a mix of desperation, fear, and tenuous hope. There was something else there, some shrouded secret that’s haunting her. 

But her secrets are her own. And so long as she can handle Grace, I think things will go fine. Grace isn’t a difficult girl. She’s grounded and outspoken, tempestuous, even. She speaks her mind, she’s quick witted, and is often the bane of her teachers. But she’s sweet under it all. 

Perhaps I haven’t raised her right. I don’t force her into dresses. I don’t pigeonhole her into feminine roles. She’s been in the saddle since she could walk. She’s mucked out stalls, she’s able to feed horses, brand mustangs, and tell the men the best move with a new plucky stallion. And she’s still pint sized. But she spends more days with me than without, and I guess I rubbed off on her. 

Which drives Gertie crazy, but I feel that May will have no problem with her. 

“Boss?”

I glance over at Carson who’s staring ahead. Shane’s riding hell bent for lather where we’d agreed to set camp. As the sun settles toward the edge of the horizon, I feel the tension stirring up around the men. 

No one needs to tell me, but I know that slowing us down was a bad move on my part. Still, this was an unexpected issue and they would have had to wait regardless. Either waiting for me to call Gertie or waiting for me to talk to the new girl. 

Waiting either way. 

Drawing my revolver from the holster, I lift the barrel and pull the trigger. The sound of it reverberates through my skull and under me, Thunder shies a bit. I hold him firm and study the faces that have turned to me. 

I push on, seeing Shane ahead. His horse had startled with the gunshot, and I wait for him to regain control. He does quickly and hauls the animal around to head back to me. 

As the guys form a ring around me, I ignore Shane and his refusal to actually move into line with the rest of the guys. “We’ll ride until twilight,” I say, and the men nod, while some mutter under their breaths. 

I know it’s going to be a long ride, but there’s no reason to kill ourselves or risk a horse stepping into a prairie dog hole. The guys disperse and we all prepare ourselves for this ride. I shove May out of my mind, but something of her nags in the back of my skull. 

We ride out, the guys whooping and hollering as they race each other in good fun. By my side, Carsen keeps close. He’s kind to the old nag he insists on taking out. There have been plenty of jokes about him riding the ancient mare, but he swears she’s the only horse that he trusts. I don’t give a fuck. So long as they can keep up, I don’t give a damn. 

Dad always said the measure of a good animal is its willingness to follow a man, whether or not it’s into battle, or to the barn for dinner. 

If only the old man wasn’t such a thorn in my side. 

He’s got too many demands. For a man who hadn’t built his empire on his own, he’s sure hell bent on protecting it. Protecting it… from me. 

Not that it needs to be protected from me. I’ve got my own empire. I’ve built my fortune. But it would be nice to finally claim my part of the family fortune. But that’s a pipe dream. Dad’s three requirements for me to take my place at the table are just too much. 

I can see him in mind’s eye, his gray hair short and carefully kept. His rich brown eyes reflecting the honey colored lights in the study of the family’s mansion. The stubble he works so hard to keep close to the skin, everything of him reeks of privilege and cushy living. But make no mistake, he’s a shark and he’ll chum the water with you before you can so much as blink. 

He’s never been particularly warm. Not to me, at least. Kate, my little sister, got much closer to him, perhaps because she’s the baby, or may there’s just something different about daughters. Her place at his right hand will be sealed once she’s back from college. Her list wasn’t nearly as stringent as my own. 

Dad required three things of me: I had to prove I’m an asset. Done. I’ve made myself as a business man. I’ve got land, horses, and a net worth in the billions. I had to prove my manliness. Done. Many times over, done. Rough Texas living makes a man or breaks him. But the third thing… that’s the killer. 

The third requirement is that I can be a family man. And being a father to Grace isn’t enough. No, I have to be a husband. After the messy business between me and Amanda… dad’s got no confidence in me, and I’m not all that confident in myself either. 

Kate had it much easier. She had to finish college. And she’s well on her way to graduate early with an impressive degree in engineering. I love her dearly, but she’s always been too brainy for me. But she loves what she does, and it shows every time she opens her mouth. When someone asks her about school, her face lights up. 

But I don’t blame dad for his lack of confidence in my ability to be a family man. The messy fall out of what happened between Amanda and I is proof he was right to be nervous. 

Again, an idea nags, and I latch onto it. 

What if… I asked May to marry me? Not for real, of course, just a sham to get dad to let me in, let me be a part of what I’m owed anyway?

Still, something whispers in me that I’m not being totally honest. There’s something about May. I want to be near her. I want her to keep looking up at me like she’s begging me to show her how a man like me would touch her. 

And I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t want to. 













May

I stand before the girl, my mouth hanging open like I’m some special kind of idiot. She stares up at me, her eyes lit with a fire I can’t even begin to describe. It’s like she knows who I am, why I’m here, and how to destroy me. 

“Your dad wanted me to watch you,” I say, and she blinks, as if this answer is a total surprise. She tilts her head to the side and her thick, dark hair shifts, revealing a length down her back with some curls near the end, like her heavy hair can’t quite hold the curls but clings to the few it can near the bottom. 

I watch her little face scrunch up as if she’s internally poking holes in my story. “Where’s Gertie?” she asks, and I find myself at a loss. 

“I’m not sure,” I say, deciding honesty is the best idea. She continues to stare me down, then lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 

“I don’t like Gertie. She always smacks my bottom when I’m not ladylike,” she says, her honesty melting my heart. 

“That’s not very ladylike of her.” 

Instantly the girl smiles and it feels like the sun is shining down on me. While I’m doing well, I decide to keep things rolling. “So, what do you usually do when you get home?” I ask, but she pushes toward me, thrusting her hand toward me. 

“I’m Grace.” 

I take her hand and shake it, surprised that her little fingers feel strong. “I’m May.” 

“May flowers,” she giggles, and I smile at her sweet little face. She’s too stinkin’ cute. I want to pinch her chubby little pink cheek, but I’m not going to put hands on her. I know better. Besides, I remember how demoralizing that felt to have people touch me without my permission when I was little. 

“Are you hungry, Grace?” I ask, and she nods. With quick hands, I find some foods that’ll go over well. Comfort food that I choose because she’s adjusting to something new; me. Mac and cheese and hot dogs. The kind of stuff I have fond memories of as a child. 

“Want to help me?” I ask, looking over my shoulder at her. Her little face lights up and I pull a chair into the kitchen for her to stand on. Shoulder to shoulder we stand before the stove, opening a box of Mac and Cheese, dumping noodles into a pot of water, busy work. Simple work. Things that’ll help her feel independent while she’s safe from harm. 

Things I wish I could have had when I was little. 

“Do you have kids?” She asks me, her little face full of curiosity. 

“I don’t.” I say, my tone bright as I tackle the hard question. I wanted kids. But that bastard… I clamp down and shut out the painful memories. I’m not ready to face them. Besides, little Grace doesn’t need to see me lose it. 

“Are you married?” she asks, and I can’t help but be in awe of her. She’s so very mature. She speaks like an adult. Her mind is bright, curious, and she’s very quick to just talk rather than hang on propriety. It’s refreshing. 

“I’m not.” I say, then turn her game on her. “How about you? Kids? A hubby I need to know about?”

Her face scrunches up and she laughs. “No!” We laugh together and I realize that this is the first real laugh I’ve had in longer than I can remember. 

 

***

In bed, I listen to the house. It’s totally quiet. No traffic noises, no loud, party loving neighbors, nothing. Every once in a while the house settles on a sigh, like it too is winding down from the day. 

Grace had fallen asleep on the couch, but I’d wandered quickly and found her room. One I knew where to take her, I’d carried her into her room and settled her in her pretty bedroom. The whole place had been decorated with horses right down to the blanket on her bed. 

It had been a good night. I felt confident that she would make being here easy. And if this was the work Clint wanted from me, I’d be more than happy to stay on and work as long as he’d have me. 

Outside, I hear what sounds like the slam of a car door and I bolt upright. My heart settles into my gut and I feel like throwing up as I sit straight, straining my ears to listen for anything that might be a sound. 

He couldn’t be here. 

There’s no way he followed me. I was so careful…

I creep out of bed and toward the living room. The curtains give me a view into the front of the place where my car sits, dejected and alone. The slam happens again and I realize the barn door is ajar. When it catches the wind, it bangs on itself. I can see a chain locking it closed, but the noise still makes my hands tremble like I’m going to barf. 

I’d thought it was him. 

I sink onto the couch, pressing the back of my hand to my mouth as if I can keep back the bile backing up my throat. Tears stream down my cheeks as I think about the fear, the absolute helplessness I feel. He has power over me and he’s not even fucking here! I got away from him and he’s still controlling me across a distance so great I can’t even imagine it. 

My throat aches and I keep my volume to little sniffs as tears stream down my face. It’s just not fair. Life isn’t fair. 

“Why are you crying?”

I jolt, startled and look into the worried brown eyes of Grace. 











Clint

At twilight, I pull the guys in for another talk. They form a ring around me and I sense the discord. I want to smooth it over, but I know some things are simply broken and are not meant to be fixed. If they want to walk, they know where the door is. If they want to stay, they’ve got paychecks waiting. 

“Okay,” I say as they settle in and listen to me. “We can camp or we can keep going. If we slow down and head out, we’ll be heading home toward dawn. Or we can camp and head out at dawn.” 

Beside me, Carson takes on this role and offers a good suggestion. “If you want to keep going, we can stop for a meal, drink, and piss break. If you don’t we’ll have that break anyway.” 

I nod, agreeing with him. The men mumble, and I tell them they can think it over, but the resounding responses are that we should break for chow and get back out. 

“What about Bram and Scott?” It’s Shane’s voice ringing out. 

I answer with my usual calculated wariness. “They’ll be happy to get home to their beds earlier rather than later, I’m sure,” I say, and there’s a ripple of agreement. Shane’s glare leaves me and he nods. 

“Chow and then we ride!” He brings his horse around and I want to sock him right in the mouth. It’s not his god damned call. It’s mine. He’s hired help, not the boss. Not on my ranch. 

But I let it go. This isn’t an argument I want. As men step out of saddles and stretch, the sounds of bones cracking and men groaning becomes louder than the chorus of crickets. It’s a welcome sound, but I maneuver Thunder around to do a quick parameter check. 

We’re not safe from cougars and bears here, and I want to make sure they know we’re here and armed. The predators out here are smart, and a gun on your hip is often enough to keep all but the starving critters out of sight. 

I circle, giving another thought to my plan. I’m not proud of it. Tricking dad isn’t my favorite idea, but maybe it’s time to fight dirty. After all, he is. The fortune my great grandfather passed down isn’t really his to guard like this. He’s a rotten bastard, and it pisses me off. 

But it’s not about the money. It’s about getting the recognition I deserve. I’ve fucking worked hard to build myself for the ground up and all he did was impose more rules, more bars for me to meet before I’m good enough to call myself his son. 

Once I’m sure the perimeter is safe, I head back to where the guys have lit up a fire and are cooking and setting coffee to percolate. Carson offers me a mug of coffee and I crack open the can of beans I’d brought and set it in the fire. 

Within minutes it’s hot and I nudge it out and hold it with a leather glove I keep on hand for working. Carson is taking bites of some franks that are being passed around and cooked on skewers. I take one that’s offered to me and dip the molten dog into my beans. 

As we all dig in, the night sky turns from twilight to billions of stars and a chilly night breeze that cuts to the bone. 

***

 

Dawn brings sight of the herd we’re here to drive home and the collective sigh is much quieter than last night’s gusto. I’m just excited at the thought of getting home. Getting home. 

I’ve got some explaining to do with Grace. And I’m curious to see how May is doing. 

“Not much longer, Boss,” Carson says as we slow down and watch the guys heading into formation. As we begin to drive the horses back toward home, I sigh with relief. Not much longer. 

 

***

As the last horse files into the pasture, I let loose a sigh of relief. We did it. No major calamities. Carsen and I head toward the barn, and he offers to take my horse so I can head into the house. I thank him and feel better the second my boots hit solid ground. I head to the house, looking toward May’s bedroom window. 

I’m not certain why. 

The front door is locked and I grab the key and let myself in. I catch her in the living room with a book in hand and suspiciously red eyes. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” she says, and I shrug. I don’t care. She can lock the doors if she chooses. I make a mental note to make sure she knows where the twelve gauge is and how to use it. I doubt anything will ever happen, but I’d be more comfortable knowing that if something did happen she’d be okay. 

“How was it?” I ask. It’s not the question I want to ask her.  

“Fine. You look tired,” she says, rising to her feet. “Would you like to get some rest? I could make you something to eat.” Her genuine concern warms my heart as she heads to my side. I stare into her pretty blue eyes wondering why she was crying. But as I watch, the misery leaves her expression and there’s a sweet joy there that I want to enjoy. 

“I’m fine,” I say, needing to set her mind at ease. “Are you okay?” 

She seems startled by my question, but her eyes dart to my lips. I stiffen as she sucks her lower lip between her teeth and nibbles it before letting it slide free so she can respond. 

“Um… yeah.” She sounds hesitant, as if she wants to open up but knows better. But I don’t care anymore. All I want now is to touch her again, to feel her surprised intake of breath, her sweet shiver of pleasure…

But there are other things to think about. Like the fact that she hasn’t said a word about Grace. “How is Grace?” I ask, forcing my mind to stop all these crazy thoughts. 

“She was fine when I sent her off to school,” May says, her expression softening. “She’s such a sweetheart.” Suddenly she takes on a more troubled expression. She bites down on that distracting lower lip and I sense she’s doing that to keep from speaking her mind. 

“What are you keeping from me?” Anger surges up in me. This is my daughter. May better not be hiding something. 

Her blue eyes meet mine as the words burst out of her. “Gertie hits her.” 













May

I see the fury in his eyes and back off a step. Before he’d come home, I hadn’t really considered telling him. It’s not like spankings are a big deal. Or at least, I hadn’t thought so until Grace told me her father’s stance on capital punishment. 

We’d had many deep talks and I found her a refreshing girl with a perspective on life that was much too old for her age. 

“How do you know?” he says, his eyes so tired they’re fever bright. But the rage in them is unmistakable and I know I did the right thing by telling him. 

“She told me that Gertie smacks her bottom when she’s not ladylike.” I sense he’s nearly shaking with anger, but it’s not terrifying. It’s not aimed at me, nor could I ever imagine him being upset at me. And even if he was, I realize, I can’t imagine being afraid of him. He’s not the kind of guy who’d hurt me. 

And I realize something startling; I feel safe with him. 

He stands up straight and I know he’s wrestling with his anger. “Thank you for telling me,” he says stiffly, and I nod. 

“Go to bed,” I say gently as he stands before me, still internally fighting something I can only sense. “I’ve got things here.” 

Finally, he nods and heads back toward the hall. I watch him go, hoping he didn’t notice the tears in my eyes when he’d come in. Despite the talks I’d shared with Grace and all the calming influence she’d had on me this morning while getting ready to go, I’d still found myself sinking back into that scary pit of despair once I was alone. 

And even when I’d tried to distract myself, he’d still come creeping back to burrow under my skin and haunt the darkness in every blink. 

Still, Clint is every bit as intense as he’d been from that first moment. And every bit as able to make my heart stumble in my chest. And able to make a curious warmth pool deep in my belly. 

Then I hear him call my name from his room. With a sense of trepidation, I head back, hoping this isn’t about to get uncomfortable. At his door, I lift my knuckles to knock and he tells me to come in. 

I do so and find him under the blankets. My cheeks sting red and I look toward the floor as he speaks. “Before I forget,” he says, sounding a bit drunk with exhaustion. “I need to ask you a huge favor.” 

“Anything,” I say, my face flaming red hot. Please don’t ask me for something I can’t do. Please. Still, I can’t imagine anything I wouldn’t want to do with this man. Even the thought of him asking me to bed sends a warm tingling feeling through my pelvis. 

“Can you pretend to be my fiancée?” 

Jerking my head up, I meet his stare, shocked to my very toes. Never in a million years would I have expected anything like that. I feel my mouth drop open, but no words come out. 

He stares at me like he’s expecting an answer now, but I can’t quite formulate anything. 

“Why?” I ask, the word popping out like a cork from a bottle of bubbly. 

“It’s a long story,” He says, “We’ll talk more when I get up.” 

I nod and turn toward the door, but he stops me once more. “Thank you,” he says, and I look back at him, one hand on the door. He already looks like he’s sleeping, and there’s a peace to him that’s unexpected. 

He’s so handsome. In sleep, there’s a boyishness to him that is gone in the harsh light of his wakeful self. I study him, thinking about his proposal. 

I’d be safe if we went with a farce like this. But I’d be at his mercy. More at his mercy. And I don’t think I want to put myself in the mercy of any man, ever again. Not in a romantic sense. What would he expect of me with this farce? Nothing good, I’m sure. The kind of man who asks a woman to pretend to be in love with him is the kind that might do other evil, underhanded things. 

Still, as I leave his room, I find myself curious. Everything I know of him says he’s not a cruel, underhanded man. But I also won’t lie to myself by pretending I know him. 

It’s not like he can possibly be without prospects. He’s handsome. He’s successful. He’s got a kind heart, even if it might not look like it from the outside. He has to, or he wouldn’t have let me stay. 

Then again, was it all just to get me in a position where I’d have to accept some hair brained plan to be his fake fiancée? Is he really not the man I’d thought him to be? Is my judge of character that messed up? 

Then again, what kind of man asks something like that? And why?

Why does he need me to pretend to be his fiancée? And if it’s a good reason, will that be enough to sway my mind on it? Because there’s no reason I can think of that I’d be okay with it or willing to even play along. I’m not a liar. And it’s not fair of him to ask me to be. 

With all these questions going through my mind, I head toward my room. My heart thunders in my chest as I think about what it would feel like to be Mrs. Quentin. Clearly, he doesn’t recognize me, but this is more than I’d ever dreamed of. 

 I watch the hustle and bustle of the men as they lock up horses, clean up the yard, and head into a building that I’m fairly certain the farm hand house. 

As I stand, I see someone glance my way and I duck back to the side. I don’t want to draw attention to myself. I don’t want anyone to figure out who I am. 

That would be very, very bad. 













Clint

I wake and hear the sweet sound of laughter from the living room. It’s such a good sound, I slip out the door quietly and peek into the kitchen. Grace is on a chair and May is behind her with her hands over Grace’s guiding them with a sharp knife right through an onion. 

“I’m crying!” Grace says, her voice filled with amusement. 

May laughs. “It’s so sad we’re torturing this onion.” She places her chin on Grace’s shoulder and I’m struck by how normal this looks, and how incredible it feels. They slice through the onion and I hear Grace sniff. 

And I realize I’m not worried. I know May won’t let Grace get hurt. It’s evident in her posture, in the easy way Grace leans back into her, trusting her with every motion. 

“Rinse it with cold water,” I say and two sets of eyes meet me. Grace’s brown eyes are excited and happy as she sees me. May’s eyes are wide, troubled, yet wildly beautiful. 

“Daddy!” Grace launches herself at me and I open my arms to catch her. With my arms around her, the world is suddenly okay again. I missed her more than I could ever imagine missing anyone. 

My eyes meet May’s and I see something there. Perhaps it’s disappointment. But why? Because I asked her to be my fake fiancée?

Maybe I should talk to her. 

“We’re about done with dinner prep,” May says, returning to cutting onion as I set Grace on her feet. 

“Are you going to help?” Grace asks me and I look at May, who is ignoring me. Still, I can see her pulse in her soft throat and it’s much too quick. Perhaps the little miss is excited at the thought? My cock stirs but I tamp down those thoughts. 

Gathering my thoughts, I ask, “Sure. What can I do?”  

Grace lights up. But May shuts me down. “I think I’ve got this. Why don’t you two go catch up?” Grace nods, and I know she’s not sensing the tension mounting between May and I. But as my daughter takes my hand and leads me into the living room, I remember there’s something I wanted to talk to her about. 

We sit on the couch and I start in quick. “Was Gertie hitting you?” I ask. Grace’s face falls a little and I hope that this betrayal of trust doesn’t come back on May. 

“Yes,” Grace says, her face so very embarrassed I want to hug her. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask gently. I don’t want her to think she’s in trouble, but I need to know why she didn’t trust me enough to come to me with this. 

Her eyes find the floor and it’s all I can do not to tilt her chin up to look me in the eyes. “She tells me I’m not a lady.” 

“Oh baby,” I say, gathering her into a hug. “You don’t have to be. You just have to be the best you you can be, okay?” I say, looking deep into her eyes as if I can convey the truth of my words. 

“Promise?” she says, and I cross my finger over my heart. 

She smiles and the cute expression lifts my heart. Everything in the world is better with her right here. And even the ugly moments manage to bring in good. 

“Dinner,” May says, peeking her head in. 

“Thank you,” I say as Grace bolts from my arms and into May’s grasp. I look at the two of them looking so much like a family it aches deep in the very depths of my soul. This is what I want for Grace. But it’s too much to ask of any woman. Even one as amazing as May. 

 

***

“She’s asleep,” I say, a finger to my lips as I sneak out of Grace’s room and close the door behind me. 

“She’s a light sleeper,” May says, a knowing look on her face. I nod in agreement and take her hand. Her skin is shockingly soft between my rough fingers as I lead her toward the front door. Still, it feels good to hold her like this. It feels right. 

On the porch, we sit side by side on the swing. I notice the scent of her, sweet and floral. Her shining brown hair is bound up loosely, as if it wants nothing more than to escape. A few tendrils have and frame her face and cling to her neck in the fading heat of the Texas day. 

“I need more time to think about it,” she says, and I nod. I didn’t expect a quick answer. It’s a huge favor. 

“Did you have questions?” I ask, dreading the questions. 

“Why?” she says, looking sideways at me as if she’s afraid to fully face me. I think a moment, trying to figure out the best way to tell her. 

So I give her a short, sweet version. “My father and I don’t get along so well. He needs me to prove I’m a family man before he’ll really trust me.” It’s the reader’s digest version, but it’s not a lie. Her silence leaves me feeling like she’s thinking it over. 

“But you are a family man,” she says finally, her voice filled with a sweet confusion. “You’re an amazing dad. All Grace does all day is sing your praises.” 

“He means family man as in married man.” The words sting, even now, and I hate them as I spit them out like something bitter and vile I can expel. 

She is quiet again and I look at her. There’s a far way look in her eyes as she stares toward her car. 

“You don’t have to,” I say, needing her to know I’m not giving her an ultimatum. “You’re fully welcome to stay on as Grace’s caregiver for as long as you’re willing. She really likes you. And if you were to leave, I’d be in a bind.” As I think about it, the thought of her leaving fills me with something akin to fear. 

Still, she’s silent, and we stare out at the stars side by side as a gentle night wind cools us. 













May

He’s quiet beside me. But it’s not a scary silence. It’s not one I feel I have to fill. He’s made himself clear. But not in a threatening way. I don’t’ feel pressured or guilty. And he alleviated my fear that it might change my being here if I decide not to. But still… what if his parents recognize me?

“I’d still like time to think about it,” I say and he nods in agreement. 

“Take all the time you need,” he says, and I feel a curious warmth pooling in my belly. 

Here, under the stars with him, I feel… safe. 

“There’s something else,” he says, and my heart begins to pound as I glance at him and see a new intensity behind those warm brown eyes. 

“Yes?” I ask, feeling breathless. His eyes study my face as he speaks. 

“I need to know you’re safe here while I’m gone. Do you know how to shoot?” he asks, and I shake my head no. My father thought a lady had no place holding a gun or doing man’s work. I was there to cook, clean, and be pretty. 

“I’ll teach you tomorrow. The shotgun over the door is real, and it’s loaded. Don’t aim it at someone unless you plan to pull the trigger,” he says, his voice so serious a shiver runs down my spine. 

My own demons rear up, but I push them back to ask, “Do you get much trouble out here?” 

He shakes his head. “But it’s a good idea for you to be able to protect yourself and Grace.” 

I nod, fully agreeing with him. It would be a good piece of mind to be able to handle a gun. Not that I think I could ever pull the trigger. Not even on…

“What are you thinking about right now?” he asks, and I realize tears are beginning to fill my eyes. 

“No one important,” I say, and realize I’ve slipped up. I glance at him in horror that I’ve let slip that it’s someone, not something. 

But he doesn’t push it. The feeling is there, though, that I can come to him, talk to him, confide in him. And it’s an amazing sensation. I hadn’t come here with the hope that I’d be able to trust a man ever again, much less so soon after arriving. 

Something about Clint… maybe it’s our past, our history. Sure he’s not who I remember, but he’s just a more grown up version of who he had been. 

“You know,” he says, not looking at me. I notice his face tighten up as he looks up at the stars. His jaw flexes like he’s clenching down against something unpleasant. “I feel like I’ve known you forever. Odd, huh?” he smiles at me, but his expression is strained. My pulse begins to thump softly against my collar bone and I struggle for words to say. 

But no words come. 

“I’m going to head to bed,” I say after a silence takes over us. 

“Have a good night,” he says. As I rise and walk toward the door, his hand once more finds mine. And like the first time, it feels like I’ve touched an electric fence. A tingle and warmth that’s unexpected travels from his touch up my arm and straight to my heart as I look down at him. 

“Thank you,” he says, his expression warm and his eyes filled with genuine gratitude. “For everything.” 

I can only smile at him, feeling bad for the deceit I’m guilty of. 

***

“Miss.” 

I smile at the man who’d interrupted me that first day. Now that he’s just standing in the kitchen and I’m pouring a glass of orange juice after having just seen Grace off to school, I decide to introduce myself. He seems like he’s the second in command. I’m just guessing based on how he interacts with Clint and the men. 

“I’m May,” I say, offering him my hand. 

He takes it and lifts it to pantomime a kiss on the back of my knuckles. “It’s my pleasure,” he says, “I’m Carson.” 

“The pleasure is mine,” I say as he releases my hand. 

“Boss is a good man. You’re safe here,” he says, as if reading every bit of fear I’ve been clutching since I got here. “Trust him,” he says and I jolt in surprise. 

“Why would you say that?” I ask, curious. 

He eyes me as I pour him a glass of juice and offer it. I’d already included his breakfast in the head count for the morning since he and Clint had been talking when I got up. 

“Thank you,” he says as he takes the glass. “I say it because you can trust him. Everything he does, he does for good reason, even if it’s hard to see what that reason is.” 

“Even asking me to be his fake fiancée?” I mumble, mostly joking. 

But Carson doesn’t blink an eye. “What his father is doing is wrong.” He shifts a bit in his seat. “And if you don’t mind me saying, that’s a big risk on his part. He wouldn’t put Gracie through something like that without good reason.” 

My heart aches as I think about Grace. Of course she’d know. She’d have to. What if it got her hopes up? What if it hurt her? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. 

“Has he ever screwed up?” I ask, hoping against hope for an impossible answer. Carson, though, isn’t rising to the bait. 

“Boss?” he asks, as if not sure what I mean. When I nod, he lets out a snort. “Hell yes.” He seems chagrined. “Pardon my language.” 

“Please speak freely around me,” I reply. “I’m not a delicate flower. I prefer honesty and candor.” 

“You and me both, miss.” He smiles at me, and I realize he’s also a handsome man, but his looks take a second place to Clint. 

“So what is his father doing, exactly?” I ask, wondering if Clint gave me the full story. I can’t help but feel he might have left out an important detail or two. 

“Well,” Carson says around a swallow of juice, “that’s not really for me to say, miss.” 

“What’s not?” Clint asks, walking into the room as if he’s been here the whole time. I glance at Carson, feeling a stab of panic that he’ll out me for being rude and nosy. But he winks at me. 

“Where you went, Boss.” Carson says, and Clint looks over his shoulder quizzically at us. 

“Speak freely to May. I trust her and she needs to be in the loop with the goings on here.” Clint’s eyes meet mine and I feel an unexpected heat rising in my cheeks and sinking low in my belly. 













Clint

“So, tell me about yourself, Carson,” May says and Carson shrugs. 

“Not much to tell, Miss.” 

“Don’t let him lie to you,” I say, looking over at Carson. 

But he shrugs again. “Wouldn’t interest the lady,” he says, and I wonder why it feels like I missed something. 

“I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t curious,” May says, keeping her eyes off me as she speaks. 

“Perhaps another time, then,” Carson says respectfully.  He gets up and washes his glass as I study May. When he leaves, I sense she’s ready to talk to me. 

“I’ll do it,” she says, still carefully avoiding my stare. 

But I need to know something. “Do you really understand what you’re agreeing to?” I ask, stepping close to her. She looks up at me, and I can see the thud of her heart against her breast bone. 

She nods, her pretty lower lip trembling a bit as she stares up at me. I grab her and pull her close. “I’ll have to touch you,” I say, knowing that my father will expect us to act like we’re in love. “They’ll expect us to look like we’re in love.” I find I like how she feels pressed up against me like this. 

She nods, still mute. 

“I’ll need to be close to you.” I touch her cheek with my free hand. Her eyes drift closed as if she’s really feeling me for the first time. I feel my body respond to her and I let it. As I expected, she jolts a bit as my hard cock presses into her belly. 

Before she can tell me no, I press my lips to hers. She’s sweet and tart, like orange juice and maple syrup. Like sin and surrender. Like everything I’ve ever craved and have never tasted. 

Her lips part and my tongue traces the pretty curve of her lower lip. She’s so delicious. So sweet and warm. I want more. More. All of her. Everything she’s willing to give. 

My cock pulses and her arms slip around my shoulders. 

Is this okay?” I murmur against her lips. In response, she shivers, her whole body responding to me. I grab her ass in both hands and she sucks in a deep breath as if shocked by my crass action. But she doesn’t say no. She doesn’t pull away. No, she melts into me. 

Her lips press to mine, and I kiss her, my heart aching with the sweetness and innocence of her kiss. 

And I realize that if I don’t back off, I’m going to take her right here on the kitchen table. And that wouldn’t be good. There’s always a chance someone will walk in. Unwillingly, I back off, holding her upright until she finds her balance. 

Her blue eyes meet mine and I have to explain myself. “I’d hate for someone to walk in,” I say, and she nods. 

“Was it too much, too far?” I ask, needing to hear her say it’s okay if only for the selfish reason that I want to kiss her again and need her permission. 

She shakes her head, mute. 

Her eyes are wide on mine, and I know there’s something else. So I wait until she’s ready to talk. There’s nothing to be gained by pushing her. I want her to know I’ll wait and listen until she’s ready to talk. I made myself clear that I want her to be honest, candid, and know she can trust me with anything. 

“I don’t want to hurt Grace.” Her tiny voice is enough to tell me she’s afraid. I’m not sure of what; if she’s afraid of hurting Grace or my reaction to this revelation. 

“I don’t either. I thought we’d tell them that it’s a secret so she doesn’t wind up hurt. It also explains her not knowing you for very long. We can say we’ve been seeing each other for a while and didn’t bring you into her life until it was serious.” 

A small smile tugs the corners of her lips. “You’ve thought this through, haven’t you?” she says, her eyes dancing. 

“I make Grace my number one priority,” I say, and she dips her head in what looks like respect. “Now,” I say and her head lifts so she can focus those beautiful eyes on me once more. “I said I’d teach you to shoot.” 

She nods and I take the gun from over the front door and take her out. We’ve got a dedicated wall for practice. It’s into the side of a little mountain that’s all dirt. I show her how to load it and turn off the safety before showing her how to stand. 

When she’s ready, I have her hold it and she pulls the trigger. 

The paper target is instantly peppered with buckshot and she turns to me, her face lit up even as she lowers the barrel of the gun to the ground. 

“Looks like you’re a natural,” I tell her and her eyes darken with something that looks like worry. Again, I get the feeling that something is bothering her. She turns and looks toward her car like there’s someone there. 

“Now you know you can keep yourself safe,” It tell her. Once more, her eyes stray to her car and I wonder what she’s thinking. Who is chasing her? What is she running from? Or who is she running from?

The thought of any harm coming to her makes my guts twist and I see red. If anyone wants to hurt her, they’ll have to go through me. 













May

I’m going to throw up. There’s no way I can do this. They’re going to know who I am, everything will go to hell…

“Are you okay?” 

I turn to give Clint a winning smile. I’m not alright. I’m dressed in a dress that’s not me; it’s too formal, too revealing, too pretty. “I’m fine,” I lie, watching the dirt road give way to concrete. I felt safe there, at his house. 

“They’ll love you,” he says, and suddenly it feels real. This is what a man would say to the love of his life when he took her to meet his parents. 

His hand settles on my knee as I stare out the truck window. I can do this. It’s going to hurt, and I need to remind myself it’s not real. But I can do this. Besides, I’ve dreamed about this moment. The real moment, not the fake one. But Clint doesn’t know that. 

He never needs to know that. 

He’ll hate me when he finds out. 

Dread knots in my guts, but the warmth of his hand on my knee sinks into my flesh and curiously seems to combat the ice lining my gut. 

I can do this. 

***

 

The familiar, ornate door opens and I realize Clint’s parents don’t look like they’ve aged a day. They give us hugs and usher us inside. The whole time I’m silently begging them not to remember me. 

It’s been years. 

The men drift off and I find myself left alone with Barbra. Babs, as I remember her. She takes my hand and examines the ring on my hand. 

“It’s beautiful,” she says, looking up at me. “So how have you been, Sara?”

My heart sinks to my toes. “I go by May now,” I say, needing to weave some quick damage control. 

“So I heard.” Her brown eyes are sharp as she studies me. “What are you doing, exactly?”

I struggle to breathe. “I’ve… always loved Clint,” I say, realizing it’s not a total lie. Even now, the words feel right as I say them. They feel real. And I know that my deception has ruined any chance of them ever coming to fruition. 

Babs is quiet a minute, studying my face like she’s seeking answers to questions she hasn’t asked. “Perhaps he loved you as well,” she says gently and I feel tears stinging in my eyes. 

“There, there,” She says, pulling me into a hug. “The heart wants what it wants. I’m not sure I approve of your method, but you’re here and that’s all there is to it.” 

“Please don’t tell him,” I whisper, needing to know she’s in my corner. 

She pulls back to look down at me as if I’ve missed a very vital detail. “Oh, darling, he’s going to find out.” 

I shake my head, denying it, though I know she’s right. He’ll find out. I always knew he would. How do I come back from this? Can I fix it? Because even though the engagement is a sham, how is he going to react to the very real lie I’ve told him?

“But I won’t be the reason he finds out,” she says and I smile through my tears. 

“Thank you,” I whisper as she wraps an arm around my shoulders and leads me toward the bathroom. When the door closes, she turns to me and cleans up my running mascara. 

“Beautiful,” she says, beaming at me and I can’t help but laugh. 

“I’m a mess,” I say, glancing at my reflection. It’s true. My nose and cheeks are red and my eyes are clearly watery. Babs takes my chin and turns my face so I’m looking at her. 

“You look like a girl in love,” she says gently. “It’s not always ups. There are downs and how you get through those defines you; not your best moments.” 

I pull her into a hug, realizing that she’s right. How Clint deals with finding out who I am will define him. And it’ll also be the reason I stay… or the reason I run away. Again. 

“Let’s get out to dinner, shall we?” Babs says and I stop her. 

The lie, the farce is too much. “Why is Flint doing this?” I need to know the reason why Clint needs to be married to take his place as his father’s son. I know Clint doesn’t need the money. He just wants to be recognized on his merits, which seem to outweigh the list his father requires. 

“Clint’s father is…” Babs stares off into space as if seeking an answer, “he’s worried Clint never worked hard enough for things. Money is easy to come by. Even women are easy to come by,” she gives me an apologetic smile, but I know she’s referring to the kind of girls who flock to men with money. “But a wife? A family? He needs that balance to show he’s willing to work for something real.” 











Clint

May is beautiful as she talks with my parents over dinner. I can hardly take my eyes off her. Even when Grace comes and asks to sit on her lap, she’s more than willing to stop everything and take my daughter on her knee like a mother. 

It’s as if my life has suddenly become whole and I’m an idiot stumbling through the motions. Grace is happy with May. Mom and May are already thicker than thieves, and dad won’t stop congratulating me. 

It’s fucking amazing. 

And heartbreaking. 

Grace looks at me from May’s lap, her face alight with joy. “May said I can have her cake!” May looks up at me, her eyes sparkling as she flashes me an apologetic smile. 

I shrug, helpless. I don’t give a fuck about the cake. I care that this has suddenly become real. Someone is going to get hurt. But for now, I’m going to sit back and enjoy this night, enjoy my father’s approval, my mother’s love and joy, Grace’s energy, and those little smiles May keeps sending my way. 

As if aware I’m thinking of her, May looks over at me again, an unmistakable warmth in her eyes. And I want to pull her aside and remind her this isn’t real. That she can’t get in too deep. Even though I’ve told my parents Grace doesn’t know about the engagement because we’re protecting her, everything feels too right to be an act. It’s messing with my head. 

When we’re finally ready to leave, I hear May talking with my mother. “She’s such a light sleeper. I’ve been playing some music in her room, really low, at night. It seems to help keep her from bolting upright at every little gust of wind,” May says. 

“I used to do that with Clint,” Mom says right back in that low voice, “he’d never have slept a wink if I didn’t.” 

May smiles and gives Grace a huge hug. “Well,” she says to my daughter, “You be good, now.” 

Grace is solemn as she looks up at May. “I will.” 

But May grins, her playful face lighting up. “I know, I just had to remind you.” Just like that, Grace is hugging her tight and softly telling her she’ll miss her. Even now, with my dad bumping shoulders with me, I feel a tightness in my chest and an ache behind my eyes. 

This ticking time bomb is going to blow up in my face. I shouldn’t have dragged May into this. I fucked up. Badly. 

 

***

The whole drive home has been in silence. May is staring out her window, her pretty throat bared and creamy white in the dying daylight. 

“They liked you,” I say. 

She nods, but says nothing. 

The lack of feedback is killing me. I need to get in her head. I need to know if she hates me. But she keeps her focus on something beyond her window and I seethe silently behind this wall she’s placed between us. 

When I finally pull up before the house, she’s quick to escape the truck and head into the house. I follow, needing to get to the bottom of what’s going on. Did she break? Did she tell them? I can’t imagine she would have and it not be trotted out at dinner. 

“May,” I say and she turns, her lips parting. And in her eyes, I see tears. “What’s wrong?” I ask; all anger dissipating. 

“Your parents are amazing,” she whispers, her eyes tortured. 

And I wrap her up in a hug. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, “we can stop this now.” I’m not going to hurt her, not going to hurt everyone for my selfish need for my father’s approval. I’ve gotten along just fine without it up until now. 

But, with her in my arms, I realize I need something else. Taking her chin in my fingers, I kiss her lips. She melts, her tongue instantly seeking mine. There’s a new fire to her, a spice that destroys my will to stop. 

With a growl, I begin to move her back through the house. Her hands find the hem of my shirt and she tugs it up. Our lips only part long enough for the shirt to pass before we’re kissing again. Behind her back, I work the zipper I’d helped her with earlier tonight. Then we’d been proper, distant, even. 

Now we’re like two totally different people as I force the top of her strapless dress down. Leaving her lips, I press a kiss to the hollow at the base of her throat. I’ve never craved anything like I crave her right now, in this moment. 

She whimpers as the dress flutters to the floor. It settles into a puddle of cotton at her feet and I’m quick to notice her lack of underwear. 

I groan. She was naked under that dress all night… 

I press my lips to the space between her beautiful breasts and she gasps. Her hands find my shoulders and she grips like she’ll fall if she doesn’t hold on for dear life. 

“Clint,” she whimpers, but I’m busy kissing her pert, pink nipple. Turning her so the bed is behind her, I lower her back, needing to taste more of her. All of her. I need all of her. 

Her hips buck up into me and she begins talking. “I’ve needed this for so long, I’ve wanted it...” she moans, her body reacting as my teeth scrape along the full curve of her breast. She’s delicious, a drug that’s taking hold as I taste her, sample her, enjoy her. 

She’s mine. 













May

I need to tell him that I’m a virgin, who I am, how I know him, how I wound up on his doorstep… but while he’s kissing me like this it’s impossible to focus on anything but the sensations exploding in me. 

I didn’t think it would be like this; this all-consuming, impossibly sexy fire that’s eating every inch of me alive. 

Clint’s lips find mine again and I kiss him like I’m dying, like I’m drowning and he’s breathing life into my very lungs. I want him. I need him. 

His legs part mine and I open to him, realizing that I’m not only naked, but vulnerable and spread before him on his bed. I know how this ends and I don’t care. I’ll deal with consequences later. 

I grab his belt and unbuckle it, loving the clink of the metal on metal as it comes free. I free the button next, then the zipper. He leaves me long enough to stand up and drop his pants. His boxers follow, and I see him for the first time. 

And terror ignites in my blood. He’s much too big. There’s no way that will fit in here. 

But he’s back on me in an instant and I’m lost to his kiss. Our tongues dance and I push him back a bit. 

“I’m not on birth control,” I whisper, my voice sounding painfully shy. 

But Clint growls at me as if he finds my caution so very sexy it’ll be his undoing. He reaches past me to the nightstand, then plants a kiss on my throat. I lose myself in the heat of his lips on the soft skin of my neck. 

In a moment, he’s back on top of me and I feel my heart thrashing in my chest like a wounded animal. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I feel him slip a hand between us and he hesitates, the tip of him poised at the heart of me. 

His eyes meet mine and I sense he’s giving me a chance to say no, to back out. Instead, I kiss him. As our tongues meet, I feel him press into me. Pain comes first, and I gasp. Breaking the kiss, I press my cheek to his, unsure what to do. 

He’s slow; not forcing in, but not backing off, either. 

“You’re so sexy,” he whispers, his stubble scraping my cheek. “I want you so bad, love. Are you okay?” 

“Yes,” I whisper, the word more of a breath than an actual reply. He pushes in further and I feel my body yielding to him, opening for him, accommodating his girth and width. It’s an incredible sensation. I grip his shoulders, loving how his skin feels under my fingertips. 

 Finally, he pushes home and I feel an odd sensation of being whole. When he pulls back, I grip him and whimper. But he’s quick to push back in and the resulting burst of pleasure is almost too much to bear. 

But he gives me a kiss and suddenly the word shifts and I’m on top. The feeling of him within me is enough to steal my breath, but I’m compelled to shift, to rock my hips forward. It almost feels as if he’ll split me, but there’s so much pleasure in it I can’t stop. 

The little button of pleasure is grinding on him with every motion of my hips and I can’t stand it. His hands find my breasts and suddenly it’s like every nerve ending in my body is lighting up with pleasure. 

It’s impossibly perfect, so incredibly amazing I feel my breath leaving in little gasps. Bracing my hands on his headboard, I feel myself galloping headlong toward orgasm. Never has it felt so good. This isn’t like touching myself, this is a whole new high of pleasure and I need more. 

“Sweet May,” Clint says, his eyes on me as I ride him without shame. Our eyes lock and I see something, a flicker, something like recognition. 

But it doesn’t stop me, no, it drives me right over the edge. 

Pleasure shatters my vision as white blinds me. I hear myself mewling with pleasure, but it’s like the sound is coming from someone else. My body jolts and jerks like my muscles forgot how to work together and move, but the pleasure radiating out from my core is enough to take my breath away. 

“Clint,” I whisper as if he can help me. 

But he’s lost to his own pleasure. I feel it as he swells within me, every pulse of my pussy squeezes him tight, but he’s growing more than I imagined possible and it’s putting sweet and painful pleasure on that sensitive spot within me. 

Sudden warmth fills me and I whimper with pleasure and collapse on his chest. 

Moments later, I’m suddenly aware he’s stroking my hair. He reaches between us and does something, but it’s not invasive, and I relax, enjoying the warmth of him and the chill in the air. 

As the pleasure fades, reality crashes back down on me. 

I’ve made a huge mistake. 











Clint

It’s amazing how clear everything is post orgasm. I’m aware that I’m screwing everything up. I want May. Really want her. 

But then again, I know that asking her to take on my child and this rough life isn’t fair. But as she rests on my chest, her breathing slowly returning to normal, I’m struck by the fact that this feels right. 

My fingers slip through the silk-like strands of her hair. She’s beautiful in every way, and I’m regretting asking her to do such a terrible thing. But the fact that she was willing to leaves me sure that she’s got some feelings for me. 

She lifts her head and her eyes meet mine. There’s a seriousness to her and a deeply buried pain, and again, I get that odd, nagging feeling that there’s something else, something I’m missing. 

Just like that, she looks away and all the warmth within me begins to fade. She grabs the sheet and pulls it around herself like she’s hiding. I touch her shoulder and she jolts before pulling from my grasp without looking at me. 

The snub is clear, but I’m shocked. What did I do?

“I should go,” she whispers and I sit up as she perches on the edge of the bed, pulling the sheet around herself. 

With my heart aching, I try to stop her. “Why?” I ask, needing to know why she’s doing this. But she refuses to look at me as she stands, carefully hiding behind the sheet. 

I get up as well, ot as concerned as she is about hiding behind sheets or invisible walls. Taking her shoulders in my hands, I turn her to face me. But her face is lowered and her hair falls forward and hides her features from me. 

Capturing her chin I lift her face. Tears shine bright in her eyes and I wonder what I’ve missed. Her blue eyes slash back and forth between mine and I struggle to find the words to ask the questions looming between us. 

“Don’t,” she whispers, the single word as forceful as a sucker punch. The moisture that has gathered in her lashes sparkle as a lone tear slips down her cheek. My thumb instantly swipes it away and she blinks, her face an echo of pain that slices me deeply. 

“What are you hiding?” I ask, needing to know the truth. “Whatever you’re running from, you’re safe,” I say, needing her to know what’s in my heart. I don’t care what is in her past. I care about her, even if it doesn’t seem like it. 

But she shakes her head. Without another word she pulls from my grasp and leaves my room. And as I look after her, I feel more alone than I have in a very long time. 

Maybe I’m cursed. Every woman that comes into my life leaves. 

I return to my bed. At the foot of it, her dress still lies in a puddle of fabric. Feeling mocked, I pick it up and remember how she looked in it. How she smiled at me throughout dinner. How my parents loved her. 

Damn it. 

Falling back on my bed, I stare up at the ceiling, thinking about May’s big beautiful blue eyes. What the fuck did I do to screw this up? Folding my arms behind my head, I puzzle over things when a small sound grabs my attention. 

It’s like the tiny mews of a lost kitten. 

And it clicks; she’s crying. 

Overwhelmed by a sense of powerlessness, I struggle. Should I go comfort her? Or am I the source of her pain? Would I make matters worse? 

Fuck. 













May

I wake, feeling like garbage. 

My phone screen is lit like I’ve got a message. Which is odd. No one has messaged or called me since I’d blocked him. 

The text makes my heart sink right to my toes. It’s Katie. 

Sara! I’m coming home. Visit meeee! <3

No, no, no, no… this can’t be happening. 

I sit back down on the bed, feeling lightheaded and sick at heart. This is the end. It’s all over now. There’ll be no hiding who I am anymore. 

Kate won’t be okay with this like Babs was. She’ll ask me what the fuck I’m doing, and she’ll be pissed I’m messing around with Clint. 

Fuck. 

I stare at the message until my eyes begin to blur. A knock at my door startles me and I look up. “Come in,” I say, totally focused on this new fire I need to douse. 

The door opens and Clint stands in my doorway, totally imposing with his arms crossed and a defiant refusal to look at me. 

“I’ve got some family coming into town,” he says, matter-of-factly, and I nod, wondering what this has to do with me. I expected today to be awkward, but he’s distant and aloof. Which is fine with me. That’s less messy. After the sudden break I’d had last night with the weight of all the lies and secrets stressing me out, I’m not surprised he’s avoiding me like the plague. Hell, I’d avoid me. I probably look totally unhinged. 

Maybe I am. 

Still, Clint is quiet as if I should be saying something. 

“Are you asking me to keep up the lie?” I ask, feeling weary. This would be funny if I weren’t so very tired of all of it. I want to just come clean now, I want to unburden my soul to everyone and to hell with them and their judgments. I ran away once. I lived through Dillon. I can live through anything. 

“Who are you running from?” he asks, and I shake my head. I’m only barely able to think of his name now. In the weeks that have followed, every day that has passed is another victory. He has no hold over me. I’m even to a point now where he doesn’t dominate my every waking moment. 

I didn’t jerk awake this morning feeling like he was coming home drunk and angry again. 

And I’m not about to open up about him, or let him rule my life whether in my head or outside of it. So I switch back to the conversation at hand. 

“What do you want me to do?” I ask. 

“What would you like to do?” he asks, and I struggle with the very real fear coursing through me. 

But it’s time to come clean. About some things, at least. “I can’t fake it. Katie won’t be fooled.” 

His whole posture changes from aloof to intense. It’s a subtle shift, but the whole mood of the room changes. 

“How did you know…?” he asks, studying me carefully. 

“Oh, come on, Clint. Do you really not remember?” I ask, standing up to him. He looks me up and down, and again I see that flash, that look in his eyes like he’s trying to place me. “You feel like you’ve known me forever because you have,” I say and he falters back a step. 

There’s confusion in his handsome face, and I feel bad for him. “Babs remembered me. But she promised not to out me, and she still believes we’re really together, but Katie will be pissed when she finds out.” 

“What…?” I know he’s struggling. 

And I’m tired of the lie. “Maybe if you called me Sara?” I ask, wondering if that’ll jog his memory. 

And there it is, the flash of recognition in his eyes as he suddenly sees me for who I am; the little sister’s friend who used to follow him around like a puppy dog. I was so damn in love with him forever ago. He’s the reason I came back to Texas. Because after Dillon kicked the shit out of me last time, I’d ran straight to Clint. 

Because I know him. Because I trust him. Because it’s not the first time he’s saved me. But it’s not love I see in his eyes now. It’s not trust or joy that I’m here. 

No, he’s furious. 

“May is my middle name,” I say, needing to defend myself. I know it looks bad, but it’s not as evil as his expression seems to be making it out to be. I didn’t set out to just deceive him. I wanted to protect myself. I thought he’d recognize me. But I wasn’t sure I was safe. Dillon promised he’d always follow me, and that he’d find me. That I’d never escape him. 

I’m sure it was all just to scare me. He wanted to use threats to keep me under his thumb. And it worked for a long time. But now, on the outside and a hell of a lot less scared, I see his bullshit for what it was; propaganda to keep me tied to him and terrified. 

But now, with Clint eyeing me like I’m a lair, like I’m something he’d tracked in on his shoe, I feel my heart sink in my chest. 

“Please don’t hate me,” I whisper, feeling so broken as he stands in the doorway of the room he’d so kindly given me when I needed it most. I knew it would come to this, but I’d wanted to live the lie a little longer. 

I wanted to feel loved for just a little while longer. 

I’m just a liar, a user, a human piece of garbage, just like Dillon had told me so many times before. He was right about everything. Maybe I would be better off dead. Maybe I am just a waste of oxygen. 













Clint

Dear sweet May isn’t really May at all. 

She’s Sara, that cute girl I had a crush on a lifetime ago. And even as I see her heart breaking in her eyes, I step back out of her room and close the door behind me. 

She lied to me. I let her watch my daughter. I trusted her. I even gave her the space I knew she needed for her past. I didn’t pry, but I did need honesty. 

With a war raging within me, I leave the house. I need space. I need a chance to blow off steam. I need to get away from her. Because even as I feel betrayed, I feel like kissing her, long and hard, deep and desperately until she submits to me again. 

But I only barely remember her. 

At the front door, I stop and turn back toward her room. But I stop again, something in me telling me to leave her alone, to not corner her right now. I might do or say something I’ll regret. 

I’d rather think things through. 

But I turn and head back toward her room again. I’m not going to be passive. I was passive last night. She could have told me any time what was going on. I asked. I gave her outs. I trusted her to talk to me about important things. 

I trusted her. 

I shouldn’t have. 

Opening her door without knocking, I see her spin to face me, shock in her lovely blue eyes. “Clint,” She says, my name a sweet whisper on her kissable lips. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand, my tone sharp as a razor. 

Her lips part in shock and tears from in her eyes. But I’m not backing down now. She opened this Pandora’s box. She can damn well deal with the consequences. 

Two tears roll slowly down her cheeks as she gapes at me, as if unsure how to respond to my anger. “I-” She says, her voice seeming choked by tears. Or fear. I’m scaring her. Good. Maybe she’ll know I’m not the kind of guy who lets liars get away with possibly endangering my daughter, my home, my life. 

“I trusted you with Grace,” I say, advancing a step closer to her. But she doesn’t flinch back, she stands up straighter, her own anger lashing out. 

“I’d never do anything to hurt her,” she hisses, anger shining in her features. 

But I’m not convinced. “Really?” I say, crossing my arms. “So whoever you’re running from isn’t dangerous?”

And she snaps closed like a steel trap. 

“I thought so,” I say, pushing it. “And what if I told you I loved you? That I wanted to make this real?” I gesture to the ring on the dresser. Her eyes dart to the ring and the tears come faster. 

“I always loved you,” she whispers, her tone defiant even as her words indicate her shattering heart. “You just thought I was your little sister’s stupid friend.” 

Wait, what?

She advances a step, poking a finger into my chest, her fury shining in her brilliant blue eyes. “I heard you tell them I was annoying. That you were glad for when I went home. You hated me.” 

I’m stunned. She heard that, but she didn’t understand that I said that to protect myself. Because my buddies knew I liked her, and that that would mean torture for both of us. I was protecting her. But I was protecting myself more. 

“I did say that,” I agree, and all her fire dies as she stares up at me. I wonder for a second if she expected me to lie. “But you’re wrong. I thought you were cute as hell. But I knew that you were Katie’s friend, that I could never have you. So I tried to put you out of my mind.” 

Her eyes widen and all the fight seems to drain out of her. 

“Did you tell my dad?” I ask, needing to know if she outed me. Though if she had, I assume Id know. I mean, dad would have brought it up, he’d have shunned me, he would have humiliated me. 

She shakes her head. “What do I tell Katie?” she asks, and I shrug. 

“The truth?” I say, wondering if it would be so bad. 

But May closes right up. “She’d never forgive me.” Her shoulders slump and I want, more than anything, to pull her into a hug. 

“So what?” If she wants something, she should step up. Her head lifts and she looks me in the eyes, her face questioning. “Isn’t it better to be honest? She’s going to find out. You said mom knew who you were, she won’t keep your secret forever you know.” The sudden panic in her features leaves me feeling a little bad for her. She really didn’t think this through. 

She sinks back on the bed and I can’t help but think about how she’d looked last night, naked, riding me like a goddess out of my favorite fantasies. Damn it. No wonder I kept feeling like I knew her. That’s got to be why she felt like home. Why I’m so comfortable around her. 

How didn’t I recognize her?

Because she grew up. 

Her too huge eyes now fit her face. Her rounded face is more mature now, her cheekbones more defined. What was pretty then was beautiful now. She’s blossomed into a woman. 

My cock is at attention again, but I know now is not the time. 

“Can you give me some time?” she asks, and I nod. 

“You’re going to have to face this sometime,” I tell her and she looks me dead in the eyes. There’s something in her expression that tells me she’s thinking of last night too. 

Good. I want her to want me as much as I want her. I want to get through this. Together. 













May

I need to get out of the house. The men are gone; I saw them ride out hours ago. Clint had studied my window, but I’d been back far enough so he couldn’t see me. With Grace at her grandparents’ house, I feel okay leaving. 

And it dawns on me; I meant it when I said I’d never do anything to hurt her. I love her already. 

I head to the barn. The lock is still on it, but the slack that allows the door to bang in the wind is enough for me to slip through. If I hold my breath, that is. Onside, the lights are up and I see a key hanging beside the door marked with black ink. 

Spare. 

Grabbing it, I use it to open the lock and the door swings open. When I turn, I see several horse heads peeking at me over stall doors and I walk around, petting faces and thinking about the animals. 

Taking a saddle, I approach one of the stalls. The mare lifts her head and perks her ears. She’s got the calmest demeanor, and that’s all I need. Hanging the saddle over a sawhorse, I put the bridle hanging next to her stall on her. She accepts the bit without issue and I talk to her in a calming voice. 

Taking her out of her stall, I snap her to the ring for saddling. When she’s all saddled up, the painful slamming of my heart becomes an easy beat. I can do this. I’ve got it. I’m capable. Taking her reins, I leave the barn and tie her to a post before slipping back in to lock the door again. 

After a few moments of scrambling, I’m able to get in saddle. It feels like the ground is so very far away. This will clear my mind. I’ve always loved horses, and I regret not doing more with that love over the years. 

Leading her back toward what looks like an established trail leading off into the desert, I suddenly feel free and happy. With a good horse under me obeying my every whim, I feel like I’m on top of the world. 

Even the harsh sun feels good. It’s like I’ve been frozen to the bone for so long it’s good to just breathe and soak in the warmth. There’s a slight breeze that’s hot as can be, but it’s still heaven. There’s something so incredible about the landscape and the sensation of being out here. 

Then, a wild band of mustangs spots us and they run in our direction before turning and racing into the wind like they know we’re not one of them. 

But the mare I’m on takes after them like a shot. Suddenly, we’re racing over the ground and the world is flying by. There’s a flash of panic in me that I’m not in control for a moment, but it’s quickly replaced by sheer adrenaline. This is fun! We’re moving so fast it feels impossibly like flight. 

Suddenly the ground is flying up at me and pain screams through every inch of me. Scrub bushes claw at me and the hot sandy dirt hardly cushions my fall. Helpless, I watch the mare I was riding race off. 

Taking a moment to make sure nothing is broken, I feel along my legs, pat my ribs, feeling every point of pain to make sure it’s just an impact ache. Minor cuts and bruises, nothing feels broken. 

I look over the horizon. The mare will come back, right?

With the hot desert sun beating down on me, I suddenly realize how stupid I’ve been. I told no one where I was going. I didn’t pack supplies. There’s no way anyone will find me. 

And with the glaring sun overhead, I begin to plan. I need to get in the shade. I need to mark this spot so if anyone comes looking, they’ll find me. I spot a jutting rock and head toward it. It’s not far, and I’m quick to take off my over shirt. Scaling the rock, I hang the shirt on the highest point I can so it can be seen on all sides. 

Sliding down on my bottom, I slip into the shade and instantly feel cooler. 

But there’s a sinking sensation that has nothing to do with my motion. I’m out here, alone. Far enough from home there’s no way I can hike it. This might be it for me. Dillon couldn’t break me, no, I can do that shit all by myself. 

I’m so stupid!

As I sink onto my bottom in the dirt, I feel hot tears sting my eyes. I should have left a note. I should have done something so people would know where I went. Plan! I need to plan. After dark, I could try hiking out. I could walk home. 

It’ll take a long time, but it’s cooler at night. 

Exhaustion fills me and I want nothing more than to just lie down and rest. With my back to the rock, I sit in the shade, my stomach sick and my heart heavy. I’m stronger than this. I’m not going to die out here in the desert. I’ve made it through so much, I can’t just give up now. 

Clint’s face comes to mind and my soul aches. He’s going to blame himself. He’s going to think this is all his fault. I know he blames himself for Amanda. But Grace came out of that. A blessing out of misery. He hadn’t put the alcohol in her hand. He hadn’t told her to drive that night. She’d made her choices. 

Just like I’d decided to ride out here, alone, without supplies or a backup plan. 

I’m going to be the second woman in his life to pass away. And while I’m not on the same level as she was in his life, I feel like he’s going to start turning that grief inward. 

Because I’m going to die out here. 











Clint

“May?” The whole house seems empty, and I wonder where she might have gone. Her car is still out front. But again, that feeling that something is wrong settles in my gut. 

“Boss?” Carson asks, and I shake my head. 

“Something isn’t right,” I tell him and he dips his head. We both look at the front door as Shane walks in. There’s an odd look on his face. A look I know. I walk up and grab the front of his shirt before slamming him back against the door. 

“What did you do to her?” I demand, seeing red. He’d fucking told Amanda to leave that night. He told her to go, to take her space. She died alone, injured and scared on the road that night. My fist balls up and I draw back, but he lifts his hands. 

“Nothing! Lady is missing!” He brings his hands up to cover his face, but I let him go. Straightening my shirt, I turn to Carson. 

“Get a search party together.” 

“On it, boss.” Carsen says, hurrying out the door. 

“Thunder is saddled, sir.” Shane’s looking at me with a mixture of anger, hate, and apologies. I nod and head toward the barn, my balled fists shaking with rage. At least, I tell myself it’s rage. I grab Thunder’s saddle and pull myself up. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Shane mount up. We say nothing, but I nod to him. His help will be appreciated. We head out, taking the only real path out of this place. It’s the most logical direction someone who doesn’t know this area would ride. 

As we ride, I see Lady trotting back toward us, her saddle bare. And my blood runs cold. 

Shane tosses me a glance and we both kick our horses.

***

The world flies by and I struggle to keep thoughts of losing May from my mind. I can’t lose her. I’ve lost so much. Sure, the past haunts me, but I feel I’ve found balance. The sorrow comes back in waves, but it’s less than it was. I’ll always miss Amanda. She was sweet, imperfect, and kind. She gave me the greatest gift I could have ever asked for, Grace. 

The sun bears down on us with the smite of a god as we ride. We’re just looking, searching, hoping we find her. She’s out here, somewhere, possibly hurt. Or worse. 

A toss from a horse can kill, or injure. What if she snapped her leg? Severed an artery? Snapped her neck? The list of what-ifs racing through my mind is impossibly long and every bit of me aches as I try to put the horror of the whole situation out of my mind.  

I didn’t tell her I wanted to work it out. I didn’t tell her how much she means to me. I didn’t ever tell her I wanted to make it real. What felt weird before seems less so now that I know I’ve known her for so very long. I’d been upset at myself for falling so impossibly fast. On some level I must have known who she was all along. That’s why she felt like home, why I felt like I’d known her forever. Because I had. 

I don’t care what life has done to her since I saw her last. I know who she is, how pure and sweet, how loving and kind she is. She’d be a wonderful mother to Grace. She’d be an amazing wife. She’s an incredible woman. 

And whatever is in her past is hers to fight. I’ll be there to support her, for her to lean on, but she doesn’t have to share with me. I’m happy being the man she leans on, comes to, and trusts. And with time, I’ll learn to trust her too. I don’t believe she lied to harm me, to hurt my feelings or to make me look like a fool.  

Shane cuts away from me and I look over, wondering if he found something. Still, something tells me to stay the course. It’s the same feeling that made me cut the day short, to come home, to check on May. I don’t know what it is, maybe it’s god, maybe it’s a miracle, maybe it’s some invisible bond between our souls that keeps us coming back to one another. 

She’s counting on me. She needs me. I can’t let her down. 

The steady pulse of a chopper begins to register in my brain and I thank my lucky stars Carson got a group together so quickly. I’ll give huge donations to every organization involved in such a quick search and rescue. 

It’s a hot day. I feel sweat dripping down my back and my eyes sting as salty dampness seeps into them. How long has she been out here? We were gone for hours. If she’s been lying in the sun somewhere, she’s going to be in trouble. Hell, she’s going to be in trouble anyway. The desert is unforgiving. She’s at risk for heatstroke, for…

I put the worry out of my mind. I need a clear head to keep an eye out for clues. And something catches my eyes. Buzzard Rock, straight ahead, looks like it’s got something on it. Something like cloth. 

Letting out a whooping holler, I ride toward it at full speed, charging like I’m headed into battle. And I see her, motionless on the shade of the rock. Jumping out of the saddle, I drop to my knees and check for her pulse. Her heart is still beating strong, but she’s hot. 

And those beautiful blue eyes flutter open and lock on me. 

“Clint?” She whispers, before her arms come around my shoulders like I’m the only person in the world. “I knew you’d come…” she whispers as her whole body goes limp in my arms. 

Shane is up on me in an instant. “Is she…?” he asks, and I shake my head. 

“Passed out.” I nod to him and there’s just a flash between us. A comradery that whispers to the past, the friend I’d had for so long before he’d let me down and ruined my life. 

From his belt, he pulls a flare and pops it off into the air. 













May

“I’m fine,” I say, seeing the three guys hanging around the bed as the doctor echoes my words. 

“You’re a lucky young lady,” The old doctor says, his bushy white eyebrows knitting together. 

I know I am. And as Clint’s worried eyes meet mine, I’m doubly aware of just how lucky I am. The doctor packs up and leaves, and the other two guys, Carson and Shane, follow him out to his truck. 

Leaving me alone with an intense looking Clint. 

“I’m sorry,” I say, needing to put it out there. 

But he’s at my side in an instant. “No, I’m sorry,” He says, looking me deep in the eyes as he takes my hand and presses my knuckles to his lips. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that I want to work through this. I want you in my life, if you’ll have me. I love you, Sara May,” he says, his intense brown eyes on mine, “I always have.” 

My heart beats like a drum in my chest as his words sink in. He’s always loved me. “I always loved you too,” I say, feeling shy. “Is the mare okay?” I ask, feeling terrible. 

“Lady? She’s fine.” He seems perplexed that I’m asking. 

“I feel terrible. I shouldn’t have put her at risk, or put myself at risk, or anything like that. I am so stupid.” The words flood out and I notice Clint is watching me carefully. “What?” I ask, and he shakes his head. 

“You’re beautiful.” 

I feel my eyebrows come together. Now doesn’t seem like the time for that. Shouldn’t he be mad at me for causing so much trouble, for risking his horse, for making a whole damn search party come out for me? 

“I must have cost you a fortune,” I whisper, feeling humiliated. How will I ever pay him back for this? For any of it?

“You don’t owe me anything,” he says, his fingers warm in mine and his breath reassuring on my hand. 

And the words have a ring of truth to them. His eyes are warm as he continues. “I was so scared I’d lost you. I’m just glad you’re home safe.” 

Home safe. 

Does he even know what he just said? Tears trickles down my cheeks as I draw in a ragged breath. Home. I haven’t had one of those in so long. 

“Does it hurt?” he asks, and I glance at my sunburn. 

“No, the stuff doc put on it helped a ton.” But I’m not totally ready to tell him why I’m such a damn mess. Then I look into his serious brown eyes once more. “I love you. I love Grace. And this feels like home. More like home than even home does.” The words flood out and with them comes an intense relief that leaves me shaken. 

“I don’t know what I would have done without you. My ex was,” I suck in a shuddering breath and fight to get the words out around the tears. My voice lowers to a whisper. “He was a monster.” 

And the apology follows. “I’m so sorry. He might have followed me. I was so scared, but as time went on, I realized he was too much of wimp to actually do something like chase me. He wanted me while it was convenient. When I became trouble, he just gave up. I’m sure he’s with some girl right now, treating her like he treated me.” 

“Do I know him?” Clint sounds so quietly furious I feel a flutter of fear in my belly. Not fear for me, fear for Dillon. 

“Dillon?” I ask, shaking my head. There’s no way he knows him. That relationship came after I ran so far from home. “But I don’t’ care about him. That’s over, it’s behind me. I feel like you’re my future,” I say, feeling the honesty of the words. It feels good to finally totally come clean to him. This was a long time coming. 

And since telling him who I am wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d been scared it would be, I’m certain this will be fine too. Clint is a good man. And I haven’t had too many of those in my life. But I’m ready to have one. For good, if he is willing. 

“You know how to shoot,” Clint says seriously. “If you ever see that son of a bitch, you pull the trigger, understand?” He asks, and I nod. But he’s not done. 

“It’s not just you that you have to protect here,” He says, his eyes slashing back and forth over mine. “Grace needs you. She looks up to you, she trusts you.” 

“I’d never let anyone hurt her,” I murmur, watching his face. I’m doing my best to convey that I’m telling the truth. She means so much to me. “I’d die first,” I whisper, and his pupils dilate with shock. “I love her too,” I whisper. She’s such a strong girl, so beautiful and kind, compassionate and sweet despite the pain life has dealt her. 

But one thing is still nagging at me. “How did you find me?” I ask, curious. 

Clint’s features lighten a bit and there’s a bit of boyishness I saw in him that day he’d fallen asleep. “Because someone or something wants us to find each other. I think we were meant for more than we ever thought.” He seems thoughtful a moment, and I nod. 

“I felt the same way. How did I choose this specific ranch to begin with? How as I on this road? I mean, the help wanted sign helped, but it’s so many coincidences in a row.” I trail off, wondering how everything managed to work out so perfectly. 

Over Clint’s shoulder, I see a familiar face and I rise up to sit, despite the protest of the massive sunburn I’d sustained. 

“Katie?” I ask, seeing her eyes are guarded. Behind her, I see Babs. My heart sinks like a stone. Katie knows. She’ll hate me forever now. 













Clint

I glance back as Katie moves past me to gently hug May. 

“Oh my gosh!” She says, my ever exuberant sister. “This is perfect!” She says, “My best friend and my brother getting married!” She squeals in joy and I see May’s shock. I glance back at my mother, who’s beaming at us. 

“Where’s Grace?” I mouth and she motions over her shoulder. I gather that she’s with dad, and I nod. 

“We’re only here for a minute,” Katie says, glancing at mom, who steps in to give me a hug, then to hug May. “But,” Katie says, her eyes sparkling as she looks at May, “You’ll have to tell me everything.” 

Katie pulls me into a hug, growling in my ear that she’ll castrate me if I hurt May. “I love you too,” I say playfully and she gives me the look, the sister look that’s part amusement, part serious, but it’s all love. 

They leave quickly with mom promising she’ll call, but telling me she’s keeping Grace another night. “So you two have a chance to…” Her gaze skips to May. “Recuperate.” Her eyes come back to mine and I want to shake my head at her. But her joy is unmistakable as she takes Katie’s hand and heads to the door. 

I turn to May who seems stunned. 

“I thought she’d hate me,” She whispers, tears streaming freely down her face. “But she will, when they find out…” she trails off, pain written in her features. 

“I wanted to talk about that,” I say, my heart thundering in my chest. I’ve never been so sure of something in my life. 

And as I pull out the ring, her eyes widen. “That’s not…” she says, her lovely blue eyes clouding over with confusion. 

“I know. The other ring felt like it would forever symbolize the lie, the fake engagement. I wanted a fresh start.” I shift, getting on one knee as her face drops into an expression of shock and joy. 

“The world seems to want us together,” I say, wishing I’d prepared an actual speech. But like everything else in my life that has to do with May, I feel like whatever happens will be perfect. “And I want you in my life. No,” I amend, “I need you in my life.” 

She speaks up and I listen. “Someone or something wants us to find each other. We were meant for more than we ever even knew.” 

“Exactly,” I say, glad she feels the same way, that I’m not just crazy. Maybe I am crazy. Maybe we both are. “Before, I felt crazy for having fallen in love with you so fast. But after I found out who you were, it made sense. I loved you because I always have. Since that time when you were on Katie’s bike and you fell.” Her face lights up and I know she remembers too. 

“You skinned your knee and it kept bleeding and you were so scared. Do you remember what I told you?” I ask and she nods, her blue eyes on mine. 

“You told me to hold onto you really tight, that I’d be okay.” She’s whispering, her gaze illuminated with the memory. 

“And I told you that I’d always be there when you got hurt. That you could count on me to be there.” The memory leaves warmth spreading through every inch of me. And while it all makes perfect sense now, that we were always meant to be, that even then we loved each other, we had to part ways. 

She had to chase her own demons. I had to love and lose Amanda to get Grace.  But there’s more I need to say. “Everything that has happened to us up until now was preparing us for each other,” I say, lifting the ring. “Will you marry me?”

She hesitates and my heart sinks. She eyes me, then the ring, before her lips part. “For real? Or just for show?” Her eyes light up with humor and I can’t help it. I kiss her. 

“For real,” I murmur against her lips as we lazily pull apart. 

“This has to be against the rules,” She says, planting a quick kiss on my lips before smiling, “You’re coercing me.” 

Amused at her wit and teasing, I ask, “Is it working?” 

“Maybe,” she says, opening her eyes to look into mine. “Kiss me again and I’ll tell you.” 

I kiss her, this time our tongues meet and it feels like heaven. She melts into me like she belongs in my arms. She fits me perfectly, and there’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here, with her. Forever. 

But I end the kiss and pull back a bit. “You’re killing me,” I say, watching the way she shivers as my breath cools her damp lips. 

“Oh, sorry,” she says, her face illuminated with joy and humor as she studies me once more. “Yes. Yes, please. I love you.” She leans in and I kiss her, finally feeling like everything is perfect. 

“I’m the luckiest man in the world,” I whisper, needing her to know how I feel. I want to tell her everything in my heart, how lucky I am, that this is perfection. But she rises up a bit, her hand wrapping in a fist around the lapel of my shirt as she clings to me. 

“Shut up and kiss me,” she says, pulling me closer.

***

THE END
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Irish Daddy: A Mafia Romance 

Alana

A shiver shot through me as I walked through the deserted streets on campus towards my apartment in residence. This is absolute madness; I should have left the party a lot earlier, now I’m stuck all alone at 3 AM. I wasn’t even much of a party freak to be honest, but somehow I’m always invited. Of course it was as obvious as daylight that they all just invited me because of my status. You see, my dad is one of the wealthiest men in Boston, Fergus O’Devlin. And just because of that, people seem to think I’m equally well off. They aren’t too wrong about that though. Having a rich father comes with many perks. I’m one of few students with her own apartment, a gorgeous car, which I wish I had right now, and a wardrobe that would make Paris Hilton jealous. Naturally every guy on campus wants a piece of me, but I’m not like most girls. Frankly, unlike most of my peers, I want to stay a virgin until the day I get married, and being shy and conservative doesn’t help either. In today’s day and age, it’s almost impossible to stay innocent, but I’m all about impossibilities and proving society wrong. 

I pursed my lips as I tried to stifle a yawn and tears blurred my vision. Just a few more blocks and I’ll be home, then I can crash and burn for the rest of the day. Classes would have to wait; there was no way I would even be remotely interested or awake enough to sit through Dr. Richardson’s 9 AM class. I was about to cross the street to my apartment, when I spotted a black SUV, one I haven’t seen before, but then again, I never really paid much attention, much less walk around campus during the early hours of the morning. I kept a watchful eye on the vehicle and decided to stay on this end of the street until I was well past it before crossing. As I approached the entrance to the residence, I glanced over my shoulder and let out a relieved sigh. I slipped in and hurried to my place. It was pretty much the entire ground floor, or rather two apartments my father had merged into one. The Dean was opposed to it at first, but when my father offered a sizable donation for the upgrade of their football locker rooms and fields, he didn’t think twice.

I dumped my handbag on the kitchen counter, kicked off my shoes and headed straight for my king-sized bed, flopping unceremoniously down on it with a loud satisfied groan.

“Home at last,” I mumbled to myself as I tucked my pillow under my head. The way I felt now, I knew it won’t be long before I dozed off.

I had just started to drift off when hushed voices filled the room.

“Quick, get her!”  Someone muttered in a hushed tone.

My body went numb with fear the moment I realized I wasn’t alone. But before I could move, two strong hands had me pinned face down on the mattress.

“No, let me go!” I screamed as he flipped me over on to my back.

I kicked with all my might, but I was no match for him. The masked villain had reached for something in his pocket, which I assumed would be a gun or a knife, so I bucked my hips wildly and tried to push him off. It was then that he hit me with such force it felt as if my head was being ripped off  my spine. I could taste blood in my mouth and I groaned in pain. Again, my attacker tugged and pulled me, and then there was a second one who grabbed my feet. The one closest to me smelled like old sweat and whiskey. He stuffed a foul-tasting rag into my mouth before pulling a black bag over my head while his partner tied my feet together. It sounded like cable ties being zipped and tightened far too harshly around my ankles, and then around my wrists. The plastic was literally cutting into my flesh. I tried to fight them but it was impossible, tied up and gagged there was no way I was going to get out of this. My brain was in shambles, I couldn’t form a single thought as panic shot through every part of me. 

With my tongue, I forced the cloth out of my mouth and cried, “What do you want with me?”

“Shut up bitch before you wake up the entire fucking campus. One more peep from your sorry little mouth, and I’ll show you exactly what that mouth was meant for,” one attacker ground out.

Terrified, I shut my mouth and tried to stay calm, that’s what a person was supposed to do right? Not to panic, as if that was even possible.

Why me? I kept asking myself as he gathered me up and flung me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“I can give you any amount, I swear, name the price…” I tried.

“Shut that fucking bitch up or I’ll gut her myself!” came a disembodied raucous voice of the other attacker sounded.

This can’t be happening, I told myself. It was like movie scene, something I never expected. I decided to stay quiet, but tried to listen for anything familiar, any voices or sounds. Maybe, just maybe, it was a bunch of college kids playing a prank, but there was nothing familiar about these men. The cool air hit my skin as they carried me out, and the next thing I know, I was being dumped ungraciously into a vehicle. The engine revved and the vehicle pulled away, causing me to tumble and crash against the side of the vehicle.

“Get a move on!” 

A sob tore through my lungs, but I had this sinking suspicion that my tears would win me no favor. Whoever this was, they were out to either use me for ransom so that my dad can pay some ridiculous sum of money, or they were human traffickers, and I was going to be sold to some pathetic rich foreign bastard, to be his whore. 

As we sped off, all hope to be found or saved diminished. It would be at least three hours before anyone discovered I was gone. That is if I was lucky enough for someone to come look for me. By then we could be halfway to the next state. The way my heart was beating felt as if it was going to crush right through my rib cage. I realised I was never going to see the light of day again, and I started to cry hysterically.

“Shut the hell up! Jesus you’re fucking annoying!” one of the hoodlums shouted.

“I don’t want to die!” I cried.

“Well then shut your trap and I might spare your fucking life,” he muttered.

Just then screeching tires, followed by a loud bang sounded. My whole body jerked and I crashed into the seat in front of me. My bones and muscles felt like they were being crushed. My lungs contracted with such force that it felt as if I was suffocating. If I wasn’t bound, my arms and legs would be flailing, but now I was at the mercy of gravity and velocity. As if the cloth over my face wasn’t enough, my world kept flickering from semi-darkness to complete darkness. The only sound that filled my ears was the crushing of metal and glass. Then suddenly, everything stopped and the strong smell of gasoline filled my nose. I frantically tried to move, but to no avail. Out of the blue, two strong hands gripped me under my arms and hoisted me up before tugging the bag off my head.

Oh my god, it was Irish! He worked for my father, it all made sense all of a sudden. He’s trying to play my dad and using me as bait! Frantically I tried to back away from him, hopping with my bound feet until I crashed to the ground. 

“Easy Alana, your dad sent me, we don’t have much time,” he said calmly.

“What do you mean we…?”

He snapped the cable ties with a quick flick of his wrist and picked me up, cradling me in his arms, “I would love to explain it to you, but now is not the time,” he interrupted and stalked over to a BMW parked not far from the crash.

Around us the street was deserted, considering the accident I was surprised that no one came out to investigate. Other than the smashed-up SUV, there was no other vehicle involved. From what I could see, they must have swerved out of Irish’s way and hit the barrier on the side of the street.

“Where’s my dad?” I asked instead as he gently put me into the passenger seat.

“Are you hurt anywhere else besides your head?” he asked ignoring my question. But the way he carefully felt down my legs for any broken bones made me feel all warm and fuzzy, despite the circumstances we were facing.

“I-I don’t think so, just my head and my jaw,” I whispered.

“I’ll see to that cut as soon as we are out of harm’s way,” he reassured me and then walked to the wreckage. He pulled a gun out of his jacket. Two shots rang in the air as he pointed it to the injured men, shooting each one at point range in the head. Fear ricocheted through me again and I covered my head with my hands, smothering a scream.

When the driver’s door opened and closed next to me, I looked at Irish, “Who were those men?”

With one hand on the steering wheel, and the other resting casually on the center console as he half leaned to the side, he simply stared straight ahead. The way his brows were drawn together and his lips were set in a tight line, he looked dangerous to say the least. Clearly, he was not going to answer my questions right now.

I pulled the hem of my shirt up and tried to wipe the blood from my face.

“Here,” he said and handed me a handkerchief.

Talk about strange days and weird people, I thought as I patted the cut above my brow and wiped the blood from my face. He just killed two men in cold blood and then he hands me a handkerchief like a real gentleman.













Liam “Irish”

That was too fucking close for words; I should have been there much earlier.  I was pissed with myself for almost losing Alana to those fuckers, god knows what I would have done if that was the case. Fergus had trusted me with the safety of his daughter, and not even 12 hours later, she’s abducted.

I drove for about an hour before turning off onto a small dirt road. I stopped the car and got out to pull some branches and leaves across the open path to obscure it from passers-by. If I was going to protect Alana, I was on my own; I couldn’t trust anyone, not even my own men.  Fergus’ men were working on clearing his name, his best legal team was on this, but getting past the FBI was no easy task. Look, Fergus was no innocent bystander, he’s a king pin, but so far, he has avoided the Feds, and they haven’t been able to pin him to any of the underground crime syndicates.  Until now. The thing is, this current mess was not his doing at all. 

A wickedly devised plan by one of the rival gangs had placed his name at the center of one of the biggest scandals to ever hit the city. His hands may be dirty with laundering real estate money, but he never gotten involved in the drug scene. That was one thing O’Devlin avoided at all costs, and now the FBI was hunting him down for just that. Someone who posed as O’Devlin imported illegal drugs and pharmaceuticals and now his name was more tainted than ever. Not even our FBI informant could get Fergus out of this one without being caught himself.

With Fergus in exile God knows where, I am the one to protect Alana, at least for now. Unfortunately for her, and with the current state of affairs, she would not be able to attend college and she would have to be in hiding too. Alana would serve as excellent bait for both the Feds and the Bronx Raiders to lure Fergus out of hiding. 

We drove for another hour before pulling up to a cottage. The place stood dissolved into the shrubs and looked like an abandoned shack barely fit for human occupation. To most, it would be a discomforting and sinister place, but it was the only place I had to escape the rest of the world. Ivy and other creepers crawled over the house as if nature itself was trying to hide dark secrets that lay beyond the threshold of this place.

“Why did you bring me here?” she asked confused.

“Because this is the only place you are safe at.”

I had to keep it short at simple. Fergus had worked hard to keep his alter ego a secret from his daughter, and if I had to tell her who her father really was, I doubted that would go down well.

“Well I insist you take me to my father, I’m sure he won’t be impressed if you kept me here,” she muttered and shoved the door open.

I couldn’t help but let out a frustrated breath. She really had no idea what her father was involved in. I casually opened my door and got out, then leaned with my arms on the roof of the car and watched her limp a few feet down the dirt road.

“The moment you get to the open road, you’ll be roadkill sweetheart, those men who came after you are not likely to let you just slip out of their hands like that.”

She carried on walking and I counted down from ten.

“Have you ever heard of the Bronx Raiders?”

The mention of one of the most renowned gangs in Boston made her stop in her tracks. I casually dropped my arms to my sides and circled the car before leaning back against it.

“What are you trying to say Irish?”

I shrugged, “Those are the guys who abducted you tonight, they are out for blood,” I said plainly.

She huddled back until she was a few feet in front of me. She had the same challenging glare in her eyes that her father often wore. Only, her green eyes were more intense against her pale skin.

“Why my blood?” she asked.

“Long story short, they’re after your father, and you’re the only way they can get to him.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” she said raising her voice slightly.

“Mind your tongue.” I scolded and then nodded with my head for her to follow, “Let’s get inside first and I’ll give you the run down.”

“I’m not going into that place,” she protested.

“Then stay out here, but I promise you, it will be much safer in there than out here.”

Without a glance back at Alana, I grabbed my bag from the trunk and headed to the cabin. Home sweet home, at least that’s what I kept telling myself. It wasn’t much, a small cabin with a small nook as a kitchen. To the left was a full bed, and next to the bed, a small door that led to the bathroom. I haven’t been back here for a couple of months, and dust had settled on the furniture. Simple rustic chairs, a small table big enough for two people was about all I owned, aside from the few books I kept on a makeshift book shelf I put together with pallets. 

I kept a watchful eye on her as she stood worrying her lips outside. With the weather turning, she wasn’t going to stay out there for long. Leaving her to her thoughts, I carried on stacking logs in the fireplace and getting the food ready for lunch. It had been a long night and an even longer morning. I still couldn’t believe that I lost her at that frat party she was at. One moment she was clinging to a pretty boy, and the next minute she was gone. My first fear was that she was somewhere in one of the bedrooms getting laid. 

I crashed into every single room to stop her from wasting her time and pussy on some lame college boy. It was only after I turned the place upside down that I heard one of her friends bitch about the fact that she was such a spoil sport for leaving the party. Every second counted, and when I came up to her apartment and I saw those fuckers loading her into their SUV, I knew I had to act fast. Thankfully my attempt to thwart their attempts at kidnapping her paid off and didn’t wreck my car. They could have easily crashed into me instead of the barrier, but the driver reacted as I had hoped and swerved. That of course also had my blood running cold, doing what I did could have cost Alana her life too.

By the time the water was on the stove and I had some instant noodles with a dash of ketchup ready for lunch, I moved on to more important matters. I lifted the heavy bag filled with guns and ammo onto the table and carefully started to unpack the contents. I had to take stock of what I had on me. I was alone in this, and would need every bit of ammo I can lay my hands on. I had a Colt 1908 hand gun, which may just come in handy. I cocked it and checked the casing and barrel. I haven’t used it for a while, but it was still in good shape. A Colt M1911, which I always carried on my person, two AK-47 rifles and a collection of knives. Amongst all the guns, I had a few hand grenades and smoke bombs. Okay so maybe explaining the full weight of the situation to Alana at this point was not ideal, but sooner or later she had to learn that this life she expected to be all roses and sunshine is everything but. For a moment I was pretty pissed at Fergus for keeping this from her. I mean seriously, what the fuck did he think? If he really wanted to protect his daughter, he should have sent her away and given her a new identity when she was fucking two years old. Hell, he should’ve stopped fighting his ex-wife and let her take Alana.

“Selfish fucking bastard,” I muttered under my breath.

“Who’s a selfish bastard?”

Without looking up, I started stacking the ammunition back into the bag, “No one,” I muttered.

“Are those all yours?”

Her voice carried a tone of curiosity, which surprised me. I half expected her to tremble in fear, like a mouse caught in the trap. I was even more surprised when she walked up to the table and picked up the Colt.

“I’ve used one of these before,” she said quietly, “My dad taught me how to shoot.”

I’m not going to lie, but watching her hold that gun, running those pale slender fingertips over it as if she was stroking it, was a total fucking turn on. She studied it with such reverence that I could hardly focus on the task at hand. For the first time since I practically saved her life a few hours ago, I noticed her, really noticed her. She may be twenty, but she sure as hell didn’t look her age. She was gorgeous to say the least, her long red hair framed her delicately heart-shaped face, and willow green eyes caressed the weapon she held in her hands. Her body was petite but lush with curves in all the right places. The low-rise jeans she wore along with a sexy red vest hugged her figure scandalously. Her perky tits, the erect nipples poking against the ribbed fabric, were begging for attention. 

Whoa! Easy there Irish! I scolded; this was no time to perve over a twenty-year-old, especially not Fergus’ daughter. That would be like a personal death wish and a signed funeral policy. Without another word, I reached over and gently took the gun from her.

“You might have to use it again soon, but not today,” I smirked.

She frowned and looked at me, “I will never shoot a man,” she said and put the gun down again. 

She still didn’t grasp the full weight of the situation. I shook my head, zipped up the bag and padlocked it. Not for my own safety but for hers, because I was sure as hell not going to sit around while she helps herself to my stuff. Who knows what was going on in that pretty head?

She walked around to the stove and lifted the lid off the pot.

“What on earth is this?”

“Food, help yourself.”

“I’m not eating this; it looks like someone vomited into the pot.”

Oh dear god help me! This woman was going to drive me insane, “Then go hungry.”

“Do you actually live here?” she mumbled rubbing her hands up and down her arms.

“No, I hide here.”

She pulled a sideways pout and came to stand across from me again, “So where do I sleep?”

I nodded towards the bed.

“And where do you sleep?”

I smirked and pointed to the bed again.

“Are you serious? I am not sharing a bed with you!” she said in a high-pitched tone.

“Then you can take the floor.”

“Brute,” she muttered under her breath and stormed out of the cabin.

I watched her through the small window as she marched towards the car. She tugged on the door handle and then walked around to the driver’s side and tugged again, as if her first try wasn’t a clear sign that the fucking car was locked. I rolled my eyes, fished in my pocket for the keys and pressed the unlock button on the remote. The indicators flashed twice, and she glared towards the cabin sending daggers my way.

She would probably last the day sitting in the car. Sooner or later she will get thirsty and hungry and sleeping in the back seat will be a royal pain in Miss Priss’s arse. It’s just a matter of time. I’m here to protect her, and that’s that, I made no promises to Fergus to put his little princess up in a five-star hotel with servants falling over the feet at her every beck and call. God, I’m already irritated with her and it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet.













Alana’s

What an absolute moron, he was as thick as a plank if he thought I would be sharing his bed or his table. I’d rather sleep in the car if I had to. I looked up at the sky and shivered. There’s a bad storm brewing and I could only pray that there would be no lightning or thunder. A few drops of rain I could handle, but when the skies light up, I’m a complete mess. I hated thunder, even from a young age. It started shortly after I turned four, I think. My father had taken us camping in the mountains and two days into our camping trip, we were caught in quite a big storm. I was trapped in that small tent crying my eyes out while my father tried his best to contact emergency services. Help did get to us a few hours later, but it had been those few hours that instilled the fear I had for thunder and lightning today. 

My stomach growled, and I realized that I haven’t had anything to eat since the party. As I sat in the passenger seat, I glanced around the car, surely there had to be a protein bar or something in here. I flipped open the glove compartment and dug through the stuff in there, nothing but a road map, a few random pieces of paper and a whack of receipts. I was rather amused by that though, Irish didn’t look to me like the type who would hang on to receipts. I pulled out a handful for a closer study; Walmart, gas stations, fast food, just general crap.

“Ooh what have we here,” I said to myself as I took a closer look at one of the receipts.

It was from a strip club and he ran up quite a bill that night. What a creep, I thought to myself. Typical brute who would spend his hard earned money on prostitutes just to get a kick out of life. But something in my stomach twisted as I flipped through receipt after receipt. He got around quite a lot, and I couldn’t understand what a handsome man like him would do at such scummy places. Wait, what?! Handsome?—where the hell did that come from? He wasn't handsome; he was my dad’s age for crying out loud. And he obviously had an unhealthily high sex drive. One receipt in particular stood out, I had heard the boys at college talk about this place—Fantasia. The club was renowned for its debauchery and secret gatherings where men and women alike got to live out their wildest fantasies and completely lose their inhibitions. I tapped my finger on my lips, for a moment wondering what Irish’s wildest fantasies could be. No, no, no, I’m not going there, that would just lead me down the yellow brick road to trouble. A sudden loud bang echoed through the skies and I jumped with a loud squeal. Great, now the thunder started and I’m stuck in the middle of nowhere in a car. I glanced towards the cabin, no sign of Irish anywhere. I contemplated my next step, I could go back inside and accept the fact that I would sleep on the floor, although I really did not look forward to that, or I could wait it out in the car. But as the sound of rolling thunder drew closer, I made up my mind.  I was about to get out of the car when a brilliant shock of white light forked silently through the sky. I swore it made landfall just a few feet away from the car, and then there was that loud thunderous boom. I yelped and sunk back into the seat. I had to get back inside, no questions, and if I was going to make a run for it, I better do it now. I looked up at the sky; big drops had already started splattering to the ground like tiny little goons. I gripped the door handle, flung the car door open, and suddenly it was a downpour of rain as if someone had opened the sluices of a dam.  I shut the door and made a run for it, landing on the porch just as the next bolt of lightning flashed through the sky.  I barged into the cabin soaking wet, only to run into a steal wall of flesh. Irish’s hands gripped my shoulders firmly, and that’s when I noticed he was butt naked. I shielded my eyes and jumped away from him as if his touch burned me.

“What the hell! Do you always run around naked?” I blurted out and turned my back on him.

“All the time,” he said in that flat, I-don’t-care voice.

“Just get dressed will you?” I muttered.

I heard him shuffle about behind me. I couldn’t wipe the image of him from my mind. He was built like Thor. Yeah okay that’s pretty cheesy, but it was the truth. Other than the obvious fact that he was really muscular, his right pec was covered in one of those tribal tattoos and ran down the length of his arm and on the other side a dragon curled its way around from his hip up to his side, disappearing around his back. I probably shouldn’t have looked or paid any attention but his cock was big and semi erect. For a second I wondered if he was busy rubbing one out when I came in… oh god another one of thoughts I shouldn’t entertain. What the hell was wrong with me? Okay so I may be innocent at most, but I wasn’t an idiot, being in college, you can’t help but being exposed to certain things that would make any normal person blush, and this was no way for a lady to behave.

“Done. Happy?”

I turned around only to find a towel flung in my face, “Hey!”

“You better get dry or you’ll end up with pneumonia. Then you need to eat.”

I glared at him and then looked around the cabin, “And what do you suggest I wear?”

He stopped what he was doing and then scratched the back of his head. I raised a brow, “You didn’t quite have that on your itinerary, did you?”

“Well excuse me lass, but I was kind of caught up saving your pretty little arse and your wardrobe wasn’t a priority,” he bit out and then dug in his bag and pulled out a T-shirt, “Here, you can wear this while your clothes dry out.”

A T-shirt twice my size would at least serve well as a night dress, I thought as I glanced around.  

“You have to turn around,” I said.

“What?”

“I need to get dressed, turn around.”

Irish rolled his eyes and turned around, resting his hands on his hips. I stripped down to my underwear and piled my wet clothes on the chair. I was drenched right down to my bra and panties, so they would have to go as well. Feeling a little awkward I took them off and then pulled the T-shirt over my head. It smelled like Irish, and again I felt that small flutter in the pit of my stomach.

A while later, my clothes were hanging in front of the fire, and I was snuggled up in a fleece blanket, forcing down the horrible concoction Irish made me eat and wallowing in self-pity. In a matter of 24 hours I have been through hell and back. I still had no clue why though, why would anyone want to get to my father through me, what did my dad do to deserve this? I swallowed back the tears that threatened to spill and hugged my knees. This had to be a horrible mistake. 

“So are you going to tell me what’s going on at all?” I mumbled without looking at him.

He simply sat on the stool and stared into the fire, twisting a mug of coffee in his hand. He clearly had a lot on his mind, but I deserve to know the truth. Why was I being hunted down like an animal, and what did any of this have to do with my dad? But more pressingly, who exactly was Irish? I have only ever seen him at my dad’s office on occasion when I went home for spring break or over Christmas. He used to always wear a suit. Naturally I figured he had been one of the corporates who worked for my dad, but after this morning’s events, I knew he wasn’t even close to being a pencil pusher.

“Are you just going to sit there and contemplate life or are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I muttered.

“Alana…” he started and pinched the bridge of his nose, “It’s very complicated. Your father asked me to look out for you, and right now, that’s what I’m doing.”

“So that’s it? My father told you to look out for me and I just have to accept that?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Bullshit!” I tossed the blanket aside then walked over to where he sat and slapped the coffee out of his hand. For the first time in my life, I was angry. This wasn’t like me at all, but I’ve been through too much to just accept my predicament and wait it out, “I was nearly killed, and now you’re refusing to tell me why!” 

The chair scraped back and toppled over as Irish stood towering over me. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and his gun-metal blue eyes bore into mine. His lips moved as if he wanted to say something, but instead he pursed his lips and grabbed me by my arm. For a moment I thought he was about to go all Neanderthal on me and throw me over his shoulder, but instead he dragged me over to the table and sat me down.

“I need you listen to me, and listen very carefully. This life you’ve been living is nothing but a figment of your imagination. Your father is in a lot of trouble right now and he had to leave the country. Until this mess is sorted out, we will stay here. Understood?”

I frowned at him, none of this made any sense, what trouble could my father possibly be in? “What trouble is he in?”

“It involves the FBI and a bunch of shit, I’m not willing to get into right now. All you need to know is he asked me to protect you, so I would appreciate it if you could respect that.”

I raised a brow and regarded him, “You go around shooting men in cold blood without blinking and he trusts you to take care of me?”

“Christ! You’re fucking impossible. That was me protecting you. Those men were going to kill you and the fewer of them walking around the better.”

I sighed and buried my face in my hands. The reality of the situation was still so farfetched I didn’t know if I was coming or going.

“Okay, so run this by me again, some bad guys are out there hunting me down to get to my dad. You’re here to make sure that doesn’t happen and in the mean-time I have to just stay put and forget about my life?”

“Yes.”

It was a simple definitive answer, but I didn’t like it one bit.

“So what am I supposed to do with my time?” I asked dropping my hands down on the table.

Irish looked at me with his brows drawn together, then walked over to a small wooden cupboard against the wall and pulled out a small box. When he placed it in front of me I looked up at him confused.

“A deck of cards?”

He nodded, “Play patience or something, but just keep yourself busy.”

I rolled my eyes, picked up the deck and tilted it so that the cards all fell into the palm of my hand, “I have a better idea.”

I squeezed the ends of the cards together and flicked it. All the cards went flying across the table, some landing on the floor, “You can keep yourself busy and clean up this mess.”

He moved so fast I barely had time to register what was happening. He flipped me over his lap and his hand came down on my bare ass.

“Ow! I’m not ten years old!”

“You’re behaving like a fucking child so I’ll spank you like a fucking child,” he ground out and WHACK! Another hand landed on my bare bottom.

It was stinging like hell and I tried to twist out of his grip crying in protest. But what was even worse was the fact that I was butt naked underneath the T-shirt. My cheeks felt hotter than a casting iron and I desperately tried to reach behind me to pull the T-shirt down and cover my girly bits. Two more thwacks and he abruptly let me go, causing me to stumble backward and flop down on the floor, I immediately scrambled to get the fleece blanket and covered my legs as I crawled into the corner next to the fire place, tears stinging my hot cheeks.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I whimpered.

“Then stop acting like a child,” he muttered under his breath.

I stayed curled up in the corner as I tried to regain some dignity. He was right; I was acting like a child, throwing tantrums like a teenager which was not like me at all. Instead of being thankful that he saved me, I was retaliating. I suddenly felt lost and afraid. Everything I knew had been a lie, my entire life was a faux. My magic carpet was gone, my Genie AKA Daddy was gone, and I would most likely not have a penny in my bank account now that he’s, who the hell knows where. I carefully reached up and touched the cut above my brow that by now was covered with a crust of dried blood. I had been so stubborn having to stay in this place that I hadn’t even thought about the accident and the cuts and bruises I sustained.

“It’s a scratch. I have a first aid kit in the bathroom.”

There’s a bathroom? I wanted to chirp, but decided against it, who knows what he’ll pull off next. Instead of a spanking he might tie me up and gag me to keep my trap shut. I got up and quietly made my way to the bathroom. I had a few cuts and bruises on my arms but nothing serious. I used the gauze and water to clean off the crusty dried blood and then used some antiseptic ointment before sticking a small Band-Aid across the cut. Looking at myself in the mirror I realized just how ghastly I looked. My hair was mucky, and I had dirt smeared all over my face, I was desperate for a shower. I latched the bathroom door and turned on the water. Just my luck, but not unsurprisingly, it didn’t get hot at all. I huffed and stripped out of the T-shirt. I’ll be quick, I told myself. In and out that’s all I needed to do. I stepped in under the cold water and goose bumps broke out all over my skin. Geezus it was freezing! My teeth clattered, and I quickly used the bar of soap and washed myself down. At least Irish had shampoo, not that it would do my hair any good. I looked at the label and pulled a face. Apple and Cinnamon fragrance no-name brand shampoo. But I washed my hair, anyway. I was done in less than five minutes give or take and reached for the tower hanging on the hook behind the door.

“Oh my god!” I cried out. The towel was damp!

“Alana?” Irish called from the other side of the door, “What’s wrong?”

“It’s horrible!” I shouted back.

I saw the door handle jiggle, and I called out, “Don’t you dare open that door or I’ll stab you with a toothbrush!”

“What the fuck’s going on?” he asked again.

“The bloody towel is damp, that’s just gross!”

“Seriously, of all the things you could complain about, it’s a damp towel?”

I didn’t bother answering him. I patted myself dry with the drier parts of the towel and pulled the T-shirt on again. I looked around and realized that there was no hairbrush and only one toothbrush, and there was no way I was going to share that. Instead I took the toothpaste on my finger and finger-brushed my teeth.

When I exited the bathroom Irish was standing with his hands on his hips.

“I think we should start over,” he said quietly.

I bit my lip and hugged my arms around myself, “I guess.”

“Tomorrow I’ll go out and get a few supplies, so make a list of everything you’re going to need for at least a week.”

“Oh thank god this is only going to last a week,” I exhaled.

“No, that’s not what I said. We’ll be on the move, so for now just the necessities, food, snacks, toiletries and yeah, well that’s about it.”

It was one of those awkward moments where there was a hidden apology somewhere in a completely irrelevant conversation.

“I’ll make a list,” I said, instead of making this more difficult.













Liam “Irish” 

This was fucked up, I couldn’t possibly be attracted Alana, not to mention Fergus’ daughter. And the fact that she was only twenty was another cause for concern. So fine, she’s legal with all the bells and whistles and she’s probably been around the block a few times at college, but I’m forty-fucking-two for god sakes. 

I just couldn’t stand being in that confined space with her any more than she could tolerate me, but in my case, it was for a completely different reason. Seeing her standing there, wearing my T-shirt with those perky tits poking against the white fabric and knowing she didn’t have a stitch on under there was fucking with my brain. All I could think of was that tight firm arse of hers under my palm and the way she squirmed each time I smacked her bare bottom. It would have taken nothing for me to touch her pussy and feel her up. As it was it had taken me more control than I thought I could conjure up to let her go after giving her, her first real hiding. 

Frustrated with myself I tossed her a small notebook and a pen and stalked out of the cabin. I needed fresh air, and the rain was no deterrent for me, it was like a much needed cold shower. Dragging my hands through my hair as I paced up and down next to the cabin, away from the window, I tried to just focus on shit. I promised Fergus I will keep his daughter safe, not that I would fuck her brains out. I had to keep my focus, or this shit was going to go pear very fast.

“You can do this Irish,” I said out loud to myself, “Just look at her as if she’s your own daughter.” You don’t have a fucking daughter you fool!

“Effing shit!” I cried out and rubbed my hands down over my soaked face. I had to get a grip and fast, not only was she a temptation she was a bloody distraction. The sooner we get Fergus’ name cleared the quicker I can get her out of my hair. Better yet, tomorrow when I head to town, I’m going to find someone to fuck and get my mind off this little temptress.

After a while I headed back inside to find Alana sitting at the small table making her list.

“Do you want something to drink?” I asked as I walked over to the camper cooling box.

“Do you have anything other than coffee and water?” she asked.

“I have beer and whiskey,” I offered.

“I’ll have a whiskey,” she said, “Not that I’m a big fan but I need something stronger than coffee.”

“Aren’t you to young?” I asked curiously.

“I’m twenty-one and legal thank you very much,” she piped up and shoved the list towards me; I glanced at it briefly and then poured her a drink.

“Do you have Cola?”

“No.”

“So how am I going to drink this?”

“How else do you drink whiskey?”

She did that eye roll again, and said, “Well then bottom’s up!”

That eye roll of hers was starting to grow on me and fuck, it was sexy. I raised my glass and then tossed back the drink.  Alana of course did not expect it to have such a kick, and after she took her first gulp she choked and coughed uncontrollably. I laughed and poured myself another.

“Easy there princess, this stuff puts hair on your chest.”

“Oh my god, you could have warned me!”

I laughed and topped her glass up, “Now take it easy, take a little sip and let it lay on your tongue for a bit, then swallow. Once you get used to it, it’s actually quite pleasant.”

She eyed me warily and then took a small sip. Her lips pouted slightly as she swished the amber liquid around in her mouth before swallowing it. Now if that was her swallowing my cum… Jesus Irish! I cursed mentally, you have to fucking stop!

“That wasn’t too bad,” she said softly and took another sip and another. Soon she was telling me all about college and the frat parties, and how she found the boys her age to be far too immature and shallow for her to bother with.

“So that’s the story of my life!” she slurred and flopped down on the bed, “Oops!” she mumbled and tried to pull the T-shirt down to cover herself up.

“I think you’ve had a little too much,” I said and took her glass from her.

“Oh come on, you’re such a sour puss, one more, then I promise to go to bed,” she begged.

“I don’t think so.”

I placed the glasses in the sink and then screwed the bottle top back on.

“Ugh, for once in my life, I don’t feel like being the little good girl everyone expects, and now you go and spoil it!”

This time she stood up and walked over to where I stood, those sultry eyes and plump lips of hers pouted up at me as she dragged her nails down over my bare chest. Note to self, keep your fucking clothes on. I grabbed her wrist and held her at arm’s length, “C’mon, time for bed.”

“Or what, you’re going to give me another spanking,” she teased rubbing her arse cheeks.

“Alana…” I warned and guided her to the bed, “Get some rest.”

“Are you gay or what?” she piped up.

“No, but you’re plastered and before anything happens that you would surely regret, I insist you sleep it off.”

She took a deep breath and then flopped back on the bed, stretching her arms above her head. This time there was no way I could look away. Those beautiful ivory legs stretched all the way up to her hips, and her pussy had a slight dusk of red hair very neatly trimmed. I swallowed and tried to divert my thoughts, but it was useless. It was only when I noticed that she was hardly moving that I realized she had actually passed out. Thank fuck for that, I thought as I reached for the blanket. I gently lifted her legs, avoided staring at her pussy, and moved her on to the bed and then covered her with the blanket. There, temptation gone—NOT.

I needed an effing miracle to keep my pecker under control around this one; I thought and went to sit at the fireplace away from her. But all I kept thinking about is burying my cock deep in her and fucking her until she couldn’t walk straight.

“Fergus, you fucking bastard, what the fuck where ya thinking?” I said out loud.

“Daddy…”

I jumped up, expecting Alana to be up and at it again, but she was talking in her sleep and I sat back down. Why the fuck did Fergus not send her off with her aunt, at least that way she would be out of harm’s way and I wouldn’t be in this fucking fix.

I must have fallen asleep at some point, I sat up and stretched my legs, sleeping on this chair was way too uncomfortable. I eyed the bed where Alana was still fast asleep and tucked under the blanket, then eyed the floor.

“Fuck it, I need my sleep.”

I got up and walked over to where she lay, I grabbed two pillows and stacked them next to her then I settled in next to the pillows. At least if she wakes up she can rest assured that I had her virtue in mind before taking up bed space. A few minutes later I was still wide awake, and the only thing on my mind was the red head with her legs wrapped around my neck and my tongue buried in her pussy.

I’m not sure when I finally dosed off, but when I woke up, I had red hear stuck to my stubble and an arm and a leg draped over my torso. The pillows I had stacked between us last night were strewn on the floor. I tried not to move and disrupt sleeping beauty here, but I had to get out from under her before she woke up. Or before she moved her leg and dragged it over my boner.  I gently hooked her hair with my finger and pulled it out of my face, and then I slowly took her wrist and lifted her arm. She groaned and moved and I froze, barely taking a breath. Easy Irish, you can do this, I told myself and then moved her arm again, gently placing it on her hip. But when I slowly shifted away from her, she mumbled something inaudible followed by a squeal.

“Irish! What the hell… oh my god… did we… did you…”

I jumped out of bed and grabbed for the pillow holding it in front of me to hide my morning glory, “Hell no, fuck, I swear I was only sleeping!”

“Here in bed?” she asked with eyes wide open.

“Yes dammit, the chair was uncomfortable, I stacked pillows between us,” I uttered.

“So why are they not here anymore?” she asked accusingly.

“How the hell would I know?”

She groaned and grabbed her head, “Oh god it’s too early for this, I need coffee.”

“Well help yourself darlin’, I’m going to grab a shower and head on to town.”

I didn’t bother waiting for her response, simply tossed the pillow at her and stalked into the bathroom. It was insane, even the cold shower couldn’t tame the beast. My balls were aching and my cock was still rock hard, if I didn’t do something to remedy the situation now, I was going to be in a lot of shit later.  My skin prickled under the cold water as I thought of Alana, she was indeed a temptation I did not expect. Just thinking of her body under my control sent my hormones into overdrive. 

I wrapped my fist around my aching cock and slowly slid it up and down from the tip to the base, images of Alana in the throes of passion, her mouth wrapped around my dick, my cock buried deep in that sweet pussy of hers. I kept trying to divert my thoughts to exclude Alana, and focus more on my physical release, but it was futile. I simply could not get her out of my mind.  The fact that I had seen her naked from the waist down already gave me a sneak preview of what she looked like and imagining me thrusting into that soft pink pussy was driving me insane. Now! I groaned inwardly as I pump my cock faster, slapping against my balls and then finally, my balls tightened and my cock erupted, spilling cum against the shower wall. This time I groaned audibly as I pressed my head against the shower wall while I finished myself off, savouring the moment as my release left my limbs numb and relaxed.  Hopefully this would solve the immediate issue I was facing, for the time being at least.

When I came out, she sat with her head resting on the table, “Oh my god, I’m never having whiskey again, that stuff is poison.”

“Yeah well your condition is self-inflicted. Listen, I won’t be long, an hour max,” I said as I grabbed my keys. While I unlocked my guns so that I can at least have some form of protection, I continued, “If I’m not back by 9am, you need to get out of here, a few miles south from here, past the oak tree is a hidden underground bunker. Go there and wait until someone comes for you.”

Her jaw dropped as she looked at me, “Why wouldn’t you be back?”

“I will be back, but I’m taking precautions.”

“Okay but what if you’re not back by then and I’m stuck in some bunker, who will know where to find me?”

“I have connections, and they know the drill,” I said, “Just promise me you’ll make tracks if I’m not back by nine.”

I tucked my gun into the back of my pants, and then took out the Colt Alana was familiar with, “Here, keep this on you at all times, and do not hesitate to shoot,” with that, I dumped my bag back in the closet and walked to the door.

“Irish…” she said, and I turned around, “Please come back.”

My heart felt like a fist was wrapped around it, squeezing the air out of my lungs. She looked at me with such desperation that I almost opted to stay, but she needed stuff and I was going to at least help her out with that. This also gave me the time to try to find out where the Bronx Raiders were, and see if McLeary has managed to get any heat on them, or find out who exactly framed Fergus.

I took my baseball cap off the hook next to the door and tugged it on to my head. In my line of work, being a hitman for a cartel, I knew better than to make empty promises.













Somewhere in an abandoned warehouse…

Blood splattered across the floor as another fist hit Sully’s face. His eyes were swollen shut and blood dripped from his nose and mouth. No matter how much they tortured him, he refused to hand Irish or the girl over to Shamrock.

“I can make this easy for you, you tell me where Irish is hiding the girl and I’ll spare your pathetic life,” Shamrock said flatly.

Sully struggled to lift his chin from his chest and peered at his nemesis through slits, “Fuck off,” and then spat blood all over Shamrock’s shoes. Dealt another blow and another blow, he knew he wasn’t going to last long. Irish was his brother in arms, and his mentor, and nothing anyone did or said would make him turn on his own.

“You’re an effing dick, I don’t see any of your mates coming to your rescue, they’ve left you out to dry,” Shamrock ground out.

Shamrock ran his hands over the cold scalpel and sighed theatrically. And then he nodded at Vince, his henchman. This was it, Sully thought and prepared himself for the worse. He had made peace with death when he first joined the Labyrinths Cartel, they all did. A sworn oath of blood to their brothers was far more valuable than life itself. He had nothing left to lose, they had already killed his wife.

Orchestral music filled the abandoned warehouse, the acoustics causing it to echo in the empty space. Then Shamrock moved over to where he was tied up to the chair and dragged the blunt side of the scalpel across his neck.

“I’m going to ask you one last time Sully, where is Irish?”

“I’m not tellin ya anythin’ you can suck my cock for all that I care,” he gargled.

Without a word, Shamrock pressed the cold blade against the top of his ear and sliced right through, cutting the shell of Sully’s ear clean off. Sully cried out in pain, huffed and cussed as he shook in the chair. The pain was excruciating.

“Boss,” one of Shamrocks’ men interrupted.

“What?”

“The lad at the grocery store called, he spotted Irish there this morning so Irish must still be in town.”

Sully cursed inwardly and gritted his teeth, what the fuck would Irish still be doing here in Boston? He should have been long gone by now.

“Are you sure?” Shamrock asked.

“Aye, he swore on his life,” the boy confirmed.

“Well then I’m sure we will find him sooner or later.”

Shamrock handed the scalpel to his henchman Vince and muttered a blank, “Finish him,” before pulling his leather gloves off and getting into the car parked a few feet away.

The torture was finally over, and he would finally meet his maker and be with his wife, he thought peacefully. Even before the bullet penetrated his skull he already breathed out his last breath.













Liam “Irish” 

I entered the Saint Lorde’s Catholic Church through the rear entrance and scanned the hall for anything suspicious. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, to my left I saw Father Callaghan and nodded at him. We both entered the confession booth at the same time, and I knelt down and waited for the door to slide open.

“Forgive me Father for I have sinned, it’s been two weeks since my last confession,” I whispered.

“Why have you taken so long to confess your sins my son?”

“I’ve been working very hard.”

Callaghan slid a small piece of paper under the frame that separated the two booths and I opened it up, it read—The Shamrock is feeling lucky.

I cursed inwardly and crumpled up the piece of paper. This was not good news, I needed to get out of here, get to Alana and hit the road. Hanging around was no longer an option. 

“I killed two men in cold blood,” I said.

“Alright, say five Our Fathers for your penance.”

“Thank you, Father.”

With that, I waited for him to exit first, no tap followed and I knew I was safe. Without looking anyone directly in the eyes, I headed into the back of the church, grabbed a nun’s robe and cape and put it on. It was a wee bit short, but for the time being it would cover me, mostly. I exited the same way I came. Time was of the essence now. If Shamrock, the head of the Bronx Raiders, was still in town, it meant that they had eyes all over. Retracing my steps, mentally I recalled where I had been in the last two hours. But nothing suspicious stood out. I glanced towards where my car was parked and then looked up and down the street. I didn’t notice anyone lurking around, but I knew using the car would be too risky.  Instead I scanned the street for another car. Luckily, I spotted a cab  and I flagged it down. The cab pulled up, and I slipped into the back seat. Immediately I pulled out my gun and held it against the driver’s head.

“Do exactly as I say, and no one has to die today,” I whispered through gritted teeth.

The cab driver froze and held up his hands.

“Keep dem hands on the wheel and head down 3rd, then take a left on Saxton Avenue. Once there, I’m going to drop you and take your cab.”

The driver nodded nervously and drove down 3rd while I sat back, keeping my head low and the gun pointed at the back of the driver’s seat.

“Don’t think of trying anything clever, I’ve killed for less,” I told the driver.

“Please sir, if you could just…”

“Shut the fuck up, just get to Saxton and I’ll let you go,” I promised.

We drove for 5 min then he turned into Saxton Avenue. I instructed him to turn into the next alley. The moment the cab came to a stop, I nudged the gun against the man’s head and said, “Now you stay dead quiet, any sudden moves will cost you more than just your cab.”

I got out and dragged the fearful man out of the cab then pushed him up against the wall. I held up a picture of his wife and kids, which I plucked from a string hanging on the rear-view mirror.

“See this, I know where you live. If you breathe a word to anyone, I’ll cut them up and feed them to the fucking dogs,” I growled.

The man nodded frantically, his eyes wide and full of tears. I pulled him by his shirt and shoved him in between the two dumpsters and hijacked the cab. It was already 8:42 AM, I had less than 15 minutes to get back to the cabin for Alana, and get back on the road before Shamrock and his men find us. The moment the cab driver gets to the police, it’s only a matter of minutes before Shamrock and his goons track this cab.

I couldn’t exceed the speed limit either, the last thing I needed now was to get pulled over for a traffic violation that would only fuck things up even more.

Soon enough I pulled up to the cabin, 9:10 am. I rushed up the stairs only to find Alana with the pistol pointed straight at me. Without thinking twice, I launched myself at her, carefully disarming her. She couldn’t follow a simple instruction to leave the cabin, was the first thing that crossed my mind. 

“What the fuck Alana!” I shouted and unloaded the gun then flicked the safety back on, “Why are you still here, I gave you strict instructions.”

“I-I… I didn’t know if I should wait-oh my god, I almost shot you!” she heaved hysterically.

“Calm the fuck down,” I said and impulsively pulled her into my arms. On the one hand, I was pissed that she even considered taking the Bronx Raiders on, on the other hand I was relieved that I didn’t still have to waste time trekking to the bunker to find her before we could hit the road.

I pushed her away and held her at arm’s length, “Look at me, we have to get going. We can’t stay here any longer. I need you to pack what you can but pack lightly; you can use the backpack, we’ll stop at the next town and get the necessities,” I instructed and continued without a pause, “Are you okay on a bike?”

What the hell was I on about? Who cares if she was okay with a bike, but she nodded. Her eyes still wide with shock. 

“Good, now hurry and pack what you can, I’ll get the bike.”











Irish

In less than twenty minutes we were back on the road, I gave Alana one of my jackets to keep her shielded against the elements. We had no time to waste; I need to get to the next state if I was going to keep ahead of Shamrock. 

Alana’s arms were wound tightly around my waist, and her head ducked low behind me; I couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going on in her mind. A carefree existence suddenly ripped away from her and now she was on the run, with a man who couldn’t keep his shit together.  I rode like a demon on a mission, about two hours out, we pulled up to a gas station to fill up and to get a bite to eat. Since leaving the cabin there had been no time for conversation. To be honest, I hadn’t a clue what to say to her. 

“I’m going to the ladies’ room,” she mumbled as she hugged the leather jacket around her.

“I’ll go with you,” I said as I pushed the bike in next to the building, obscuring it from the road. 

“You’re not going in with me.”

“No, I’m not going in with you, I just need to make sure it’s all safe.”

“Ugh, they have no idea where we went, I’ll be fine.”

Needless to say, I went with her, and stood outside until she came back out.

“We can grab a quick bite to eat, then we need to head out,” I said as we made our way back towards the bike.

“Sure,” she muttered.

“Alana, are you okay?” I asked. 

“Just peachy,” she said. Yeah it was a dumb question, she wasn’t okay. And I had to understand the fact that she was dealing with a shit load at the moment. Strangely enough, I wasn’t feeling the intense attraction from earlier in the morning. Call it trepidation, or maybe it was the fact that I helped myself in the shower. Right now she was just a frightened little bird who I need to protect. 

The convenience store’s door chime jingled as we entered. “Grab a few things, when we get to the next state we’ll have a proper meal.”

Alana nodded and made her way through to the fridges at the back of the store while I grabbed a few chocolate bars and snacks. The teller was a fat greasy bastard who vegetated behind the television screen and hardly took note of us.  

“Excuse me, where are your road maps?” I asked.

He looked at me and then pointed to the shelf behind him, “Well can I get one?”

With a sigh that would kill all surrounding vegetation, he stood up and waddled to the shelf, took one of the maps and dropped it carelessly on the counter. Service in some of these places was shocking, I thought as I piled the rest of the stuff on the counter.  While I waited for Alana, I took the time to page through a newspaper, hoping to see some good news on Fergus, but there was nothing yet. He was still on the most wanted list. The sound of a V8 engine drew my attention, and when I looked out the faded dirty windows, I noticed two of Shamrock’s guys. 

“Fuck,” I cursed under my breath, as I ducked behind the counter and crouched my way to where Alana was still making up her mind on what to drink, “Do whatever I say, and do not try anything stupid.”

“Hey! Are you going to pay for this stuff?” the teller asked when he stood up.

I pulled out my gun and pointed it straight at him, “If you want to fucking live, you’ll do exactly as I say. Those two men out there…” I started, “Don’t look at them, just do what I say.”

He nodded, eyes wide and fearful, “If they ask you, if you saw us, you just say no. Play it cool and you’ll live to see another day, if you utter one word to them I swear I’ll shoot you myself.”

“Is it them?” Alana asked in a panic as I pulled her around to the back of the store and next to the fire exit.

“Yes, and we need to move fast. They don’t know we’re here yet.”

“But what if they see us?” she asked nervously.

“They won’t,” I said far more confidently than I felt.

The door jingled again, and I shoved her in behind a stack of boxes, and held my finger up over my mouth, “Don’t move,” I mouthed.

I peeked towards the counter. One bald guy was stacking his arms full of snacks while the other one leaned against the counter. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but at least it looked like the cashier was keeping as cool as he could. I watched for about two minutes, when the one against the counter reached into his breast pocket. He pulled out a gun and put it on the counter. Chubby cheeks stepped back and held up his hands, his eyes darting from the man to the door where I stood. Fuck! I should have shot him myself, I thought. Footsteps drew closer, and I shoved myself into the corner with Alana, cupping my hand over her mouth. The darkness lent some protection, but if those goons came any closer, someone was going to get hurt.

The footsteps stopped just next to the door, when I heard chubby cheeks speak up, “The couple you’re looking for left about thirty minutes ago, I swear,” he called, “The guy and a girl with red hair.”

The footsteps moved away from the door and I let out a sigh of relief, hoping they would buy the story. Then a single shot rang out. Alana gasped and I tightened my hand over her mouth. They had shot the teller in cold blood, now it was only a matter of time before they found us.  But much to my surprise, I heard the screeching of tires as they sped off. 

“Oh my god, they shot that guy?!” Alana cried out hysterically the moment I let her go.

“Wait here,” I ordered as I ducked low and crawled out of the storage room, I kept low as I made my way to the counter. The teller was shot point blank in the head and his brains were splattered all over the cigarette shelf behind him. Looking up I noticed the security light blinking, which means he had reached for the panic button giving me probably about ten minutes to get out of here. I rushed around the counter careful not to touch anything and found the video surveillance. I used the hem of my shirt to push the eject button and then grabbed the disk. We had no time to waste.  I went back to the storage room and plucked Alana up by her arm, instead of using the front door, we went out the back.

“Is he dead?” Alana asked.

“Yes.”

“Should we not call the police?”

“Trust me sweetheart, they’re already on the way, and if they find us, we’ll be behind bars in no time.”

“But we can’t just leave him like that?” she continued. 

I know she was scared and confused, but I needed her to get a grip and fast. The sooner she realized that life isn’t a box of chocolates and a bed of roses, the better. I grabbed her by her shoulders and shook her lightly, “Alana, listen to me. The cops, the FBI and the whole fucking country is going to hunt you down. Simply because you’re Fergus’ daughter. Now I’m going to be as blunt as I can be. You’re a fugitive, and that’s that. Get on the fucking bike,” I ground out and handed her the helmet.

I started the bike and waited for her to get on, but she just stood frozen.

“Alana! Get on the god damn bike.”

Realization swept over her and she launched herself on to the back of the bike and we sped off.  













Alana

This cannot possibly be happening! I’m supposed to be in college, go to class, and hang out with my friends. Instead I’m a fugitive who just witnessed a cold-blooded murder. Something had to give; somehow this had to be a monumental mistake. I had to get hold of my dad and find out exactly what was going on.  It was already dark when Irish pulled up to a store somewhere in Ludlow. We had travelled across the state line into Pennsylvania.

“Where are you going?” I asked nervously as he pulled the bike off into an alley.

“Wait here,” he simply said.

I was a nervous wreck, and even though I was wearing a thick leather jacket, it felt as if my bones were frozen icicles. Not because it was cold, but because I was stiff as hell and scared as shit. I walked to the end of the alley, trying to see if I could spot Irish, but he had disappeared. What if he left me behind? I wondered as I chewed my thumb nail, something I always did when I was nervous. Pacing back and forth I started to work myself up, wondering what would happen if I did go to the police. I mean seriously I don’t have a criminal record, what could they possibly have against me? Across the road, I spotted a phone booth. It stood out like a winning lottery ticket, and just as I aimed to head towards it, Irish reappeared, carrying camping gear. 

“What’s that for?” I asked confused.

“We’re going camping,” he said and secured the tent on the back of the bike.

“Are we not going to stay here?”  I asked nervously.

“No, it’s too risky,” he said flatly.

“But where are we going to…” 

“I don’t know, we’ll find a spot, get on the bike.”

“Irish, why don’t we just call the cops, they don’t have anything against me, so maybe they can, I don’t know… help?” I said exasperatedly.

Irish leaned on the bike and dropped his head, “Alana, your dad is a part of the Irish mafia, and he’s a wanted man…”

“What?!” I asked in shock.

“There are things you don’t know about your dad, about his entire enterprise, I’m not just some white collar who sits behind a desk all day, I think you already know that,” he started.

This was too much; it felt as if my head was spinning. Bending over I put my hands on my knees and shook my head, “Why didn’t he ever tell me?” I muttered.

“Well hopefully you’ll get to ask him yourself soon.”

Irish placed his hand on the back of my neck, and crouched down beside me, “Alana, I’m a hitman and I know that you have no reason to trust me, but I made a promise to Fergus to keep you alive, and if that’s all I end up doing, then that’s enough. Now we cannot hang around here. By now I’m sure the FBI had started their man hunt, we cannot book into hotels.”

I was crying, not hysterically, just weeping. My entire life had been a complete lie. All this time, my dad was in the mafia and I didn’t even know that.  Exasperated, I stood up and reached for the helmet. I had switched into autopilot mode, put the helmet on, get on the bike, run, trust Irish, and that was it. There was no time to reminisce about what could have or should have happened. I was on the run with a hitman. My dad’s most trusted, I don’t even know what to call him… friend, or colleague. By now I was sure that my poster was up on store windows right next to his, and I’ve most certainly been suspended from college. My life as I knew it was over. 

We drove for another twenty minutes or so before he turned off onto to a dirt road, more like a hiking trail really, and I had no idea where we were. The ride was bumpy and my butt was hurting already. I was literally counting down the seconds hoping he would stop soon so that I could stretch my legs and clear the fog in my brain. I kept recalling memories of my dad, trying to see how I could have missed so much. Surely at some point in my life I should have realized that my father wasn’t just any dad. But he had kept me at arm’s length, shoving me into boarding schools. Not that I complained, the boarding schools were pretty awesome. Only the best for his little girl, if only I knew then that the money used was tainted. I had so many questions with so little answers. 

Irish eventually pulled to a stop in the middle of nowhere, I had underestimated the darkness here in the woods, especially when Irish turned off the engine. He was the first to get off, taking the camping gear with him. He handed me a flashlight and dropped the gear at the base of a large tree.

“Stay put, I need to hide the bike,” he said as he started chopping at small branches hanging low over the ground.

I felt disorientated and scared, if we weren’t going to be caught by the Bronx Raiders, or the FBI, we sure as hell would probably be attacked by a wild animal. 

Soon enough Irish had the camping gear up on his back and we were making our way through the dense undergrowth of the forest. With nothing but our flashlights to guide the way, it was tricky getting through the thicket of trees, but eventually Irish stopped and looked around. 

“This will do for now,” he said and dropped the camping gear on the ground.

A cold shiver ran down my spine and I cursed under my breath.

“We’ll be back on the road by dawn, we need to cross the border into Mexico, then we should be reasonably safe, I have a few connections there.”

“Mexico, are you serious?” I asked disbelievingly.

“If you want to stay alive then yes, from there we’ll try to get to Brazil.”

Irish started to set up the two man tent, and I stood around feeling sorry for myself. I could already see myself living in one of those over populated towns, making ends meet by selling second hand clothes or even worse myself just to get by.

A little while later we were huddled around a small campfire, and other than the flames that looked so inviting and warm, the darkness that surrounded us was ominous and depressing. It’s been years since I went camping, I think I was about ten the last time. I liked it then, but this time around it wasn’t a recreational camping trip. 

“So tell me about my dad,” I whispered as I stared blankly into the fire.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything?”

Irish sighed and tossed a small stick into the fire, “I’ve known your dad for a long time, he’s a good man, don’t ever question that, he only wanted the best for you.”

I sighed, Irish wasn’t helping. I loved my dad, but now, not knowing who or what he was, left me scared and confused. 

“There are ways to get the best for your child, without wheeling and dealing. Look where that’s gotten him, and me…” I drifted off and swallowed at the lump in my throat.

“I know, it’s not an ideal situation. Look, whatever your dad is being accused of is a setup. A few days ago there was a shipment that arrived at port. It was a big drug bust, and whoever was involved implicated your dad. And I’ve worked with your dad, if there is one thing he never got involved in, it was narcotics.”

I studied Irish and worried my lip, “So what was he involved in?”

“Money laundering, real estate and so on, he evaded tax but they couldn’t ever prove any of it. Shamrock’s been after your dad for years, and now that he’s devised the perfect plan to persecute him, he has your dad by the balls.”

“Who’s Shamrock?” 

“Your dad’s nemesis. They weren’t always enemies, but after your mother died things went sour between them.”

What did my mom have to do with any of this? More secrets and more lies, I wasn’t sure if I could ever recover from all of this.

“What did he have to do with my mom?” I asked curiously.

Irish grew quiet and reached into one of the backpacks and pulled out a packet of crisps and offered me some, but I declined and hugged my arms tighter around me.

“Shamrock used to be your dad’s right-hand man, but with your dad away working so often, and your mother being lonely, the two of them had an affair. Your dad was heartbroken when he found out.  He loved your mother more than anything. So, when he told her to choose between him or Shamrock, your mother wasn’t able to choose, one morning, she overdosed…”

“My dad said she died of a heart attack,” I blurted out.

“That’s true, but it was a drug induced heart attack,” Irish muttered, “She couldn’t choose, so she committed suicide.”

Bile pushed up in my throat and I tried to keep myself calm, everything, my whole life was one big lie. I always thought my mother died of natural causes, that was what my dad always told me. He never once mentioned an affair, or insinuated that she didn’t want to live. A strangled cry escaped my throat as I stood up. I was surprised that I still had any tears left to cry. One blow after the other, my world was crashing down.  I fled into the small tent and fell on top one of the sleeping bags. I didn’t hear Irish enter either, only when he rested his hand on the small of my back where I lay with my head buried in my arms did I realize he was here with me.

I shot up and sat on my knees looking straight at him with tears streaming down my face, “Why did he hide all of this from me?” I cried out angrily.

“He wanted to protect you.”

I went through the motions, from sadness to anger to disappointment and back to being sad, and as I balled my fists and pounded them against Irish’s chest. He just took it in stride.

“This isn’t what I wanted out of life! I wanted a normal life, go to college, become an accountant, do something extraordinary, but now it’s all lost!” 

“I know lass, I know,” he soothed. 

He didn’t stop my assault, only turned his face out of the way as he let me blow off steam. Eventually I slumped against him, burying my face in the crook of his neck. From the first day, Irish had been open and honest with me. Now, he was the one who decided to tell me the truth. My dad couldn’t even bring himself to do that. I felt robbed and deceived by my own blood. 

Irish embraced me and hugged me close against him. His skin was warm in comparison to my own, and it felt somewhat comforting, having someone who would simply just hold me.  With tear streaked cheeks I nestled closer against him, I could feel his breath in my hair and his hand sliding up my back until it rested between my shoulder blades. 

“Irish,” I whispered, and then he pulled back a little, lifting my chin.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you lass,” he said with such compassion that made my insides melt.

“Hold me,” I said and then his lips brushed mine.

My mind was a mess, and here I was literally throwing myself at him, a distraction. That’s all it was, I needed a distraction, I told myself, as I willingly parted my lips for him. His rough beard scraped against my smooth skin and I heard him groan. He wanted me, and I liked it. For once I just didn’t want to think about the fact that I was a fugitive, or that my dad lied to me all these years. For once I didn’t want to be the prude virgin. What good would that do anyways? I would never again have a normal life, marry the man of my dreams or have a beautiful home with a white picket fence. This was all I had, this moment in time.  I tentatively slipped my tongue into his mouth, testing the waters, and again he groaned, fisting my hair in his hand, while his other hand was slowly sliding down my side. His thumb grazed the side of my breast and a shiver of anticipation shot through me.

“Irish…” I whispered.

“Alana, are you sure?” he asked as he pressed his forehead against mine.

“You only live once,” I mumbled and kissed him again.

This time he lowered me to the sleeping bag and covered me with his body, I could feel his erection pushing against the apex of my thighs, and my own sex throbbed with need. Between the exhilarating feeling of desire and confusion, I had to admit one thing. I’ve never had sex, and if he found out, he would probably not touch me. 

“Have you ever had sex before?” he asked as if he was able to read my mind.

“Yes,” I lied, “Once.”

He edged himself on to his elbow and studied me, “Once?”

I nodded and bit my lip, “At the party,” I lied again.

“Are you sure about that?” he asked raising a brow.

“Are you going to have sex with me or not?” 

I wanted something to remember if shit went pear in the next few days, I couldn’t die a virgin.  Irish may be much older than me, but he didn’t look it. He was a strong man who could give a twenty-one-year old a run for his money. Handsome with a mop of blonde hair that made him look younger too. 

Irish studied me and a wicked smile played on his lips, “So if I touch you like this, you wouldn’t lose your mind and cum straight away?” he whispered as he moved one hand to flick my stiff nipple though the thin cotton of my vest.  A tendril of excitement shot through me like a cord that was linked to every erogenous zone in my body. He kept teasing my nipple until he finally slid his hand under my top to cup my right beast.

“Ooh, well, you know, first time sex experiences aren’t as great as everyone says,” I muttered as my lids dragged open and closed.

“So, what was it, shag, bang thank you ma’am?” he asked.

I nodded. I wasn’t born under a rock, I often heard the girls at college talk about their sexual encounters, some more exciting than others, but so often they complained about the fact that the guy had no clue what he was doing. It was a matter of diving in, hump a lot and wham, done and dusted. But somehow I didn’t think Irish would be the type to just leave me unfinished. 

“Do you trust me?” he asked as he looked at me.

“Do I have any reason not to trust you?” I challenged. 

He smirked and shook his head, “No,” he simply answered.

 “Then I trust you,” I said.

Irish pushed himself up on to his knees and reached over his head to pull his shirt off, my heart was doing somersaults in my chest. This time in the dim glow of the light that hung above us in the tent, I could take the time to admire the work of art that covered his chest. There was something about tattoos that totally got my heart racing. And on Irish it was an explosive combination.

His eyes roamed over my body from my lips down over my chest to my legs, it felt as if he was touching me although he wasn’t. The way he looked at me with such desire caused my body to break out in goose bumps. 

“Take off your clothes,” he said, and I obeyed.

I sat up and slowly pulled my vest off, the cool night air assaulted my skin and my nipples hardened even more, at first I kept my arms crossed over my chest, but he gently pried them away.

“Don’t be shy lass, we’re both adults,” he whispered.

I recalled the receipts I found in the glove compartment on the first day, and for a second I hesitated, “How many women have you had sex with?” 

“Too many to remember and even fewer I want to remember,” he said and reached for the front clasp of my bra, “You’re having second thoughts?”

“No, I just want to know,” I said embarrassed. 

His lips curled into a smile and he stood up in a crouched position to take off his boots and his jeans, he was completely naked underneath and a breath caught in my throat.

“Your turn,’” he coaxed.

I bit my lip and I could feel the heat rush to my cheeks. I’ve seen him naked in all his glory but I’m sure his penis wasn’t as big as it was tonight.

“C-can I touch you?” I asked and swallowed at the dryness in my throat.

“Sweetheart you can do whatever you want.”

There was something wild about him that made me tremble with excitement, with shaking fingers I reached out and ran the tips of my fingers down his abs to the slight strip of hair above his penis. I licked my lips and reached for his member, touching the mushroomed tip with my index finger, there was a drop of liquid on the tip, sticky and smooth. I held my breath, and he too inhaled sharply. 

“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath as I wrapped my small hand around his very large stiff erection. 

I was beside myself, it was like velvet steel and my brain could not string together a single thought. 

“You’re killing me lass,” he muttered as he wrapped his hand around mine, “Stroke it, like this,” he said and moved my hand up and down his length.

“I’ve never touched a guy’s penis before,” I breathed.

He groaned and pushed me down onto my back, “It’s not a penis love, it’s a cock,” 

I swallowed, “It sounds crude,” I said softly.

He smirked and then ran his hand down over my stomach to my sex, “Penis is a medical term, cock and pussy is downright sexual,” he said and slid one finger down between my folds, “And your pussy feels like butter, soft and slippery, Jesus you’re wet,” he muttered under his breath.

I moaned as he ran his finger down my pussy and into me. His finger was calloused and rough, and it felt too big to enter me. And just thinking of him having sex with me suddenly made me panic. He’ll most certainly shred me to bits if he had to make love to me now. No, no, this isn’t love making, this was pure unadulterated sex. My way to escape I told myself. Just because a man wants to fuck me, doesn’t mean he’s in love with me. 

“Alana,” he whispered in my ear, and I felt a shiver run down my spine, “The things I want to do to you right now is driving me insane.”

What did that even mean? Take a leap; you only live once, the little devil on my shoulder whispered. No, he’ll ruin you for life, the angel said. You’ll be fine, I promise, the devil whispered again. I was having a full-on conversation with my alter egos and all I wanted was for the voices to shut up. I should tell him I haven’t had sex before, but before I could bring myself to speak; he flicked his thumb over my clitoris.

“Oh my god!” I cried out and bucked my hips. 

“That’s it baby, just let it go,” he whispered, and he sounded very much like the little fiend who sat on my shoulder.

“I-I haven’t… oh my god!” I couldn’t even speak without gasping and moaning. It felt too good. The way he teased my flesh and caused my entire body to soar was impossible to ignore.

Then he did the most unexpected thing, he gripped my wrists and pinned them above me, using just one strong hand to keep them in place, I lay stretched out and exposed to him. I couldn’t quite see his face in the darkness, but I could see the smile that played on his lips. Behind him the flicker of the campfire danced against the tent. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, so be honest with me, have you ever had sex before?” he asked. It was almost as if he wanted to give me a last chance to save my virginity.

I hesitated, and his gripped my wrists tighter. I could feel his cock press against the inside of my thigh. You only live once, that little voice sang in my head and I breathed, “I don’t want to die not knowing what it feels like,” I admitted in a shaky voice.

“You will not be dying yet sweetheart,” with that he covered my lips with his, the kiss was not endearing it was devouring.  He reached for his backpack and pulled out an obvious square packet, ripped at it with his teeth and with one hand slipped the condom on.  And when he moved into place, the tip of his cock pressed into me, slowly at first, forcing its way into me, he was larger than expected and I anticipated it to be painful but instead it was more euphoric than anything else I’ve ever experienced. He kicked his hips forward and thrusted deep into me. I cried out from a mixture of pain and pleasure as he entered me, again and again, his hips moving at a slow even pace. With his one hand around my wrists he levered himself up with the other. His muscles bulged as he carried his own weight, looking into my eyes with each stroke. 

I was rendered speechless, with nothing but moans and whimpers escaping me, I closed my eyes, just letting the sensations wash over me.

“Look at me,” he grunted, “I want to see you cum.”

I forced my eyes open and his face was so close, so very close. I bent my knees and hooked one leg around his for support; I wanted him to go faster, harder. I’ve never felt such an exhilarating feeling of pleasure in my life. 

“Tell me you want me to fuck you harder,” he breathed.

“Harder…” I whispered.

“Ask me to fuck you harder, I want to hear you say it,” he ground out.

“F-Fuck me harder,” I said barely audible.

“Again,” he grunted.

“Fuck me harder,” I said a little louder this time, and at the same time I felt my body tingle, “Oh god, yes, please… Irish, fuck me harder.”

Possessed by my inner minx obviously, I let go of my inhibitions and called out his name, begging him for more. I didn’t want him to stop, I want it to continue until this bad dream was completely over.  But that was just my brain clinging to a farfetched hope of redemption.  My body did the complete opposite. With each thrust of his cock deep into my pussy, hitting the bundle of nerves just below my cervix the tingle that started at the base of my spine ran up and down like a live electric current. The muscles in my legs started to spasm and so did my stomach; I couldn’t keep it together even if I wanted to, and from the sound of Irish’s groans, neither could he. He pulled out almost completely, let go of my wrists and plastered his other hand down on the ground next to me, half elevated he dipped his hips and drove deep and hard into me, and that’s when my world spun out of control. 

“Ah fuck!” Irish called out as his hips jerked once, twice and then slammed deep into me and went still. I could feel his cock pulsing and throbbing against my walls, followed by a warm sensation flooding my pussy. He emptied himself completely before he pulled out and rolled on to his back.  

“Jesus,” he muttered under his breath as he brought his hands to his face, and I laid there awkwardly wondering what to do next. The experience was probably the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced, but I didn’t quite know what happens next.

“Irish?” I whispered as I turned on to my side.

Irish groaned and turned his head to look at me, then turned on his side and brushed strands of hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear, “Did I hurt you?”

“N-no, you didn’t,” I smiled softly at him.

“Your dad is going to kill me,” he said and then sat up pulling his pants on again as if nothing just happened.

I reached for my clothes and started to get dressed, “Well my dad isn’t here, is he?”

“Alana, I don’t want you to think I just used you, trust me, but I’m so much older than you, and I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

So that’s it, he’s older than me, fucks me and then cops out? I tried suppressing the feeling of hurt that threatened to surface, and took a deep steady breath, “I’m not a kid Irish, I know exactly how men are and what they want. At the end I guess it’s my choice who I have sex with.”

I will not cry, I will not feel a thing. It was sex, and that was it, I told myself as I got dressed, barely sparing Irish a glance. With my back against him I asked, “So how old is much older?”

“Forty-two,” he said.

WTF, I thought he was in his thirties, “Oh, well if it helps you don’t look forty,” I mumbled and then crawled out of the tent.  Irish never followed.













Irish

What the fuck just happened? I thought to myself as I flopped back down on the sleeping bag, wearing only my jeans. I just fucked Fergus’ daughter, who I might add, is only twenty years old, I’m fucking twice her age. Hell, I could be her dad for god sakes!  Talk about a bloody lack in judgement. The worst is I would do it again and again. Having had her now, I realized that my desire for her is far from being satisfied.  She haunted my mind all the fucking time and nothing I did or try could make it go away. Earlier when we were nearly caught by the Bronx Raiders, I was terrified that I would lose her before I even got a chance to get to know her. Fergus did a good thing not getting her too involved with his life before now; otherwise every fucking prick on the staff would have wanted a piece of her.  I stretched my hands back behind my head and stared up at the green canvas top above me.  I could still feel my dick twitching in my pants, ready to go at it again and again. Her tight pussy was right outside this tent, but I’ve complicated shit enough to know better. Frustrated with myself I sat up and rubbed my hand over my face. My beard had grown and right now, I’m sure I looked my age despite what she said. 

Through the opening in the tent I watched her; she was sitting by the fire, holding a stick in the coals. She didn’t look twenty, maybe twenty five. She was mature for her age, with curves in all the right places. Her red hair pinned on top of her head, reminded me of Celtic goddess, pure and untainted, until now anyway. Now she was brandished by me and I wasn’t proud of myself at all.

Somewhere between the Cabin and the Campsite I had fallen for her, and it was probably the worst mistake I could have made. All my life, I never once bothered to find love, to me it was just another way to add shackles and imprison a man. Women wanted dedication; they wanted you to sacrifice everything in the name of love. And after what had happened to Brianna, Fergus’ wife and Alana’s mother, I would never have considered putting my heart on the line like that. For me, going to night clubs and sex clubs was enough. Satisfy my body and mind and leave my heart out of it, but now I wasn’t so sure about that anymore. If anything had to happen to Alana, I would only have myself to blame. 

I wondered what was going through her mind this very minute. She had been a virgin, and I was sure that she hadn’t planned on losing her virginity to a criminal, but yet she begged me to fuck her. She wanted me as much as I wanted her as much as I still wanted her.  

A short while later, Alana came back into the tent, her skin glowed from the heat of the camp fire but her eyes were cold and distant.

“Everything okay?” I asked as I shifted up for her to lie down.

“Yeah, I’m good,” she said in a slightly pitched tone.

She lay down with her back against me, and for a second I wanted to pull her into my arms, but maybe this was a better idea. If I show her any form of endearment, she might take it up wrong, but if I can get her to dislike me, we won’t have any of this happen again.

“Irish,” she whispered, her back still against me.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you,” she sighed.

Confused I perched myself up on my elbow and studied her, “Thank you for what?”

She turned and looked at me and hooked her one arm behind her head, while she rested her other arm on her stomach, “Well if we end up dying, at least I would know what sex is like,” she said staring straight up.

“Alana, there’s much more to discover, and I am sure once this is all over, you’ll be discovering all these things with a guy your age.”

She huffed, “Guys my age, couldn’t possibly know what a woman wants.”

“And I did?” I asked raising a brow.

She didn’t answer me, simply turned back on her side, and whispered a quiet goodnight.

Before dawn I was up and getting ready to move, I let Alana lay in a bit; as I was sure she had as rough a night sleeping as I had. By the time I cleared the campfire and covered it with sand and leaves, she was awake. She stretched as she crawled out of the tent and my cock responded instantly. 

“Good morning,” she said and smiled then walked up to me and planted a kiss on my cheek.

“Um-morning, sleep well?”

“Yeah, so what’s next?”

I could still feel her lips linger on my cheek and a rolled my shoulders, “Well I’m going to take down the tent, and then we’re going to head south-west to Mexico, We’re about three days away.  If we leave now, we can get to Nashville by 7pm and stay the night. I have a connection there, so we won’t need to sleep under the stars again.

“Are we going to travel all the way to Mexico on a motorcycle?” she asked as she twisted her hair up into a bun on her head.

“Don’t know yet, will see what opportunities we are presented with.” 

She shrugged and picked up a bottle of water then rinsed her mouth and spat the water out to the side, she was acting rather odd this morning, but I suppose she had enough time to think things over. Maybe last night was a good thing after all. She seemed a lot more accepting of her current predicament.

 

Federal Plaza—FBI Office—New York

“McCleary!”  Agent Vincent called across the room.

“Yes sir?” 

“So, I believe Irish was last seen with O’Devlin’s daughter, have you been able to confirm where they are headed?” 

McCleary rubbed the back of his neck and then pulled out a manila file, “We suspect they are going south towards Mexico sir,” he said praying that Irish would get there long before the FBI did.

“I want people on the ground, everywhere. I want every border post covered, do you hear me?”

“Yes sir,” McCleary said and sat down behind his desk.

He had been an informant for the Labyrinths’ Cartel for over a decade. Fergus took good care of him, his wife Emily and their family, and now with the heat on Fergus O’Devlin, McCleary was starting to feel the flames licking at his ass. He had to somehow get a message to Irish without anyone sniffing him out. 

He grabbed his badge, checked out his firearm and headed to his unmarked car parked undercover at the New York FBI field office.  He knew his days were numbered, if the FBI didn’t catch on to his involvement with the mob, then the Bronx Raiders would. He had already spotted some of them in the city in fact; every dodgy character was a potential Raider who was out for blood. He had the evidence he needed to prove Fergus’ innocence in the drug bust, but there was no way he could get it to the necessary people without being suspected himself.  As it stood, he was one hundred percent convinced that Agent Vincent was involved with the Raiders. He always seemed to know where Shamrock was, and never made any attempt to arrest him. There was always some excuse. 

 The clicking sound of footsteps echoed in the underground parking lot, he never noticed anyone else entering this level, which was mostly reserved for FBI vehicles. He stopped and ducked behind a concrete pillar, pacing his breathing.  With his heart beating frantically in his throat he unlatched his 9mm and in the other hand he took out his private phone and sent a text to his contact in Nashville—The Cavalier is on stage. Then without waiting he took out the sim card, swallowed it and crushed the phone under his shoe. 

Just then shots rang, two bullets missed him by mere inches above his head against the pillar. McCleary dropped and rolled for cover behind a white sedan.  He knew he wasn’t going to make it out alive, and he was damned if he was going to be taken away and tortured for information. Lying flat on his back he looked under the cars, trying to detect any movement. The footsteps drew closer, almost calculatingly slow. 

“I’m sorry Emily,” he whispered and then pulled the trigger.













Alana

We had been on the road for almost 8 hours straight, stopping only for gas and for me to stretch my legs. I wasn’t used to the discomfort of a motorcycle and the off-road detours we took to avoid tolls and road blocks made it even worse. But we finally made it to Nashville. The trip had given me enough time to try to gather my thoughts. I still hated my dad for hiding his secret life from me, but there was no more need to cry over it. The only thing for me to do now was to survive, and if I had to do this running for the rest of my life, then so be it. Irish mentioned at one of our stops that we needed to get to someone named Goose. The only person he apparently trusted, other than my father.  As we weaved through the streets of Nashville, I took the time to reflect on a lot of things, one of them being Irish. The more time I spent with him the more infatuated I was becoming. Every time he looked at me I could feel my body responding and all I could think of was how he, well, how he fucked me.  And sitting on the back of a droning motorcycle, I can guarantee you that nothing stayed dry. 

Finally, we pulled up to a house that looked completely out of character with the rest of the surrounding houses. Grass and weeds had overgrown the garden, and the building itself looked derelict. It was more like a shack on its foundations. The paint had faded over the years, and the gutters were overgrown with misdirected weeds. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought it to be a haunted house.

“Is this where Goose lives?” I asked.

“Yeah, come around the back,” Irish said and led the way. 

He had once again parked the motorcycle out of view, and this time covered it with a withered tarp he found piled up in the corner near the refuse bins. 

Since leaving the cottage, I haven’t yet had a chance to bathe or change clothes, I smelled like burnt wood, but even that could not dispel Irish’s scent that kept filing my nostrils every time I took a breath

“Do you think he’ll let me take a shower?” I asked nervously.

Irish chuckled, “Yeah, I think he’ll be okay with that.”

Irish knocked twice, paused, knocked twice again, paused again, and then rapped a few times. It was like a secret Morse code. The door swung open and a very scrawny, squint-eyed man stood before us, if he had one tooth in his mouth, it would have been too many. 

“Irish ya ol’ basta’d!” the man said and flung his arms around Irish’s neck, “Ya takin ya wee time gettin’ ere ey boi!”

“Goose, fuck, am I glad to see you!” Irish exclaimed and patted his friend on his shoulder before turning to me. “This here is Fergus’ lass, Alana.”

The strange little man with the heavy accent came up to me and looked at me through narrowed slits, then pulled his glasses that were on top of his head down, “Well aint ya a wee sight for sore eyes lass! Com’n in, I bet ya’r tired after ya’r long ride from no’ere!” 

“Hello,” I said tentatively as I shifted past the odd character giving him a slight smile. I am sure my dad would never have associated himself with the likes of Goose, but then I didn’t expect him to be part of the mafia either.  

Goose and Irish caught up on good and bad times, talking away, while I sat counting my fingers and my toes. Half of the time I couldn’t even make out what Goose was saying with his heavy accent, but it was obvious that he knew my dad very well. From what I gathered, Goose was the go-to-man when anyone needed fake identities and passports, which was clearly why we were here. In a few days, we’ll be crossing the border to Mexico, from there to Brazil, the future looked grim but I couldn’t think of that right now.  I had to focus on staying alive, figuring out where my dad was and have a goddamn shower!

I let out an exasperated sigh and stood up, setting my glass down on the rickety table, “Excuse me Goose, but do you perhaps have a shower I can use?”

“Aye! Lass, me noggin is playin’ up yer, Irish will show ya where it is,” Goose said and my insides flipped. Irish was going to show me the shower after what we did the night before?  

“Yeah,” Irish said and his lips twisted into that same wicked grin, “Come on, it’s upstairs.”

I followed Irish up the stairs to the second level, half surprised that the stairs didn’t give way. With every step my insides twisted with a sense of excitement, which I obviously suppressed rather than act on. I had to keep it together.

“Goose has clothes that should fit you…”

“Oh no, no, no, I am not wearing…” 

“Alana, he’s a good guy, trust me, and the clothes I’m talking about is from his days as a tailor, he used to be a proud man until he lost his son, give the guy a break.”

I sighed, maybe I was being too judgemental, and if Goose was going to help us get across the border I could at least show some appreciation. I followed Irish further to the bathroom, and surprisingly enough it wasn’t as dilapidated as I expected. It was somewhat worn but presentable enough.  The enamel was chipped off the hand basin, and water leaked from the base of the faucet. The mirror had black patches of decay that showed years of moisture damage, but still useful. 

I glanced around and saw a bath with brown stains at the bottom which I opted to pass and went straight to the shower. 

“I’ll get the clothes,” Irish said, and before I could tell him to leave it at the door, he was gone. 

I let out a sigh and leaned with my hands on the basin, tears pricked my eyelids. Exhaustion had suddenly washed over me like a heavy layer of wax, dragging me down into oblivion. My butt ached in places I did not know existed; my back was hurting, even my shoulders felt like I had done at least three days of weights without stopping for a break. I looked up in the mirror and shook my head. How the hell did I end up here? 

“I thought you’d be in the shower by now.”

I gasped and spun around, pressing my hand against my chest, “God do you have to sneak up on me like that?”

Irish laughed, “I did no such thing lass, and you were miles away there for a second.”

I shook my head and closed my eyes, “I’m just tired, it’s been an eventful few days.”

Irish placed my clothes on the small compactum standing against the wall and then pulled me into his arms. Why was he so goddamn nice? I thought as I rested my cheek against his chest. Why could I not have met him at a normal bar as a normal guy who worked a 9 to 5 job? Overwhelmed by my emotions I fought against the tears that suddenly felt like they were just too many to hold back.

Irish pressed his lips against my hair and I could feel his arms tighten around me, “We’ll get through this, I swear to you. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

I sniffed, and clutched at his shirt, “I have no idea what’s going to happen to me Irish; I’m a fucking lost lamb in the wilderness with a bunch of wild dogs after me.” 

Overnight I’ve gone from twenty to thirty. College was no longer a favourite pastime, I suddenly felt years beyond my age. I couldn’t even remember what it felt like going to the movies with my friends, or hanging out around the cafeteria at break.  It was almost as if that entire part of me was one big silver screen movie and reality had suddenly dawned. 

Irish cupped my face with his hands and he looked into my eyes. With his thumbs, he swept the tears from my cheeks, “I’m in that wilderness with you, trust me, we’ll get through this and when we do, you’ll be back at college doing what you love.”

College… what if I didn’t want to go back to college, what if I just wanted you in my life, I thought, but instead I nodded and turned out of his embrace. 

“I’ll be right down,” I whispered and cleared my throat.

The soft click of the door behind me was like a switch, and I sank down against the wall sobbing silently. Things would never be the same, never.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Irish

A man had to appreciate Goose’s sense of humor, and although I never mentioned anything other than the fact that I was protecting Alana, Goose had given us our new identities as Mr and Mrs Muller. I was an insurance salesman, and Alana was a preschool teacher. Of course we had to change our identities too. To me a change was as good as a holiday. I was used to these temporary identity switches while working for Fergus. Changing my hair color and getting a new fashion style was nothing, but I suspected that for Alana the change would be a lot more emotional. 

I flipped through the channels as I sat on the double bed in a motel room in Austin where we decided to check in for the night. There had been no sign of Shamrock’s men, and as far as I knew Goose’s boys were watching out for us, but that still didn’t mean we were in the clear. Fergus had made no further attempt to contact me and right now I was actually fucking pissed off with him. He didn’t deserve Alana as a daughter, and knowing that he was out there living the life, while we’re on the run was grating on me. 

The bathroom door opened, and I turned to see what Alana had done to alter her image, but what I saw was completely unexpected and my brain seized to function as all my blood rushed to my cock. She was beautiful as a red head, but fuck me, with her hair pitch black and her brows tinted dark she looked like a gothic queen. I stood up and looked at her, unable to form a single word.

“So? Do I look like Mrs Sophia Muller?” she asked and shrugged.

Her hair was still damp but against her pale skin she looked like a sinister marvel waiting to take a man prisoner.  The tight figure hugging red dress she wore made me want to lock her away for good. 

“Uh… you look different,” I safely said, “Did Goose give you that dress?”

She sighed and shrugged, “He has an interesting taste in women’s clothing.”

“Oh right, well I think you should change.”

She frowned at me and placed her hands on her hips, kicking her hip out to the side, “Change? What the hell for?”

“Well, you can’t go out looking like that. I mean you’ll draw attention to yourself.”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head, “No I won’t, this is how women dress Irish, maybe you should take some time and look around you, instead of hanging out in whorehouses.”

Oh! That was a low blow, I had no idea what had gotten into her, but with each passing day she was becoming more rebellious.  I regarded her and noticed a callousness in her eyes I hadn’t seen there before. I knew that all this shit she had to go through had a lot to do with it, but I liked the old Alana, and right now, she was hidden under Mrs Muller’s thick skin.

“Suit yourself, I’m just saying, we’re trying to lie low, and drawing any attention could cause us a lot of shit.”

“No one is looking for Mr or Mrs. Muller, Irish, and frankly I’m tired of feeling like a deer in headlights, I want to go out and have dinner and just be fucking normal for once!” she ground out. 

“Maybe not, but that does not make us invisible. Jesus Alana, can you for once just listen to me? Once your dad’s out of the hot water and you can go back to your old life, you can start where you left off and being dead is not going to help that!”

Alana spun around and marched back into the bathroom, “Fuck my dad and fuck the mafia and fuck my old life!” she shouted and slammed the door.

I stormed in after her and as she spun around to look at me, there was a fire in her eyes, an unmistakable fire of lust and desire.

I inhaled sharply and walked over to her, crushing my lips against hers. Since the night in the tent all I could think of was fucking her again, and right now I couldn’t hold back. I wanted her, and she wanted me. She reached up and gripped the back of my head, pulling my head down, slanting her lips against mine, she opened them allowing me to taste her fresh minty breath. 

“Fuck Alana,” I uttered between kisses before roughly hoisting her up on to the counter top, ignoring her soft gasp as one of her shoes fell to the floor. She kicked off the other one, and I stepped in between her parted thighs forcing the scandalous red dress to rid up higher. 

“I can’t get you out of my fucking mind,” I muttered as I bent my head down and placed open mouthed kisses all along her neck. 

Her head lolled back as I nipped her soft skin, and she whispered, “I don’t want you to get me out of your mind.”

Holy fuck, I was in so much fucking trouble, even if Fergus swore death upon me I would not let him stop me from claiming this woman, I didn’t care if he tortured me to death. 

I slid my hands up along her thighs and pushed her dress further up and as she buried her face in my neck she bit down hard. It was fucking hot, the little minx has awakened and somewhere between the innocent young Alana O’Devlin and Mrs Sophia Muller, she had discovered another side to her ability to drive me completely fucking mad.

I gripped the back of her head and bunched her hair in my hands, yanking her head back, “A girl that bites would have to be taught a lesson,” I murmured as I traced my fingers along the inside of her thigh.

“Then teach me,” she breathed.  

God, she was completely irresistible, and with her head still tilted back, I dipped my head down and kissed her throat. The dress was stretchy enough for me to pull her neckline down over her breasts, and as her tits spilled over the top of her bra, I sucked one nipple into my mouth and then the other, alternating between the two mounds of pleasure. Alana’s moans filled the bathroom and echoed off the walls, but I couldn’t give a fuck.  

I dropped to my knees before her and pushed her legs wider apart. Eye level with her pussy clad only in a triangular piece of flimsy lace, I inhaled sharply. The G-string she was wearing cut right between her pussy lips and all I could think of was tugging that piece of material against her clit, just to drive her wild. I hooked my finger into the crotch of her panties and twisted it, the thin band cut into her lips and pulled roughly against her clit.

“Oh my god!” she cried out as her ass slid towards the edge.

“Do you like that Mrs Muller?” I teased and tugged again.

“I… yes,” she stammered.

“How about this?” I asked as I slapped her cunt with three fingers, not roughly just enough to sting. 

She squirmed, trying to close her legs but with me between her I kept her legs apart, “That ain’t happening lass, I want you to experience it all.”

Her chest was heaving and her tits were dangling like ripe apples from a tree while I sat between her legs inhaling her musky scent.  I deliberately pushed my nose right into her panties and inhaled, letting out a deep satisfying groan and Alana gasped.

“I’m going to eat you and tongue fuck you until you forget your real name,” I ground out as I pulled out my knife from my back pocket. 

Her eyes grew wide and almost fearful as I raised it to her dress where her breasts were exposed and as I slowly dragged the tip down over her stomach to her pussy, I hooked the G-string and snapped the flimsy garment. 

“Oh my god Irish,” she managed to muster as she let out a sigh of relief.

“You need to learn to trust me darlin,” I said and then used my thumbs to spread her pussy open. Pretty pink and tight, I thought as my mouth watered to taste her. 

“Are you going to… I mean, is it safe?”

Her innocence was even more of a turn on, and as I blew a breath over her clit and her legs spasamed, I looked up at her, “You’ll never be safe around me.”

Before she could say another word, I closed my lips over her clit and sucked it into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue. Alana’s breaths grew faster and her moans louder as I tongue fucked her.  She let go of the counter and grabbed the back of my neck as she hooked her heels on my shoulders for support. I had no desire to wait, and as I shoved my tongue deep into her pussy and swirled it around, her body trembled. But even as her first orgasm assaulted her, I did not let up.  I continued, driving my tongue into her and then dragging it up along her slit. I teased her clit, bit her pussy lips, slapped her ass and did the most delicious things to the most delicious woman.  After her third orgasm, I finally let up and she sagged numbly to the floor, trying to stand. I flipped her over and shoved my pants down. 

“Now I’m going to fuck you baby,” I whispered and Alana’s eyes met mine in the bathroom mirror.

 

 

 

Alana

Irish was a master at whatever he was doing, but when he did that thing with his tongue when he shoved it deep into me and then dragged it out was enough to drive me insane. Now he had me bent over like one of his whores in the bathroom. The only thing is, I wanted to be his whore. Sick I know, but that’s how he made me feel, he makes me feel dirty and good all in the same time. As he stood behind me, unbuckling his pants, I could see my breasts pressed down against the counter top with him towering over me. 

I wanted to pleasure him, just like he had pleasured me, with my mouth, but Irish was already getting ready to fuck me, it was now or never. Pushing the heels of my palms against the basin I pushed him back away from me.

“My turn,” I mouthed as I dropped to my knees before him.

“Holy fuck…” he breathed as he gripped the base of his cock, pointing it straight at my mouth.

I had no clue if I was about to dismember him or make him cum, I was going purely on exposed porn experience from college, by no means did I have any idea how to give a blow job, but if it was anything like sucking on an ice pop or lollipop, then it couldn’t be that hard.

I wrapped my hand around his cock, just above where his hand was and guided the head into my mouth. It tasted odd, but nice, a slightly salty flavor as the first drop of his pre-cum touched my tongue. God, I hope I don’t gag! I thought for a second and then slowly took him deeper into my mouth. He was moving his hips, but only slightly, as if being careful. But if I was going to do this I was going to go all out. So I reached behind him and pulled his butt closer letting his cock slide deeper into my mouth, until I felt my gag reflex and then I pulled out, again and again I repeated this. Twirling my tongue around the tip of his cock and dragging it up along the base. Irish’s hands were on either side of my head as he started to pump his cock into my mouth, each time brining me to the brink of suffocation only to let me go.  Between my moans and his groans, I couldn’t tell who was having more fun anymore. As degrading as this may have seemed, I loved the power sucking a man’s cock gave me, not just any man. Irish, he was the only one I wanted to have control over me, and who I would want to control.

Irish cussed and ground his hips forward, and I could feel his body growing taught, his balls hit my chin over and over and sucking sounds filled the bathroom, and then Irish pulled out. It was unexpected, and I almost leaped forward to take him into my mouth again, but instead he gripped my hair, pulled my head back and pumped his cock with his fist until ropes of creamy cum shot out all over my breasts and neck.  It was shamelessly sinful.

The rest of the night, we did everything we could possibly do under the sun, and every second spent with him, I learned more about myself. I wanted to be with Irish, suddenly finding my dad, didn’t matter anymore, nor did the fact that we were fugitives. 

“What if we can’t find my dad?” I asked in the quiet of the room after yet another session of wild sex.

“He’ll find you,” Irish whispered and kissed the top of my head, “And then he’ll cut off my balls.”

I laughed but Irish didn’t, he was dead serious, “I won’t let him do that to you,” I said tracing patterns over his bare chest.

“Trust me lass, your dad will do just what he wants if he feels it is in your best interest. When we find him or when he finds us, we’ll have to put all of this behind us.”

Suddenly it felt as if the Bronx Raiders were a better prospect than running into my dad, and I hated that I felt this way, but it was the truth. This was his fault after all. He caused this shit, and now I’m in love with a hitman and there’s nothing I could do about it.

 













Irish

We had finally made it to El Paso, bordering Mexico, and we were practically a mile from crossing the border.  Once in Mexico we would travel to Brazil where Fergus would be waiting for us. Alana did not know this, but I had known all along. I felt like a dog for not telling her where her dad was, but I couldn’t. If she got into the wrong hands, they would have pulled that information from her without even trying.  

“So from here we’ll travel to Brazil?” she asked curiously as she clutched my hand.

I nodded and smiled down at her, “That’s the plan.”

“Then what?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet, we’ll just have to play it by ear.”

She bit her bottom lip and glanced around, and I pulled her tightly against my side, “You need to relax, if you look nervous they will suspect something.”

She took a deep breath and plastered on a smile, and I winked at her, “That’s my girl.”

We carried on into the building at the Immigration Check point and I took out our passports. I had to give it to Goose, he was a master at fake ID’s and before we knew it we were cleared for entry into Mexico. Now I could finally breathe. 

But my relief was short lived. As we exited the building to the bus terminals, a man walked up to us and addressed us as Mr and Mrs. Muller. No one was supposed to know about us. 

“What do you want?” I asked frowning and Alana clung to my side.

The tall lank Mexican shrugged and then gestured towards the Limo parked on the opposite side of the street. This cannot be good, I thought as I looked towards the car with the tinted windows. Running now would put Alana’s life in more danger, and it would alert the authorities. We simply had no choice but to follow the instructions of the Mexican who met us. 

“Is it Shamrock?” Alana asked nervously.

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s just run,” she urged me on, but I patted her hand and continued straight ahead.

The Mexican came running past us and then stopped at the Limo and opened the back door for us to get in. 

This was it, today we were both going to meet our maker, and I would have failed Alana. I looked down at her and she met my eyes with her big green ones. Between the two of us, we made peace with what happens next. She gave my hand a gentle squeeze, and I smiled at her. 

“It was a good ride while it lasted lass,” I whispered and then I slipped into the car with her following closely.

“Fergus?!” I exclaimed

“Dad!?” Alana said in shock, “What, I mean why are you… I thought… FBI.”

She made no sense, and I gently touched her hand.

“Irish, you’re a man of your word, I knew you would keep my daughter safe,” Fergus said in his monotone voice, “I was counting down the days to see you Alana, I really thought that Shamrock would get his grubby hands on you.”

I looked at Alana where she sat with her mouth gaping. 

“I told you I’ll keep her safe Fergus,” I said and cleared my throat. If he got to know what I got up to with his little princess, I could kiss my Irish arse goodbye.

Fergus moved closer and leaned over to take Alana’s hand, “If there’s one thing I will regret for the rest of my life, is keeping you in the dark.  I just didn’t want you exposed to the dangers of being in my line of business…” he started.

“What? You kept it from me, my whole life, and when the shit hits the fan, suddenly I have to just except it?” she blurted out and I cringed.

One thing about Fergus, no-one spoke to him with disrespect, “Alana,” I warned and looked at her.

“What? So now I must just roll over and pretend that none of this mattered?”

“Alana,” Fergus started, “I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I wanted you to know that I only did this to protect you, and in doing that, I put your life in great danger. If it wasn’t for Irish…”

“Leave Irish out of this daddy dearest, this is about betrayal, and you betrayed me.”

Fergus pulled and rubbed his forehead, “I know, and there’s nothing I can do or say that will justify my actions. Right now, I can only ask you to forgive me.”

“Never!” Alana cried and reached for the door, but I pulled her back.

“Hang on, just hear your father out,” I pleaded.

“Irish, it’s fine; I expected this to happen. But the thing is, I can’t protect her anymore. McCleary was found dead in the parking garage at the New York FBI office and Sully was taken out by Shamrock. There is no way to clear my name even if I could. Without their testimonies and the proof, which McCleary had with him, I’m a sitting duck.”

I frowned and looked at Fergus, “What are you trying to say?”

“I’m done, the FBI has already dispatched a team to come and take me, and to be honest I’m tired of running.” 

“But Fergus, you can’t just give up!”

Fergus shook his head and then looked at Alana, “She cares for you Irish, and you care for her, I could see it the moment you walked through customs. Goose also told me how taken she was with you.”

“Wait, a minute…” I tried to interrupt, but Fergus held up his hand.

“You’re the only one I can trust to make sure she’s out of danger. I’ve transferred the last of my funds into an off-shore account for Alana. You need to take it and move on as Mr and Mrs Muller. You have no choice.”

I was shocked to the core, Fergus was actually handing his daughter to me, just like that? Shocked I shook my head, “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I started and then I looked at Alana and my heart cramped in my chest. How could I just turn away from her now? 

“Dad?” she whispered, “Where are you going to go?”

He smiled at her and took her hand in his, “I’m not running this time,” he said and closed his eyes, “You two best be on your way before the suits get here. Keep her safe Irish, make her happy.”

I nodded and then reached for Alana’s hand, “Come, we have to move.”

She pulled her hand out and flung her arms around her dad’s neck, “Dad please! You can’t just give up!” she cried.

“Alana, sweetheart…” I begged, “We don’t have much time.”

Her dad pried her hands loose and nodded, “Be happy love, someday we’ll meet again.”

***

Irish tugged me by my hand, practically dragging me out of my dad’s arms. Although I hated him for keeping his life a secret, he was still my dad. And seeing him so down and out broke my heart.

Tugged along by Irish’s fast pace, I kept looking back to where the Limo still stood, half expecting to see a SWAT team storming his car, but nothing like that happened.

“Alana!” Irish shouted and shook me by my shoulders, “I need you to stay with me. I swear to you, your dad will be back one day. Right now, we need to think about us.”

Us? Did Irish just say us? I blinked a few times and looked up at him, “By us, you mean you and me?”

He smirked as he pulled me into one of the phone booths, and then rested his forehead against mine, “We are Mr and Mrs Muller, might as well embrace it.”

A bubble of laughter pushed up from within me, and regardless of the circumstances, there was still a silver lining around the storm of my life, and having Irish by my side to brave the storm, I really didn’t need anything else.

***

THE END
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Convicted: A BAd Boy Romance

Jason

Clink!

I glanced behind me at the finality of the sound as the security gate of Kenworth maximum security prison slid into place. After eight long years, with two years suspended service, I was finally on the other side. A little older, a little wiser, and a hell of a lot more jaded. If the judge had worried about the threat I had posed to society all those years ago, he had no idea what I was capable of now.

I was only twenty-two years old, a man or rather a boy, with future plans when I was tried and found guilty for my crime. My age hadn’t given me any reprieve. In fact, it had made me a walking target. It didn’t matter that I was in for involuntary manslaughter. My fellow inmates took one look at the baby face and scrawny frame and only saw fresh meat.

That first night had been hell. I barely made it out with my life.  A bruised liver, four cracked ribs, a myriad of cuts, and a broken jaw had put me in the infirmary for six weeks.

Battered and bruised, with my jaw wired shut, I lay there wishing someone would come finish the job. But to my dismay, no one came. The ribs healed, and the bruises faded; physically I recovered, but my soul was forever tainted and bruised.

The pretentious state doctor even had the gall to say, I wouldn’t have any lasting effects from the incident. But apparently, the four-inch scar that ran diagonally down over my right eye and down to the corner of my mouth, made me look less like a pampered princess and more like a hard-core criminal to be feared by my inmates. I had damn near lost my eyesight. If I hadn’t tripped over a crate and fallen backward, the blade would have sliced through more than just my brow and cheek. It would have taken my eye with it. It was that defining moment, as the bandages came off and the doctor smirked at me, as if I was a no-good piece of trash, that I realized I was truly on my own.

The assault continued, throughout most of my sentence, and although the incidents that followed weren’t even close to the extent of the first one, I feared for my life day in and day out. Closer to my release, Warden Saunders took pity on me and offered me six months of solitary confinement. I eagerly accepted.

I didn’t spend those six months in solitary confinement feeling sorry for myself, hell no! Instead, I focused on getting stronger, meaner and craftier. When I was locked in my cell, I spent every waking hour working out, using my own body-weight as resistance. I was only allowed outside for one hour a day, but I made the most of it, using the gym equipment, come rain or sunshine, mentally and physically preparing myself for the day I walked out of this god forsaken place. 

At first, I could hardly do one rep without my arms quaking with the attempted effort, but it was the steely resolve within that enabled me to ignore the snickers and taunts from the guards, that kept me going. When my muscles screamed with fatigue and tears burned the back of my eyes, I forced myself to do ten more reps.

I ate every scrap of food I could get my hands on. It wasn’t difficult to put on weight in prison, the food mostly carbs and saturated fat. But, turning it into muscle took time and discipline. I had both.

When I wasn’t lifting weights, or doing endless squats, I was shadowboxing in my tiny four-foot by the six-foot cell, working on my technique and speed.

In solitary confinement, I could read as many books as I wanted. Although they limited my book choices, no martial arts or boxing how-to books, I found ways to get around it by reading biographies on Evander Holyfield, Royce Gracie, and Muhammad Ali. I was even able to get my hands-on books about Pilates and tai-chi and adapted their moves to create my own unique fighting style. I was determined to be ready when I was moved back into general population. I was relentless in my pursuit of strength, speed, and power, and for a good reason.

My skills were tested the first night back in my normal cell, and a few times after that. But this time I held my own. I had managed to put on twenty pounds of solid muscle but more importantly, I had improved my speed and my agility. I quickly made a name for myself as being dangerous and ruthless. That reputation had served me well.

Dwelling on the past wasn’t something I liked to do; it was the one closet full of skeletons I would rather keep locked up. I took one last look at the place that had been my own personal living hell. There was nothing else left for me there. Determined to close the door on Kenworth just like it had closed the doors on me, I turned my back and headed down the road toward the rundown bus shelter that sat across the street a few yards away from the prison. The vestibule had seen better days and reeked of stale cigarettes and urine. Not much different to prison. I chose to lean against the frame, figuring it was the least contaminated spot as I waited.

There was no bus schedule posted on the shelter, and I had no watch to tell me what time it was, but the bus ticket in my front left pocket read 8 pm. Besides the clothes on my back, a piece of paper with the name and phone number of my parole officer and an old wrinkled photograph were the only things I was taking with me upon my release.

The sun was beginning to set, and it would be dark soon. As if on cue, the lone streetlight flickered to life, emitting a dim glow. They had begun processing my release at 5 pm, and that had taken all of fifteen minutes. Assuming it had taken another fifteen minutes to walk through all the security checkpoints and the gate, I was in for a long wait. It wasn’t like I wasn’t good at that. These past eight years, I’d had a lot of time on my hands and patience became my best friend.  For many months, hell even the first couple of years, anger and hate fueled my determination. It lit a fire in my belly and kept me focused. I would lie in bed plotting my revenge on the people that had doubted my word, the court system that had failed me, and the people who had failed to protect my baby sister from that child predator.

Gladys Winston’s pinched face came to my mind, a withering old crone. The rage that I thought had long been suppressed threatened to boil to the surface at the thought of that old hag. I refused to think of her as family, despite her son Wallace Jr., having married our mother a few years after our father had died. I blamed her for ending up in prison in the first place. She just couldn’t believe that her one and only son could be such a monster. She had blatantly lied under oath to protect the sick bastard, claiming that I had violent tendencies even as a child. Fake tears had trickled down her cracked cheeks as she claimed to have desperately tried to persuade her precious son Wallace to send me to a home for wayward boys. To get me the help, I so desperately needed. But his kind heart wouldn’t allow him to give up on me. The lies just flowed freely from her thin, dry lips after that. She went on to claim that I had not had the best male role model growing up, implying that my biological father had been an alcoholic and that’s why he had died. The jury had eaten it up like sweetcakes at a fair.

It probably didn’t help my case when I had jumped up from the defense table and screamed that she was a lying cunt and that she was just as sick as her sick bastard of a son. It had taken the bailiff and two officers to restrain me. The judge finally had me removed from the courtroom. My state-appointed attorney never bothered to call me to the stand in my own defense. The jury had come back with a guilty verdict in less than thirty minutes. I had been sentenced and convicted of manslaughter and given fifteen years with the possibility for parole after serving seven.

None of that mattered now. I had served my time. I was a free man. I had done what needed to be done to make sure that my sister didn’t have to face that monster ever again. I only wished that I could have stopped him in time. But, she was safe from him now. He would never hurt her, or anyone else, ever again.

The thought of Jaime gave me peace. Three and a half years younger than me, she was a pesky teenager always committed to sticking her nose into my business. But, I would have walked through fire for her. And that I did. I pulled out the old wrinkled photo that I had carried with me everywhere for the last eight years. The colors were faded, and the edges were worn down from the constant wear and tear of keeping it tucked in my pocket. I always kept it on my person, not daring to leave it in my cell. I never trusted the other inmates, or even the officers, with that precious photo.  Wallace’s family had influence, even at Kentworth, and I wouldn’t put it past Gladys to have them destroy anything and everything I held dear.

I ran my thumb over Jaime’s sweet face, as I had so many times before.  The picture had been taken during happier times before my mom had remarried. It was a picture of me, Jaime, and her best friend Ally at Waukegan National Park. I had been twenty at the time. Jaime and Ally were both eighteen and in their last year of high school and practically like sisters.  Ally was full figured with curves in all the right places, and although I always caught myself staring at her, it was awkward considering she was the babysitter’s best friend.

I still remember the look on her face when I caught her watching me have sex with a girl. She’d been red-faced and embarrassed at being caught, but I could also tell she was aroused. She had tucked her bottom lip under her teeth and her eyes had been almost fully dilated. The pupils so large I could barely see the creamy jade of her piercing eyes. Her nipples had also been hard, stretching her already snug t-shirt tight across her chest.

My dick twitched at the thought of her in my arms. I knew I should have left her alone, but I just couldn’t help myself. She was just too tempting.

The sound of a car approaching drew me out of my reverie, and the memories of that day faded. I shifted uncomfortably against the vestibule as I tried to adjust my hard-on. The best I could do was put my hand in my pocket to hide it. I tucked the picture into the back pocket of my jeans as I waited for the car to pass by. No reason to linger over the past. I doubted Jaime and Ally were still friends after all these years and everything that had happened.

 

 













 Jason

 

The car came closer. It barely took a minute or two for the car to crest over the top of the hill. It was a small silver four-door Toyota Yaris. For some reason, I got nervous standing here, practically an open target, especially when it slowed down as it came towards the prison gate. I watched curiously as it got closer and the headlights no longer restricted my view of the driver, who looked like it may be a woman with long black hair and a cap tucked low over her eyes looking over towards the entrance. She was most likely a visitor, which I found odd since visiting hours ended at 3 pm.

Either way, it was none of my business. Shifting to the side, I tucked myself back into the bus shelter trying to make myself as small as possible, which was a little difficult, since I now topped 6’3” inches and 220 lbs. I heard the car engine purr as it moved forward. I squatted down pretending to be preoccupied with my shoes and waited for the car to pass.

But I would be so lucky; instead it rolled to a stop in front of the bus shelter. I chose to ignore the car and driver, but curiosity gnawed at my gut as I forced myself to keep my eyes down, willing her to just leave. A moment passed and then I heard the unmistakable squeak of the window rolling down. Shit.

“Well aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” The woman’s voice had a hint of laughter, a very distinct, very familiar sound.

Curiosity got the better of me, and I looked up. The brunette casually rested her chin on her arm as she smirked out the window at me. She had pushed the cap back on her head to reveal chocolate brown eyes that were currently full of mischief. Even if I didn't notice the twin dimples that came to life when she smiled, I would have recognized that cap anywhere. Not many people would dare to wear a faded Nebraska cap in Okee country. Especially one as worn and faded as this one, with the fish hook still stuck on the brow. I knew this because it was mine. It had been my favorite hat, a gift from my dad. I had worn it everywhere.

A grin split my face, as recognition hit me. Warmth spread through me for the first time in over eight years at the sight of my baby sister.  But she had lost that innocence she once owned, she had grown up, we both did.

 “Jaime?”  I said as both shock and surprise catapulted my earlier mood out of orbit. She was the last person I would have ever expected.

She squealed in delight, barely remembering to put the car in park before she got out and launched herself into my arms. I caught her before she could knock us both to the ground and held her tight to me as I swung her around in a circle. She squeezed me tight, burying her face in my neck and I just held her against me, reveling in the fact that she was actually here. I hadn’t told anyone about my release, and I wasn’t sure if she would have wanted to know. When started my sentence, she came to visit me twice a week, that changed to once every other week, and after mom died, all visits stopped. I set her feet down on the ground.

“I’m so glad you’re here.”

I tried to remove her arms from around my neck, so I could step back and get a good look at her, but she held on tight.

Her shoulders were shaking, and at first, I thought it was from laughter, but then I felt the tears against my neck.

“Hey…” I said quietly, “What’s this all about?” I tried for nonchalance, but I couldn’t keep the concern from my voice.

She sniffled and sucked in a breath before pulling back looking up, her large brown eyes red and rimmed with more unshed tears, and filled with sorrow.

“I’m sorry, I told myself I wasn’t going to cry,” She said softly, “I just can’t believe you’re really here. I never thought this day would come.”

I gently wiped the tears away with the pads of my thumbs and then held her at arm’s length, just drinking in the sight of her. It felt so good to have a family again. Studying her, I could see that she had finally gotten some of dad’s height. When we were kids, she barely came up to my chest, but now her head skimmed the bottom of my chin. No small feat, considering I was a respectable 6’3”. Gone were the chubby cheeks of youth, her face had thinned out, and her cheekbones were defined but not in a gaunt way. I was happy to see that she was a healthy weight, hadn’t fallen into society’s norms of girls being wafer thin and sickly.

“How did you know I was getting released today?” I asked curiously.

A slight frown marred her pretty features and she pouted her lips, “Well, it’s not like I heard it from you big brother,” she said and playfully angry. 

But as always, she was more bark than bite. I did feel a little bad for not having contacted her to let her know, but then again, in my defense I had no idea where she was.

“I’m sorry Jaime. I really am.” I hesitated, not sure what to say. “It’s just that we hadn’t had any contact after mom died, and I just kind of figured it didn’t matter. Besides, I wasn’t even sure if you were still living in town.”

“You thought it wouldn’t matter?” The expression on her face quickly changed. Playfulness was replaced by hurt, “Of course it mattered. You’re my brother.”

She looked away and sighed, “I’m sorry. I know things were…difficult and strained when mom died. I didn’t handle it very well.”

I put my hands on her shoulders, forcing her to look at me, “James,” I started using my old pet name for her, “I should be the one apologizing, not you. You were barely 19, and you were left alone to deal with her death and all the arrangements by yourself.”

Regret washed over me. I had missed so much in the years spent in jail that I never once thought about how much she would have to do all on her own. The only thing that mattered to me at the time was what I had saved her from. Never once giving thought to everything else she would have had to endure once the dust had settled. 

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, flashing one dimple, “It’s not your fault Jason. And besides, I got through it; at least it made me grow up faster. I had no choice really, I only had Ally, and I couldn’t depend on her forever.”

At the mention of Ally’s name, my mind drifted to earlier memories. Immediately, I could feel the blood rush below and my groin tighten uncomfortably. Now was NOT the time for this.

Abruptly changing the conversation back to my initial question, I asked, “But that still does not explain how you’re here, how did you find out I was being released early?” I tugged on a lock of hair affectionately, “Don’t get me wrong I’m glad you are I am just curious how you found out.”

“Oh, well, a little birdie in town told me.”

I could always tell when my sister was lying. She would never look me in the eye, her eyes darting anywhere but my face, while tucking her bottom lip under her teeth.

I chuckled and crossed my arms cocking a suspicious brow. She shuffled her feet, still refusing to make eye contact. But, I knew how to wait her out.

With a huff, she finally blurted it out, “Okay fine! I found out from the old bitch Gladys.”

Gladys. A name I had tried to burn from my memory. I could feel the familiar burn of rage simmering just below the surface of my skin. After all the pain and hurt her and her family had put us through, it killed me to hear that she had any part in my sister life or our blissful reunion.  Refusing to let it mar this occasion, I suppressed my anger and kept my tone blank,

“What do you mean you found out from her?”

“Well, I know she didn’t mean for me to find out, that much was clear.” Jaime began to pace back and forth, gesturing wildly with her hands.

“I had been in the county office, paying the back taxes on the house…”

My teeth inadvertently clenched and my jaw tightened at the mention of her having to handle back taxes, but I remained silent, allowing her to continue uninterrupted.

Eyeing me warily, she continued, “The clerk at the county took me around back to her desk to verify the amounts owed. So, I was half-hidden behind her cubicle wall when I heard her voice, you know, Gladys’s? She was obviously irritated about something because she wasn’t even trying to keep her voice down. I was trying my best to ignore her until I heard you name.”

I loved my sister, but she tended to be long-winded. I tried not to show my impatience as I willed her to get to the point.  She must have sensed my agitation because she rushed through the rest of her story.

“Anyways, she was talking with the Sheriff about your release. She was trying to get it denied and threatening the Sheriff’s job and throwing around her family name and so on.” Jaimie rambled on, getting all worked up again, hands waving around as she explained what happened, “So I stood up and made my presence known. Gladys immediately turned red and accused me of spying on her. I don’t know what came over me, but I was tired of being bullied by that woman and her family. So I blatantly told her that if she hadn’t wanted the whole world to know, she shouldn’t be shouting it from the rooftops, like a banshee.”

Jaime managed to look both proud and a little sheepish at the same time, “I may have also mentioned that she may have been able to buy the judge and jury of this little town, but that her influence stopped there.”

I hated that I hadn’t been there to protect her from Gladys’s sharp tongue, but I couldn’t help but admire the fierce young woman she had become. I smiled at her proudly as I put my arm around her.

 “I’m proud of you. You’ve managed to rise above everything and thrive despite that family, and what they did to us.”

“Eh, I did what I had to,” she said and shrugged, “Come on, let’s get you home.”

As we pulled away from the desolate bus stop, I forced myself not to look back at the prison.  For the first time in years, I felt light. I felt hope.

 Ally

 

I finally managed to get a moment to just catch a breath, happy hour was over and most of the patrons were heading home. Te, and although the place was still reasonably packed with a few stumbling die-hards, who insisted on having just one more drink for the umpteenth time. My toes were numb from standing so long, and the fact that I was so distracted didn’t help at all. By now Jamie would be on her way back from prison, a bombshell she decided to drop on me just this morning and boy was I gobsmacked.  It’s been years since I last saw Jason, and to be honest I never thought I would see him again, but that never stopped me from reminiscing about him.

I pushed myself away from the wall and placed my hands on my hips, stretching and arching my back to get some relief from the stiffness. So my weight wasn’t really ideal, but then again I was never one to bother with diet plans and boot camps to become the perfect size six. As long as I didn’t cringe when I looked in the mirror, I didn’t care what people thought, besides if Kelly Clarkson can get someone like Brandon Blackstock to fall head over heels with her, there was hope for me right? I rolled my eyes to the heavens and blew a stray strand of hair that fell over my eyes out of the way. Who was I kidding, Jason branded me for life, after him, every date I went on ended up being a science experiment or a chemistry lesson, and the chemicals never mixed. Every relationship I ever attempted fizzled to nothing within the second week. I sunk down on plastic beer crate outside the door and leaned my head back against the wall, letting the memories swamp me.

***

I had been staying at Jaime’s house while her parents were out with friends that weekend and of course we had done exactly what most teenage girls with freedom would have done, smoke, drink and watch R-Rated movies for shits and giggles… I had conveniently forgotten to mention to my mom and dad that Jamie’s parents were out of town when I asked them to let me sleep over.

“Jamie, if we get caught we’re going to be in so much crap!” I said as Jamie snuck the bottle of whiskey from the drinking cabinet.

We were only fifteen and I guess it was the excitement of being so recklessly naughty that inspired the whole thing.

“They’re away for the weekend, relax!” she said.

“What about Jason?”

“He’s too preoccupied shagging Sonia’s brains out, he won’t even notice us,” she giggled and took a swig from the bottle. Of course she broke out in a fit of coughs, and then burst out laughing and handed it to me.

***

That was how that night started, and a night that would be tattooed into my mind forever. Unlike Jamie and I, who always stood on the side lines and sat at the furthest corner of the cafeteria in school, her brother Jason was the popular playboy every girl tried to dig their nails into. Jason had been eighteen then, a senior, and I was the nerdy, chubby fangirl who shamelessly swooned over my best friend’s brother. What made it even worse was, whenever he had taken a girl to his room, Jamie and I would sit and eavesdrop, and then mimic their moans and groans. But what started as a complete mockery eventually became the very thing my fantasies were based on. Not quite appropriate for a girl my age, but either way, I was fifteen going sixteen, hormones had taken my body hostage, and I was just an innocent bystander.

I remember it as if it was yesterday, I had gone upstairs to Jamie’s room to crawl into bed.  The world had started to spin out of control, Jamie was passed out like a sailor on the living room floor, and I simply needed to sleep.

I passed by Jason’s room, tempted to knock and make up some excuse to bother him if he was in there, but I resisted. He probably wasn’t even home anyways. He was always out on a date with a different girl. He didn’t have time to notice me.

Turning away from his door, I forced myself to walk the rest of the way to Jaime’s room and closed the door behind me. Leaning against the door, I expelled a small sigh. Why couldn’t I get over this crush? I didn’t quite understand why I reacted to him the way that I did.

Shaking my head, I pushed off the door and headed for my overnight bag. It was definitely time to get some sleep. I stripped out of my clothes, down to just my panties. Even though my breasts were quite large now, I hated sleeping in a bra. Since I hadn’t planned on leaving Jaime’s room again, I took my bra off and tossed it on the floor.

I dug around in my duffle until I found my favorite sleep shirt. It was an old Pink Floyd t-shirt that used to be my dad’s. I had found it in a box of clothes marked for the Goodwill and had taken it for my own. It used to be so big on me, hanging down to my knees like a dress. Over the years, I had finally started to grow into. It now hit me just above mid-thigh. Which wasn’t too bad. It still covered my ass.

Now my chest was another story. Ever since my breasts decided to double in size over the summer, the t-shirt could barely stretch across them. Already threadbare from the numerous washing over the years, the material was so taut it was almost see through. But again, I didn’t think anything of it because I wasn’t planning on seeing anyone but Jaime.

I went to go put my retainer in its case. But it wasn’t in my bag. After throwing everything out of it and checking every pocket, I remembered that I had left it in the bathroom. I stood there for a few minutes debating with myself whether to go and get it.

I couldn’t sleep in it, and I really didn’t want to just leave it lying around. That’s how I had broken the last one and my parents would kill me if I ruined another. They weren’t cheap. I had no choice. I would have to go grab it real quick.

I hesitated wondering if I should put my clothes back on but that seemed silly. So, I cracked Jaime’s door and stuck my head out. Her brother’s door was still closed, and everything was quiet. Taking a chance, I raced down the hall to the shared bathroom. I shut the door behind me and leaned against the sink to catch my breath.

I admit, I felt a little silly at my reaction. I placed my retainer in its case and then I splashed a little cold water on my face to calm down. As I turned to wipe my face on the hand towel hanging against the wall, I heard giggling coming from down the hall. Followed by a male voice whispering and another giggle. The giggle was definitely female, but it wasn’t Jaime. Jaime didn’t make high pitched squeals…ever. I knew instantly that the sounds were coming from behind Jason’s door.

I waited a few moments until I heard the sound of his radio turned down low in his bedroom.   Quietly, I opened the bathroom and peeked out. The coast was clear. I would still have to make my way past Jason’s door to get to Jaime’s, but knowing he had a girl with him. I knew he would be …preoccupied for a little while.

Tiptoeing into the hallway, I made my way as quietly as possible. I didn’t think they could hear me, not with the radio. But I didn’t want to take any chances.

As I approached his door, I saw that it was now slightly ajar and not as tightly shut as when I first passed. I could hear whispers and the unmistakable sounds of kissing. A pang of jealousy hit me. I wanted to be that girl. I wanted to know what it felt like to have his arms around me.

Jason never had any trouble getting girls to fall all over him, and it wasn’t any surprise. He was cut from years of playing sports. He was also quite charming and had the same twin dimples that Jaime had. It was an irresistible combination that even I couldn’t resist. 

It’s not like I hadn’t been over when he’d taken a girl up in his room. Jaime and I would usually laugh and joke about it. That was back when we thought it was disgusting. But lately, I hadn’t found it disgusting. In fact, I had found it enticing. I wanted to know what it felt like. I wasn’t very experienced. Sure all of the guys in our class stared at my breasts and made crude jokes about them. But they still all preferred the stick-thin pretty girls. I was what you would call full-figured if you were being generous. Always had been. Though I would never admit it to anyone, not even Jaime, I was very self-conscious about the way I looked. My self-consciousness came across as shyness when around the opposite sex, so I’d never actually had a boyfriend yet.

Before I realized what I was doing, I was in front of his door and gently nudged it further open. Wide enough to see the mirror over his dresser. Which was positioned directly across from his bed. I had a direct view of Jason and the one and only Sonia.

I just couldn’t tear my eyes away. Had I been observant enough to know that the mirror also reflected the exact spot where I had been standing, I would have run for cover almost immediately. But I didn’t know that, and I just kept watching.

Jason took a breath from sucking on the blonde’s neck to yank her blouse open, buttons flying everywhere. The girl admonished him, but he ignored her. My entire body began to tingle and I felt hot as I continued to watch through the crack in his door.

She beckoned him forward slipping the remains of the shirt off her shoulders and tossing it to the floor. He stepped forward closing the distance between them. She went to say something smart, but he silenced her with his lips in a quick devastating kiss before he pushed her back against the bed until her knees hit the edge.

She fell back on the bed and he covered her body with his. His hands none too gentle has he grabbed her breasts through her lacy pink bra.  She squirmed under his attentions and drew her knees up.

She was wearing a mini skirt so I could see that she was only wearing the tiniest of thongs. Her small rounded cheeks exposed. She gave a startled yelp when his hands slid down to her bare ass, before he slapped one side firmly. Did he just spank her? I was so confused. I had seen sex on tv before, but never like this. But then he was soothing the tender red flesh with slow massaging circles.

She sat up long enough to release the clasp of her bra, sliding the straps seductively down her arms before tossing it to the side. She had small, perky breasts with tiny, tight pink nipples. He smiled as he leaned over her and took one tiny bud in his mouth.

I felt my own nipples harden in response. Rubbing against the soft fabric of my t-shirt. It was uncomfortable in a good way. I wondered what it would feel like have his mouth on my breasts. To feel his tongue and lips on my nipples. I could feel myself getting damp between my legs as I fantasized about being the girl in there with him. I shifted my legs uncomfortably, trying to ease the ache.

I let out a small whimper before I could help myself. Shocked, I clamped a hand over my mouth and that’s when he glanced in the mirror directly at me. My eyes locked with those drop dead gorgeous baby blues, and he smirked at me.

I had run for the bathroom, frantic and embarrassed for spying on him so openly, hoping that he would simply ignore it and carry on with life as if I didn’t exist. But I would be so lucky.

He had made his grand appearance behind me in the small, confined space. He asked me if I liked what I saw, and of course I was speechless, or rather brain dead. I stuttered like a fool and the way his lips turned up and his brows had cocked in amusement had me grasping for straws. There had been nothing, not a single excuse I could have thought of quick enough that would save me from utter embarrassment.

But that was where things got a little interesting. Whether the fact that I, or any other person for that matter, had watched him, had turned him on, or whether he had this secret love for preying on innocent young girls’ emotions was another story altogether. All I knew was that it was the night that would change my entire outlook on the male gender forever…

 

“So,” Jason said with a smirk, “You liked what you just saw?”

“I…uh, I didn’t see… much,” I lied.

“Liar, you saw everything, you were spying me and Sonia for almost five minutes,” he smirked.

“Well… yeah, but… I didn’t see…” I was in the hot seat, caught red handed and there was no way to get myself out of this one, “You could have closed your door!” I retorted instead.

“It’s my house; I can do what I want.” he chuckled and stepped closer, then sniffed the air, “Were you drinking?”

Great! I had told Jamie that we were going to get caught.

 “Jamie… well we had some whiskey, just a little.”

Jason laughed, but his eyes were full of mischief, he came closer until I was caught between him and the towel rail.

“Have you ever been kissed?” he asked, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“Of course…okay no, I haven’t,” I admitted nervously.

“Do you want to be kissed?”

“I-um-no,” I lied.

Jason clearly didn’t fall for it; instead he bent his head and pressed his lips against mine. I froze like a statue, too scared to breathe or move. The persistent movement of his tongue tracing the seam of my lips tore my defenses down and when I finally gave in, I kissed him back. The kiss was clumsy; I had no bloody clue what to do with my tongue, or how to angle my lips. My nose was in the way, but somehow the kiss evolved on its own. Then he stopped, looked at me with another smirk, turned around and sauntered back to his room. And Sonia.

As soon as his door slammed shut, I quickly ran back to Jaime’s room. I grabbed a hairbrush off her nightstand and pretended to be brushing my hair when she came in just after I did. I feigned being tired and climbed into the top bunk. She turned off the lights and soon I could hear the faint sounds of her snoring as she slept.

I lay in the top bunk, remembering the way Jason had looked when he had spanked Sonia. I pictured him in my head, only it was me he had been stroking. I licked my lips and rolled my tongue in my mouth, his flavor was still there. It felt alien and different, but intoxicating at the same time. I imagined Jason smiling down at me, touching and stroking me as he cradled me in his arms.

***

I let out a sigh and stood up shaking my head, the memories of Jason were always so vivid, if only I could erase them. Time to get back to the grindstone, I told myself as I shouldered the kitchen door open and went inside to help Mac with the last die hard patrons.

 

 

 













Ally

 

“Look out!”

Mac’s loud cry brought me back to the present, just in time for me to catch myself before I collided with the beer distributor guy and sent us both crashing to the floor. I felt the heat rush to my cheeks with embarrassment as I muttered my apologies. The guy just shook his head at me as he rolled the cart full of beer towards the back of the bar.

“Go deliver those drinks without spilling them and then come see me,” Mac ordered.

Despite her diminutive size, Mac made an imposing figure. With her no-nonsense attitude and her surprising ability to throw grown men out on their asses, she was a force to be reckoned with. She was the perfect person to run the bar.

I was a waitress here at Hannagan’s; I had been for about two years now. It used to be a run-down biker bar before Mac bought it. She cleared out the roughnecks, remodeled it, and built it back up from scratch and now it was a respectable establishment with patrons from all walks of life. She catered for everyone from the blue-collar crowd to the middle-class runts that are looked down upon by higher society. She managed to maintain an upscale atmosphere without the pretentiousness. Mac ran a tight ship and didn’t take any crap from anyone. It also helped that she served a hell of a good drink.

Not wanting to incur her wrath, I quickly delivered the tray of drinks to my two waiting tables, apologizing for the delay before I made my way back to the corner of the bar where Mac was waiting.

No one really knew how old she was. With short, fiery red hair and bright blue eyes, she looked far too young to be the owner of a bar. But she handled the place as well as any veteran. Right now, she was glaring at me with her hands on her hips.

Despite her gruff exterior, I knew she was concerned about me.

Throughout my shift at Hannagan’s, I had been distracted having spilled two trays of drinks, thankfully not on any customers, but I did break three of Mac’s nice German beer steins, which would undoubtedly have to be paid for out of my wages, but that was the least of my concern, the thunder cloud hovering above Mac was far more intimidating than a few dollars from my pocket.

“What’s up?” I asked, plastering a bright smile on my face.

I tried to go for the carefree and relaxed approach, but Mac was having none of that. She just crossed her arms and cocked a brow at me. I squirmed uncomfortably under her direct gaze. She reminded me of Sister Clarence in Catholic school who used to just peer at you over the top of her bifocals and purse her lips. She could intimidate you with just one gaze and cause you to confess to future sins you hadn’t committed yet.

“I’m sorry, I know I’ve been a little distracted,” I stammered.

Her response was to snort in a very unladylike manner, “A little distracted? That’s an understatement kid.”

She unfolded her arms and leaned forward a concerned look on her face, “I have never seen you this clumsy in all the time you have been here.”

“I know I’m sorry about the beer steins. I will pay you back for them,” I apologized.

She just shook her head, “I’m not worried about replacing the steins honey. I’m worried about you.”

The genuine concern on her face tugged at my heartstrings. Mac had been like a surrogate mother to me since mine wasn’t around. But, I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her the truth. How could I tell her I was distracted by the thoughts and memories of a man I haven’t seen for years? Someone I didn’t even really know.

“I’m fine. Really,” I assured her, fudging a little, I added, “I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”

 That wasn’t a complete lie.

“Is it college, do you need money, do you need another loan for the rest of the semester?”

I shook my head, fighting back the tears.  I quickly looked away pretending to wipe an imaginary spot on the bar with my towel. Mac could be generous to a fault. I didn’t want to play on her kindness, but I did grasp at the outlet she provided.

“Yes,” I answered.

“How much do you need,” she asked before I could finish.

“No, no that’s not what I meant.” I quickly responded. “Yes, it is school. But no, it’s not about money.” Blowing out a sigh, I tried to play it off as the problem was with my grades. “I’ve just been struggling with a couple classes. I have a huge test in Supply Chain coming up and a paper due for my Business Ethics class.” That sounded reasonable right?  “I’ve had a couple low scores on my last quiz, so I really need to do well.” It was completely plausible. However, if anyone bothered to check, they would find that I carried a 4.0.

She scrutinized me for a minute longer and then nodded as if she understood.

 “Well, if you need some extra time to study, I don’t mind rearranging your shifts a little.”

“Thanks, Mac. I really appreciate it, but I think I’ll be fine.”

 

Just then, the distributor came back over to have her sign for the invoices.  Grateful for the distraction, I took the opportunity to sidle away from the bar.

“Hey,” she called my attention.

I snapped back around, worried that she was going to drill me some more.

“Why don’t you go restock what he just brought in to the cooler,” she offered, “It’s almost closing time, I can finish up here.”

Expelling a breath of relief, I just nodded to her and, grabbing a coat off the hook, I stepped into the cooler. The jacket barely went around my ample chest, but it provided enough warmth against the chill. Spying the boxes of beer in the corner, I went about verifying the inventory and then unpacking the boxes into the designated carts. We used roller bins to restock the bar quickly during the rush. We could just come back here, grab a cart and roll it out to the bar. They held 100 bottles of beer, which would get us through the rush until we had time to restock the bar coolers. The work was easy and didn’t require any real thought, which was opposite of what I need.  With nothing to focus my attention on, my mind began to wander to Jamie and a certain dark-haired guy. I had thought about him only on occasion over the past few years, but today he consumed my mind.

Jaime and I had practically grown up like sisters, and now we lived together as roommates. We have always been inseparable when we were younger. I can hardly remember a time when one of us weren’t spending the night at the other’s house. We had been friends since elementary school. Jason was just a little over three years older than us and had always been more like an older brother to me.  For the longest time, I had pretty much ignored him. That’s what little girls did with older boys. They pinched them, kicked them, made fun of them, simply for the hell of it. It wasn’t until I was in my teens when I started developing stronger feelings for him.

I would catch myself looking for an excuse to talk to him, even if it was to annoy him like Jaime use to do, I practically did anything for the slightest attention from him. I never thought he noticed me, even when I began to fill out and change from a plump girl to a full breasted teenager, but all of that changed after our first kiss. After that we had moments, on and off, when Jason would sneak a caress or wink at me, and then just like that, cast me off to the side for another bimbo to raid his bed. But like any girl with a crush, I couldn’t stop feeling the way I did back then; always hopeful that someday he’ll come to his senses and see me, really see me. But the years went by and nothing happened, until the summer after Jamie and I graduated high school.

Even in the frigid cooler, I could feel the heat rising and my skin flush as I found myself recalling that night. Just another sleep over at Jaime’s. It was my eighteenth birthday two days before, and Jamie insisted that we make it a Birthday Celebration Week. She was adamant that I come straight over to her house after the birthday party my parents threw me, and spend the entire week with her. After all she reasoned, high school was over and who knows where we would both end up in the coming years.

***

I never could remember what really woke me up that morning, but I remembered looking at the clock, it was 3 am. I had gotten out of bed to get a glass of milk. But when I turned to leave the kitchen and found Jason leaning casually against the door jamb, it had felt as if my heart wanted to explode. I tried my best to stay calm and collected, regardless of the fact that he had been staring at me with those intense come-to-bed eyes…

“Sorry, I didn’t see you there…” I started and tried to pass him, but my words faded as he shifted to block my way.

I moved to the other side to get past only to have him shift again to block my escape. Nervous as hell; I folded my arms and looked at him trying my best to show some sort of irritation.

“Going somewhere?” he asked smirking at me.

“I…I was just getting a drink,” I stammered breathlessly.  I could feel my heart pounding in my chest under his penetrating gaze.

“I see that,” he said as he stepped forward raising his hand.

I had backed away then, not sure what his intentions were, while my insides were doing flip flops like popcorn in a hot pot. He had kept his eyes locked on mine and I had been frozen on the spot, rendered completely speechless. It was there and then that the simple kiss from two years ago, and all our subsequent mild flirtations, turned into something far more life changing.

Jason had taunted me for being shy, and I had protested, even though I knew that he was right. Even when my nipples had poked at my sleep shirt, and his eyes had been riveted on them, I was still in denial. I had told myself over and over in those five minutes that I could handle it. But when he pulled me closer, and his lips had captured mine, I lost all self-control and common sense. Where I suddenly had found the courage to take what I wanted, god alone knows. But I wasn’t going to let that moment pass me by. With a sense of boldness, I had never been aware of, I kissed him back. Just remembering his reaction caused a whirl of emotion to flood my insides.

Jason had wasted no time in divesting himself of his clothes. I had seen him shirtless, countless of times growing up. But not like this.

I watched with fascination, as he stripped down to his boxers. I caught a glimpse of his sheathed erection in his shorts before he bent over and slid those off. His cock was thick, with a plump head. It looked like it was angrily pulsing. My mouth watered just looking at it bobbing in my direction.

He had a condom in his hands. We had learned about sex-ed in school, so I knew how a condom was used, but I had never actually seen someone put one on. He tore the foil packet with his teeth before spitting out the wrapper. He gripped his thick member in one hand, while he swiftly and deftly unrolled the condom down his shaft.

“I’ve been waiting to do this for years, and now you’re finally legal.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“That night you spied on me and Sonia? I set the whole thing up so that you would see us.” He chuckled and backed me up against the kitchen table. Gripping the hem of my nightshirt around my thighs, he slowly glided it off my body, leaving a trail of heat where his hands touched my skin.

He was still for a moment, just staring at my breasts, my nipples stiffened under his intense scrutiny.

“Damn, your tits are amazing,” he finally moved, gripping both my breasts with his hands and squeezing. Then he wrapped his fingers around my nipples and pulled.

The only sound that came out of me was a moan of both pain and satisfaction. His pull on my nipples almost hurt, but I felt my clit jump in pleasure.

When he popped a nipple in his mouth and started suckling furiously, I just about lost my mind. The wet sounds he was making turning me on as much as the sensation of his tongue and teeth on me.

Jason lifted me onto the kitchen table and spreading my legs wide, he settled himself between them. His hand had traveled down to the space between my legs and massaged my clit in slow circles.

“I heard you tip-toe past my door that night.” He said as he tapped two fingers at my entrance. “I opened my door and turned the radio on. I knew you couldn’t help yourself, I knew you would look. I wanted you to see what you could have, what I could do for you.”

“How could you know I would watch you?” I asked.

“I knew you wanted me.” He replied confidently, and popped a nipple back into his mouth, lashing it with my tongue.

I squirmed in anticipation as he guided his cock to my core, still stroking me, faster. We both waited expectantly for him to plunge his dick into my waiting pussy. And he did. But he paused for maybe half a second before he ruthlessly thrust into me. I gasped and jerked back, my heart pounding relentlessly in my chest with the shock and pain of his invasion. But Jason gripped my hips tightly to him as he withdrew and pushed back in.

I could hear the slippery sounds as my wet entrance clamped down on his cock with each thrust. I wrapped my arms around Jason’s back to steady myself as he pumped relentlessly, my tits jiggling and shaking with each thrust, rubbing against the hard planes of his chest. My initial pain fading to a hot heat.

***

 

Right there in his parents’ kitchen, he fucked me senseless, not only once, but twice. On the counter, on the floor, it was unbelievable how we never got caught.

 I could hardly contain myself the next morning, I wasn’t even able to face Jamie, much less Jason. I left the house early, hoping that some space would help me garner the courage to tell Jason how I really felt. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t just another potential docking station, but I never got that chance.

***

I leaned against the cooler door and latched it close; it’s been eight years already, and for a moment I wondered if Jason was ever going to be released on parole, or if he was going to spend his entire sentence in prison. Jamie never talked about what happened that day between her brother and her stepfather. And I didn’t ask. We had drifted apart for a time after that. My parents as usual wanted me to go to college, then Law School. It was their way of getting me away from the riff-raff crowd I should never have socialized with. Jamie and I only reconnected a few years later after her mother passed away and she found me on Facebook. I was there to help her through her grief and she was my pillar of strength after my parents practically disowned me.

It wasn’t until earlier this month that she mentioned Jason’s name for the first time in years; it was in passing when she told me that she was thinking of paying him a visit, it was a fleeting comment, but enough to trigger a cascade of memories for me.

A chill ran down my spine at the thought of Jason. And it had nothing to do with the fact that I just spent the last thirty minutes in the cooler, or that he had been convicted of manslaughter. It had everything to do with the unfinished business we had left behind and the uncertainty of it all.

 

 

 













Jason

 

The ride home had been exhausting but in the best way. Jaime and I had so much to catch up on. She filled me in on the last eight years, skimming over most of the bad stuff. I didn’t ask her about mom or her passing, and she didn’t volunteer to talk about what it had been like either. Instead, she amused me with her anecdotal tales of learning how to cook and clean. How she had accidentally put dish washing liquid in the washing machine and had bubbles coming out from under the laundry room door.

I still couldn’t get over the fact at how much she’d grown up since the last time I’d seen her. No longer was she the frightened gangly teen that I’d been forced to leave behind. In its place was a beautiful, intelligent, and confident young woman. My chest swelled with pride at the person she had become despite everything that had happened.

I was also grateful that she hadn’t been completely alone. I was both surprised and pleased to hear that Jaime and Ally had remained friends, or at least been there for each other during the loss of our mother. Jaime had briefly mentioned a period where they drifted apart, but when I pressed further she changed the subject. I was curious to know what had happened to Ally. Her parents never really liked us since they were upper class people, but unlike most spoiled brats, she was humble and shy in a cute way. I could only imagine the fallout when the headlines were out there and everyone in town realized that I was a murderer.

As we rode along the countryside, I couldn’t help but wonder what Ally would have had to say, knowing I was released.  The last time we spent together was on the kitchen floor, then all hell had broken loose. I had never mentioned anything to Jamie, and I doubted that Ally would have. Maybe it was for the best, I thought.

I started to recognize some of the landmarks, indicating we were getting closer to home. The reminiscing had been fun, but exhausting. Now, the mood seemed to peter out as we got closer to town. It went from jovial and carefree to somewhat somber and subdued as we pulled into the outskirts of town. The gravity of what had transpired so many years ago weighed me down and I could feel the sense of fear knocking at the fringes of my mind. We sat in silence the rest of the way as we made our way through town and into our neighborhood.

Thankfully, the drive had taken a little over three hours, so it was dusk by the time we pulled into the driveway. We lived on a relatively quiet street, but I didn’t relish a spectacle at my homecoming. Better to just make my way into the house quietly under the cover of night.

I stared up at the house that had once been my home, and would now be again. It still looked the same; a traditional two-story A-frame house with a detached garage and wraparound porch. The house needed some TLC, nothing a little fresh paint and a few replacement boards couldn’t fix. But Jaime had done a good job keeping it up. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw the old porch swing still out front.

Someone, Jaime I assumed, had replaced the old rusted out chains with new ones and it also had brightly colored pillow cushions, albeit, a bit girly for my taste. Jaime and Ally had spent hours on that swing, giggling and talking about god knows what.

The smile faded when I thought about Ally, I had hoped that I would see her again, but I didn’t want to make it too obvious to Jamie, somehow I half expected her to be here too, but this wasn’t her home. She was probably married with children by now, living the life she was meant to have.

The only lights on, were the ones on the porch. The house reminded me of a crypt, where all the horrible memories of the past lay buried deep in the concrete foundation, never to be dug up again. From the outside, I could see the white flakes of paint peeling from the window frames, like large eyes that lost the ability to cry over the years.  This is what comes of reading Shakespeare when there’s nothing else to read in a prison, I thought to myself, making idle comparisons between living things and material structures.

“Welcome home, big brother,” Jaime spoke softly as we sat in the driveway.

I turned and gave her a ghost of a smile, “It’s good to be home.”

Taking a deep breath, I opened the car door and stepped outside. I didn’t have any bags to get out of the trunk, so I just shut the door behind me and walked slowly up the familiar steps. Jaime passed by me to unlock the door. Pushing the door open, she walked in and flipped on the hallway light. Pausing by the stairs, she watched me closely.

I stood on the threshold, not knowing what to expect or how I would feel taking my first steps back into this house after eight years. Bracing myself for the worst, I stepped into the familiar foyer and shut the door behind me. I hadn’t known what to expect, but I didn’t expect to feel this. No hints of anger or despair coursed through me, only relief, relief, and love and fond memories.

I could see Jaime gnawing on her lower lip, unsure of what to say or do. I expelled the breath. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding mine and smiled at her. She immediately relaxed too.

“Come on. I imagine you are starving for a good home cooked meal,” she said with a grin. “Why don’t you go get cleaned up while I get started.”

 

The idea sounded amazing and as if on cue my stomach rumbled. We both shared a chuckle. I started to walk towards the full bathroom at the back of the house and realized I had no clothes.

Reading my mind, Jaime said, “We kept all your old clothes. From the looks of it, most of them might be too small for you now, but I’m sure there is a pair of old sweats that you can sleep in. We’ll go get you some new clothes tomorrow.”

“I’m sure I can find something,” I said as I headed up the stairs.

I heard the door to the kitchen swing open and shut. Soon after the sounds of cupboards opening and closing and pots and pans banging filled the air. It was a little surreal being back home, but it didn’t hold all the ugliness that I thought it would. I think it helped that Jaime had made her own changes. Gone were the gaudy wallpaper, ostentatious furniture, and the formal pictures of the depicted happy family. Wallace had always been very keen on presenting the proper image of the perfect family. After all, the Winston’s had a reputation to uphold, and even though we weren’t true Winston’s as Gladys liked to remind us regularly, we still had a responsibility to act the part. No one had to know what went on behind closed doors.

Jaime had removed all hints of the Winston’s from our family home. She had painted the walls a pale blue that was calming and replaced all the pictures with fun family portraits of happier times; when our Dad was still alive. There were many from when we were kids and all the vacations we took when our dad was still around and more recent ones with her and her friends, including Ally. I paused at a graduation photo at the top of the stairs. It was one with Jamie and Ally; I could recognize those creamy jade eyes anywhere. They had pulled me in when she’d just been a teenager, and seeing her again sent molten heat straight through my heart and down to my groin.

Jaime and Ally were both grinning from ear-to-ear, diplomas in hand; arms around each other just like old times. Ally had always been a shapely girl growing up, and not even the generic graduation robe did anything to hide her ample curves. Memories of her on the kitchen counter with her legs wrapped around my waist flooded my memories. The way she swiveled her hips and arched her back each time I drove my cock… whoa!

Don’t go there. Not now.

I took a steadying breath and forced myself to look away from the photo and climb the rest of the stairs to my room, which were all the more uncomfortable now that I had a raging hard-on confined in the too-tight jeans I was wearing. I figured this was going to have to be a cold shower.

I turned left at the end of the hall and opened the door to my old room. It was like walking through a time warp. I could see that the room was cleaned regularly because there was no dust or the smell of stale air that you would expect. But otherwise, it looked like nothing had been touched since I left. Posters of hot chicks and sports team adorned the walls. My soccer and basketball medals still hung from the corner of my dresser mirror.

I felt tears sting the back of my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away with the back of my hand. There was no sense crying over time lost. I strode over to the dresser and threw open some drawers until I found a t-shirt and some loose drawstring pants that would work for tonight. Gathering the clothes in my arms, I walked out and closed the door. An enticing aroma was already starting to waft its way upstairs. My stomach growled reminding me that it had been hours since I’d last eaten. I would have plenty of time to think about my past and my future, but right now I just wanted a shower and full belly.

I flipped on the shower and stripped out of my clothes. Stepping under the spray, I let my head fall back as the searing heat poured over my head and my skin. My muscles were still a little stiff from the long car ride, so I went through a series of stretches to loosen them up under the steam.

I looked around for a bar of soap. Not finding any, I grabbed the bottle of body wash and squirted some into my hands. It smelled of lavender and honey, but I didn’t care. It just felt good to be clean. Lathering my body, I tried to scrub away any remnants of the Kenworth Prison. The scent of the body wash began to fill my nostrils, and I found myself drifting back to the picture of Ally on the wall, to that last night in the kitchen.

***

Her ass was plump and her breasts were more than I could hold in the palm of my hands, soft yet firm. She was in complete rapture as I fondled them, and allowed my thumbs to graze over her taut dark pink nipples. Some nights when I lay in my prison cell, those precious moments were the only thing that kept me clinging to hope funnily enough. It wasn’t like we were dating even. I was at the prime of my youth, flirting with girls and bedding cheerleaders. Even when I stole the virgin kiss from Ally when she was just going sixteen, I never once thought that she would be the one, and I hadn’t thought that when she was eighteen and legal and I had finally put my hands on her.

Then again, I wouldn’t have had the chance to consider that with everything that happened so fast. It was like someone decided to press the fast-forward button on my life.  But now that I was out of prison, she was the first woman that came to mind.

It had been a very long time since I’d felt the luscious curves of a woman and my body responded immediately, my dick hardened at the mere thought of her, naked and here in the shower with me. I could turn the water cold to try to douse the burning heat of desire coursing through my veins, but I knew that it would only be a temporary respite. What the hell? There were worse things in life than giving into the temptations swirling around in my mind.  I slid my hand down to and gripped the base of my cock as I began stroking it with long firm pulls while recalling images of Ally and my dick buried deep inside of her.  I wasn’t the same kid I’d been back then. I had been hardened by the system that failed me and the institution that had tried to end me. My fantasies weren’t about rose petals, moonlight kisses, and gentle lovemaking. No, I needed more than that for my release. I felt the tension build as I imagined having my hands on her, my teeth on her, taking her hard and fast with relentless thrusts, hearing her begging for more.

I leaned my head against the shower wall bracing myself as the force of the release almost took me to my knees. I continued to stroke my cock roughly, watching the last of my seed as it swirled down the drain. Finally, I dropped my hands to my sides, breathing heavily, completely spent.

Shutting the water off I stepped out of the shower and realized I had forgotten to grab a towel. Looking around the bathroom, all I could find was a damn washcloth. Remembering that my mom used to keep towels in the linen closet in her bedroom, I quickly snuck out hoping that Jamie was still downstairs and shoved the door to mother's room open, only it wasn’t her bedroom anymore.  Words escaped me as I came face to face with my muse. Green eyes widened in shock and possibly terror, looked straight at me, her lips parted as she sucked in a breath, clearly scared shitless. And then she threw a left hook and nearly took my jaw off in the process.

        “Fuck Ally!” I shouted in response and instantly put my hands up in defense, which only made the situation worse because what little flesh I was able to cover with the washcloth was now completely exposed.

“Ohmigod!” she shrieked before backing away in horror and shielding her eyes with flailing hands, looking like a two-armed octopus. 

 “Ally, it’s me, Jason!” I shouted at her, rubbing my jaw, not in the least bit concerned about my state of undress.

“I know who you are! Geezuz, cover yourself up for god sakes!” she cried out, shock giving way to what sounded like anger.

“That’s not what you said the last time we were together,” I smirked.

Her eyes flew open and then just like that she turned her head away and held up her hands again, “That was then and this is now, so cover up Jason,” she scolded.

I was a little taken aback by her tone. She was clearly pissed at me, or scared of me, or both, either way the cat was out of the bag. Jamie never told me she was going to be here, and there I was in the shower less than five minutes ago, rubbing one off to the very woman that stood before me now. What the actual fuck?

Hurt gave way to bitterness as I figured it was the scar over my eye that must have horrified her. But before I could convince her she didn’t have anything to fear, she darted for the door, and my sister came charging in with a rolling pin in her hand.

“What the hell!” I yelled throwing my hands up once again.

Now I had two crazy-eyed females shrieking and dancing around like ants on a hot plate, trying to cover their eyes. 

With laughter in her voice, my sister grabbed Ally by the shoulders and comforted her. “Ally calm the fuck down, I don’t think he expected you to be here.”

 Ally opened one of her eyes to look at Jaime. Jaime nodded in reassurance before she started giggling again. I stood there irritated and butt-naked as Jamie dissolved into bales of laughter at my expense.

“Hardee Har-Har,” I sneered, “Now that you’ve had a good laugh, Jaime can you please grab me a towel so I can salvage some of my dignity.”

With a snort, Jaime went over to the closet and threw me a towel. I snatched it from the air, exited the room and disappeared into the bathroom before slamming the door shut to the sound of another round of laughter. Not exactly the welcome I had expected. I dried off quickly and threw on the sweatpants and T-shirt before I made my way to the kitchen.











Jason

 

I could hear the two women whispering in the kitchen when I finally made my way downstairs, and I couldn’t help but listen as Ally and Jamie talked about me. Ally was upset because Jamie hadn’t told her that I was being released, or that I was actually coming here to stay. But this was me, not some stranger. I know we had a lot of unresolved issues, but that was so many years ago. And I hadn’t exactly expected her to run and jump into my waiting arms, but it gnawed at me that she felt threatened, or at least that’s what it sounded like. Did Ally also judge me for what I had done? Did Jamie ever bother to tell her best friend what really happened that night?

I looked longingly up the stairs, contemplating just heading back to my room and staying there until the dust settled. But I knew hiding was not the answer. It was time to face the music.

Jaime and Ally were standing at the kitchen island talking when I walked in.

“I switched shifts with Layla so I could have some time to study at the library, but I forgot that it closed early on Fridays,” Ally said changing the subject like a pro.

“Well, that explains why you were home early,” Jaime replied, glancing in my direction.

Ally was looking everywhere but at me, her arms crossed over her chest, and Jaime just stared at me, her eyes alight with humor. Unsure of what to do next, I cleared my throat and did an awkward hand wave to Ally.

“Uh…hi, Ally. It’s nice to see you again, I’m sorry I scared you,” I apologized hastily.

 

Turning to glare at my sister, I added, “Jaime didn’t tell me that you were staying here, in master bedroom, might I add.”

Jaime just shrugged her shoulders innocently.

A soft blush had risen on Ally’s cheeks, but her eyes still sparked with a degree of anger or rather disappointment when she looked at me and responded, “It's fine.”

That was it, nothing more. She turned her back, and began to set the table; basically, cutting me off from any further conversation.

I lowered my hand slowly and looked from her to my sister. Jaime just raised her eyebrows and shrugged as if to say, who knows?

“Shall we eat then? Dinner is ready.” Jaime said as she pushed back from the island. “I made your favorite; pot roast, caramelized carrots, mashed potatoes and gravy and cornbread. There’s also strawberry shortcake for dessert.”

Well now, that was a blast from the past. The aroma already played ping pong with my senses, the thought of what I’ve missed out, food wise, while I was in prison sent a rumble through my stomach. I wondered if a person could really die from overeating in one meal. I aimed to try.

“Thanks, sis, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble, but I appreciate it,” I said sincerely. Still smarting from Ally’s coldness, I added.

“You’ve gone out of your way to make me feel so comfortable back in our old home.” Judging by the way, Ally’s shoulders stiffened, I could tell she heard my emphasis on Jaime’s individual effort to make me feel comfortable and it being our home. Petty yes, but I didn’t care.

 It didn’t go unnoticed by Jaime either because she swatted me with a slotted spoon on her way to the table. Dinner was a quiet and somewhat awkward affair. Jaime tried to make conversation but neither Ally nor I was really willing to engage in small talk. After a few minutes of one-word responses she finally gave up, and we ate in strained silence.

I sat across from Ally, and Jaime sat to my right. Anytime I looked up for whatever reason, Ally quickly looked down at her plate, or off to the side appearing to be lost in thought. A few times I caught her staring at my face, presumably my scar. I just rolled my eyes and focused on my food. If she wanted to judge me based on how I looked, then fine! It was the best meal I’d had in years, literally. Ignoring the gnawing discomfort I was feeling with the discord between the two of us, I ate with more gusto than I had in a long time. After clearing two plates of food, I sat back stuffed. 

“That’s was excellent Jaime. I think you would have given Nana Joyce a run for her money.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” she beamed. “I’m sure they didn’t have gourmet chefs in the pen…” her words trailed off awkwardly. Her eyes darting from mine to Ally’s and back again, “… well, I’m just glad you enjoyed it. I’ll get these dishes cleared.”

She stood up quickly following the uncomfortable silence, but I put a hand on hers to stop her, “Jaime, it’s okay,” I said reassuringly.  But I was looking into Ally’s eyes when I said, “It’s no secret that I was in jail.  We don’t have to dance around the subject.” I squeezed her hand in comfort as I looked at my sister again and then I turned my gaze back to Ally, “People are going to talk, draw their own conclusions, however wrong they may be. But we are going to get on with our lives, and they can think what they want.”

“But, Jason they don’t know that you…” she started.

 

“Jaime, I served my time,” I interrupted before she could say anything else. “It’s over and done with. We know the truth, and that’s enough for me. I just want to move on. Can you do that for me?”

She squeezed my hand back, “Yeah, I guess,” she said but there was a distinct hint of sadness in her tone. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel guilty for my crimes.

“We’ll get through this,” I said again.

“I know, I love you,” she said and offered a half smile. It was a glimmer of hope in a dark stormy ocean, but it was something.

“I love you too. Now, let me help you with these dishes.”

Jamie would have none of it. She shooed me away and told me to go on upstairs and get some rest. She had already put fresh sheets on the bed and set a new toothbrush out for me to use. She knew today had been a long emotional day for me. I hated to admit it, but I was exhausted. The southern manners that our parents had instilled in us warred with the exhaustion, but the exhaustion won fair and square. 

I hugged her goodnight, gave a curt nod to Ally, and went up to my room. Grabbing my new toothbrush, I headed to the half bath to brush my teeth before crawling into my old bed. It was a little small for me now, only a full-size mattress, but I didn’t care. Anything beat the threadbare blankets and concrete bed with the half an inch mattress, that I had called home for the past eight years.

It couldn’t have taken me long to fall asleep, and for most part I was dead to the world until the nightmares started. They used to plague me every night in prison at the start of my sentence, but slowly over the years they faded, re-occurring once in awhile. It had been months since the last one, and it was always the same nightmare, with varied endings. It was like the replay of a horror film.  This time I wasn’t able to get to Jaime in time, an invisible wall kept me from pulling the bastard off of her.  The sick fuck just turned and grinned at me before he continued to assault my baby sister. I pounded and screamed and threw my body at the wall, desperate to get to her as she screamed and cried out for help.

I woke drenched in sweat with the covers tangled around me. Despite the sweat, goosebumps raised on my arms as chills wracked my body. This had been one of the bad ones. Rubbing my hands across my face, I threw off the covers and padded to bathroom to splash some cold water on my face. That was it for the night, I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep now. I glanced up in the mirror in front of me, and instead of the rugged hardened criminal, it was a younger version of myself staring back at me. In a matter of a night, everything had changed. One moment I had been playing football, attempted to attend classes, I had friends from here to Texas, and then just like that, in the blink of an eye I lost it all. Because of one sequence of events. I would never call, what I did, a mistake because it sure as hell was justice.  But that was my opinion, and no one else shared in that. I scooped some more water and splashed my face again before tugging the hand-towel off the rail and patting my face dry.

Not wanting to wake Jaime, I tiptoed downstairs and into the kitchen. It was time for the most epic chick move of all, comfort food. Ice cream and root beer, I had spotted the root beer earlier when I was in the kitchen just before Jamie had dished up dinner, and I knew for a fact that there was ice cream left after desert. I grabbed what I needed, quickly scooped a few large dollops of vanilla ice cream into the glass and topped it up with root beer. Ignoring the remnants of my nightmare, I took a big mouthful. The tang of the soda mixed with the sweetness of the ice cream was perfection. It tasted much better than I remembered. I moved to the table and sat down with my treat. I was just about to take another slurp when I heard the hinges of the kitchen door creaking. Looking up, I saw the silhouette of a short, fuller figure tiptoeing to the fridge. It had to be Ally. Jaimie was much taller and more slender. Plus, I would recognize that shape, even in the dark.

I sat there, with my spoon frozen in mid-air unsure of what to do. I could make a noise and let her know I was here, but I didn’t want to startle her and have her wake up the whole damn neighborhood.

I was about to clear my throat when the fridge opened and the light illuminated her enticing body. She was wearing a sleep shirt that ended just below her ass, which reminded me of old times, when she would sleep over. Desire made my mouth run dry. Wordlessly, I watched her get out a can of soda. When she moved to the freezer, I looked at her quizzically. Surely, she wasn’t making a root beer float too?

I watched her search the freezer for a few moments. She rose up on her toes to search the top shelf and I knew for a fact that her sleep shirt had ridden up and was most likely exposing her fine ass. But all I could see was the outline of her, and my imagination ran wild with its own imagery. Involuntarily, I cleared my throat as I continue to stare at her.

With a sharp intake of breath, she whirled around clutching the soda to her chest.

“Sorry Ally,” I said quickly before she could scream. “I swear I didn’t mean to scare you. I just didn’t know how to get your attention without startling you.”

“What are you doing sitting in the dark?” Eyeing me suspiciously, she walked over to the far wall and flipped on the middle switch. The dining room light flashed on, momentarily blinding me. The dots cleared from my vision, and I could finally see her in living color, not just a haunting image of her. But now she was hidden behind the island and all I could see what the top half of her.

I was sick of her attitude towards me. “I just wanted a root beer float,” I said pointing to the ice cream container and the empty can on the table next to me.

She opened her mouth to speak, but I stood up, scraping my chair back, and she froze. I just shook my head at her.

“I don’t know what your problem with me is, but don’t worry Princess, I’m no longer in the mood.” Grabbing my glass and spoon, I stalked over to the sink. Pouring the contents down the drain, I rinsed the glass and spoon and put them on the rack. Making sure to skirt around the opposite edge of the island, I ignored her completely as I headed out.

“Jason wait,” she called out. “I didn’t mean to…”

More hurt than angry I lashed out “Didn’t mean to what? Didn’t mean to treat me like the monster I am? Don’t bother denying it, I can see the way that you look at me.”

She just stood there, open mouthed, her eyes never leaving mine.

“Look, I never expected my homecoming to be easy, but I sure as hell didn’t expect to have this kind of animosity in my own home. Not from you of all people.”

I pushed through the kitchen door and stalked upstairs, not caring if I woke Jaime up.

 

 

 













Ally

     

Is that what he thought, did he really think I saw him as a monster?

Shame washed over me, as I watched the kitchen door swing close. How could I have been so cruel, and twice in one night? The first time, I admit he had caught me completely off guard. I had come home; completely oblivious to the fact that Jason was here too.

My mind had been so preoccupied that I hardly paid attention to the fact that while Jamie was downstairs, the shower was running. It never once dawned on me that it would be him of all people.  I certainly never expected him to stalk into the bedroom stark naked. Boy what a sight that had been!

I felt the familiar blush creep up my neck as I recalled the way the water had glistened over his taut, muscular body. He had seemed taller, but he had also packed on quite a bit more muscle. His shoulders were broad, leading down to thick pecs. His waist tapered in, highlighting a much defined six pack, with just a small trail of dark brown hair leading down past the sharp muscular cut at his hips that was probably the sexiest part of the male anatomy.

This wasn’t the body of a teenage boy anymore. This was the body of a man, a man who had lived hard and on the edge, if the scars on his torso were anything to go by. Instead of repulsing me, it had the complete opposite effect. In those few seconds that I was face to face with him, after my initial shock had faded, I had wanted to trace those scars with my fingertips, hell; I wanted to trace them with the tip of my tongue. And then of course, when he dropped the facecloth, I couldn’t help it; my gaze had immediately dropped following the small trail down to thick dark curls that surrounded his cock. By pure speculation and comparison with my attempts at moving on, he was the biggest one of them all.  By all, I mean the two men I attempted to date after Jason disappeared out of my life. 

Even limp it had been an impressive display of manhood. A thick shaft hung down at least six inches before tapering into a large pink head. My mouth had gone dry, just looking at the thick veins that wrapped around his girth. Shocked at myself and my brazenness, I had quickly looked back up to his face and screamed, more from embarrassment than anything. But he didn’t know that.

Oh God! What if he thought I had screamed because I was scared of him or because of the scar on his face, which made him look ominous?

Truth be told, I hadn’t paid much attention to it. It didn’t detract from his looks. He had always been a handsome. The scar over his eye just gave an edge to his good looks. It made him seem dangerous, but in a very delicious sort of way. 

There had to be a way to make this right. I couldn’t go to bed letting him believe that I thought he was a monster. I glanced up at the ceiling; it had barely been five minutes since he stormed upstairs. Surely, he wasn’t going to fall asleep that fast.

Resigned to the fact that I wouldn’t be able to sleep until I apologized, I made my way upstairs. As I reached his room, my nerves kicked in and I felt the knot tightening in my gut. I raised my hand hesitated momentarily, and then knocked gently on his door. The light was off, but I refused to be deterred.

“Jason?” I whispered knocking softly as I leaned with my ear against the door.

I was sure I heard movement inside, the rustle of sheets or something. I waited a minute but there was no answer, and the door didn’t open. A little bit miffed, I knocked on the door again, this time a little louder. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t going to wake Jaime and then whispered, “Jason, I know you are in there, I can hear you moving around.”

I listened intently to determine if he was making any attempt to open the door. I must have looked like a starfish as I had both hands and my ear plastered against the door. Just as I registered movement, the door opened and I fell into his bare, hard chest. He grabbed me roughly by the arms and steadied me against him. Inadvertently, my hands settled on the soft curls on his chest. For a moment, I lost myself in the depth of those deep blue eyes.

His face hardened, and he gently but firmly pushed me away from him and took a step back, crossing his arms over his chest. I looked up into his stern face, “Sor-sorry. I didn’t mean to...” I stammered, searching for words.

“Didn’t mean to what?” he interrupted.

I could do nothing but stare at him blankly, mouth slightly parted. Annoyed by my silence, he continued.

“What, cat got your tongue? Face to face with the monster, and now you’ve lost your courage.”

His face was masked with anger, but it was more than that. As I gaped at the angry man in front of me, I could see the underlying hurt in his eyes.

“No!” I finally managed to get out. “That’s not it at all,” I implored.

He turned his head, refusing to look at me. Without thinking, I stepped forward and placed a hand on his chest. “I came up here…” my words caught in my throat as he looked down at the hand on his chest derisively, and then pointedly looked at me again.

“I’m sorry,” I said removing my hand as if I touched a hot plate. I backed up a step to give him some room. “I came up here to apologize. I hadn’t meant to hurt your feelings earlier.” I hesitated looking for the right words to say, “It’s just that seeing you…it caught me off guard.”

I waited expectantly for him to say something. But he just stood there. He looked so indifferent. I didn’t recognize this cold man before me. We used to be able to laugh and joke. We had been close once, or at least I had thought we had been.

The silence stretched awkwardly between us. Finally, he arched an eyebrow and uncrossed his arms, giving a slight nod.

“Fine, are we done here?”

I jerked back as if I was punched in the gut at the sharpness of his words. I felt my fiery temper bubbling up to the surface, throwing my hands up in futility, “Fine, be an ass about it. Screw the apology.” I spun around to storm out of his room, but his fingers curled around my arm and he spun me back around to face him.

His face was mere inches from mine, his eyes cold and hard, and the warmth that used to live in those eyes, evaporated like rain drops on hot concrete. But honestly what did I expect, the same man that left here eight years ago, to just return as if nothing had happened?

“You don’t get to storm off in a huff, just because I don’t fall for your fake-ass apology, half-naked or not!”

He sneered as he looked me up and down in a manner that had the hair on the back of my neck standing up in warning, and in anticipation of what he’d do next. His eyes lingered on the too-short hemline of my sleep shirt that I realized barely covered the tops of my thighs, then traveled up to rest on my breasts. My nipples hardened under his direct gaze, and he smirked. I don’t know what had possessed me to confront him without throwing on my robe first. I felt vulnerable and aroused at the same time. And, I didn’t like it.

Yanking my arm from his grip, I wrapped my arms around myself, trying in vain to cover up. “You are…you are so…vile,” I spit out. “You disgust me.”

“There,” he said stabbing a finger at me. “Now that is something I actually believe,” he said shaking his head, “You stand there on your high horse, judging me for the way I look and where I’ve been, you who have known me better than anyone else other than Jaime. You have a lot of nerve.”

For a moment, I completely forgot the reason for my anger as I stood there, mouth open gaping like a fish. The preposterousness of his words was just so shocking; it left me speechless, but only for a moment.

I thumped my finger right back in his chest, pushing forward, forcing him back with the ferocity of my words, “Well isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black, you hypocritical bastard!”

Now it was his turn to stand there gaping at me. I didn’t think that he had ever seen me get this mad before, but I wasn’t the shy teenager anymore. All the years of bullying and being teased for being fat, I finally learned to love myself and stand up for myself.

Gesturing towards his bare chest and my own state of dress, I scoffed at him, “I seem to recall a similar situation eight years ago.” 

He raised his eyebrows but didn’t speak a word.

“Yeah,” I spat glaring, “Or are you pretending to forget that you kissed the fat girl. Well, I’m not the same chubby fan-girl I was back then.” Placing my hands on my hips, I continued to dress him down. “I cared what you thought of me then, but I don’t care what you think of me now. I was too much for you then, and I’d be too much for you now. So go fuck yourself.”

Turning around with a huff, ponytail swinging, I once again turned to leave. I made it to the door and began to pull it open when a strong arm shot out in front of me and closed it.

“Let me out,” I demanded through gritted teeth.

I felt his body press against mine as he placed his other arm on the door, effectively blocking me in. The heat of his chest seeped through the thin cotton of my t-shirt. His hard body pressed against my ass, making me very aware of what he was feeling. I had no choice but to turn around and face him.

“What?” I demanded with far more bravado than I felt. Turning around to face him I ground out, “Let me go!” 

“Not until you hear what I have to say,” he said his blue eyes darkened with intensity. “I didn’t leave you alone because of your size; I left you alone because I was a jackass, who lived for the moment, and didn’t believe in strings. And you sweetheart, was the strings-attached-and-all kind of woman.”

“Well you were wrong,” I said flatly, but it wasn’t true. Back then it mattered, I wanted it all, but was willing to settle for less, and even the little I would have accepted was out of my reach.

“Was I? You wanted to be fucked the first time you spied on me, and when we finally did get all hanky-panky you wanted more,” he smirked.

“You flatter yourself, you were just a guy, and it didn’t matter to me as much as you may have thought.”

“Keep telling yourself that, and how about now, are you still the strings-attached type?” he whispered in a husky tone.

 

Even though my brain told me I shouldn’t want this, my body was already reacting to him. Just like it always had.

“I’m not any type…” I started.

“Everyone is a type, you’re just in denial, and right now your body is responding to my closeness.”

I turned my face away from his and mumbled, “You’re making assumptions.”

“Your body says otherwise,” he grinned as a stroked the side of my cheek with the back of his hand.

Heat flooded me, as my pulse picked up, and my breathing became quick and shallow. This close, face to face, his sex appeal was undeniable. He was looking at me with such possession in his eyes. Even the scar made him hot. My lips parted on their own volition, and he took full advantage. Without giving me a chance, his mouth covered mine aggressively. One hand cupped my chin gently while the other fisted in my hair, firmly locking me in place. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. And right now, I didn’t want to. I matched him stroke for stroke as his mouth plundered mine and his tongue delved into the recesses of my mouth. Our tongues battled for dominance, teeth biting and nipping as our lips kissed and sucked. This wasn’t a kiss, this was war, bloodthirsty, brutal, and oh so arousing. I’d never been kissed like this before, but I had no fear. From somewhere deep down my inner minx reared its head, and I wanted more.

His one hand wandered from my chin to my hip and slid up my shirt to cup the underside of my breasts, and I gasped throwing my head back. Taking advantage of my exposed throat I felt his mouth and tongue on my throat, sucking, licking, tasting as his deft fingers teased and pinched my nipple into a taut hard bud.

He pressed his hips against mine, his erection pressing against the heat between my thighs that was already beginning to pool in my panties. This was getting out of hand and fast, but I didn’t know how to stop it. Strong hands slid to my waist and lifted me off the ground as if I were light as a feather. Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around his hips as his weight pressed me against the door. The tone in the room escalated to a feverish pitch as mouths, tongues, and hands collided. I gripped his shoulders as I clung to him.  He let go with one hand and reached between us, tugging my panties aside, and then I felt the tip of his cock press against my swollen entrance already damp with desire.

“Tell me to stop,” he groaned as he teased me.

“No…” My response was nothing but a murmur.

“Then I’m going to fuck you now baby. Hard.”

But still he waited, almost hesitating; I could feel his engorged fat head pressing against my clit. I whimpered with anticipation as he pushed in a bit further, wedging his thick tip right into the mouth of my entrance.

“Damn, you’re tight as fuck,” he grunted, as he buried his face in the crook of my neck.

I wrapped my arms around his neck as I felt him pushing deep into me with long hard strokes. His sheer size stretching me beyond anything I had experienced before. But instead of pain, I felt immense pleasure as I felt my walls clench his hard shaft.

This wasn’t the lovemaking fantasies I had envisioned as a teenager. This was carnal and savage, almost primal and it didn’t take long for my body to start tingling from the base of my skull down my spine to my toes. Each relentless thrust pushing me closer to the edge, and from the way Jason had dug his fingers into my ass cheeks, he wasn’t far from his release either. Whether it was the long dry spell of having no sex, or the fact that it was Jason, was yet to be determined. All I knew was that I was done for, and so was he. We both clung to each other as shockwaves of pleasure rippled through our bodies, as if our bodies served as conduits. As his breathing slowed and I finally felt my limbs relax, he released my legs slowly, and I slid down the length of him. He didn’t let me go straight away, his hands were resting on my hips and I was leaning with my forehead against his chest, unable to string together coherent thought.

That was until the sound of Jaime’s door broke the silence. Instinctively we both held our breaths, and waited. Jason held up a finger in front of his own mouth and I nodded. The rustling sound of dragging slippers passed Jason’s door, and then we heard the light thudding of footsteps going down the stairs. Only then did we both let out a sigh of relief. 

Oddly the heightened sexual tension was replaced by an awkward silence, neither of us daring to say what was really on our minds.

I placed my hands on his chest and pushed gently, “I should go.”

He dropped his hands from where they rested on my waist but didn’t step back.  “Ally…” his expression troubled.

I held up one hand and just shook my head, I had to be realistic. He didn’t want strings, and he was practically sex starved. I was just an outlet. Don’t get me wrong, it was probably the best sex I’ve had in years, but it was just sex.

 “Jason, I… I’m glad you’re back, but this can’t happen again.”

His face instantly dropped and a curtain of anger masked his earlier expression. He stepped back and deftly gestured towards the door, without any objection. I knew I should have said more, but somehow I didn’t think that anything I said at this point would change the way he felt about me.  I tiptoed down the hallway, but when I heard the toilet flush, I knew Jaime had come back upstairs. Hoping the sound of the water flushing masked my steps I ran down the hall as quickly disappeared into my room.

It was only a few seconds, but it felt like hours before I heard the sound of her door click. Climbing into bed, I pressed my fingers to my swollen lips. Running my tongue over my top lip, I could still taste the hint of root beer that had lingered on his tongue. I knew this could never happen again, and that it was the right thing to do. But how could something so wrong, feel so right?











Jason

 

After the incident last night with Ally and my sister’s untimely interruption, it had taken me several hours to fall back asleep. Even when I did manage to fall asleep it was restlessly. I spent all night tossing and turning, and when I finally woke up and rolled over to see the clock on my nightstand it was already after 10 am, I wasn’t all that surprised. I hadn’t meant to sleep that long, but I also hadn’t planned on a midnight rendezvous with Ally.

Nevertheless, I didn’t have time to dwell on the whole debacle. Even though I had been released, I was still required to report to a parole officer. My original sentence had been 15 years; however, I had the option of being paroled after eight for good behavior, so my time spent in solitary and staying out of trouble paid off. Once released, I would be on probation for a year. Any violation and I would be sent back to prison for the remainder of my sentence. I didn’t want that. I couldn’t go back there. I would do whatever it took to keep from going back there.

I grabbed a quick shower and then headed downstairs. I was surprised to find Jaime at the kitchen table, text books spread out and huddled over a legal pad. She looked up from her books and smiled sheepishly.

“I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to let you sleep in or not, but I figured you needed it.”

I just shrugged, “it's fine, I just have to call my parole officer by 11.”

She made a face at the mention of the parole officer but I just ignored it. Instead I focused on the books at the table. “What are studying?”

 

“I’ve got a chem lab quiz this afternoon. Just trying to make some quick notes I can study from. I should actually be heading out to meet up with my study group, but I wanted to see you before I left.”

My sister really made me proud, with everything she had to go through, she still found the drive to study. She wrote down couple more sentences and then began to pack up her books while I rummaged around in the fridge for stuff to make a sandwich. Pleased by the fact that the content in the fridge didn’t consist solely of diet food, I grinned, it was really good to be back home.

“I have classes all afternoon and then a shift at the bookstore so I won’t be home until 10. You’ll be okay by yourself right?” she asked her brow furrowing with concern.

I lifted my head up out of the fridge and just smiled as she came over.

“Yes, I think I can manage to occupy myself,” I said as I kissed her on the nose.

She crinkled her nose and rolled her eyes just like I thought she would.

“Fine, I won’t worry. See you later bro,” she hollered over her shoulder as she headed out the door.

I smiled to myself, enjoying the feeling of someone watching my back. It had been a long time since I had felt that. I quickly fixed two beefy sandwiches and poured a big glass of milk before grabbing the cordless phone. I was thankful that Jaime had kept the house phone, otherwise I would have had to find a payphone to make the call to my officer. I took the piece of paper out with his number and dialed. It rang three times before a woman’s voice answered.

“Malcolm Dunlevy’s office, how can I direct your call?”

“Um, yes hi, this is Jason Armstrong, I was told I needed to check in with Mr. Dunlevy within 24 hours of my release.”

I felt a little uneasy about how she might treat me but was pleasantly surprised when she maintained the polite and homey tone.

“Of course, one moment Mr. Armstrong and I will see if he is available.”

I was a bit taken back at being addressed as Mr. Armstrong. In prison I was referred to only as prisoner 57124, or monikers too vile to repeat. I was on hold for maybe 30 seconds before her voice came back on the line to let me know she was transferring me to him.

“Malcom Dunlevy,” answered a deep baritone voice.

“Yes sir, this is Jason Armstrong. I was released from Kenworth Prison yesterday and was told I needed to check in with you this morning.”

“Armstrong…. Armstrong…Arm,” he muttered more to himself. It sounded like he was shuffling papers on his desk looking for something. “Ah, yes here we are. Jason Armstrong. Voluntary manslaughter, sentenced to 15 years, paroled after eight.”

It was ugly to hear him rattle off the details so casually and not sure how else to respond, I replied with another, “Yes sir.”

“According to your parole requirements you are to check in with me within 24 hours, which you’ve already done. You are to continue to check in with me twice a month for the duration of your probationary period which is 12 months.”

Most of what he was telling was not news to me. The day of my parole hearing, after it had been granted, the warden had gone over the details of my probation. But I let him list the details and acknowledged each one of them as he went.

 

“The final requirement is to be gainfully employed within two weeks’ time.”

This last one was news to me.

“Excuse me sir,” I interrupted. “Did you say two weeks’ time?

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Um, is that a new requirement, because the warden didn’t say anything to me about it after my parole hearing?”

I hated the uncertainty in my voice, but I had no idea how I was going to find a job in such a short amount of time. Not with my record and with Gladys Walters still a very prominent figure in the community even at her age.

“No, it’s a standard probationary requirement,” he answered curtly. “Is there a problem Mr. Armstrong?”

“No sir, it just caught me off guard. I am just not sure that I can find anyone in this town to hire me with my record sir.” I hated to admit it, but it was the truth, “It’s uh, complicated.”

His tone softened a bit, “I am aware of your situation and the prominence of the Walters family. I have spoken with several of the city councilors and they assured me that you wouldn’t receive any prejudice.”

I gave a derisive snort before I could stop myself. Quickly apologizing, “I’m sorry sir. I just hope you are right.”

“I’m confident there are people in this town who are willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

After a few more instructions, we agreed for me to contact him again in two weeks. I hung up, feeling far from confident. I knew it was going to be an uphill battle, and by no means did I expect life outside prison to be a walk in the park, but two weeks was ridiculous. If anything, the department could have assigned me to some sort of community service. But since my instructions were loud and clear, I had no choice.  I was willing to do what it takes to stay out of prison and be there for Jamie.  If I was honest with myself, I didn’t want to leave Ally either, but I tucked that thought away as soon as it came up.

Just after midday, I got the newspaper, and worked my way down the list of possible vacancies advertised in the job section. To my dismay there were no real jobs that would suit me right away, most of them wanted credentials, experience, degrees, the list was simply endless. Considering my rep, I stood no chance to get a decent job.  My next step was to walk door to door hoping that somewhere, someone would offer me a chance at making something of my life. Luckily our town was relatively small, and the business district was only about a mile and a half away. I wish I could have had my parole officer’s optimism, I thought as I made my way there.

But once I started knocking on doors, reality set in. No one was interested in employing me. It was like a penguin caught in oil slick and then being held in captivity for years until it could be rehabilitated enough to be released back into the ocean. In the case of humans however, there was no such thing as a slow fade back into a world that you had no part of for most part of your adult life. While life inside the prison pretty much stagnated, life on the outside progressed at a much faster pace.

After being turned down by more than a dozen places, some of them even displaying Help Wanted signs in the window, I suspected that either the councilors had lied to Mr. Dunlevy or Gladys had gotten to them already. Some made the excuse that they already filled a position; while some blatantly admitted that having a staff member with a criminal record was bad for business. That much I could still handle, but then there were the ones who were downright assholes, not bothering to hide their hostility.

After being berated by an elderly lady at the fabric store and called a murderer to my face, I had all but accepted my fate and that I would be heading back to prison in next to no time. For a moment, I wondered if that wouldn’t be better, I would be no burden to Jaime, Ally wouldn’t have to put up with me again, and they could both carry on with life in the fast lane. I continued walking, not really paying attention to where I was headed. I eventually arrived at a bar on the outskirts of town called Hennigan’s. So much had changed over the years, new buildings had been erected, some of the older places I did recognize had been completely restored and revamped, and this bar was one of those. From what I could remember it was a downright shady bar, but standing in front of it, it looked like it had been completely transformed.

I had no idea what to expect when I first entered, but I was pleasantly surprised. The ambience was dark without being dingy; the mahogany wood of the bar was polished to sheen, so much so you could probably lick a spilled drink off the counter. And even at 4pm in the afternoon, the bar had a decent crowd. I hesitated at the door, not sure if I would end up running into one of the many enemies, known and unknown, who would want to have a piece of me. I scanned the crowd and then I casually headed up to the bar and ordered a whiskey on the rocks. I pulled a bowl of peanuts closer and grabbed a handful, anything to look preoccupied and not like some shady stranger about to start trouble. The bartender placed the glass in front of me and casually moved on to the next customer. She was a fetching woman in her late thirties or early forties by my guess. She didn’t take much care to get all dressed up and the minimal makeup showed that she wasn’t the type to hide behind a fake face. What you saw was what you got. Although she was a small woman, she looked like she could handle herself; she radiated an air of confidence that could quite easily intimidate.  

After a couple of drinks, I ordered an appetizer to soak up the alcohol I have been indulging in, then a second and a third.  I must have looked rather pathetic because by the third one, she came over and asked, “Okay, so who pissed in your cheerios?”

“What?” I looked up in surprise.

I guess I had been wallowing in my own self-pity, or she knew who I was and that was her point of entry.

“You’ve been sitting here for three hours, nursing my cheapest whisky, snacking on oily fries and looking like someone kicked your puppy. Spill it.”

I studied her briefly, there was a tenderness behind the cold exterior that reminded me of my own mother, or maybe the whiskey had softened me up and had broken down the walls I had erected around myself. I found myself confiding in her. I told her everything. About being paroled and trying to take care of my sister and how my parole officer had assured me that this town had forgiven me but the harsh reality was that the people here in Galena had the memory of an elephant, and the Walters name still had clout.

At the mention of Gladys Walters, her face hardened. I thought for sure I’d done it, and that she too was in the pocket of the Walters. She stared at me for a long minute, before asking pointedly, “You Joe Armstrong’s boy, aren’t you?”

That was not the question I had expected her to ask.

“Yeah, I am,” I answered hesitantly, unsure of where this was going. She gave me a long measuring glance.

“My father knew him before he passed. He was a good man.”

I didn’t quite know what to say, and just swirled the whiskey around in my glass. She uttered the words with such compassion that I felt my heart cramp in my chest.

It was the great mystery of life that always had my mind boggled. I often wondered exactly what it was that maps out the road ahead for an individual. Circumstance and disaster were the things that shaped the yellow brick road to Oz, it either throws a left turn or gives you up hill, and you have no choice but to follow it diligently and hope that you eventually get to the end.

“Are you an alcoholic?” she asked out of the blue.

“No.”

“You do drugs?”

“No,” I answered a bit offended, “I’ve never touched drugs and I don’t plan on either.”

“Good. You can start tomorrow night,” was all she said before walking away.

“Wait, what?” I said shocked.

She glanced back over her shoulder and said, “You heard me. Be here at 8pm.” And with that she walked into the back room as another bartender took over.













Ally

 

Yawning sleepily, I took another big sip of my grande Caramel Macchiato as I sat in the back booth at Java Jones. I had been coming here for the past few weeks straight, slipping out of the house at 6am to avoid Jason. Jamie had confronted me a few times, but I told her that I was just trying to get in some extra studying since I had papers to submit. I made up some excuse that I wasn’t coping too well with one or two courses, and had to put in extra effort if I was going to pass the mid-terms. In some way, there was some truth to the lie, studying part time and working was a little harder than being in college and running to classes all day.  Needless to say, my excuses, albeit valid, still weren’t enough to convince Jaime that everything was okay.

It didn’t help that two days after we’d had sex; Jason had showed up at Hennigan’s. I had been about to confront him and ask him what the hell he was doing there, when Mac came by and introduced him as the new bouncer.

And that right there just complicated everything. Jason was flung back into my life, like a comet out of orbit heading straight for impact. He was everywhere, in the house, at my work, in my head, and there was nowhere for me to hide. At home I pussy-footed around him, uttering an occasional hello or good night. Whenever a conversation started, I darted for my room, with the age-old “I have to study” spiel.  As for work, I did manage to get Mac to change my schedule Jason’s first week, but then she started giving me a hard time and questioning my motives. So, I had to go back to my normal working schedule since I couldn’t really give her a good reason for not wanting to work during happy hour when it was the busiest time. That, and I really needed the money. Tips at happy hour were the best, but that meant I had to spend close to six hours a day in Jason’s presence. Thankfully, when it was really busy I was distracted and hardly had time to think about him. But it was during those quiet times, when I could feel his eyes on me, that an undeniable flutter would swirl in the pit of my stomach. Of course, when it came to cashing up and so on, I had no choice but to be civil while he hovered around like a drone. We hardly spoke, but considering the tension, words weren’t exactly needed.

I hadn’t really had time to reconcile what had transpired between us and I had no idea know how I felt about it. Truth be told, I had tried everything to avoid thinking about it. Hoping that ignoring it completely would somehow make it all just go away. But deep down, I knew that it wouldn’t, and that I was nothing but a coward.

We were just getting ready for the heavy night rush, so I made a quick pit stop in the bathroom to freshen up, because I knew I wouldn’t have much time later. Layla, another waitress, was in the bathroom with me and we were bullshitting about work, college, and miscellaneous girl talk while we peed. We had worked together for two years and were pretty comfortable with each other. I was just finishing up when I heard her yell out.

“Oh, DAMN!”

“Is everything okay,” I asked concerned.

“I started my damn period,” she responded, agitation clear in her voice. “And, I don’t have anything with me. Do you have a tampon?”

Automatically, I began rummaging through my purse. I usually only kept them for when it was my time of the month, but I found a couple in the bottom of my purse. As I handed one to her under the stall, it hit me.  I shouldn’t still have these in my purse.

 

While I was doing some quick math, and running through my mental calendar, I heard Layla yell a quick thanks and head out the door. I was thankful for the momentary solitude as my panic began to rise. I had put the tampons in my purse two weeks ago in preparation for my cycle; however I had not had to use them yet. The last time I remember being on my period was during the pop quiz which was almost two months ago. Feeling claustrophobic in the stall, I stepped out and up to the sink and rested my hands on the counter. In the mirror, my face was ghostly pale and my eyes appeared large and glazed as I stared at my reflection. That couldn’t be right, could it? But as I ran back through the days, realization hit me like a tidal wave. My breathing became quick and shallow, as my pulse accelerated. I was late. I am never late. My period has been like clockwork since my first cycle at thirteen. I tried to convince myself that it was just the stress of finals, work, and the situation with Jason that was causing my body to not cooperate, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Even with the stress of my mother’s death, my body has still maintained its rigid schedule. There was no doubt in my mind that I was pregnant. I would still take a test, but in my heart I knew I didn’t need it.

Just then Mac burst through the door in a flurry, “Hey, Ally. What are you doing? Get your ass out here, we’re slammed!”

I splashed some water on my face before apologizing and scurrying out the door. She was right, we were slammed. I didn’t feel all that enthusiastic about work, but there was no way for me to get out of it.  All the tables were full; there was even a line outside the door. I was sure we were pushing the limit on capacity, and half expected the Fire Marshall to come in and shut us down. 

 

For the first few hours, things were running smoothly, and once I settled into the evening, I welcomed the distraction. It wasn’t until around midnight when all hell broke loose. I had been serving a group of guys that had pulled two tables together. They appeared to be construction workers. For the most part they had been fairly reasonable to deal with. They ordered a ton of food and several pitchers of beer throughout the night.

It was only when they started ordering rounds of shots that they began to get disorderly. A couple of them tried to convince me to take shots with them, but not only was it against Mac’s policy for us to drink with our patrons; I also didn’t want to take any chances if I was pregnant. Plus, I was not in the habit of drinking with complete strangers. I was able to politely decline a few times, however on the third round of shots, one guy wouldn’t take no for an answer. He grabbed me by the waist and pulled me down onto his lap. I tried desperately to free myself, but my attempts were in vain.

I was getting ready to dump a pitcher of beer on his head, when a deep firm voice came up behind us.

“Let her go.”

I glanced up to see Jason’s big form towering over us. I had never been so relieved to have him here than in this moment. He didn’t yell at the guy. He didn’t have to. His tone left nothing to the imagination.  He was deadly calm, but deadly serious. The overzealous construction worker released and pushed me abruptly off his lap. I had to catch the edge of the table to keep from falling over. Jason glared at him as he reached out to steady me.

“Tab them out, all of them. They are leaving,” he instructed me with the same eerie calm in his voice.

“We ain't done yet,” the man responded belligerently.

 Jason just ignored him and nodded for me to get the tab. I could see Mac watching us from the bar and I hurried over to the register and tabbed them all out.

I handed each one of them their tabs. Most of them begrudgingly pulled out their wallets and began to pay. However, when I came around to Mr. Handsy, he stubbornly refused.

“I SAID WE AIN’T DONE YET!” he shouted, slapping the bill folder out of my hands.

“Pay the lady. NOW,” Jason ordered.

He stood up from the table and for some stupid reason; I put myself in the middle.

Plastering a fake smile on my face I said, “Will that be cash or card?”

But the brute didn’t fall for it. Instead he shoved me out of the way for a second time, only harder and this time. I tripped and fell against the table sending pitchers crashing to the floor and shattering at my feet. Before I could gather myself, Jason had the guy by the scruff of the shirt and was nose to nose with him. He was pulled up so high his feet were barely touching the floor.

I rushed to Jason and laid a hand on his arm. I could practically feel the tension vibrating through him.

“Jason, let him go he’s not worth it.”

Jason didn’t budge. The look in his eyes was pure meanness. It even sent me reeling back.

“Please Jason, for me. Let him go. He’s not worth the trouble,” I implored, my eyes desperately trying to connect with his. I knew that if he got into any trouble, he would be sent back to prison immediately. Finally, I used the one card I knew he wouldn’t ignore.

 

“Think of Jaime. Don’t do this.”

His eyes cut over to mine and reluctantly Jason let the guy go and stepped back.

Begrudgingly the man reached for his pocket and Jason turned around to step out of the way, but instead of pulling out his wallet, the guy pulled out a knife.

“JASON!” I screamed but was too late.

The guy had already lunged forward to plunge the knife in Jason’s back. Faster than I could have thought possible, Jason sidestepped out of the way. The man’s momentum carried him forward past Jason. When he swung back around, Jason grabbed his arm and bent it, the wrist up at an impossible angle. You could hear the bones snap and the man dropped the knife, screaming in excruciating pain.

That should have been the end of it, but just as Jason released the man and backed up, his friends joined in. They ganged up on him, surrounding him and attacking in twos and threes. But Jason was like a feral animal that had been backed into a corner. He didn’t back down and attacked them with a savagery, uncaring that he was being punched and kicked by one as he deflected and attacked another. One of the men reached over and grabbed an empty beer bottle. When he prepared to swing it over the back of Jason’s head, I didn’t think, I just reacted.

In a high arc, I swung a serving tray as hard as I could at the man’s arm. But it wasn’t the tray that crashed into his arm; it was a baseball bat from elsewhere. Mac had stepped in, and she didn’t think twice.  It crashed into his forearm with a dull thud and he dropped to his knees holding his arm.

In the time it took Mac to down the guy, the rest of them were already running out of the bar and Jason had started shoving the injured towards the door.  The intensity of the situation hit me and I began to shake uncontrollably. My legs felt week and my lungs felt heavy, like I couldn’t get any air. A pair of slender yet sturdy arms guided me to the back office. It was Mac who helped me onto the couch. She thrust a tiny snifter of brandy in my face and told me to drink. I tried to ward it off at first because of the possible pregnancy, but she insisted. Deciding that going into shock would be worse; I threw back the dark liquid. The fiery liquid burned its way down my throat, and almost instantly the warmth that settled in my stomach eased the panic. The chill that had seeped into my bones slowly started to fade.

Mac sat perched on the edge of the worn maple desk while I pulled myself together. Once I managed to get my teeth to stop chattering and my hands to stop shaking, I asked her how Jason was. She said he appeared no worse for wear but she had sent him to hospital to get himself checked out. But she and I both knew that he wasn’t the type to voluntarily go to the hospital. Someone would have had to drag his unconscious body there before he would go on his own.

I wasn’t in any condition to drive and even though I was concerned for Jason, I wasn’t comfortable facing him right now. I had seen a side of him tonight that I had never witnessed. I knew he had been sent away for a long time, but nobody really talked about why. Other than the public knowledge that it was a charge of involuntary manslaughter for killing his step-father, I had no clue as to what provoked him or why he did it. Not even Jaime spoke of it.

Then it hit me. Was this the kind of man I wanted to be the father of my child? Even if I wasn’t pregnant, was this someone I wanted to live with in the same house with? Too tired to wrestle with the answers to my many questions, I sighed and lay back against the arm of the sofa. Mac tossed me a pillow and blanket and told me I could sleep in the office for the night. Taking her up on the offer, I curled up in a ball on the couch and in no time at all, fell into a deep sleep.

 













Jason

 

Even though Mac had insisted that I leave work and go to the hospital to get checked out, I refused to go. I didn’t tell her that, but I knew she didn’t believe me when I promised her I would. I had taken much more brutal beatings in prison than this bar fight. It was just a few bumps and bruises, nothing that wouldn’t heal. Thankfully the blade never got close to me. 

I was more worried about Ally. When she started shaking and her eyes glazed over, I recognized the signs of shock. But I knew that I wasn’t the one to console her.  She had made that blatantly clear by avoiding me every chance she got. I couldn’t help but think that me working at the same place was looking for trouble. Had I known she also worked there when Mac offered me a job, I would have turned it down there and then. To find her working there was a surprise on my first day.  I could tell by the look on her face that she thought I had gotten the job to be near her.

Although, I yearned to talk to her about what happened between us, I respected her space. She still caught me staring at her every now and again at work, but I couldn’t help it. I was drawn to her; I had been since we were younger. She haunted my dreams at night and visited my thoughts during the day. And no matter how hard I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t. I had no idea what to do, but I knew we couldn’t go on much longer living as strangers in the same house. I contemplated waiting for her outside, but when Mac came over to me after the fight, she assured me that she would take care of Ally.

On my way home, I had a lot of time to think about everything that had happened. It wasn’t about the fight. I was a bouncer. It went with the territory. Besides, it wasn’t the first brawl I’d been in and probably wouldn’t be the last. No, the thoughts that kept coming into my head were about the future. While in Kenworth, I lived in the moment, struggling to survive day by day, never thinking about anything else. The future didn’t matter, since I already appeased myself with the fact that I didn’t have one to look forward to. There were days where I half expected it to be my last.

I tried to not let the darkness in, but sometimes it would still found me. There had been many nights in prison, when I had been so overcome with grief, shame, and loneliness that I had prayed for it to end. But those prayers had gone unanswered. But last night, for the first time, I was thankful that I had survived.

I climbed the steps to our front porch, but instead of walking in I sat down on the old porch swing. Swaying slowly, I tried to think about what I wanted, where I saw myself in a few years from now, who I saw myself with and what I wanted out of life. Once the probationary period was up, I was free to leave the city. Hell, I could leave the state or even the country and start over.  I tried to imagine where I would go or what I would be doing. But whenever I thought about the future, all I could see was Ally’s face. I wanted the opportunity to make things right with her. I wanted a future with her, but my hopes for that had diminished to nothing but a puff of smoke swirling up into the atmosphere and slowly disappearing.

As I stood up to head in, a pair of headlights blinded me before turning into the drive. Once the white spots faded, I could see Jaime coming up the walk, but her smile faded instantly.

“Jason, oh my god. What happened?” she cried out and rushed up the steps immediately inspecting the bruises that marred my face.

“Easy, easy,” I said pulling her hands away from my face. The swelling was down, but it was still sensitive.

“What happened?” she asked again.

“There was an incident at the bar tonight.”

“An incident? This looks like a lot more than an incident Jason.”

“It looks worse than it feels,” I lied, but I didn’t want her to worry, “Look, I will tell you the details, but I don’t want to do it out here.”

Glancing around at the neighboring houses, I felt exposed. She nodded in agreement and led the way inside. I followed her into the kitchen, where she pulled out two glasses and proceeded to pour us both a generous helping of whiskey. I didn’t ask her when she had started drinking whiskey. I would save that question for another time.

“Okay, spill it,” she said as she eyed me curiously over the rim of her glass.

“It’s really nothing.” But she just raised an eyebrow at me. “Okay, so it was a little more than nothing. There were a few guys who had too much to drink and began harassing Ally,” I began. “Relax, she’s is fine.” I could tell she was about to lose her shit, so I quickly alleviated her fears. “She just got pushed into a table, but she is fine. She was in shock more than anything. Mac is having her stay with her tonight.”

“So what happened to you then?” she asked softly.

“It wasn’t a big deal; really, one of the guys got a little handsy with Ally.” I shrugged trying not to make too much of it. “I came over and politely asked the guy to let her go.”

“Politely huh?” she said.

“Yes, politely, anyways, I told her to tab them out. When it came time to pay, they didn’t want to leave and they needed a little encouragement.”

“Encouragement?”

 “Look Jaime, I didn’t hit him first if that’s what you are concerned about. He pushed Ally into the table and I stepped in to make sure she was okay and that they were leaving. Then he came at me when my back was turned. It was self-defense, nothing more. Eventually, they left and that was it.”

She stared at me with a blank expression, but her eyes strained as if they were trying to detect a lie. I held myself under her direct gaze, refusing to look away.

“Okay, if that’s all you say it was. Then I believe you. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

I felt a little bit of guilt at not having told her the whole truth. I may have glossed over the details about the knife and may have left out a couple of guys, but she didn’t need to know the exact details; at least not tonight. The important thing was that Ally wasn’t hurt and my face would heal. That seemed to placate her for the time being. We chit chatted for a little bit longer, but between the shot of whiskey and coming down from the adrenaline rush from the fight, I was beat. Claiming exhaustion, I begged off to bed and headed upstairs. I didn’t even bother getting undressed. I just kicked off my shoes and flopped into bed fully clothed. In a matter of minutes, I was fast asleep.

Sometime in the night, I must have woken up and stripped because I woke in just boxers and a t-shirt with my clothes scattered all over the floor. I didn’t remember doing it, but I must have gotten hot or something. Still feeling a little rough from the night before, I took a long shower before heading down to the kitchen.

I found a sweet little note from Jaime on the refrigerator. She had made me some scones before she headed off to class. I had just finished off my second one, when the doorbell rang.

Who the hell could that be?

Whoever it was must have been really persistent, because I had barely made it to the door before they rang the doorbell again.

“What the hell do you...,” but the words caught in my throat. Standing before me were two county police officers. One of whom, I recognized as the officer who had arrested me for the murder of my step-father eight years ago. Ice cold fear, gripped my spine and sheen of clammy sweat broke out on my forehead.

“Mr. Armstrong?” the older one asked. Him I didn’t recognize. Either he was new to the force, or hadn’t been involved in my case.

“Yes,” I answered slowly. I hated cops. Especially the county cops because they had all been in the Walters back pocket. I had never shared with anyone the abuse I had suffered at the hands of the cops. No one would have believed me anyway. And even if they did, they would have believed that I deserved whatever treatment I got.

“We need you to come with us down to the station.” His voice was monotone and his expression blank, but warning bells were going off in my head. “We just want to ask you a few questions.”

Bullshit

“Why can’t you just ask me now?”

“Cut the crap Armstrong!” Officer Maynard piped up. He had always been an arrogant son of a bitch. “We know you kicked the crap out of some guys at Hennigan’s last night. And now they are pressing charges. It’s back to the big pen for you, my friend.”

“Cool it Maynard,” the older officer stepped in, thumping a hand to his chest. From the name on his badge, he was Officer Kristoff.

I looked at Officer Kristoff because he seemed the more level-headed of the two. “I don’t know what they told you, but they jumped me. They were harassing one of our waitresses, even pushed her, and then they jumped me.”

“Likely story,” Maynard scoffed, but Officer Kristoff cut him off with a glare.

“Mr. Armstrong, I’m sorry but you have to come to the station with us. Now you can come quietly under your own volition, or we can place you under arrest.”

I glanced from one cop to the other. Maynard was practically vibrating in his polished wingtips, itching to put me in handcuffs again. But I couldn’t give him the satisfaction. I thought of Jaime and how she would handle this. I owed it to her, to minimize the damage.

Nodding my ascent, Officer Kristoff backed off gesturing towards the car. Thankfully, they were in an unmarked car and not a police cruiser. I closed and locked the door behind me before climbing into the backseat. As we pulled out of the driveway, I glanced up at the house and prayed that this would not be the last time I saw it.

        

 

 

 













Ally

        I’m pregnant.

No matter how many times I said it, I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around it. It didn’t matter that I had pretty much already figured it out before the test confirmed it. It still caught me off guard, so much so that I hadn’t been able to hear a word during the lecture. Pre-midterm lectures were in full swing, and although I studied through correspondence, I did have the benefit of attending some lectures throughout the year, which all happened to fall in line with Jaime’s roster. I was thankful for her, she went to classes every day, and then I copied her notes. She also helped me out with topics that were unclear in the online material supplied.

“Hey. Earth to Ally.”

Jaime’s hand flashed in front of my face, close enough to make me flinch. I jerked back and then glared at her.

“There you are. What the hell is wrong with you? You haven’t picked up your pencil once, have you heard anything that’s been said?”

Heat rushed up to my cheeks, embarrassed that I had been caught so out of it. That, and I was trying to figure out how I was going to tell Ally that I was pregnant, and that her brother was the father; not to mention breaking the news to Jason.

“Sorry, my mind’s been all over the place today, I didn’t sleep that well,” I fibbed.

“I figured, Jason told me what happened, at least you weren’t hurt.”

“I guess.”

As we were packing our bags to leave, Jaime’s cell phone rang giving me a reprieve from her interrogation. But it was short lived. As we walked down the hall together I could tell something was drastically wrong based on her end of the conversation.

“Jason. Wait. What’s wrong?” Her face drained of all color and she put a hand to the wall for support. Large fat tears pooled and began dripping down her face. Alarmed, I tried to ask her what was wrong but she waved me off, continuing with her call. We were drawing attention to ourselves, so I ushered her into an empty classroom and shut the door for privacy. Switching from one foot to the other, I anxiously waited for the conversation to end so I could find out what was wrong. All I knew right now was that it involved Jason. And whatever it was, it was bad.

“Okay, okay I’ll be right there. Don’t worry. We’ll get this all straightened out.”

She shoved her phone in her pocket, her hands visibly shaking and then looked at me without really seeing me, obviously distraught. When she reached for her keys, I put a hand on her arm.

“Jaime, you are in no condition to drive at the moment. Take a minute to calm yourself. Tell me what happened.”

She shrugged off my hand, but she at least set her purse and keys on the table. Her voice edged with panic she relayed the phone call.

“Jason was arrested this morning. He was talking too fast for me to get all the details, but it had something to do with the brawl last night at the bar.” She eyed me suspiciously. “What exactly happened last night?” she demanded.

I quickly told her the details of the fight. Apparently, Jason had left out the part about the knife because her face blanched again when I mentioned it. But she remained quiet when I finished.

“Jason said it was self-defense. If the guy attacked him from behind with a knife, I don’t understand why they would arrest him. He is saying they could send him back to prison for the rest of his original sentence!”

I didn’t say anything, but my expression must have spoken volumes. Despite the guy attacking Jason first, and with a weapon, there were several times during the fight where I thought Jason could have resorted to less violence. Seeing him that way, and what he was capable of, had shown me a side to him that I didn’t want to see. Now that I knew I was carrying his child, I didn’t know if I wanted to get involved.

“What?” she asked.

 I just shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing Ally. I’ve known you for more than half your life, and can read you like a book. Now tell me what that face was for!” she demanded.

Sighing deeply, I hesitated while I searched for the right words. She just simply stood there with her arms crossed waiting for me to continue.

“It’s true that he was attacked from behind with a knife last night. But, you weren’t there.”

“Go on,” she urged.

“He disarmed the guy in seconds, and it should have been over. But, he broke his wrist and then smashed his face into the table. That’s when his friends got involved. I know they attacked him as a group, so it wasn’t a fair fight.”

I hesitated, feeling a mixture of dread and guilt swirl around in the pit of my stomach. How did you tell your best friend that you were afraid of her brother?

“I don’t know. It was scary and not because he was outnumbered. I was more worried for the other guys. Jason was a completely different person.  He was cold and calculatingly brutal. He was savage and feral like a caged tiger that had just been let out.”

“So, WHAT? You’re saying he deserves to go to jail? That he’s some kind of monster?” she yelled back.

“No...no that’s not what I meant. It’s just…well maybe he needs some help, a support group of sorts to work through the anger,” I tried to reason. “I mean it’s not the first time he’s attacked someone and it got out of hand.”

I hadn’t meant to mention her step dad, but she had pushed.

“You have no idea what you’re fucking talking about Ally. Of all people, I would have thought you would have understood.”

Her face was a mask of agony and anger. I felt terrible and stepped towards her, but she held up her hand.

“I only know what I see, no one has ever bothered to tell me what really happened and why he is so angry,” I started, “I know prison can change a person, but Jason has a lot of rage that’s been bottled up for years, so please explain it to me so that I can understand,” I begged.

I could see her wrestling within herself, trying to gain control of her emotions.

“It’s true, Jason did kill my stepfather. But it wasn’t in cold blood. He was defending me.”

She took a deep breath and began to relay in detail the horrifying events that led up to the death of her stepfather and the traumatic events afterwards. I listened in shock and horror at the deplorable acts she had endured.

“You see, Wallace had taken a special interest in me about the time I turned fourteen. I didn’t think much of it at first. I mean it made me a little uncomfortable. But everyone was always talking about how he was such a wonderful man for taking Jason and I in as his own and how much his family had done for this town. I felt like I couldn’t complain. It started with little things he did at first. He would rest his hand on my thighs. Sometimes his hand would slip and he’d act embarrassed and apologize. Creepy things, but if I tried to say anything to Mom, she would tell me I was making things up and being ungrateful.”

At this point she had begun pacing the room, wringing her hands as she continued.

“Then one night, it escalated…”

I just stood there listing in horror as she told me what had happened that dreadful night, when Jason had taken matters in his own hands. I was shocked and angry, angry at Wallace for being a pig, angry at myself, angry at Ally for never having told me, or anyone else for that matter.  As she told me in detail what Wallace had done, and how Jason had found him with her and lost his mind, my heart melted. All this time he had to live with the fact that he had killed someone, someone who clearly deserved it.

 Jason was angry, and rightfully so. And maybe the way that other jackass at the bar acted when he pulled me onto his lap had triggered Jason’s anger.

Tears were streaming down my face too now, how could I not have known? How could I have not been there for my best friend during the worst time in her life? She not only lost her brother, but her mother, and her innocence all in a very short time. I felt selfish. But most of all, I felt ashamed. I should have known better.

“Jaime, I’m so sorry,” my lips trembled as I spoke. “I know it’s hardly enough to make up for not being there for you, or judging Jason so harshly, but I am truly and terribly sorry.”

It literally felt as if my heart had been shredded into a million pieces, the immense emptiness and sorrow that ransacked my insides, were like a tornado leaving only destruction in its wake.

She gave me a wan smile and then we flung our arms around each other, holding each other as we both cried for what seemed like ages. Eventually, sniffling we both drew back, and I was the first to speak.

“Where is he being held?”

“He’s being held at the County precinct. I don’t even know if they will grant bail,” she replied, her lips still trembling with emotion.

“Well let’s go and find out. I was there that night, I can attest to the fact that he was attacked first.”

With no time to waste, we rushed to Jaime’s car, she was in no state to drive, so I drove and we made our way to the precinct, as fast as the speed limit would allow us. The whole way there, I couldn’t help but revisit the past. Now that I knew exactly what had happened, little things I never bothered to remember, surfaced. The times I used to stay over at Jaime’s place, and how she always insisted that I don’t leave her alone. The little things I never bothered to pay attention to, like when Wallace would casually smacked her bottom when we were in the kitchen and how she used to swat his hand away angrily. It all made sense now. And the more I thought about it, the worse I felt. I just hoped that it wasn’t too late to set things right.













Ally

 

On our way there I was hopeful that they would have to let him out on bail because I was a witness in his defense. However, my hopes were soon dashed the moment we walked in. The vile matriarch of the Walters family was already there making a huge stink. She was telling anyone who would listen that Jason should be remanded to the custody of the state penitentiary immediately.

She lost it even further when Jaime and I walked in. “What do you think you are doing here?” she demanded. “You can’t help your vile brother now. He’s proven to everyone what I already knew. He is a monster that deserves to be locked up.”

Before Jaime could respond, I stepped in front of her and I wasn’t going to lie, but getting in Mrs. Walter’s face felt pretty damn good.

“I was there last night, Gladys,” I said purposely using her first name instead of addressing her with respect, “Jason was acting in self-defense. Those men attacked him first, after they got handsy with me and he asked them politely to leave.”

“Lies, it’s all lies! You probably already spread your legs for him, you wanton trollop,” she responded with spittle flying.

A giggle burst forth, startling everyone watching the scene including myself. But I couldn’t help it. Who still uses the word wanton or trollop?

“My relationship with Jason is none of your goddamn business. And it still doesn’t change the fact that I was there and I know what I saw, along with dozens of other patrons, including Mac.”

Gladys opened her mouth to speak but one of the officers stepped in between us. From the name on the badge, this was Officer Kristoff.

 

“Ladies, nothing is going to be settled here by yelling.” Looking a little nonplussed, he turned to address Gladys. “Now, Mrs. Walters, I understand your personal feelings in this matter, however we cannot forego the law and Mr. Armstrong’s right to due process.”

I smirked smugly at her from behind his shoulder. But, he wasn’t done either.

“And you, young lady. I will take your witness statement but I will warn you that should it be found that you are providing a false statement to protect him, you will be subject to the consequences.”

Feeling defiant, I replied hotly, “I am not lying and I’d be willing to take a polygraph test regarding the validity of my statement.”

I could see the shock and surprise behind Gladys’s eyes, but she quickly contained herself. “It’s a case of he said, she said. Besides, where is this supposed weapon you both speak of? Nothing was found on any of the men involved. I bet you are just making that up.”

Before things could get further out of hand, the officer ordered us to apart. Gladys was escorted out and I was taken to a back room to give my statement. Jaime sat in the waiting room until it was over. By the time we were done at the station, it was time for me to go to work. I didn’t feel much like working that evening. Thankfully, business was slower on Sunday nights. Mac could tell something was up and finally cornered me in the stock room and after a moment of browbeating, I spilled everything.

She stood there and listened as I confided in her about all the events that had led up to today. Once, I opened my mouth it was like a floodgate. I told her about Jason and me, the pregnancy, the arrest, and Jason’s prior conviction, which funny enough she knew all about. When I mentioned Wallace’s name and what he had done to Jaime, Mac turned white as a sheet.

“Meet me at the precinct tomorrow at 9, we have a certain matter to settle,” she said icily.

“Uh… okay, but why?”

She didn’t say a word, simply shook her head and walked out. I sighed and rested my hand on my stomach. I didn’t look pregnant, but I knew that in no time, my belly would be showing and everyone would figure it out. I was going to have to tell Jason and Jaime sooner or later.

 

***

The next day, Jaime and I drove to the station. We were both anxious to know what Mac was planning, and by the time we got there, she was already waiting for us. The look on her face was one of pure determination.

We followed her up to the counter. She asked to speak with Officer Kristoff, that she had important evidence in the case against Jason Armstrong. An Officer Maynard happened to be walking by and snorted with derision.

“Don’t tell me we have another girlfriend, willing to testify on Jason’s behalf. That boy must sure get around a lot.”

Mac directed her steely gaze towards the arrogant officer, “I would be very careful what you say to me Brett.”

Jaime and I both looked at each other wide-eyed at the mention of his first name. The officer seemed taken aback too.

She didn’t let up, she steamrollered on, “I know all about you. We wouldn’t want the truth about the little mishap with Old Man River’s brand new tractor to come to light now would we? If I am not mistaken, there is no statute of limitation on theft and destruction of property in our lovely little town, is there?”

Officer Maynard didn’t bother to respond. He just turned and stomped off, but not before we could see the flush of red creep up his neck under his uniform. Mac turned back to the officer at the desk and repeated her request to see Officer Kristoff.

We only had to wait a few minutes before Kristoff came to the front. “Yes, ma’am, I understand you have information on the assault case against Jason Armstrong.”

“It’s more than that. I have proof that he was acting in self-defense,” she replied calmly.

“And you are?” the officer asked.

“My name is Mac. Mackenzie Roberts. I own the Hennigan’s bar where the assault took place and was working there the night of the incident.”

“I can take your statement, but understand there are six other witnesses who state Jason was the offending party.”

Mac reached into her bag and pulled out a disc. She handed it over to the officer. “Here is a copy of the surveillance footage from the cameras inside my bar. There are six separate cameras, with plenty of angles to show that not only was Jason not the aggressor, your complainant is lying. There was in fact a weapon that he used to attack Jason with from behind. I am sure he also failed to mention that prior to assaulting Jason, he also assaulted one of my waitresses,” she explained. She pointed toward me at that last statement.

“Let’s have a look then,” said the officer. We followed him back into an interviewing room where he cued up the disc. After only a moment, six different camera angles appeared on screen.

“If you fast forward to midnight, that is right before the altercation began,” Mac instructed.

Officer Kristoff did as he was told and then we all sat back in muted silence as we watched the events unfold. I heard Jaime gasp when I was thrown against the table and again when the man came at Jason with the knife.

The incident only took a matter of about 10-12 minutes in total, but that night it had felt like it had lasted forever. At the conclusion of the video, Officer Kristoff cleared his throat. Looking somewhat abashed, he turned to us and said, “It looks like an apology is in order. Based on the clear evidence of the tapes, I can see without a doubt that Jason was acting in self-defense. I will be requesting his immediate release.”

“I think it should also be known that at the time of the assault on Ally, she was with child. So, the man in the video should be charged not only with assault to her and Jason, but to her unborn child.”

A pin drop could be heard in the room as all eyes went to me. But Jaime’s were the only ones I connected with. I hadn’t wanted the news to be shared this way, but I understood why Mac did it. She was just trying to protect me.

“Is this true, Ally?” the officer asked me.

Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yes, sir,” I mumbled.

“We will need to get some more information from you in order to process the assault charge, but that can be done at a later date.”

He left us in front of the station, while he went to process the paperwork for Jason’s release and I could hardly look Jamie in the eye.

“Is it true?” Jaime asked me gently. “Is it Jason’s?”

I simply nodded, as I hugged my arms around my waist.

“Does he know?” she asked

I shook my head. “No, I just found out for sure yesterday morning. The only person I told was Mac, and she sort of bullied me into it.”

There wasn’t much to say after that. Jaime was going to stay at the station until Jason’s release, while Mac took me home.

Exhausted by the events of the day, I flopped down on the couch and quickly fell asleep

It wasn’t until I felt a pair of gentle hands brushing the hair back from my head that I finally woke up. It was still light outside but only just. I blinked the sleep from my eyes and realized that it was Jason who was tenderly stroking my hair. He was sitting on the ottoman across from me with a big grin on his face.

I sat up quickly and threw my arms around him in a fierce hug. He laughed as he hugged me back. Tears welled up in my eyes as he pressed his lips tenderly against mine. 

“I’m so sorry Jason,” I sobbed.

“Shhh, shhh. None of that matters now,” he cajoled. “What matters is that you, Jaime, and Mac saved me. All charges were dropped and my probation hasn’t been violated. I’m a free man again.”

“Thank God. I was so scared for you,” I replied.

“I’d rather talk about something else,” he smiled while looking down at my stomach.

I blushed immediately. “Isn’t there something you need to tell me?”

I smiled shyly. “Err…yes. Um, well…” I stuttered but I couldn’t get the words out. Even though I knew the he already knew, I still couldn’t get it out.

“Ally, there’s nothing I would want more,” he assured me.

I looked up at him surprised. But all I could see was genuine love and excitement is his face.

“Really, you’re not mad? I wasn’t trying to trap you or force you into having a family. I swear.”

“Ally, don’t be ridiculous. I’ve had the hots for you since forever, now, it seems I’ve trapped you.”

“You mean…” I said with a trembling voice.

“I want us to be a family,” he whispered as he took both my hands in his, “I want to do this right. Time waits for no man. I know that better than anyone. Will you let me be there for the baby? And you? I promise I will do any and everything to make you both happy. You have my word.”

I looked at him with eyes wide and my heart literally drumming against my chest. A few weeks ago, he was nothing but a memory, and now suddenly he was sitting in front of me asking me to be with him.

“Yes, yes, I’d like that,” I whispered.

“Yes!”

It was Jaime who came bolting into the living room leaping onto Jason’s back, “I swear, if it took you two any longer to make-up, I would have done it for you!”

All the stress of the past few weeks, or rather years, had simply vanished in the blink of an eye, and we all broke out in laughter. Jaime was ecstatic to become an aunt, and Jason couldn’t stop pressing his ear to my stomach.

***

THE END
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Claimed Bride: A Shifter Romance  

Chapter 1

“What did you just say?” Jax spun and snarled at the mousy little man behind him. Samuel, his personal assistant lowered his eyes when Jax’s lit a luminescent yellow. Samuel knew from experience that when his master’s eyes held that tint, it was best to proceed with extreme caution. 

So, the short, balding man cleared his throat and while keeping his eyes trained squarely on the floor, he repeated the message he’d been trusted with delivering.

“The High Council has sent word, summoning all four factions to a meeting tonight.”

Jax inhaled a deep breath and held it for a few moments. Calming himself would keep him from striking out against Samuel; the man was just doing his job. Slowly, as each second ticked by, Jax felt the hot rage dim to a smoldering pile of ash. Apparently his eyes had gone back to their normal shade of dull brown, because Samuel immediately relaxed his shoulders and finally met his master’s eyes once again. 

When the last of Jax’s lava-hot rage ebbed, a splitting pain spread throughout his forehead; a repercussion of holding his anger in check. Of course, he’d let his leash slip in the first place, so perhaps he deserved the headache. He reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose in a small effort to ward off the worst of the pain. When he felt like he could carry on a normal conversation without killing or maiming anyone in his vicinity, he turned and moved around behind his large, wooden desk and sat in the comfortable brown leather chair. 

“And what, pray-tell, did they say this “summons” was about?” he asked lightly, monitoring each word carefully.  

Samuel shifted nervously from one foot to another before clearing his throat once again. This next bit was what he’d feared worse. Jax wasn’t going to be happy to say the least, Samuel just hoped he lived long enough to see his sixty-fifth birthday next month. 

“Well your Highness, it appears as though the population has diminished so severely that the High Council has decided it’s time for each of the four leaders to take a mate in order to replenish our ranks.”

The word “mate” jumped out and smacked Jax clean upside the head. Never in his seven-hundred plus years did he expect this. Before now, each leader was left to choose his or her own mate at his or her own discretion. Of course, throughout time, battles were fought, war was waged and numbers were lost. 

When his father had died and the mantle of reign fell to Jax, he sworn he’d never subject another person to his lifestyle. And now, the High Council - those pompous, high and mighty deities of fate - were going to demand he sever his own life-force in order to bring more children into a world they’d never be accepted much less survive? Not to mention there were not that many females left in any of the four factions. 

Jax could think of only one in the Wind’s and perhaps two in Fire’s. But neither Air nor Jax’s own Earth sect had any. They couldn’t interbreed, that went against the laws of nature. So, what exactly did the higher-ups expect them to do?

Sensing Samuel’s increasing anxiety, Jax waved a hand to dismiss the man before he fainted. He really couldn’t hold the elder man’s delicacy against him. He was only human in a world full of dragons. 













Chapter 2

Oliva Williams was a woman on a mission. Enlisting in the Army directly after high school graduation, she’d endured the years of hellish torture Uncle Sam’s best threw at her.   

Ten years later and at twenty-seven years old, she’d finally obtained her rank as Master Sergeant. A week after her promotion she’d been deployed again. It had been her third deployment but first as a senior NCO. The mission had lasted a little over a year. Luckily she’d returned with her entire unit, with not a scratch or bruise evident among them.

She assumed her summons to the Pentagon had something to do with that. She sat in an otherwise empty waiting room and counted the minutes until she was called back. 

She’d never been in this particular wing of the Pentagon so when a sliding panel opened across the room from her, she stood abruptly. She’d been staring at the same spot for an hour and never realized it was, in fact, a door. 

The officer beckoned her to enter and once across the threshold, the revelation of her exact location hit her like a bolt of lightning. 

It was a war room. A war room filled with men and women of the very highest of military ranks and positions. The all sat around a large, oval table - the middle illuminated with a map of the entire world. Once she stepped within view, all conversation ceased abruptly and the man sitting at the head of the table stood to greet her. She nearly fainted as the President of the United States held his hand out for her to cross the room and sit at his right side. 

She didn’t miss the looks of animosity and general bias that always accompanied woman of her rank and stature. Although centuries old, the U.S. Military still lagged behind in some aspects - gender equality being just one of them. Another was the fact that despite her murderous physical training, she still couldn’t shake that extra twenty pounds off her body. She wasn’t fat by any means - just healthy with plenty of curves. At six-feet-two-inches tall, she weighed around two hundred and five pounds. About sixty-five pounds too much according to her physician. But no matter how much she pushed her body beyond its limits, those extra pounds stubbornly hung on. 

In the end, she’d decided to just let sleeping dogs be. That extra weight didn’t hinder her in her duties - hell, she performed better than half the young meat-heads serving under her command. 

“Sergeant Williams?” The President’s gravelly voice prompted her attention back to the strange situation she suddenly faced. 

“I’m sorry, Sir,” she rushed out, embarrassed at her sudden distraction. “What may I do for you, Sir?”

The older man smiled, a sudden gleam coating his wrinkled face. 

“Sergeant Williams, I’d like you to meet Jaxen Monroe,” he drawled and Oliva’s eyes suddenly diverted to a shadowy corner across the room from her. A black silhouette of a man separated itself from the dark wall and approached the table with a predator-like swagger. Olivia couldn’t help but gawk at the man. Tall, probably somewhere around six-feet-four - possibly more - and muscular; danger radiated off him in loud, blasting waves. 

She frantically glanced around the room, looking to see if any of the others noticed the strange “otherness” clouding the man. When everyone’s eyes remained on the papers before them, her anxiety ratcheted up a notch. 

She gave Mr. Monroe a curt nod and then turned her attention back to the President. She cleared her throat and tried her best to school her next words very carefully. 

“May I ask just what this is about?”

Jaxen and the President shared a look of mutual trust and then Jaxen turned and asked her the most ridiculous question she’d ever heard. 

“Will you marry me?”













Chapter 3

Olivia nearly fell out of her chair. She gaped up at the President who’d remained standing and then at the stranger who’d just proposed to her. After studying him under closer scrutiny, she took in his jet-black, collar length hair pulled into a low ponytail and had to blink twice when her perusal was answered by a shimmering net of golden flecks raining down from the crown of his head to the end of his strands. 

She stared - simply mesmerized - by the unfolding magic. It was as if an invisible spider had draped a golden net atop his head; highlighting the inky blackness with flashy, golden highlights. But as silky and beautiful his hair was, his eyes were even better. Deep chocolate and oval, they almost screamed feline by the way the tilted up at the corners. His strong, Romanesque nose sat proudly above warm, inviting lips. 

Olivia visibly cringed when he smiled and little wrinkles appeared at the corners of his eyes. He wasn’t exactly built like a football player - all meaty muscles - like she preferred in a man, instead his body screamed tall, lean and strong. She could easily see him as an avid swimmer or basketball player considering his impressive height. 

When her eyes moved back up toward his, he dipped his head as if in courtesy. 

“May I take that as a yes?” he asked, the corners of his mouth tilting up as he smiled. Olivia opened her mouth to, no doubt, insult him but stopped short when she spotted the four little pearly whites that all but confirmed the man wasn’t merely human. 

Fangs. 

He had four fangs. Instead of normal canine teeth, like all humans have, his were slightly longer and very pointy. 

“No,” Olivia denied. “You may not.” She then turned her attention back to the President. 

“Sir, permission to speak freely?” she prompted and then cleared her throat of the profanities that burned to spew forth. She had to remind herself - several times in fact - that she was in the presence of the best of the best and the leader of the free world. 

The President smiled and gave her a curt nod. 

“You may Master Sergeant,” 

“Just what in the holy hell is going on here?” she demanded. “Who is this man and why is he proposing to me?” she added with a nod at Jaxen.

A collective gasp resounded throughout the room and the man seated to Olivia’s right murmured something under his breath. She didn’t catch all of it, merely the “unreasonable female, should have never let them serve,” propaganda she’d faced all her career. She almost chuckled in spite of the anger and confusion seizing her. The men wanted to scream, rant and rave about women and their “feminism,” but who was the first person they’d thrown on this particular chopping block?

The woman. Why? She turned angry eyes on Jaxen and sneered. Apparently because she was the one with the adequate parts to handle the situation. 

“Olivia,” the President coaxed her attention back to him by using her given name and not her hard-won rank. She didn’t take offense, she merely accepted the compliment in the air it was given. The President was serious enough to acknowledge her by her name, the least she could do was be civil...for the moment. 

“It appears as though a history lesson is on today’s agenda,” Jaxen observed and flashed a tooth grin at Olivia. “Perhaps I may be so bold as to offer that lesson?” He slid his gaze to the President and waited for permission before taking the vacant seat opposite Olivia. 

He cocked an eyebrow in her direction, clearly asking if she were ready. 

“Oh, by all means,” she snapped. “I’m all ears.”

He smiled again and Olivia inwardly groaned when her feminine genes wiggled in response. She resigned to giving herself a bold, mental lashing later for daring to react to such a barbaric creature. 

“Eons ago,” Jaxen stated. “The world as you and millions of others know it, was very different than the way it has been perceived by historians. Humans aren’t the only beings inhabiting this planet...” he trailed off and chuckled when he caught Olivia glaring at him. Of course her first thought had been that this man was a lunatic if he were talking about aliens. 

“No, I’m not talking about beings from outer space,” he confirmed her suspicions and she wondered if he’d read her mind. Deciding to leave nothing to fate, she monitored her thoughts carefully lest he could. “I’m talking about paranormal creatures: angels, demons, vampires, were-animals, shifters and of course my kind; dragons.”

“Dragons?” Olivia repeated drolly. 

“Those are merely a few,” he added as if she weren’t staring at him like he’d sprouted two heads and a forked tongue. “There are many, many more being discovered as we speak. But anyway, the dragons were among some of the first inhabitants of this planet. There are four factions, or I’ll call them ‘tribes’ for your benefit. One tribe for each element: earth, air, fire and water. Are you with me so far?” he asked. 

Although her eyes had glazed over in a red-hot rage, Olivia pressed her lips together so tightly she feared they would crack and nodded her head instead of responding verbally. She feared what would happen if she opened her mouth. This was all some crazy dream or haze tactic and it was best just to let it run its course. She’d suffer the indignity of the situation with her head held high. 

“Good,” Jaxen quipped with a pleased smile. “Each tribe has a leader who’s known as the Prince. I am Prince Jaxen Monroe, leader of Earth Elementals. I am the sole leader and Alpha, my reign is absolute,” he added the last part with a low trace of threat and she wondered who’d dared question this man’s claim. 

“And you proposed to me because?” Olivia asked, not realizing until the moment she’d spoken that she truly wanted an answer. She couldn’t deny an animalistic attraction to the man, but yet she sensed something wasn’t quite right with this whole situation. His whole ludicrous story was just a work of fiction. 

Jaxen slid his gaze back to the President who answered with a deep sigh. After a few moments of silence, he nodded at Jaxen to proceed. 

“The High Council - our kind’s board of directors, as it were - have decreed that each tribe leader take a mate in order to replenish our ranks. Dragons are all but extinct.”

Olivia heard the man, quite clearly, and yet she said nothing for a few minutes. Even though every eye in the room was nervously shifting from her to the Jaxen to the President, she couldn’t fathom when the joke would come out. 

“Olivia,” the President prompted her attention. “I would like to say that this is a request but that wouldn’t be the truth. After sharing our enlisted military personnel DNA database with Mr. Monroe, you’re the only one who can successfully carry out this mission. And it is that; a mission. These are your orders Master Sergeant.” His eyes narrowed in a hardened glare. “You are under a direct order to accompany Mr. Monroe to his estate and remain there until the mating ceremony can be arranged.”

Olivia’s heart stopped, her vision dimmed and suddenly the floor rushed up to greet her like a long-lost lover. 











Chapter 4

Jaxen shot the man to Olivia’s right a murderous glare and lurched from his chair when his soon-to-be-mate slid bonelessly to the floor. 

“Trust me son.” The old man smirked and placed the tranquilizer gun on the table before him in plain sight. “It’s for the best. That woman is one hellcat even I wouldn’t tangle with.” 

“I appreciate your concern Admiral,” Jaxen said through gritted teeth. “But I assure you, your actions were entirely unnecessary.” A sudden urge to strangle the man until his eyeballs popped from his square head bombarded Jax but he stomped it down and set his attention on the one thing he came for. 

He knelt beside the woman’s prone body and then scooped her into his arms. Although large for a human female, he found her absolutely ravishing. He wished he could reach up and free her auburn locks from the severe military bun but was content to merely cradle her gently to his chest. 

The moment the President had ordered her to throw herself on the sacrificial alter, her clear blue eyes widened so much, they looked like a turbulent sea midst a storm. Blues and greens of all shades collided, fighting for domination. Thick, black eyelashes fanned her high cheekbones and even slackened in oblivion, her lips were simply plump slivers of kissable skin. 

That was just a few seconds before the old war-monger had popped her with the tranq dart. 

He tilted his head this way and that, studying her in detail for the first time. He liked that she was healthy, some would even have called her fat, but not him. No, he liked his women strong and healthy. Her size was a testament to her strength and in that one moment, as he stared down at her unconscious form, he knew he just found his mate. His forever. 

“Are you absolutely sure she’s the one?” a rumbling male voice called from the other end of the table. 

Jaxen looked up and stared down at the man. An elderly man, probably late sixties with a white buzz cut and severe iron-starched Army uniform scowled back at him. 

“Yes General Adkins,” the President answered. “Her DNA was flagged when she enlisted. She’s not full human, her DNA shows a forty-percent match to Mr. Monroe’s sample. She’s a hybrid; almost one-half dragon.”

Jaxen looked back down at Olivia. This time he noticed the light smattering of freckles brushing across her upper cheeks and nose. She had fair skin, but if he looked deeply enough, he saw the glow no one else could. The aura of ‘other.’ Relief hit him like a tidal wave and it took all his strength to keep himself still instead of crashing to the floor with her. 

He’d found her. 

He’d found his mate and the savior of his tribe. 

But could he subject her to a life she neither knew existed nor wanted for herself?

Once he’d taken some time and thought about the High Council’s orders, he’d realized they had a point. Including all four factions, only twenty or so dragons still survived. If they wanted a continued existence, the time for drastic measures had come. 

Which was why when Samuel suggested Jax contact an old war buddy his, Jax had reluctantly done so. Samuel’s friend had then initiated Project Fallout, a centuries old organization formed shortly after the birth of man. Their primary function was to ensure the prolonged survival of all races of creatures. Within minutes of Jax’s conversation with the anonymous man, he’d gotten a call from the President of the United States.  

Apparently the President did indeed have a Book of Secrets and Project Fallout was an entry he’d been apprised of as the military had a secret database that cataloged all foreign DNA when a soldier enlisted. As he’d listened to the President’s explanation of their procedures, Jax’s head had spun. He didn’t care how they did it, all that mattered was that he found a mate. 

As an added incentive, the High Council had ordered that any leader who refused or failed to take a mate would be usurped and killed. Jax rather preferred to keep his head and his life, hence his current situation. 

“Maybe you should take her to your estate before she regains consciousness?” General Adkins suggested, interrupting Jax’s frantic mind.  

“Yes,” Jaxen agreed. “Perhaps it is for the best that she be home when she awakens.” His chest seized at the word “home” and the thought of her being there with him. 













Chapter 5

Olivia came awake with a start and moaned as the pain in her head overrun every other body ache. She sat up and with eyes still pressed tightly closed, she reached up to massage her temples. She’d suffered from chronic headaches all her life, the gentle finger massage was usually the best way to alleviate the pain. Aside from narcotics, it was the best she could do and remain conscious to attend her duties. 

It wasn’t until she realized the sunlight streamed in from her left instead of the right, that she recalled the crazy dream of dragons and direct orders to marry a dragon prince. Squinting her eyes, she pried them gently open and studied the room. She didn’t remember getting home or in bed. Come to think of it, she didn’t remember much of anything from the day before. 

Had she blacked-out? Had she crashed at the barracks? 

“I apologize for your discomfort My Lady,” a gentle British-accented voice called from across the room, prompted Olivia to bolt from the bed, wide-eyed and bushy-tailed. She frowned when the short, balding man stepped through the open doorway carrying a tray with some fancy teapot and cups. “I am Samuel and I am here to see to any needs you should have.”

He sat the tray on the chest at the foot of the bed and stood back with his hands clasped behind his back; apparently awaiting her orders. 

“Where the hell am I?” Olivia demanded and winced as the pain in her head ratcheted another notch. 

The older man smiled and bowed in a formal fashion. 

“You are at the Monroe Estate, My Lady,” he informed her softly. “My Lord brought you in last night. He says that I should tell you that it wasn’t him who sedated you but someone by the name of Admiral Johnson. He also says to please make yourself at home, the mating ceremony isn’t until midnight.”

Mating ceremony? Olivia’s heart stuttered once and she sat heavily on the side of the bed before he legs gave away. It was real? The crazy dream, the dragon prince, the President’s direct order to marry? What alternate universe had she dropped into? 

She remembered the man, Jaxen Monroe, and his participation in this farce. She needed to talk to him, she decided suddenly. Her gaze went to where the small man still stood and another pain shot through her skull. Maybe she needed an aspirin first, then a conversation. 

“Samuel?” Olivia prompted and the man smiled with a nod. “I need three aspirin and a meeting with Mr. Monroe, in that order please,” she demanded politely. 

“Of course, My Lady,” Samuel agreed but shifted from one foot to another almost nervously. 

“Is there a problem?” Olivia asked, doing her best to temper the authoritative demand in her voice. She’d adopted it early in her career, it held the perfect combination of “don’t-mess-with-me-or-I’ll-make-you-do-a-thousand-push-ups” and “I’m-not-your-moma-but-you-will-listen-to-me.” The commanding air worked on her soldiers, but this man wasn’t under her command and therefore deserved a mediocre amount of respect. 

The corners of Samuel’s mouth curved and he cleared his throat lightly before gesturing toward her. 

“Perhaps My Lady would like to dress first?” he suggested and Olivia’s eyes immediately fell to her lap where she realized - in horror - that she wore nothing but an over-sized white t-shirt and her panties. 

“Where the frick are my clothes and who undressed me?” she screeched uncharacteristically. 

“My Lady -”

“Call me Olivia or Livy,” Olivia uninterrupted Samuel. “Just stop with the ‘My Lady’ nonsense.” 

“My apologies, ma’am,” Samuel murmured softly. “But it’s impossible for me to address you in such an informal manner.”

“What about Miss Livy?” she asked. “Will that work?” Somehow she didn’t think ‘Master Sergeant’ would be acceptable either. She wasn’t in a military setting and she idly wondered if she ever would again. Had her entire life just shifted wildly out of balance? Had she really wasted her entire life training for something she’d so easily be snatched out of?

“Of course,” Samuel agreed with a smile and nodded happily. “Yes, ‘Miss Livy,’ that is acceptable. My Lord took the liberty of removing your uniform so as not to damage it. It’s been cleaned, pressed and hung in your closet. There are other clothes in there for you as well, should you not require the military uniform. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get your medicine and let My Lord know you seek an audience.” With a curt bow, he backed out of the room, leaving Olivia fuming in both anger and denial. 

She waited until she was sure she was alone and then stalked over to the closet. Wrenching the maple-colored french doors open, she studied the closet contents with a critical eye. It wasn’t necessarily a large, walk-in, but it was roomy enough to accommodate a tall, six-drawer dresser nestled neatly among the rack. True to Samuel’s word, her dress uniform hung neatly in the center, encased in a clear, plastic cover to protect it from dust and such. However, surrounding it were other articles of clothing ranging anywhere from jeans and t-shirts to dress slacks and cashmere sweaters. She reached in and began shifting through them, shocked when she saw her size on each tag. How had he known her size? It wasn’t as if she were a universal six two. Fourteen and sixteen tall were difficult sizes to find straight off the rack. 

She usually had to special order her clothing from a big and tall store. But apparently Mr. Monroe had better connections. She selected a pair of soft, dark denim jeans and an emerald green, long-sleeved t-shirt. 

She rummaged through a few drawers until she found some socks and searched the floor until she found a pair of white tennis shoes - yet again, in her size. 

By the time Samuel had returned, she was fully dressed, auburn hair tamed in a high ponytail and temper on full, rolling boil. 

She curbed her tongue and decided that instead of shooting the messenger, she’d just wait and devour the source. 

She followed Samuel through a few winding halls and corridors, not taking the time to marvel over the exquisite interior of the estate. Her mind wasn’t on polished, marble floors or beautiful wood ceilings. 

They stopped directly outside a large, wooden door sporting a large outline of a dragon’s head. Its mouth was open in full roar fashion and mock flames were carved in the wood around it. Samuel knocked curtly and waited until a voice from within called out before pushing open the door, proceeding her into the large, cavernous office. 

Two walls were lined in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a large fireplace nestled among the ones on the right wall. Four large windows faced out over the estate grounds and the man himself sat behind a massive desk, his back facing the windows. He stared intently at the screen of his desktop computer, his fingers deftly flying across the keyboard. Without looking up, he waved a hand to dismiss Samuel and gesture Olivia to sit in one of the cushy chairs facing the desk. 

Instead, Olivia turned and sat in one of the leather chairs situated before the fireplace. She didn’t miss the way Mr. Monroe’s mouth curved in a comical smirk at her small defiance. She might have been ordered to marry the man, but nobody demanded she allow him to boss her around. 

Although no one had lit a fire, the area still radiated that cozy air and Olivia soon found herself relaxing despite of her situation and anger. 













Chapter 6

Jax studied Olivia from the corner of his eyes. Pure, unfiltered rage rose off her like steam. He could only imagine the thoughts and feelings coursing through her mind and body. She’d lived her entire life subjected to a narrow band of beliefs and now within a matter of hours he’d managed to tear it all down with flick of his wrist or swipe of his tail. 

He closed out the document he’d been reading over and rose from his chair, arching his back to stretch out the kinks. He saw her entire body tense when he moved across the room to join her. 

“I won’t bite,” he quipped and smiled when she glared at him. “I know this must be difficult to grasp, I’m sorry we don’t have more time.” He sat opposite her and toed his loafers off. Perhaps she’d relax again if he would as well. He lit the fireplace with a mere thought and suppressed a smile when she jumped at the whoosh the flames made as they ignited. 

Her eyes went from the fire to him a few times before she merely nodded and pressed her lips together in a tight line. He knew she barely restrained herself from speaking. He’d seen the true light of her warrior spirit yesterday in the war room. She wasn’t one to sit idly by and let the world revolve without her. She was a doer, a thinker and a fighter; everything he needed in a mate. 

Of course he’d never admit it, but he’d sat and simply watched her sleep once he’d undressed her last night. Yes, he’d just met her yesterday and yet with every minute that passed, he fell a little more in love with her. It was both insane and right at the very same time. Around her he felt complete, something he hadn’t experienced ever before. It was as if a giant hole in his chest had been filled the moment she walked into the room. He knew he couldn’t live without her; not now.

“I’m sure you have a few questions,” Jax murmured. “Why don’t we take a few moments and just talk?”

Olivia turned her turbulent blue eyes on him and he caught a glimpse of the storm brewing. He just hoped they both survived long enough to fulfill the mating ceremony. 

“I don’t know where to start,” Olivia laughed. 

“Start anywhere,” Jaxen suggested. 

“Alright,” she conceded. “Why don’t you explain to me just why you have to marry me in order for your dragon tribe to survive?”

Jax chuckled at her bluntly phrased question. He couldn’t have respected her more in that very moment.

“I mean, I understand the need to replenish your ranks, so to speak,” she continued. “I just don’t get what that has to do with me.”

Well, Jaxen thought to himself, here goes nothing. 

“It seems as though you and I have more in common than you may think,” Jaxen stated gently. “A long, distance ancestor of yours was a dragon. He defied High Council’s law and took a human mate. As generation after generation of hybrids were born, the dragon DNA grew diluted and the elemental magic dwindled. I’m not sure which faction your great-times-removed-grandfather belonged to and in all truth, you may very well belong one of the other tribes. My scholars believe our DNA is compatible as mates, so you, my dear, are my best and only chance,” he finished and then quickened to add. “Then there’s the fact that I find you simply irresistible.” He flashed a smile. 

“I could see myself falling for you,” Olivia stated simply and honestly. “But you understand this --” she rose from her chair and moved to stand directly in front of him. “I will never submit to you. I’m not doing this for you or your race of dragons, I’m doing this because I was ordered to.” With that she stalked from the room, making sure to slam the door behind her. 

“That went well,” Jaxen muttered to the empty air around him. 











***

Olivia took her time and hunted Samuel down. She found him in what could only be described as the estate library. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled the large, spacious room. The little man sat at a small table in the corner, a pair of spectacles perched on his pointy nose. 

She wandered over and took the seat opposite him. After her conversation with Jaxen, she’d taken some time and mulled her thoughts over. She considered herself crazy for even considering this whole thing as a mission. But she couldn’t deny she’d been given a direct order. 

“Took you long enough to find me,” Samuel mused with a playful smile. “I suppose you’re here to learn more about the life you’re about to commit yourself to?”

Olivia smiled. She was growing fond of this little man and God knew she needed a friend in this whole insane world. 

She opened her mouth to ask for some reading material when Samuel quietly pushed a large, leather bound tome in her direction. 

“Start there, it will answer the basics,” he ordered simply and went back to his own book. 

Olivia opened the book and dove headfirst in the world of dragons. 













Chapter 7

The small chapel was like something out of a medieval movie. The soft candle-scented was humid but warm and inviting. The walls were made of misshapen rocks and mortar, with the former covered in a light dusting of moss. The only light were the multitude of candles laced throughout, some even sitting in erratic holes in the worn rocks.  

At the front, where the altar would normally set, was a semi-circle of cloak-clad figures, their faces hidden by the large hoods pulled low. Olivia counted thirteen and almost laughed. Still not entirely sure why she’d agreed to go through with this whole farce, she hooked her hand through Samuel’s pro-offered arm and allowed him to lead her down the narrow aisle father-and-bride style. 

She wore her own robe, made entirely of white opalescent scales that clacked softly as she walked. It appeared as though the garment had been coated in millions of tiny pearls but she’d been told they were minute scales taken from one of the Old Ones’ tombs, as was custom. 

The hood lay open against her neck, the soft downy fur occasionally feathering against the bare skin on her nape. Totally nude underneath, she padded barefoot down the rose-petal-strewn floor and stopped a few feet short of the center figure. He or she - she wasn’t sure which - held an ancient tome in their hands, open to a page with colorful illustrations and writings. 

Old hinges creaked loudly, the noise echoing wildly throughout the sacred space. A tall figure, clothed in a black robe entered the room and moved across the floor as if he floated. Olivia knew instantly that it was Jaxen. 

He lifted the hood from his head and their eyes met. 

The priest raised his head, allowing his own hood to fall away and motioned for them both to approach him. Once they stood side-by-side, the elderly man began chanting in a language she’d never heard before. Occasionally he’d pause for Jaxen to utter something in response. 

After a few minutes of this, the priest pulled a long, silver blade from the folds of his robes and sliced it quickly across Jaxen’s forearm. He turned toward Olivia and Jaxen motioned for her to offer her arm to the blade as well. She winced as the cold steel cut into her flesh and watched as a thin line of blood welled in the tracks. 

The priest placed Jaxen’s forearm against Olivia’s, their wounds lining up exactly and pressed them firmly together, allowing their flowing blood to mix. A rush of tingles erupted in the wound site and had soon spread through the entirety of her body. 

“You are now one,” he announced and replaced his hood. 

The entire ceremony took less than ten minutes. But maybe it only felt like minutes ago to Olivia. Two massively large men escorted the newlyweds to Jaxen’s bedchambers and then turned to stand sentinel outside the door. 

“They’re only there to make sure no one disturbs us,” Jax explained softly. “This part of the ceremony is sacred and not to be rushed.” He then advanced on her with a hungry gleam in his eyes. 

Olivia had mere seconds to brace herself before she found herself wrapped in Jaxen’s arms. With quick, deft fingers, he managed to open the clasp at the neck of her robe and toss it somewhere over his shoulder. He repeated the same motions with his own and then they stood chest to chest, naked as the day they were both born. 

“I have to look at you,” Jaxen murmured huskily and took a step away from her, but keeping a firm grip on her biceps. She wondered if he thought she’d bolt and run if he didn’t keep a firm grasp on her. 

His hands on her arms gentled and he tucked a finger under her chin, prompting her to look up at him instead of the floor. 

“You are so beautiful,” he murmured huskily. “So lush, curvy and beautiful,” he repeated and leaned down to press his lips against hers. Olivia’s arms instinctively went to his neck. Heat pooled in her core and she almost moaned out loud. She was more than happy with her body, but no one had ever made her feel as though she was desirable. Being larger than most girls used to bother her, but after enlisting in the Army and completing her basic training, Olivia was proud to have that little extra. It made some things more bearable. 

“I didn’t want this,” Olivia blurted and prepared herself for a confrontation when Jaxen stilled. 

He pulled away and stared into her eyes, his head tilting sideways in a quizzical look. She inhaled sharply when she noticed that his brown eyes had lightened to the purest yellow like honey. His pupils had elongated vertically and his fangs peeked out through his parted lips. 

A small ball of fear coiled in her belly and she waited for him to lose his control. Instead he shook his head slightly and chuckled. 

“Oh, believe me sweetheart,” he rasped. “This isn’t something I wanted either. You received your orders just like I got mine.” He took her hands in his and gently swept his thumb back forth across the backs of hers. “We all answer to someone higher up, don’t we?”

Her brows furrowed in confusion at his declaration. But instead of offering anything further, Jaxen dove back in for another kiss. 

Olivia decided that just for once, she’d do something crazy and unplanned. She’d followed orders and married a perfect stranger, but for some odd reason, this stranger ignited a fire within her she’d never felt before. Her mind screamed for her to get to the bottom of this; to question everything until something made sense. 

But just this once she decided to throw caution to the wind and listen to her heart. The traitorous organ thrummed in contentment and urged Olivia to let go of all the rules and structure. It begged her to let Jaxen do what he wanted with her; as long as he continued to make her feel good. 

Jaxen knew the moment reason lost its war with pleasure. Olivia’s body relaxed from the taunt line into a puddle of neediness. 

“That’s it,” he coaxed her gently. “Just let go and be. I’ll make sure you never regret following orders.” 

His hand snaked down the curvy contour of her body, stopping only when he’d reached his destination. His hand cupped her bottom, the motion forcing her body closer to his. Her eyes snapped up to his when she felt his hardness pressing into her. 

“What the hell,” Olivia murmured in surrender and poured herself into kissing him, her lips hungrily devouring his. “We only live once,” she finished and shoved him backward until he lay sprawling on the plush surface of the king-sized bed. 

She moved up the expanse of his body and then sat, straddling him, the heat of her core burning into his lower stomach. He reached up and palmed both healthy breasts, his thumbs brushing across her nipples and she moaned in response. 

“Do you always have to be in charge?” Jaxen inquired huskily. To which she merely smiled and ground herself against him playfully. This time it was Jaxen who moaned. 

In a flash, he bucked her off him and had her pinned underneath him, the warm weight of his body pressing hers into the soft mattress. 

He thrust his hips, his long, thick shaft entering her in one fluid motion and she gasped in delight. She let him set the motion and then rushed to meet him thrust for thrust. With each reunion of his body into hers, the tension within her built higher and higher until she felt like she’d climbed Mt. Everest. Her lungs burned from the panting breaths whooshing in and out of her lungs. 

She felt him swell within her, knowing that meant he was only seconds away from his release. She reached down and grabbed two handfuls of his tight, delectable butt and pulled him harder and faster into her; her fingernails no doubt leaving scores along his tight globes. The moment she reached her own blissful peak, her body clamped down on his and Jaxen moaned low in his throat. He then bent to piece the soft skin of her neck with his fangs. 

The sweet-painful heat flooded her system, maximizing her orgasm to a level she’d never experienced before. She pressed her eyes closed tightly and sighed when fireworks burst behind her eyelids. Her body convulsed over and over as she rode wave upon wave; shocked when it seemed to go on forever. 

“Is this what it’s like being with a dragon?” Olivia gasped as a searing heat bloomed in her stomach. 

“It’s our mating,” Jaxen whispered in her ear from where he still lay sprawled atop her. “It may get uncomfortable, but don’t fight it, just let my essence sweep through your veins. It means we’re becoming one. Our DNA is mingling and mine is supercharging your dormant genes.” 

Suddenly, along with the fire sweeping through her veins an unfamiliar sensation also blossomed inside her heart. Could it be love? She wanted to scoff at her insane notion. They hadn’t known each other long enough for that and yet when she thought about spending the rest of her life with him, she wanted to smile. Simple elation filled her. Was it possible? 

A sudden piercing pain ripped through her body and her back bowed violently off the bed, successfully tossing Jaxen to the floor like a weightless rag doll. 

“What’s happening,” Olivia demanded and then screamed as another flash of torture tore through her flesh. 













Chapter 8

Curling into a fetal position, Olivia held her knees to her chest and held the wail from escaping through her parched lips. 

Skin slicked with perspiration, her entire body shook from the magnitude of the pain. She shivered as violent shiver after shiver rolled through her and no matter how strong she was, or how much dragon DNA she had, she barely managed to stay conscious. 

Jaxen paced the floor beside the large, canopied bed like a caged lion. His face was drawn in a worried, pensive mask and every once in a while he’d curse under his breath. 

“Something isn’t right,” he murmured. “This isn’t right. It isn’t supposed to be this painful.

She tried to ask him what he was talking about, but her teeth chattered so severely she was afraid she’d bite her tongue if she tried to speak. The only thing she could do was hold on for dear life and hope the pain went away. She’d been told that by ‘mating’ with Jaxen, her DNA would rearrange itself so that she’d evolve completely. So, essentially her human DNA was undergoing so strange morphing thing. 

But nothing could've prepared her for this. 

A cool hand came down on her forehead, deft fingers wiping sweat-soaked strands of hair from her face. 

“You’re burning up,” Jaxen inhaled sharply. He leaned down and pressed a light kiss to her eyebrow. “I’ll be right back, I need to get someone to help you.” And just like that he was gone. 

Olivia closed her eyes and let her mind float away from her present problems. She let it take her somewhere beautiful, safe and cool. The beach. She let the cool water lap at her skin, cooling the fever, siphoning it from her system like a leech. Waves crashed against the shore, the soft whoosh and hiss of the spray as the water collided with sand echoed softly, creating a cocoon of bliss. 

She sighed in relief as some of the pain finally lessened and let herself drift off on the next wave. 

“She’s not submitting,” Samuel murmured as he ran the cool cloth gently across Olivia’s scalding hot skin. “In order for the mating to succeed, she has to allow herself to love you, to accept you and this new life. She’s fighting her foreign nature with the only one she’s ever known.” Samuel looked up at Jax. “She’s so very strong, My Lord, she’s the strongest woman I’ve ever met, dragon or human.”

“It won’t matter how strong she is, if she doesn’t allow the change to happen, she will die,” Jaxen muttered and fell to his knees beside the bed. Reaching across the sweat-soaked sheets, he took her limp hand in his and rubbed his thumb across her knuckles. 

“I know you can hear me,” he whispered to her. “I need you to let go. I need you to accept us both for who we really are.” His voice broke and his eyes teared, the plump droplets running down his cheeks. Crying wasn’t a manly thing to do, but at the mere thought of losing his new-found mate, he felt like screaming to the heavens. Since he’d physically shared his life-force with her, if she died, he would as well. 

But that minor detail aside, he couldn’t exist without no matter. He’d come to love her and for him - she was his life - his forever. She’d filled a hole inside of him and should she not survive, that hollow spot would grow, rot and erode until nothing of him remained. 

“Should I summon someone, My Lord?” Samuel asked softly. 

Suddenly inspiration smacked Jaxen like a bolt of lightning. His head snapped up and he knew his eyes had illuminated even without Samuel visibly cringing. His need to protect his mate, primal as it was, had risen to the surface and nothing could stop him from doing just that. 

“Summon Elandra,” Jaxen ordered. Samuel nodded curtly and hurried to the chamber doors. Jaxen brought both of Olivia’s hands to his forehead and bent his head for one last request. Should Elandra fail, they were both doomed. 













Chapter 9

Dream-walking was both an exact science and a delicate approach. Jaxen had his faction’s priestess summoned with the intent of sending himself into Olivia’s dreams where he could plead with her face-to-face. At least by doing that, he’d given them both a chance. 

Jaxen deeply inhaled the incense and let his mind fill with visions of Olivia. Her wild auburn curls fanning his pillow, her face alight with happiness and wonder. He even recalled the sound of his name on her lips as they’d made love. He felt his body lighten and then float. 

After a few moments, he opened his eyes and studied his surroundings. He wasn’t surprised to find himself on an obstacle course designed for soldiers-in-training. However, instead of young men and women running the gauntlets, one lone figure struggled to beat each deterrent. She wore a heather gray sweat suit, her wild hair tamed in a ponytail and her face was red as blood. Her chest heaved heavily as she jumped one mud hole and then crashed to the ground to crawl under a low barb-wire fence. 

“Olivia,” he called gently and stilled when she rose to face him. Her face was covered in smatterings of blood, sweat and - he imagined - tears. She pulled her sleeves upward and advanced on him with an angry glint in her eye. 

“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “Isn’t it enough you’ve taken over my life, now you want my dreams as well?”

Jaxen reached out and took her hands in his, holding firm when she tried to pull away. 

“If you don’t submit to what’s happening to you, you will die,” he stated matter-of-factly. “And if you die, I die.” 

Her eyebrows drew together in confusion. 

“Why would you die?” she asked, suddenly more emotional than he’d ever seen her. The woman from within broke through the tough, soldier exterior and he realized just how amazing she was. She was everything he’d ever wanted in his mate. 

 Perhaps he’d gone about this all wrong. Having the President merely order her to marry him might have been the fallacious approach after all. 

“I bound my life essence to yours during our ceremony,” he explained softly and took another step closer to her. He offered her his open palm and smiled when she tentatively placed her own hand in his. “So, if you die, I will too.” 

“Why?” she asked, her voice sounding small and broken. “Why would you do such a thing knowing I might not survive the mating? Is it a tradition, did you have to?”

“No,” Jax answered simply. “No, it’s not tradition, and no one forced me to. I wanted to.” He tugged her hand and brought her body against his, wrapping his arms around her waist. She placed her palms on his chest and pushed him back just far enough so that they could look into eat other’s eyes. 

Why would such a magnificent being risk his life for a nobody like her? She’d fought all her life to be taken seriously, to be stronger, faster, smarter than all the boys. She’d never been dainty and feminine like most girls. She’d never fit in anywhere. But from the moment she met Jaxen, she felt like she’d finally found home. Of course the whole mating business had seemed like utter nonsense, but the more she’d listened to Samuel as he’d told of the dragons’ history, the more she allowed herself to embrace the strange, new world. Somewhere up her ancestral line a dragon had taken a human mate, creating a line of hybrids. So, she’d thought that maybe her life had a higher purpose after all. Maybe all her time in the military had served as training for her real destiny. It had certainly honed her into a lethal killing machine. But as she completed the mating ceremony and began her metamorphosis, she’d quickly realized she was nowhere near strong enough. 

But now, in learning that if she succumbed to that black abyss of nothing, she’d also condemn Jaxen to the same fate, she knew she had to fight. She to fight harder and not just for her. She had to fight and save the man she’d fallen in love with. 

Her mind made up, she tilted her head back and looked up at him.

“Tell me what I need to do,” she asked. “I’ll do it. I’ll do anything to keep you safe.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Jax’s body faded into empty air and Olivia found herself tumbling headfirst down a virtual rabbit hole. The world around her spun wildly, air kicking up in turbulent gusts. It was so strong it pulled her hair free of the ponytail, leaving the thick tresses to whip around face. Her insides ignited and pulled taunt. Her first instinct was to fight, but she forced herself to relax, both in body and mind. 

The gale-force wind lifted her body off the ground, tossing it about like a limp rag doll and all the while Olivia let the wind do what it willed. The warmth within her spread from her core to encompass every particle of her being. When the scalding hotness reached her throat, she opened her mouth to scream and stared in shock as fire spewed forth instead. 

She had breathed fire. 

She only had a moment to revel in the surprise before the winding funnel sucked her inside and she surrendered to the darkness. 













Chapter 10

Jax stared in open-mouthed wonder as Olivia’s body levitated off the bed. He’d hurried to cover her with a sheet and watched in amazement as a swift wind swept into the bedroom and caressed her in its fold. He reached out and took one of her limp hands, relieved when her skin was cool to the touch. He lightly traced his lips across her forehead and smiled. Her fever was gone. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to convince her, but he was glad he’d done it. 

She’d live - forever - at his side, as his Queen and mate. All they had to do now was allow her body to ascend into its rightful state. 

He saw the orangish-red light spring to life within her womb and watched in rapture as it quickly spread throughout her body, filling her veins with the fire of her ancestors. No elements could successfully interbreed, but considering she was a human/dragon hybrid, this was new territory for all of them. 

Her head whipped back and golden light spewed from her open mouth, filling the room in a searing red-hot heat. 

Once the blast of heat subsided, Olivia’s body slowly lowered back to the bed, her hair now a flaming red, curls spread across the sheets under her. The wind had caused the sheet to wrap itself around her long, voluptuous body in a toga-style dress. When she opened her eyes, Jaxen inhaled sharply as he stared into those now emerald green orbs. She was absolutely breathtaking. 

“How do you feel?” he asked softly. 

Olivia raised herself to sit cross-legged and arranged the sheet to cover her a little better. Jaxen’s question echoed wildly in her ears and she realized all her senses had changed dramatically. She saw clearer, heard better, even her skin was more sensitized. If her future were half as exciting as these new sensations rolling around inside of her, Jax was in for a very long and unexpected marriage. 

“I’m starving,” she announced and smiled. 

 

***

THE END
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bearly desire: A Shifter Romance

Chapter 1

 

Josephine’s mother had chosen her name after seeing a gorgeous portrait of Joséphine de Beauharnais, the empress and first wife of Napoleon. History had been in Josephine Baxter’s blood since she was born. She was fascinated by it, obsessed with the small print of old texts in the library.

Her body grew curves while she sat at a worn desk in her apartment. Men spotted her long mahogany curls and stopped to ask her for dates at coffee shops. She politely declined most of their requests, which were usually aimed at her ample cleavage in a V-neck sweater. Her girlfriends begged her to let them set up dates for her, but Josephine’s mind would wander during a happy hour blind date to the stack of journals sitting on her bookshelf.

When Clara, one of her close friends from college, demanded a lunch date, Josephine hadn’t expected an offer for a different sort of date.

“Roman Williams,” Clara said with a theatrical gesture of her hands. Her expectant look made Josephine frown.

“Who?”

Clara rolled her eyes. 

“I swear, if a man isn’t dead, then you wouldn’t possibly know about him. Weren’t you just talking about the “Den” thing last week?”

Josephine’s gaped at her friend, shock and excitement warring in her chest. “The Midnight Den?” She asked. “Yes, the Den is supposedly a secret society. It’s been difficult finding any information about them.” She wasn’t sure if she was more surprised that Clara, a fanatic for fashion and not much else, had remembered her mentioning the elusive social club a week ago or that her friend might have information about them. 

She’d come across a few surprising references to them in the past month, but other than that, there was next to no information involving them.

“Well, I’ve got a scoop,” Clara whispered excitedly over her glass of chilled white wine. “A handsome devil I used to date back in high school is a member. I ran into him the other weekend and he went overboard with his whiskey. He started blubbering about the Midnight Den and I played dumb to get some info about it.”

Josephine could’ve tackled the other woman from across the table to hug her. 

“Your luck never stops,” she muttered. “What did he say?”

“It’s a boys’ club, of course. Real secretive lot. Apparently the group has been run by a Williams’ son since forever,” Clara said, her face glowing with excitement over the fact that she’d learned some classified information. She was a marketing director, but she should’ve been a journalist.

“Williams, Williams,” Josephine echoed under her breath. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

Clara shrugged. “Don’t ask me, but I think they might be a military family. Old money, judging from Roman Williams’ townhouse. Get this,” she dropped her voice to a whisper and leaned in closer. “Apparently, Roman is in need of a historian. He wants someone to do some digging around in old documents. He’s trying to find some Den document that was lost a century ago.”

Josephine raised her eyebrows. “Your old beau sounds like he was wasted if he spilled all of this to you.”

“I might’ve mentioned that I had a history expert for a friend,” Clara said with an innocent flutter of her eyelashes. “I might’ve also handed him your contact information to pass along to Roman Williams, who is gorgeous heartbreaker, FYI.”

An excited tingle ran through Josephine’s entire body, but not from the image of a supermodel employer. She imagined the beauty of having access to primary sources that were kept in a private family collection. If she found that document, she might be able to find a wealth of new information. The Den’s secrets could reveal a whole new world to her.

“He might not call,” she muttered. Worry pinched at the back of her neck. Clara smiled slyly.

“He’s going to. I have a feeling.”













Chapter 2

 

Josephine reminded herself to add ‘psychic’ to the list of other careers that Clara could hold when her phone rang on Monday morning.

“Hi, this is Josephine,” she answered softly. Stationed in the corner of a cozy cafe, she strained to hear the person on the other line.

“Ms. Baxter?” a nasally drawl asked.

She frowned. “Yes, this is she.”

“Oh, good,” the caller responded and she couldn’t help thinking that he sounded like an elderly man. She couldn’t remember giving her contact information to an older gentleman lately, so she racked her brains for who he might be. Maybe a source?

“How can I help you?” she asked, watching a barista as she stocked cups on the counter.

“My name is Robert,” he said in a chipper voice. “My employer would like to set up a meeting with you. Can I send a car to you now?”

Her gaze darted down to her tight yoga pants and old top from a college club.

“Um, can it be in an hour or two?” she asked, cursing herself for not washing her hair this morning.

“Lovely. I’ll send a car to your address in two hours. Thank you, Ms. Baxter. My employer looks forward to meeting you.” There was a small pause. “Be advised that some people find him abrasive on the first meeting. He means well.”

The call ended. She stared at the phone in her hand, hovering dangerously above her half-drained mocha latte. Was this actually happening?

Clara squealed on the phone as Josephine jogged all the way back to her apartment.

“I knew it!” she cried victoriously. Josephine hopped into the elevator, cradling her phone next to her ear, as she tried to think of what was clean in her closet.

“Should I wear the black dress? Or is it too tight?” she asked while chewing on her lip. Clara giggled wildly.

“This is the first time I’ve ever heard you worried about your outfit,” she commented. “You should wear the forest green one. It looks great with your hair. He’ll want to hire you and screw you.”

Josephine nearly choked. “Clara! This is a job!”

“Business and pleasure is the way to go.”

It was hard to think about anything but business as she got ready. She flew into a hot shower to scrub her finest soap all over herself. For her hair, she pulled out her finest hair products. The green dress in her closet was miraculously free of wrinkles. She pulled it on with a pair of plain black pumps and rushed to her vanity to dust on some makeup.

By the time the car arrived, she’d groomed every inch of herself and managed to arrange a makeshift portfolio of her work to show Williams. When she glanced at her reflection, immaculate and clutching all of her hard work, she smiled. It was breakthroughs like this that got research for ground-breaking books started.

She was already imagining makeshift titles and debating on footnotes or endnotes when the car rolled up to her apartment. It was a sleek town car, an elegant staple that she was used to seeing in movies lampooning the rich. But, here she was, about to slide inside on imported leather seats. A chauffeur with a shock of silver hair underneath his cap got out of the car. She nearly squeaked at his size. He was massive.

His towering frame sidled up beside her.

“Evening, Ms. Baxter. I’m Leo. Robert has sent me to retrieve you for our employer. Are you ready?” He asked. His smile was surprisingly friendly as she craned her neck to look up at him.

“Um, yes,” she muttered and got in when he opened the door. His head nearly touched the roof when he got into the driver’s seat. She couldn’t help the remark that flew out of her mouth. 

“You’re as tall as a bear!”

His only reply was the loudest series of laughs that she’d ever heard. They shook the car. He was nearly crying when they pulled away from the curb.

“That was rude,” she moaned into her hands. He cackled in the front.

“Not at all,” he muttered with an amused look at her through the rear-view mirror. “You’re right about that.” His answer simmered with a hidden meaning that she couldn’t understand. She felt the warmth in her cheeks for the whole ride as she repeated apologies and he waved them off. Finally, she remembered their destination and stared at the portfolio in her lap.

“Leo, Is Mr. Williams easy to work with?” she asked. The chauffeur shrugged his massive shoulders.

“I suppose that depends on who you are. For a pretty thing like you, I imagine he’ll be awful sweet,” he said with a knowing wink. “But, he is particular. When he hires someone to do a job, he wants it done in a very specific way. He also demands a certain...privacy that some may find on the paranoid side.”

She nodded in silence. They drove for what seemed like hours before Leo glided down a lonely immaculate street that led into rolling hills. She admired the scenery as it passed, feeling the nerves in her stomach grow as the car manoeuvred through the green landscape. Finally, a magnificent house arose in the distance. A gasp escaped her before she could stifle it.

“It’s a beauty, isn’t it?” He chuckled. “Mr. Williams likes to escape to his country home for weeks on end. When you work for him, he can meet you at his townhome in the city.”

When she worked for him. She bit her lip. It seemed as if her position had already been decided, but her mother always told her to never get her hopes up. She smoothed her skirt as they approached the massive stone mansion. It almost seemed as if someone had transported a modest European castle to the outskirts of an American city.

As they went through the gate, she noted an emblem of a crescent moon on the wrought iron center.

“Midnight Den,” she whispered to herself.

“What was that?” Leo asked.

She cleared her throat. “Sorry, I was just talking to myself.” 

As they approached, she noted two men in black suits with earpieces walking throughout the property.

“Do I need to get out my ID?” she asked Leo as she eyed the towering figures. 

“No, no,” he said with a chuckle. “Mr. Williams is often contracted by the military for various projects. Every man in his family served at one point, and then they transition into contract work. I wish I could tell you more, but even I don’t know. But no worries, the security is fielding terrorist intelligence, not historians.” 

They parked in front of the house in a horseshoe driveway that was paved with polished cobblestones. Her heels clicked against them as he led her up to the house. The same crescent moon was carved into the doors. Her heart skipped a beat when he led her into a lounge to wait.

“My employer will be with your shortly,” he explained with a small bow. “Robert will be by with some refreshments.”

She settled into the plush chair as his footsteps faded. While she admired a painting above the mantle, someone strode in.

“Do you take cream in your coffee, Ms. Baxter?” The casual drawl made her jump.

A handsome older man with a thin scar down one side of his face stood in the doorway. He was dressed in a suit, looking as if he’d stepped from a storybook as the butler.

“Are you Robert?” she asked.

“I certainly am,” he answered smoothly. “Is that a ‘no’ to the coffee?”

“Oh, please! Black is fine, thank you.”

He nodded. 

 “My employer will be here shortly. I’ll bring the refreshments up shortly.”

She stared off into space after he left, feeling pinpricks of anxiety all over her body. It was odd. All of Roman’s employees had called him “my employer” for the most part. It seemed odd that they wouldn’t address him as Mr. Williams. Her mind churned. She clutched the portfolio close to her chest, suddenly feeling bashful that a slit of her cleavage was showing beneath her thin gold necklace. Who exactly was Roman Williams?

And why did meeting him feel like being introduced to royalty?

“Josephine.”

A deep voice shocked her from her thoughts, the second time someone had snuck up on her. She jumped and whirled around. There was another entrance that she hadn’t noticed. From beyond the stranger’s shoulders, she could see that it was attached to a study. Her eyes came into focus on the body standing in the arched doorway.

She inhaled sharply as his glittering gray eyes came into focus. His broad frame shifted beneath his sharp suit and a devilish smile spread across his face, rendering him both dashing and terrifying.

“My name is Roman Williams,” he introduced in a velvety soft voice. “I only have one question before we begin. Are you afraid of the dark?”













Chapter 3

 

Job interviews had never sparked lustful feelings within her, but she’d never had a potential employer like Roman. 

“Your history is impressive,” he stated with a commanding tilt of his chin. His firm grip on her portfolio sent a shiver through her after she allowed herself the naughty thought of those strong fingers stroking her body. 

“I understand that you worked on the city’s restoration project two years ago?” he prompted and his question snapped her back. 

It’d been a project that she worked on after recently graduating college. As public interest projects went, most of the credit went to elected officials and her name wasn’t mentioned at all, despite her hours of hard work.

“Yes,” she replied in a wavering voice. “How did you know that? I don’t remember mentioning it…”

His smirk stoked a flame within her chest. “I have several associates in the public sector. You’d be surprised what a phone call can reveal,” he said. “Someone said you were incredibly dedicated to your work. Several sources have told me that your love for history is unrivaled. You don’t seem to be doing this work for anything but personal passion.”

“I love history,” she admitted in a soft voice. “I’m dedicated to my interests.” A sweltering heat rose in the room. She skimmed her cool fingers against the back of her neck, a motion that he followed with laser focus. 

His eyes flashed. “What are you interested in, Josephine?”

“Different things,” she admitted around the nervous knot in her throat. His eyebrows rose. The pause hung over her with a suffocating force. Yep, it was time to change the subject. “You asked me if I was afraid of the dark.”

“You said that you weren’t,” he recalled with a nod. The curve of his lip twitched higher.

“Why did you ask me that?”

He chuckled, a deep delicious sound that filled the room. “You need guts for this job.” The formality in his voice waned, replaced by something wicked. “I’m an awful guy to work for, honestly.”

She hummed with disbelief. “I find that hard to believe. Leo and Robert spoke highly of you,” she said with a shrug.

“They have to love me,” he said with a lazy grin. “They’ve been with the family for a long time, you see.”

The idea of having generations of servants was too foreign for her to comprehend. She wouldn’t know what to do with a maid if she were rich enough to have one. 

After several minutes of sitting together, something dawned on her. The air of elite mystery faded from Roman the longer they talked. His posture had grown more casual; his tall, muscular body leaned into the chair instead of sitting ramrod straight. When he tilted his head to gaze at her, her tightly wound nerves almost snapped from the added tension.

She searched for a word to describe him. Overall, his tall, thick build said he was more suited to playing professional football rather than sitting behind a desk. But something else lurked, just beneath the surface, almost like an internal aura. 

Dangerous, her mind unexpectedly supplied. She bit her lip at the sudden revelation. He smiled, amused and calm, across from her and she found herself wondering if perhaps he could read her mind. She definitely hoped not. 

“If you work for me, I want my work to be your only focus. You’ll be living here with me in my country home until the project is finished. I have several locations all over the city that I want you to explore,” his explanation brooked no room for negotiations. He demanded what he wanted and expected her to agree to his terms. That told her that he was a man used to getting exactly what he wanted, when he wanted it. 

His face held a blank, brooding expression while she simply studied him. Confidence washed off him in large, rolling waves. He wasn’t a man to take refusal lightly. Yes, she wanted this job; however, she wondered if perhaps she could get what she wanted as well. 

 “Can you agree to my terms?” he asked after a few moments of prolonged silence; a sudden impiety marring his face. “I don’t tolerate deception or slacking off. You should know that I’m very good at discipline.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. She wanted to ask just what kind of discipline he administered but felt like the question could be taken as flirtation and that was the last thing she wanted to do with her potential new boss. 

So, she nervously shifted her eyes to her lap and smoothed at invisible wrinkles until she’d worked up the nerve to add her own request. She had no idea what she’d do if he declined. 

“If I do this, may I research the Midnight Den?” she asked forcefully. 

His response was the arching of one brow and nothing more. 

“You can research what I allow you access to, but you’ll be required to sign a non- disclosure agreement,” he relented. “But if you try to publish anything with information that I haven’t approved, then I will bury you in lawsuits.” His words carried the underlying threat plainly.  

“Okay,” she said, swallowing the hard lump in her throat. “Deal.”

His gray eyes burned into her. “Good. I hear Robert coming with the coffee. Let’s discuss details after paperwork. Josephine?”

“Yes?” she leaned forward.

He grinned maliciously, but his face held a supreme seriousness that made the fine hairs on the nape of her neck stand at full attention. 

 “Don’t fall in love with me.”













Chapter 4

 

Josephine worked best in the early morning hours. She composed four neat stacks of texts that she’d pulled off of Roman’s library walls and devoured them, making notes in the journal next to her along the way. After two hours of being seated behind a long, mahogany table, her legs begged her for a break. 

She obeyed and walked along the wall that sported a sprawling window. Her eyes flickered to a funny glint in the reflective glass.

She turned on her heel and walked over to a small shelf that contained a few carved figures, but her attention was stolen by a small bit of gold. Her fingers itched to touch it. 

Upon closer inspection, she saw it was a pendant with the same symbols as those marring the front gate and door, the marking of the Midnight Den. She brushed her hand over it and found the surface was cool, but pulsing with a humming energy she was reluctant to call her own imagination. Suppressing rational thought, she lifted it into her hands for a closer study.

The symbol was carved deeply into the surface with the crescent moon dipping down, as if it were a separate piece that could be pressed downward. She glanced around the room and towards the open door that led to the hall. 

Feeling confident that nobody was around, she pressed it gently and to her surprise, it moved fluidly.

She yelped when a pinch of pain unexpectedly struck her finger, and then watched as a tiny stream of blood poured out of the injury. Her eyes shot back to the pendant and she realized her wound was caused by a hidden blade that had been released when she’d depressed the button. 

The blade was small, but the nick stretched across the meaty pad her finger. She groaned as the red liquid pooled and dripped on the floor, a surprising amount for what appeared to be such a minor wound. She cursed and set the pendant down, trying her best not to smear blood on it.

The sound of rushing footsteps echoed in the hallway. She’d barely lifted her head when Roman came barrelling in, his eyes wild. A worried glare pinched his face and as he approached her, she noticed his labored breaths. 

“I heard you scream,” he muttered darkly. “What’s wrong?”

“I accidentally cut myself,” she explained timidly and lifted her bloody finger. “There was a golden pendant with a hidden blade in it. I didn’t realize it was booby-trapped until after I pressed it.”

His gaze flew to her hand and a strange expression flitted across his face. Her stomach dropped as his eyes clouded like a sky just before a thunderstorm. His soft grey orbs deepened to an almost black. 

“Let me look at that,” he commanded hoarsely and took a step toward her.  

She regarded him nervously as he approached. “Roman? Are you okay?” she asked with a frown. He took another step towards her. The odd look on his face her pause, but her body was betraying her. Her core swelled with desire as her eyes processed the hunger in his face. His handsome features were contorted into a dazed, raw expression that shook her to the bone.

He’d moved so close that their chests were nearly touching now. He gripped her hand with a gentle force and raised her finger to his mouth. She inhaled sharply when his tongue ran out to lick up the blood. When she tried to pull away, his other hand came up and cupped the small of her back. He pressed her into him, the friction causing her to gasp in pleasure. His gaze flew to her. She felt heat in her cheeks as she realized the arousal in her own sound.

But, his lips found a new expanse of her skin to torment. He pulled her into a searing kiss. When she gasped this time, his tongue slipped in and her skin erupted with pleasure. The faint hint of metal haunted his lips, but the feeling of his body against her own was the only thing she could concentrate on.

She shouldn’t be doing this, but she was. Her mind had gone offline, disconnected completely as an unfamiliar part of herself fought for dominance. Their kiss was filled with passion, burning her from the inside out. Her bit her lip and she let out a strangled moan.

Suddenly, he pulled back. The hazy look in his eyes had cleared. He stared at her and she felt her bottom lip swell with delicious pain, longing for him to kiss her again.

“Josephine,” he whispered breathlessly. Her blissful fog dissipated as she realized the fear brimming beneath his handsome face. His hands gripped her by shoulders as he leaned in with a scowl.    “Forget that ever happened,” he demanded and then was gone. 

She stared, blinking owlishly as if waking from a dream, at the doorway he’d left through. Her mind reeled with confusion.

She’d just kissed her new boss. Or he’d kissed her. She pressed a hand to the side of her face, feeling her skin turn clammy. Minutes passed. She hovered like that for nearly a half hour before realizing that the shadows had changed in the room and she was running out of time. Work always brought her back and she needed to be grounded.

Each stack of books needed to be tackled. She ripped a text open with a forceful movement and let her eyes run free over its pages. On the second book, she finally felt her breath start to return to normal. Her chest rose and fell as she nestled back into the routine of research.

Still, his eyes haunted her; the feeling of his raw energy as it pulsated from his body, sliding across hers like an electrical shock. She closed her eyes and remembered the way his lips felt against her own. Her blunt teeth worried at her bottom lip and she realized it was still swollen from where he’d nibbled earlier. 

She absently toyed the spot with her tongue as she grabbed another book, trying to shake the striking memory from her brain.

She’d never seen a man that wild before. His eyes were all she could think about when she drifted off to sleep that night.













Chapter 5

 

It’d been a full day since she’d seen Roman after the incident in the library. She watched her face turn pink in the mirror as she brushed her hair. The early morning light filtered in through a window in her guest room. She glanced around the room, a luxurious room that was a far cry from her cozy apartment. On the vanity, she’d placed a few picture frames of her family and friends. The uncertainty of how long she’d be staying here haunted her.

How long did she have to find the document? He hadn’t given her a specific date, but he seemed to be anxious about it. What he needed it for, he hadn’t disclosed to her. She frowned and fingered the soft skin of her cheek, warm against her chilly fingertips. Would he even want her to stay after what had happened between them?

Her phone buzzed with a message from Clara asking how things were going. Josephine heaved a sigh and put the phone away, making a note to reply later when she had a clearer mind. She stared at her computer bag that was sitting on her made bed.

Acting on impulse, she sat down beside the bag and pulled the computer into her lap. She opened the lid and booted the device up, nervously watching the door as the machine took its sweet time.

The mansion might’ve looked pre-Internet, but the connection was surprisingly fast. She quickly typed “Roman Williams” into the search bar and watched as the results flew up; pages upon pages of references to the elusive man. Unsuccessfully suppressing the guilt, she began clicking on news reports.

“Roman Williams Lunches with Models,” she read aloud from a gossip magazine. She raised her eyebrows when she saw a photo of Roman lounging with two gorgeous blondes. Their legs were longer than she could ever hope for. She found a more reputable newspaper article from the city about his sponsorship of various projects.

“He’s given a lot to historical projects,” she muttered aloud and scanned over the pictures of him with a few professors from the local university that she recognized. Although his face was posted alongside models or famous socialites half of the time, she noted that he seemed happier in his photos at public work events. She whistled in surprise when she found a picture of him, with his wry smile, among some colleagues that she’d studied with at university. 

How had she’d never come across him? Clara knew about him before she had. Maybe she should’ve spent more time outside of the library. With a tired groan, she put her computer away.

Time for work. She dressed quickly in a long skirt that hitched at her waist and a tight blouse tucked into it. Roman had mentioned that Robert could fix her breakfast, but she headed off to the library immediately. Or at least, she tried to head off to the library. 

“Was this wall here before?” she puzzled, turning back from another dead end. She could’ve sworn that the library was down on the western wing of the house, but a suit of armor stared blankly at her from a corner with no books in sight. She went back up the stairs. Her mysterious employer’s quarters were nearby. The scent of his minty cologne filled her nostrils as she headed down the hall, padding cautiously in her flats.

To the side, tucked away in a dim corner, she spotted a half-open door revealing bookshelves inside. She rested her hand above the doorknob with a pause. This wasn’t the library she’d been in yesterday...but it was filled with books that might be helpful. She took a deep breath and slipped inside.

She was immediately taken aback by the sheer number of books lining every shelf. Various papers were crammed between anything with open space. The main library was organized down to the last tome, but this space was complete chaos. She approached a row of dusty spines and leaned forward to make out their faded letters.

“Black magic,” she voiced with an unsure tone. Her brows furrowed. She moved on to the next row. Beast mythology, Supernatural studies, Bear magic, Bear symbolism and Bear mythology. She stared with wide eyes at the room around her.

Roman Williams was a secret occultist? It was hard to imagine his handsome nose buried in any of these. A thick red text adorning the spine of another book caught her eye as she moved to the other side of the room. It was weathered, but well taken care of. She slipped it from its place and admired the front, a detailed gold drawing of a naked female form that held a crescent moon, almost like the Midnight Den’s symbol.

The first page wasn’t blank. A note in elegant handwriting read: “To my sweet prince, You will rule with honor and glory. If you seek to find what I’ve left you then look toward your heart.” Next to the note, she puzzled over a strange illustration. Two thick dots with a dash between them. She’d never seen a symbol like that. It wasn’t like any emoticon she’d ever seen nor did it match any Morse Code symbol she’d studied or rune. 

A dull sound came from somewhere down the hall and she jumped like a burglar caught mid heist. She cursed under her breath and prayed she wasn’t about to get busted for snooping. She placed the book back on the shelf and rushed out of the room, relieved to see that no one was in the hall. She crept back down towards the staircase, but a heated voice from a nearby room caught her attention.

“She has to go!” Roman’s muffled voice bellowed. She held her breath as her feet remained frozen to the Persian carpet beneath her. “I’ll find another historian.”

Someone replied to him, in a quieter tone, but it was so low that she couldn’t hear it.

“I can’t control myself. What if I turn?” Roman’s voice went quiet after that. He said something else, but she wasn’t waiting for him to raise his voice again. She darted down the stairs to her bedroom and slammed the door. Leaning back against it, she tried to calm her heaving chest.

She had to prove to him that he needed her; that no one else had the necessary experience. Regardless of what had happened between them, if she let this opportunity go...

She could help him. She knew that she could. There was nobody better at pulling research from the archives than her.

Her hand found the phone in her room. Robert’s voice picked up after she dialed the number he’d left for her on the nightstand.

“Yes, Ms. Baxter?” His smooth voice was devoid of any secrecy. Perhaps he hadn’t been the one that Roman was yelling at.

“Robert, can you show me to the library? I think I have a lead,” she told him. She caught her reflection in the mirror, ruffled but determined.













Chapter 6

 

About half an hour later, Roman found her bent over sprawled maps that Robert had unlocked from an iron chest.

“God’s teeth,” he said with a quick glance over the covered table. “You have the entire plans for the city out.”

She smiled, keeping her eyes lowered on the carefully drawn illustrations. “I had a hunch.”

“A hunch?” he questioned in a dry tone. “How quaint.”

She ignored him and tried to bury the rising heat in her body as he pulled out a chair sat across from her. From the corner of her eye, she watched him lean across the diagrams, his face pinched in a scowl.

“Are you avoiding me?” he asked. Her breath stalled in her throat as she finally raised her gaze to meet his. His glittering eyes sent her stomach into knots.

“No,” she lied and then sighed. “You just seem to be in a bad mood.”

He grunted. “Well, you’re not wrong.”

They sat in silence as she returned to scanning the documents while he merely watched. The weight of his eyes on her was excruciating. She pushed past the rising tension in her nerves and reached for another map beneath the one she’d just gone over.

There.

Right there, as if it had been waiting for her.

“Roman!” she cried out with an excited gasp. He lurched forward, the sour expression replaced by intrigue.

“What? What is it?” he demanded, squinting to make out the symbol that she was excitedly gesturing to.

“This symbol,” she said in a rushed voice and then stopped. She couldn’t tell him that she’d snuck into his secret supernatural library. “I’ve...I’ve seen it somewhere else before. I think we need to investigate.”

He swallowed her excuse and rose to trace his fingers over the lines. 

“This place,” he mused. “I’ve seen this symbol before as well, it marks something in my mother’s side of this house. Her rooms haven’t been touched since she passed away, when I was younger.”

Her heart throbbed painfully. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know-”

“It’s fine,” he said quickly. “Let’s go.”

They abandoned the maps on the table and headed off into a wing that she’d never been in before. Unlike the rest of the estate house, it was dusty and dim.

“Nobody cleans here,” he explained when he caught her staring at cobwebs that had gathered on the stairs. “My father refused to have anyone in here after my mother died. He wanted everything left just as it was when she’d last touched it.” 

“Oh,” she said. Silence lapsed between them as they headed further down the hall. “How long has it been? You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Twenty years? She passed away when I was seven years old. Robert would love to send a housekeeping team down here, but he respects my father too much to do that.”

“Your father, where is he?”

“He’s ill,” he answered slowly. “He’s with our private physician.”

The stale air seemed as suffocating as the tension between them. She trailed behind him as they finally reached a large sprawling study.

“The symbol,” she breathed suddenly. “There.”

He followed her pointed finger to a magnificent, albeit dusty, statue of the same naked form that she’d seen in the book. On the woman’s stomach, the symbol could barely be made out in a shallow carving.

She heard his sharp gasp as he approached it, as if some realization dawned on him. 

“My mother brought this statue out to the house shortly after the contractor finished and my father was furnishing it. She felt it added a touch of home. I never thought much of it,” he admitted. 

Josephine kept close to Roman as they approached the stone structure. He reached out his hand and she watched as his fingers inched towards the symbol. He paused, extended finger in midair and briefly closed his eyes. Reopening them, he finally made contact with the symbol.

What happened next was too fast for her to process. With a sudden bang, she was thrown back onto the carpet. A cloud of dust rose up as a flash of light exploded from the statue, consuming Roman’s form. 

“Roman?” she called and squinted to see through the thick air.

A roar resounded throughout the room and it chilled her to the bone. She gasped as a lumbering form emerged from the clearing dust and she saw that it wasn’t Roman. 

It wasn’t even human.

“A bear,” she whispered in a shaking voice. Her hands quivered as she shook her head in disbelief. “That can’t be. Where did Roman go?”

As she spoke his name, the beast reared in the dim light. It turned on her with wild eyes. She screamed as the bear lunged for her. Without thinking, she cried out Roman’s name again. Suddenly, the same light permeated the room.

The bear was gone. In its place, Roman stood, hunched with a hand to his head. She gasped when his head jerked up and she saw the same wild eyes as the beast. Before she could scream, he lunged towards her. His lips were on hers in a burning kiss. She gasped, a mix of pain and pleasure.

He sunk his teeth into her collarbone and she cried out. It was a blissful agony that surged through her entire body. She groaned as she fell back against the carpet and Roman slumped beside her.

A small amount of blood pooled from his bite. She patted it wildly as she stared down at his unconscious form. What happened? Her mind refused to believe any of this was real.

Footsteps descended, quick and hard, towards them. Robert’s panicked face emerged into the room as he rushed towards them.

“Your Highness!” he yelled as he came towards Roman’s body. She stared, looking back and forth between the two men. “Prince Roman!”

“Prince?” she muttered before everything went black.













Chapter 7

 

“Fuck,” Roman groaned into his hands. His bitter expression didn’t soothe Josephine’s nerves. She’d finally come to, sprawled on a couch across from Roman’s reclining body. Robert hovered in between them, administering water and tending to her wound.

“That’s about the thirtieth time you’ve uttered that,” Robert remarked dryly. Roman glared at him in response. 

“I think I deserve to curse in this situation,” he snapped and then sighed. Robert didn’t seem bothered as he handed Josephine an aspirin.

She fingered the gauze on her collarbone with a sense of dread. “I don’t understand. What happened? What was all of that?”

The two men exchanged glances.

“We need to tell her,” Robert insisted. Roman grunted, his scowl deepening.

“I know,” he replied gruffly and then his gaze flickered back to her wide eyes. “I’m surprised you’re even this calm. Most people would be screaming their heads off. You’re either in shock or shockingly open minded.”

She offered a small shrug in response. Truly, she was surprised that she wasn’t screaming or freaking out, but her curiosity always trumped any other emotion. Even in the face of danger, a new discovery seemed stark against her own fear.

“I want to understand,” she said softly. “If you’ll let me.”

He nodded slowly and hoisted himself further up against the cushions. Every movement seemed to drain him. The dark circles under his eyes only served to make him more appealing, adding a primal edge that reminded her of their kiss in the library. Now, they’d kissed twice. And he’d bitten her. Clara wouldn’t believe her if she told her; especially that biting bit.

“The Midnight Den is not just a social group,” he began. “We’re different. Special, if you will. There are groups that exist in this world that humans can’t begin to understand. My clan has existed for thousands of years with this particular power. We are bear shifters, as you saw. Most of the time, I can control it. We formed The Midnight Den centuries ago inorder to train our kind to control their powers. We wanted to coexist peacefully among humans. Our kind has since taken human mates, but even they have been shut off to the secrecy of the group. All the world knows about us from the outside is that we’re a secret society, a boys’ club that seems more like a fraternity than a bed of supernatural energy.”

She stared as the gears in her mind turned. Bear Magic. It seemed unbelievable, but she’d seen it for herself. It explained everything. She turned to Robert with a surprised look.

“Even you?” she asked. The thin older man nodded. “What about Leo?” She thought back to her comment about his height being like a bear’s stature and blushed when they both nodded. Well, that explained his laughing, at least.

At that moment, one of the tall security guards popped in. “Sir, should I radio for any medical assistance?”

Roman shook his head and dismissed him. She watched as the guard disappeared back into the hallway. Her employer caught her curious eye.

“Leo mentioned that you had a military contract,” she said. “Do they know?”

He and Robert exchanged glances. Finally, Roman turned to her and nodded. “My clan has served within the armed forces since the Revolution. Every man in my family does four years of service and then we technically leave with honor, but the government contracts us. As you can imagine, our abilities come in handy in some situations. They want this document as much as we do to ensure that my father lives.”

She gasped. “Your father?”

“Yes,” he said with a grave look. “My father has been ill since late last year. Our physician first suspected that it was natural, but he found traces of other magic within my father’s blood and now he thinks the werewolves cursed him.”

“Werewolves can be quite shady,” Robert commented.

“Werewolves?!” she echoed. 

“There are other shifters,” Roman explained. “You have to understand, there are deep tensions within the supernatural community that reach back to ancient times. I don’t even fully understand it. Nobody does. All I know is that my father and the leader of this wolf pack have been in a cold war situation before I was even born. There are fights over territories. This wolf pack is particularly aggressive. My father confronted them about some mysterious deaths among the homeless population in town.”

“They killed them?” she asked, horrified.

“Not all packs are like this, but this one targets people who won’t be missed. When my father confronted the alpha, they fought. I believe the leader cursed my father with an ancient form of wolf magic. That’s why I need to find this document. Bear shifters barely know anything outside of our own magic,” he explained.

She nodded, slowly taking all of the information in. “So, this document contains information about wolf magic?”

“Yes,” he said. “I should’ve suspected my mother might’ve had it. She was always interested in magic in all forms. I suspect she hid it because she didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands. If an unscrupulous shifter came across it, they might attempt something that could create havoc.”

“And your father,” she said in a shaking voice. “How long does he have?”

His eyes sparked painfully, but it was gone in an instant. 

“Not long,” he confessed. “A few months, according to our physician. If he passes away, I have to take his place. My clan and the military both understand that I’m not ready. There are rituals that must be done. They require time that we don’t have.” He finished his remarks in a desperate tone, one that she knew he must not use often.

Her wound throbbed painfully. She hissed as she placed a hand on it. His eyes flashed to it.

“How deep was it, Robert?” he asked slowly.

The older man sighed. “Deep enough.”

She frowned and looked between them. “What are you talking about? Deep enough?”

Roman’s pale face turned to her. “I don’t know how to tell you this.”

An icy feeling washed over her. His dazzling eyes met her fearful gaze. 

“We’re mated now, Josephine.”













Chapter 8

 

Mated? Her mother had been taking bets with Josephine’s aunts for years about this. Now, she it looks like she had accidentally married her new supernatural boss.

“Robert will move your things to the room beside mine,” he told her. Now she was practically hyperventilating.

“Mated? Is that like married?” she repeated with wide eyes.

“When shifters bite the neck of someone, it’s a mating ritual,” Robert explained calmly and then cleared his throat. “I’ll begin moving your things.” He flew out of the room, leaving her alone with Roman.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered with his head in his hands. “I didn’t mean to bite you. Touching that statue, I just...it did something to me.”

She winced when she noticed her ears were ringing. She sucked in a deep breath and gasped when her wound began to ache again. 

“It hurts,” she confessed softly.

“It’s because we’re connected now,” he offered. “When a shifter mates, it forms a sacred bond. The bite burns whenever your mate is in distress,” he explained and heaved a sigh. “I hate to admit that I’m in distress, but there’s no point in lying. I can’t believe I lost control like that.”

“Your eyes,” she whispered. “Before you bit me, your eyes were clouded. You didn’t seem like yourself at all.”

His lip twitched upward. “I wasn’t. My clan practices control. I can typically keep myself from shifting, but there are times when even I can’t stop it.”

“When you touched the statue,” she added and he nodded.

“I can’t explain it. I’ve never felt something as strong as that,” he said. His eyes flickered to the gauze bandage on her collarbone. “Apologies have never been my strong suit. For what it’s worth, I truly am sorry. There are things that might reverse it, but you don’t have much time.”

She bit her lip, processing everything. Everything from the past few days replayed in her mind. This job, Roman, the danger…

“Let’s talk about it after we find the document, Roman.”

His eyebrows shot up and he leaned towards her. “You still want to help me?”

“We’ve already this far in,” she said with a shrug. The movement reminded her of the bite when it stretched painfully, but she resisted the urge to wince. “I want to help you find that cure for your father.”

His smile was warm, a gesture that she wasn’t used to. She shivered. His nostrils flared and he opened his mouth to say something.

“Ready?” Robert asked as he walked in. 

“Ready,” she said.

Her original room was already luxurious and her new digs connected to Roman’s quarters were even nicer. She admired the elaborate tapestries hanging on the wall and lowered herself to sit on the lush rug before the massive bed. Her eyes roved over the decorated ceiling arched high above her. It was a room fit for a queen.

In a way, she was. Or a princess, at least. If Roman was the prince of the Midnight Den, then did that actually make her a princess in their eyes? She stifled a chuckle at the thought of herself with a crown. 

As the sun dipped and her room grew dark, she rose from the floor and climbed onto the bed where she snuggled underneath the luxurious comforter. Minutes ticked by as she tossed and turned against the silky sheets. She peeked out from beneath the blanket to stare at the clock beside the bed. An hour had passed. She groaned and collapsed against the pile of pillows behind her. Outside, the soft sound of crickets added to her insomnia. 

Finally, she pulled herself out of bed and pulled on the short kimono robe hanging nearby. She tiptoed over to the connecting door to Roman’s room. Her hand hovered above the polished wood, begging her to knock. She thought of him, his handsome sleeping face, and felt a wave of guilt. How could she wake him up just because she couldn’t sleep?

Swish!

The door opened suddenly. She tightened the robe around her with a sudden gasp. To her surprise, he was leaning casually against the frame in a second.

“When you can’t sleep well, it affects me too,” he informed her with an amused smirk. She blushed as he walked inside and beckoned for her to follow. He climbed into his own bed and patted the space beside him. 

She gave him a pointed look. His smirk grew more wicked.

“You don’t want to officially validate the marriage, Princess?” he asked in a sly tone. Her cheeks burned. 

“I’ll ignore that,” she said softly and went to the opposite side of the bed, sitting the farthest that she could away from him. He chuckled darkly. “So, it’s not just me. You can feel what I feel?”

“Somewhat,” he said with a shrug. “It’s different for everyone. If you’re not compatible with someone then you’ll have a very hard time reading them.”

But, he seemed to have no trouble reading her. She tried to steady her nerves, worried that he might be able to feel it. 

“Have you always been…like this, a shifter?” she asked.

“Since I can remember,” he answered. “The women in my family can be affected too. My mother wasn’t, but she’d grown up around bear magic.”

“You mentioned your mother earlier,” she said while lacing her fingers together anxiously. She still hadn’t told him about finding the symbol in his mother’s note. He only thought his mother was connected because she’d brought the statue with the symbol into the house. 

“She was amazing,” he said with a dazed look. “She passed away when I was young, but I can remember that she often studied different types of magic. Of course her specialty was bear lore, but she was familiar with other supernatural groups. I should’ve suspected that she was the one who hid the document.”

Her heart throbbed as his eyes clouded with painful recollection. She couldn’t imagine losing her mother that young, even if the woman did drive her insane sometimes. He was without a mother, his father dying from something he can’t stop, and an impossible quest. 

“I’m so sorry, Roman.”

He shook his head and emitted a half-hearted laugh. 

“Don’t be,” he rasped. “You should be glad that she didn’t have to watch her son grow up into a bastard.”

“Don’t say that,” she cried.

“Fine,” he said with a playful roll of his eyes. “You know, she always mentioned that she’d wanted to leave me rare treasures. I never gave it much thought. She always said she wanted to me to have a wonderful wife, as well.”

“My mom doesn’t stop talking about marriage. If she heard what happened today, she’d freak out,” she said and they laughed together. 

“How did your mother meet your father?” she asked after a few moments. 

His face broke into another one of those half-smiles she was quickly growing fond of. 

“She was working intelligence for the government. They placed her with the Midnight Den due to her unique scholarly specialty,” he answered and she didn’t miss the distant gleam in his eyes. 

“Wow,” she muttered, truly impressed. “She must’ve been brilliant.”

“She was,” he added. “Definitely brilliant enough to hide all of the rare magical documents she could get her hands on. She could’ve never guessed that we would need the wolf magic for good.”

“Roman, I have a confession to make.”

Then she told him everything about her excursion into his private library and eavesdropping on him and his mystery conversation. 

By the time she was down to her fortieth apology, he was almost laughing.

“So, what? You looked at my books. I bit you,” he countered. “I still think you’re in the clear. Man, I’d forgotten all about that note. It was a gift from when I was young, too young to be interested in books, or even read anything that complex. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d had that statue bewitched to prompt me to mate as soon as possible.”

Could he really chalk everything that had happened up to the magic? 

Suddenly, he looked over at her and she stifled a gasp when she realized that she’d voiced her thought out loud.  He gave her a wicked grin and then winked. 

“Magic works in funny ways.”

Silence fell over them. Pushing his comment to the side, she was determined to focus on serious matters. She felt a rush of hope as her mind began working on everything they knew. His hair fell into his face as he looked over to the clock across the room. It was getting late. She should go back to bed, but her legs couldn’t seem to move. Her skin tingled as she realized that she was sitting on his bed. If she leaned over, she could brush against him. Heat rose to her cheeks. 

His deep chuckle interrupted her thoughts. She sucked in a sharp breath when his hand reached over to her own. 

“Josephine,” he told her with steady eyes. His cheeky expression turned her into jelly. “I can feel that.”

“Feel what?” she asked, feigning ignorance. Her heart beat wildly. 

“I can feel your desire,” he whispered hoarsely as he leaned towards her. She shivered as his breath brushed her neck. “May I see it?” His fingers brushed the bandage.

She nodded timidly. He pulled the bandage back and whistled lowly.

“I know I’ve said it,” he told her while shooting her a look. “But, I’m still sorry.” 

“I know you didn’t mean it,” she said. When his hand brushed around the wound, it sent sparks of pleasure through her. She jumped. “What was that?”

“A mate’s touch is a natural anesthetic,” he said with a grin. “It should be fully healed by morning. Of course, there are other ways to speed up the process.”

She raised one eyebrow. “And that is…?”

His grin turned naughty. She rolled her eyes, but they laughed again. Somehow, the serious situation felt lighter.

“I should get to bed,” she said when the clock chimed to signal a new hour. He followed her to the open connecting door. Before she could walk through, his hand gently grabbed her arm. She gasped as he pulled her towards him.

“Josephine, I know this isn’t ideal,” he said in a rumbling voice. She shivered as she felt the vibrations from his chest. “If you need anything, please let me know.”

A sudden rush of bravery ran through her. “Answer me. Why did you kiss me?”

His eyes glittered. “I kissed you because I wanted to. I had to. Your entire scent pulled me in.”

She held her breath. No boyfriend, no lover, no man had ever told her anything like that. It made her feel gorgeous. She felt like a treasure, even if it was only temporary.

“A goodnight kiss,” she told him. “That’s what I want.”

His breathing grew heavier as he leaned down. “Are you sure?”

“You’ve kissed me twice,” she told him. “That seems a bit unfair.”

“I’ve never been known to deny a woman,” he confided. She closed her eyes as he leaned down. When she felt his lips brush hers, the wound sent a wave of ecstasy through her. She gasped in pleasure. That’s was all he needed to press her up against the wall. 

His lips were fiery against her. She groaned against him as her core brushed up against his hardened member. His fingers played with the edge of her robe that barely brushed her mid-thigh. Her heart jumped as his hands slipped underneath the silky fabric and began toying with the lace panties she wore.

A sudden sound broke their heated embrace. They ripped away from each other with clouded looks. The sound continued. 

“Fuck, my phone,” he said with a growl. 

She stifled an embarrassed squeak. “I’ll head off to bed.”

Before he could say anything else, she was in her own room. She dove underneath the covers with a flustered groan. Three times, she’d fallen for the charms of Roman, and there was no end in sight.

The bite throbbed as she fell into sleep. On the other side of the door, she felt he was in distress. Was it from the call? She fell into an exhausted, restless slumber as her thoughts tumbled around her. 













Chapter 9

 

“My father doesn’t have as long as we thought,” Roman announced darkly as he strode into the dining room the next morning. Robert and Josephine were the only ones gathered for breakfast. She felt her stomach knot as Robert began asking for instructions. 

Roman pulled a chair out for himself and plopped down into it. He pinched the bridge of his nose and pressed his eyes together as if lost in a jumble of chaotic thoughts. 

“Josephine and I will research the symbol while you, Robert, check in on my father,” he announced and then turned bloodshot eyes on Josephine. “He’s in a secret clinic with a military doctor who has a certain discretion concerning our kind.”

Robert nodded and headed off, pulling out his cellphone to bark some commands to someone. She watched as Roman’s gaze bore into hers and felt the tension rise between them. 

“I think I know where the other symbol is,” he said with a sigh. “Back at the main house, my mother’s private wing was roped off after she passed. I believe the statue we found last night is part of a pair. There’s the woman, a symbol representing the mate, and a bear. If I’ve remembered correctly, it’s in her bedroom.”

Josephine rose from the dining table and offered a small smile. 

“I’ll go get my bag,”

Roman simply nodded. 

The car ride was silent. Even Leo seemed out of his usual humor as he kept his gaze solely on the road. Only when Roman asked him to take shortcuts did he answer with a short agreement. 

She simmered with worry in the seat beside Roman as they drove. Would they actually find the statue that he was desperately searching for? 

Josephine found Roman’s father’s insistence that his wife’s quarters, at the townhome, country home and the main house, be closed off, oddly romantic. It was as if he’d wanted to preserve any and all remnants of her presence for eternity. 

She also worried about their upcoming search. Chances were good that nothing had been moved or touched, but they couldn’t be certain until they got there. They had no idea what was in his mother’s wing or if the statue truly did bear the mark as Roman recalled.

Barely an hour later, they found themselves batting away cobwebs as they made their way to his mother’s room. Josephine watched Roman’s broad shoulders as he led them down long passageways. She split her focus between his muscular backside and the sheer size of the house. 

Finally, they came upon a magnificent set of towering French doors. The crimson paint covering the fancy panels peeled in the corners, but it was clear that this had been a queen’s domain.

 Roman paused with his hands resting on the doorknobs of two large oak doors. She glanced at him and quickly noted the heavy look marring his face.

“We’ll find it,” she told him. “Even if it isn’t in there.”

It had to be, she reassured herself. Roman’s father didn’t have much time. 

She placed her hand over one of his and together they opened the doors.

A rush of dust and stale air greeted them, but Roman pushed through without noticing. The statue was there, just as Roman remembered; standing proudly in the far corner.

Extending his hand, he approached the enormous bear and Josephine’s eyes zeroed in on the same crescent moon symbol they’d found on the statue back at the country home. She smiled as she realized that Roman’s mother had left such a clear trail of clues. 

When Roman’s hand came in contact with the statue, a secret panel slid open just to the right of the sculpture. The panel had concealed a passage way that lead to a rather large collection of bookshelves. 

Like Roman’s private study at the country home, his mother had stashed away an extensive library that they soon discovered contained rare magical tomes and documents.

Together, they began searching and it wasn’t long before they found the scroll they’d been looking for. 

Josephine knew the moment she laid her hand on it that it was the one. Warmth blossomed in her fingers and quickly spread to envelope the majority of her body. 

“You found it,” Roman breathed in awe. Tearing her eyes from the brittle document, she found his and smiled. 

“What do we do now?” she asked. 

“We get that to the doctor as quickly as possible,” Roman answered and took Josephine by the arm. 

They rushed back through the labyrinth of hallways and corridors and then outside to where Leo still had the town car waiting. 

“Get us to my father,” Roman barked and Leo wasted no time in getting them on their way. 

Josephine tucked the scroll into her messenger bag. The historian in her wanted to take the document and study it inside and out, but she repressed the urge. Maybe after they used it to save Roman’s father, he would allow her to continue her research and study the Den. 

Then again, she was officially a part of it now, it wouldn’t be much of a hardship to embrace her new lease on life and stay on with Roman as his mate. 

Inhaling sharply at her sudden self-revelation, Josephine missed the way Roman’s entire body tensed, and suddenly she found herself sprawled on asphalt, pain slicing through every atom. 

“Josephine,” Roman frantically called for her from somewhere in the distance. She heard what sounded like gunshots and then a bear’s angry roar. Panic filled her chest and she tried to catch her breath in order to call back to him. She didn’t know whether the emotions rolling around inside of her were her own or her mate’s. But before she could so much as move, her world went black. 

***

She came to, and her body instantly tuned into her surroundings. She was somewhere underground, blindfolded with hands and feet tied together. The drip, drip, drip of water echoed throughout the room and as hard as she tried, she couldn’t determine where she was other than a large, dank, moldy space.  

She moved her bound hands around behind her back and determined that she sat upon some sort of concrete. The sound of traffic was present, if a bit muted. So, she felt she was still in the city, but where exactly, she couldn’t tell. 

Panic seized her chest and her breath wheezed in and out in small, panting gasps. 

“Roman,” she called and coughed when her voice came out raspy and hoarse. A light, shimmering weight dusted across the skin of her bare arms and she suddenly felt Roman’s presence. 

“Where are you?” she asked softly and waited for him to respond. 

“He isn’t here, Princess,” an unfamiliar voice announced and she jerked her head blindly to her left. A low, guttural growl rumbled from the area. 

“Where is he?” she demanded. “Where am I? Who are you? What do you want?”

A chuckle wafted into her face, its malevolence echoing in the space surrounding them. 

“One problem at a time, eh?” the voice mocked. 

“Don’t say a word, Marty,” another voice broke in. “We’re only supposed to hold her until Rafe gets here.” 

“Shut up,” Marty growled. “Rafe isn’t here yet so I’m still the one in charge.”

“What does this Rafe want with me?” Josephine asked. She basically understood the fact that she’d been kidnapped because of her association with Roman, now she wanted to know who they were and what, exactly, they wanted. 

“Curious little girl, aren’t you?” Marty spoke directly into her ear and she jerked her head aside to keep him from touching her. She felt Roman’s rage and wished she could convey her thoughts to him as easily as he received hers. 

Suddenly howls, whistles and barks heralded the arrival of others, but what frightened Josephine most was the fact that they didn’t sound human. It was then she understood the trouble she faced. 

“Wolves,” she murmured. “You’re the werewolves that Roman mentioned.”

“Very intuitive, Princess,” a third voice praised. “Take her blindfold off Marty.” 

Once the mask was removed from her eyes, Josephine slowly opened them and inhaled sharply when she saw the sheer size of the group of men surrounding her. 

Although their bodies weren’t as large as the bears, these men were still massive. Sinewy muscle and unusually long limbs replaced the bears’ hulking frames. Letting her eyes adjust to the lingering shadows, she realized they were in an abandoned, underground parking garage. 

The wolves all looked unkempt and dirty, much like the city’s homeless population appeared. She remembered how Robert had explained the wolves and their chosen targets of homeless and degenerates.

So, that was how they cloaked their existence; by hiding themselves among their food source. 

 “Why am I here?” she repeated. 

“You’re here,” the tallest of the group stepped toward her. “Because you found the Scroll,” he finished and squatted before her. His yellow eyes narrowed to slits and she inhaled sharply when he brought his face to within an inch of hers. 

“You’re here because I can’t have old man Williams being cured,” his voice deepened. “My kind is starving because antiquated rules were made without our consent. With the elder Williams dead, the heir will have no choice but negotiate a new treaty, especially if he wants to see his mate alive again,” his voice trailed off and he smiled when the others snickered and laughed behind him. 

Josephine’s heart plummeted when she realized how much trouble she was in. She’d noticed that her messenger bag was missing and she didn’t know if that was because the wolves had already gone through it or because Roman had it. 

She hoped it was the latter. With that being the case, he could, at least, still save his father. 

“Where is it?” she asked, and noticed Rafe’s body stiffen. 

“We don’t have it,” he answered gruffly. “Why do you think we need you?” he challenged. 

“I don’t understand,” Josephine admitted. “I’m of no use to you, Roman probably took the Scroll directly to his father and Mr. Williams is alive and well as we speak…” She trailed off when she realized what she’d just done. With the Scroll out of their reach, what could the wolves possibly want with her? She was no longer of any use to them. She’d just signed her own death warrant. 

“That’s where you’re wrong little butterfly,” Rafe said and peered over his shoulder. He exchanged glares with another man and then turned back to her. 

“Marty sent a nice little message to Roman Williams,” he explained. “If he uses the Scroll to cure his father, we will kill you. The only way he’ll see you alive again is to return the Scroll to us and let his father die.”

Josephine’s breath hitched and tears formed in her eyes. Robert had been right, the wolves were shady. They were also downright evil. Roman faced a decision he would regret the rest of his life, however long it may be. If he turned the Scroll over to the wolves, saving Josephine, his father would die. If he used the Scroll to save his father, Josephine would die. 

Either way, Roman would lose someone. 

Chapter 10

 

After sitting in the same position for what seemed like forever, the wolves finally moved Josephine to another location. They’d blindfolded her and carried her to a waiting vehicle, and then exiting the parking garage, driven for about fifteen minutes. She tried following the turns, dips and curves, but whether it was the anxiety or headache, she couldn’t recall a place in the city that matched their trip.

The fact that she was still alive told her that either Roman hadn’t responded to Rafe’s message or that he’d made his decision to try and free her. She knew that no matter what happened, Roman would blame her for his father’s demise. He held the key to curing him in the palm of his hand. 

She knew next to nothing about the whole mating business. If she died, what would happen to Roman? Considering the fact that they hadn’t consummated the coupling, perhaps he could still get out of it. Since Mr. Williams survived after Roman’s mother died gave her some hope. Maybe the mating connection was nothing more than human wedding vows. 

Where are you Josephine? Roman’s voice flitted through her mind and she froze in her thoughts. She heard him as plainly as if he sat next to her but she didn’t know how to answer him. Could he still read her mind? 

I feel your fear and panic; please try to communicate with me. I can’t tell what you’re thinking, our bond isn’t strong enough.

“Well, that answers my question,” she murmured dryly. Wiggling around on the bed in the dusty room they’d put her in, she folded her hands in her lap and closed her eyes. Concentrating hard, she thought about the parking garage and the trip when they’d moved her. She tried to project her thoughts out of her mind, which was a difficult task considering she had no idea how to do it. 

Pressing her eyelids tighter together, she pictured the musty old bedroom she’d been locked in. She described everything down to the faded, chipping wallpaper. She strained so hard, she felt a headache coming on. 

She waited a few minutes but when no reply came, she exhaled harshly and launched herself from the squeaky mattress. She walked over to the sole window and pulled the tapestry aside only to grumble at finding the portal blacked out. 

A knock sounded on her door and she jumped away from the window as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She refrained from uttering a word, knowing the knock was merely a joke. She’d been locked in here for the better part of two days if her count was accurate. 

The only time anyone came was when they brought her a tray of food. She was thankful her room had a small bathroom connected to it or she would’ve been using a chamber pot. 

She raced back to the bed and climbed onto the middle of it, situating herself to look as innocent as possible. 

The door opened a fraction of an inch, just enough for them to see her seated on the bed and then a young, slender girl slipped through the opening. Instead of food, she carried two large shopping bags. 

She stopped just inside the threshold and extending her hands, she dropped the two bags on the floor at her feet. She then smirked and turned to leave. 

“Wait,” Josephine called. “What’s in the bags?”

The girl turned just enough to see Josephine from the corner of her eye. Tucking a greasy strand of blonde hair behind her ear, she motioned down at the bags. 

“Clothes and other necessities,” she informed. “You’re having dinner with Rafe and he wants you presentable.”              

Without thinking, Josephine launched from the bed again and quickly approached the girl. When the waif turned to head out the door, Josephine grabbed her arm. The girl whirled and lashed out with unprecedented speed and accuracy. 

Reaching up to touch her cheek, Josephine inhaled sharply when her hand came away with a smear of blood. 

The girl tilted her head and studied the smattering of red with a predatory curiosity. 

“What’s the occasion?” Josephine asked and prepared herself for the animal’s attack. The girl seemed to shake herself out of some stupor because she turned her glazed eyes back to Josephine’s and smiled, the action revealing four very sharp incisors. 

“Apparently, we’re having company and Rafe wants you to there,” she sneered. “And he said to tell you to be sure and look like the professional historian that you are, hence the clothes.” She nodded at the bags again and then turned to head out the door, slamming it forcefully behind her. 

Josephine released the breath she’d been holding and bent down to retrieve the bags. She dug through them and found a couple changes of clean clothes, a brush, a few towels, some shampoo and conditioner, soap and a mirror. 

She glanced at her reflection in the mirror and winced at how bad she looked. Reaching up to tentatively touch the sizable cut on her cheekbone, she gasped and nearly dropped the mirror when Roman’s face shimmered in her reflection. 

“Roman?” she asked softly and ran her finger over the flickering surface. 

“Josephine?” their combined reflections demanded. “I can barely see you. How are you doing this?”

She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders, unable to offer a solid explanation. 

“I’m just looking in a mirror,” she explained. “I don’t know how any of this mating business works.”

Roman’s face lit in a relieved smile. 

“I can hear you perfectly, so that means you’re closer than we thought,” he admitted. “Can you tell me anything about where they’re holding you?”

So for the next fifteen minutes, Josephine went through the description of the parking garage and the move, then the description of her room. 

“That’s all I know,” she confessed sadly. “Roman, you should take the Scroll and save your father.” She stopped talking when her breath hitched. “You don’t owe me anything and there’s no guarantee that they’ll even let me live if you let them have the Scroll.” 

Roman’s gray eyes narrowed angrily back at her. 

“I’m not giving them the Scroll and I’m not giving you up either,” he replied harshly. “My men and I will find you, just stay alive,” he demanded. “You hear me?”

Josephine nodded and smiled. 

“Rafe is forcing me to have dinner with him and some guest, what should I do?” she asked. 

“You do what he says,” Roman answered succinctly. “You go along with him, tell him anything he wants to know. We’ll find you soon, I promise.” The mirror surface shimmered once more and she stared at her own reflection. Roman’s was gone. 

“Easier said than done,” Josephine murmured and gently laid the mirror on the bed. After rummaging through all the new clothes, she chose a cream cashmere sweater and chocolate brown pants. Her black heels were scratched up from her kidnapping, but she was sure she could clean them up satisfactorily enough. 

Steeling herself for an unexpected night, she headed into the small bathroom to begin getting ready. 

Once she was pleased enough with her appearance, she tucked the small mirror into her pants’ pocket and paced the floor in front of the door. It wasn’t more than thirty minutes before another knock heralded her escort. 

She frowned when the same volatile waif pushed open her door and stood back for Josephine to exit. 

“Follow me,” the girl barked and then pulled the door closed before setting off down a dimly lit hallway. Once they reached a dead end, Josephine watched as the girl turned left and descended a set of wooden stairs. 

As they moved to a lower floor, across a foyer and into a dining room, Josephine realized they were in an old, abandoned farmhouse. She wondered if that’s what Roman had meant when he’d said she was closer than they’d thought. Could the farmhouse be close to Roman’s country home?

“What happened to her face?” Rafe demanded harshly and grabbed the girl by the upper arm. “I told you not to harm her,” he growled and backhanded the girl before shoving her into Marty’s arms. 

“Get her out of my sight,” Rafe snarled and then turned back to face Josephine, his face morphing from an angry sneer to a delighted smile. She found herself wondering if all the wolves were as dysfunctional as Rafe and his pack. Were they all just as insane? She remembered Robert telling her that not all wolves fed upon human prey, but in facing the maniacal man/wolf before her, she couldn’t help but believe the entire species was just as bloodthirsty and savage. 

She shrank backwards when Rafe lifted his dirty hand toward her face. He stopped with his hand in midair and chuckled lightly before sweeping the same arm toward a chair behind him. 

“Please,” he invited. “Sit with us.” 

Josephine brushed past him and sat in the offered chair. When Rafe moved around behind her and helped push her chair closer to the table, she looked around at the other guests. She wasn’t surprised when she saw two more werewolves seated when them, but when her eyes lit on the third person, they widened in shock. The fourth guest sat directly across from her and she could tell right away that he wasn’t a wolf or human. His hulking frame and tall statue gave him away as nothing else could. 

He was a bear. One of Roman’s own men had betrayed him. 

“It’s nice to finally meet you Ms. Baxter,” the bear greeted and extended his large hand across the table for hers. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you,” he bragged. 

“I wish I could say the same,” Josephine snapped and merely stared down at his extended hand with blatant disdain. “But I have no idea who you are.” 

“Apologies,” Rafe said from the head of the table. “Josephine Baxter, meet Christopher Williams. He is Roman’s first cousin and the soon-to-be Williams’ heir. Once Roman is dead, that is.” Then turning to face Christopher, Rafe smiled, revealing his wolf teeth yet again. 

“Am I correct in assuming you two – ” he trailed off and waved his finger between Josephine and Christopher, “share a mutual friend?” he asked conversationally. 

“Oh yes,” Christopher hastened to answer. “I believe we do,” he agreed and turned back to Josephine. “It was Clara Stewart who suggested I contact you to begin with.”

Josephine’s stomach dropped. Now it all made sense. She’d found it incredibly lucky that Clara’s old high school flame had gotten drunk enough to talk about a secret society she’d researched for years. She had wondered how Clara, who knew nothing of history, had gotten the inside scoop when she had failed to, but she’ dismissed it from her mind in all the excitement of landing a new job.

Now the only question was whether Josephine had been the target all along or was she just the unlucky historian who’d gotten the job?

“I thought you said that with Roman’s father dead, he would be forced to form a new treaty with the wolves, why do you need Christopher?” she asked Rafe. 

The werewolf laughed and reached for the tarnished silver cup before him. Raising it high in the air, he waited for the other three men to mimic his action before turning his attention back to Josephine. 

“That was the plan,” he admitted. “But when Christopher came to me with an alternative, it was too good to be true.” 

“And what exactly is the alternative?” she demanded angrily turning flashing eyes back on the man/bear across from her. 

The beast had the audacity to smile and wink before tossing back his cup. 

“Easy darling,” he drawled. “I’ll become the new heir once Roman is dead and the wolves won’t need a treaty, they can have all the territory they desire.”

“You’re selling out your family for power and position?” she asked. 

Christopher nodded proudly. 

“Of course, I’ll get to marry you once Roman is dead, so I consider that a nice bonus,” he added and Josephine’s blood turned to ice in her veins. 

“I’m not the Princess,” she informed him. “I’m just a lowly employee.” 

“On the contrary,” Christopher argued and motioned at the near healed wound on her neck. “I beg to disagree with you. He’s bitten you and the bond has begun to form. For all intents and purposes Ms. Baxter, you and Roman are mated.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 













Chapter 11

 

Josephine didn’t say anything else throughout the mockery of a dinner Rafe hosted. She didn’t touch the food they placed in front of her from fear that it was human. She’d learned that the other two wolf/men were leaders of packs from neighboring states. 

Apparently, they weren’t really happy with Roman’s father either. The mere fact that the Bear Clan dictated all the other supernatural beings’ hunting grounds enraged them on a frightening level. 

She’d recalled Roman mentioning other shifters and such, but she’d never imagined that their existence went back eons. While she studied the dishes placed before her, she listened as the other men devised plans to put Christopher in control once Roman and his father were dead. 

Then they began drawing out territories for hunting grounds. She found the way they talked about humans, as though they were nothing more than cattle, sickening.

She’d also remembered Roman telling her that there were rituals that needed to take place before the succession could be transferred from leader to heir-apparent. If these renegades managed to kill both Roman and his father, how could Christopher take over without completing these rituals?

Would Roman even inherit the leadership if his father died before the rituals were complete?

“And that’s where our lovely little historian comes in,” Rafe drawled and all eyes zeroed in on Josephine. 

“Excuse me?” she asked. Considering she hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation at the time, she had no idea what she was expected to do. Rafe chuckled, prompting the other men to laugh as well. 

“It’s easy,” Christopher drawled and pulled a roll of parchment from his inner jacket pocket. He gently placed it on the table between himself and Josephine and motioned for her to take it. 

She reached forward and scooped the ancient document into her hand. As an afterthought, she unrolled her napkin and used it to handle the vellum. Oils from her hands could potentially damage such a delicate material. Using the napkin corners, she managed to unroll the document on the table and quickly scanned the contents. 

Her eyes widened once she’d successfully translated the text, which appeared to be in Akkadian, an ancient cuneiform language was used between 2800 BCE and 500 CE.

“No,” she murmured. “It can’t be.”

“Oh, but it is,” Christopher bragged triumphantly.  

“Do share with the class,” Rafe commanded and brought his glass to his lips for another sip. Josephine knew that after this, she would be in need of a stiff drink herself. No matter how many times her eyes roamed over the text, she still couldn’t force her mind to comprehend or accept what was written.

“Why does this even exist?” she demanded and shoved her chair back to stand before the men.  She drew herself up as high as possible and tried to look down her nose at Christopher as he smirked at her. 

“Why doesn’t Roman know about this?” she added. 

Rafe tilted his head back and laughed at her antics. If she intimidated him, he didn’t let it show. She knew she wouldn’t decipher the ritual for them, not in good conscience. She refused to be used as some tool to destroy the man who had become dear to her. 

“What is she talking about?” one of the other wolf leaders asked. 

Rafe narrowed his eyes at her and nodded once. Pressing her lips firmly shut, Josephine reclaimed her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Very well,” Rafe acquiesced and turned to lock eyes with Christopher. “Why don’t you give us a brief run-down of what the sweet, little lady will do for us?” 

Christopher smirked at Josephine but reached across the table and snagged the parchment from her. She tried to grab for it, but he’d rolled it up and put it back in his jacket pocket before she could move. 

“My fellow Supes, what I have in my pocket is an ancient scroll containing a spell to sever the ties between a bear Patriarch and his clan. It successfully allows the heir to take his place without the required rituals,” he explained. 

“You tried to kill Roman’s father without making sure he had time to pass the throne to Roman,” Josephine murmured. “You had no idea a ritual was needed in order for the heir to inherit control.” Her eyes shot to Christopher’s and she shivered under the pure evil that stared back at her. “What would have happened to Roman if his father had died without the ritual?”

“The clan’s magic would have died with the old man,” Christopher explained. “The leadership would have passed to another branch of the family and the Williams’ would have become human.” 

“Wouldn’t that have put a kink in your plans?” Josephine challenged Rafe. 

“Which is why I’m so thankful that the new heir-apparent saw the need to inform me of my slight mistake,” Rafe answered and slammed his glass down onto the table. “I think that it’s time for Ms. Baxter to be escorted back to her room,” he added and waved for someone standing just outside the dining room. 

Josephine allowed herself to be led back to the dingy room and then paced the floor as worry gnawed in the pit of her stomach. It soon became clear to her that even though Christopher knew the Scroll detailed the steps to the certain ritual, he couldn’t read the text himself and nor could anyone else. 

They needed her to translate it for them and that was something she refused to do. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled the little mirror out and stared deeply into it, willing Roman’s face to re-emerge so she could relay what she’d learned. 

After several minutes of simply staring at her own frustrated expression, she tossed it on the bed in annoyance. Time was quickly running out for Roman’s father and if Mr. Williams died without the needed rituals, Roman’s entire family would turn human and eventually die. 

She couldn’t understand why Christopher was the only one who knew of an ancient ritual that would allow Roman to sever the ties between himself and his dying father; which prompted her to wonder just who Christopher truly was. 

“Oh, I would kill to have my cell phone right now,” she huffed in exasperation. 

After pacing for another hour or so, Josephine’s body finally began to tire. She grabbed the mirror, tucking it safely back into her pocket and crawled into the middle of the bed, tucking a blanket around her. As she drifted off the sleep, she thought she heard Roman’s voice in her head. 

She knew she had to be dreaming because he was telling her that he was almost there. 

***

A massive explosion woke her from a deep slumber. Jolting straight up in the bed, Josephine sat still a few moments and nursed her racing heart. Not sure she’d heard anything at all; she jumped when another loud boom echoed just outside her window. Her adrenaline jumped into overdrive and she scrambled to free herself from the blanket.

Luckily, she managed to get off the bed before a large portion of the cracked ceiling rained down on her. 

She heard shouts, both from inside the house and out. Hearing footsteps in the hallway, she moved toward the door. Suddenly it exploded in on her and the blast sent her sprawling to the floor. 

Squinting through the dust, she saw a massive, hulking frame silhouetted in the doorway and relief flooded her, but that welcome emotion only lasted a brief second. 

“Get up,” a deep guttural voice barked and she recognized Christopher Williams beneath the fur partially masking his humanesque features. 

“What’s happening?” she asked and got unsteadily to her feet. But instead of moving toward the beast, she took a few steps deeper into the room. She had no idea why he was only partially shifted, but memories of how Roman had lost control when he’d touched his mother’s statue rushed back to her. Fear reached up and grabbed her in a chokehold. She sure as hell didn’t want Christopher attacking her. 

“I’ll tell you what’s happening,” he growled and strode into the room, grabbing her roughly by the arm. “Your mate has found us.”

Even though pain sliced through her arm where he’d grabbed her, Josephine felt a measure of relief. He’d sprouted a thick beard, complete with sideburns, and small fangs peeked from between his lips, but Christopher still appeared mostly in his human form. His formerly pristine suit was covered in some sort of white dust and the material on his right-side pants leg was severed from the knee down and her eyes widened in shock when she saw a very hairy leg leading down to a paw as big as her head. She just hoped his control lasted long enough for Roman to find her. 

Swallowing her fear, she allowed Christopher to drag her into the hallway. She worried that by struggling he would grow angrier and possibly hurt her more than she cared.  With her feet partially dragging, she followed him down the dingy hall and then to the stairs leading down. 

However, the moment they came off the stairwell onto the first floor, the front door and part of the wall surrounding it, flew inward after another explosion rent the night air. 

Josephine found herself thrown to the floor yet again. The back of her head hit something firmly unyielding and a sharp twinge erupted at the nape of her neck, sending pain shooting up into her skull. 

Her vision wavered slightly, just enough for her to scream when an unconscious – and possibly dead – Christopher fell atop her, successfully pinning her body completely to the hardwood floor. 

Loud bangs and brief flares of light continued to erupt around her, the commotion causing dust and other debris to rain down everywhere. She tried to free herself of the bear’s dead weight, but couldn’t so much as move a toe. 

 Suddenly a small group of men converged through the gaping maw, rifles retrofitted with red beams of laser light, spreading out into the dark room around them. 

A fully shifted werewolf burst in from the dining room, his huge furry body sailing through the air, his gaping snout grabbing one of the new arrivals on the arm. The soldier snarled and when the sound emerged like a bear’s roar, Josephine frowned in confusion. Suddenly she didn’t know if she was being rescued or kidnapped from her kidnappers. 

Since Rafe had a bear in his back pocket, it was kind of difficult to decipher whether she was safe or not. 

One of the men converged on her and it didn’t take her long to realize it wasn’t just armed possible bear shifters attacking, but soldiers, clad head-to-toe in black tactical gear. When the man offered her his outstretched hand, Josephine frowned up at him. Was he friend, or foe?

“Ms. Baxter?” the soldier asked from behind the black visor of his helmet. “We’re Colonel Williams’ platoon, we’re here to get you out,” he gently informed her. “Take my hand,” he ordered more forcefully. “The roof can come down any moment.” 

Shaking her head to dislodge the confusing thoughts jumbling her mind, she reached out and took the soldier’s proffered hand. As he began pulling her free of the unconscious shifter on top of her, she remembered the Scroll. 

“Wait,” she murmured and used her free hand to search Christopher’s pockets. Once she found the document, she wrapped her hand tightly around it and allowed herself to be pulled up. 

He stood her on her feet and then caught her when she wavered. Fresh pain tore through her head and a warm liquid coated her upper lip. 

“She’s concussed,” the soldier shouted and suddenly his voice came from far away. “Clear a path,” he added. She felt herself being lifted off the ground and the feeling of weightlessness enveloping her. Gripping her hand tightly closed, her last coherent thought was that she had to get the Scroll the Roman. 

 













Chapter 12

 

“Josephine?” a familiar voice called to her through the hazy fog filling her head. “Open your eyes, let me know you’re alright,” the man demanded hoarsely. 

“Sir, she’s taken a pretty hard bump to the head,” another voice cut in. “She’s bleeding from her nose and ears. We have an ambulance en route, ETA fifteen minutes.” 

“Copy that,” Roman barked back. “Tell Major Scott he has command.” 

She heard footsteps retreating as the other man moved away from them.

Groaning slightly, she forced her eyelids open. Although his image was muddled and distorted at first, Josephine recognized Roman instantly. But instead of the normal suit and tie, he was clad in head to toe black combat gear. 

She sat up and winced when the world around her swam like a whirling vortex of shadows and light. She felt like she’d drunk an entire case of wine. 

“My head,” she croaked. 

“You have a concussion,” Roman murmured softly and placed his hands on her shoulders, pushing her to lie back down. “Try not to move,” he advised. “But don’t pass out again, okay?” he added a bit more forcefully. 

She reached up to probe at her throbbing temple and stopped short when she realized she gripped something tightly in her hand. She opened her palm and on seeing the crumbled document, she sat back upright, and immediately regretted the action. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Roman barked. “I just told you to lie down.”

“Read this,” she insisted and shoved the Scroll toward him. Slumping back down on the ground, she winced when another explosion shook her entire body. “Who are those soldiers?” she asked and turned her head to watch the battle going on in the distance. 

What had once been a dilapidated farmhouse was now a roaring ball of fire with flames reaching high into the night sky. Wolf howls rent the air along with gunshots and shouts. Roman had initiated a full-on raid. 

“They’re my men,” he answered and turned the parchment to study it from a different angle. “My clan runs a special ops program for the government. I didn’t tell you the whole truth when I said the government contracts us,” he continued almost absently. 

“So what, you’re a super-soldier shape shifter?” she asked sarcastically. 

“Something like that,” he responded and tilted the paper another direction. She sighed in exasperation and reached out to snag the Scroll and turn it right side up for him.

“Where did you get this?” Roman demanded after glancing at the symbols. 

Sliding her eyes back to him, Josephine shifted uncomfortably. 

“A bear shifter by the name of Christopher Williams,” she explained softly, but not without a hint of anger. “Apparently, he used my friend Clara to introduce you and me. Clara said she dated him in high school.”

“Chris?” Roman echoed in a voice raw with emotion. “Chris was here? I haven’t seen him in ten years. He’s one of my younger cousins.”

“I’m sorry,” Josephine murmured. “I hate being the one to tell you this, but he not only had that Scroll, but he also wanted to use it to usurp the leadership.” 

Roman’s face ran a gauntlet of emotions as he processed the idea of his own family betraying him. After a few moments, he simply nodded in acceptance and tucked the Scroll into an inner vest pocket. Bringing his wrist up toward his face, he began barking orders and she realized he had a communications piece on his wrist. 

He ordered his men to look for Christopher and then frowned when an immediate response came. Josephine knew he’d been in the foyer when they’d found her, but she inhaled sharply when she heard the man tell Roman that the bear was gone. 

“We aren’t that easy to kill,” Roman murmured when he noticed her widened eyes. “He was probably just knocked out.”
“Roman, you have to find him,” Josephine urged. “He’s working with the werewolves. They cursed your father and now they plan on killing you inorder for Christopher to take over.”

“And so the war continues,” Roman growled and stood. “Did you decipher this Scroll?” he asked and patted his pocket to indicate the one she’d given to him. 

She nodded in response. 

“But you now have both Scrolls, you can take the other one to the doctor and let them cure your father,” she argued. “You don’t have to worry about the one Christopher had.” She gestured towards his vest pocket.

Roman’s face settled into a frightening mask of rage. 

“Always have a plan B,” he advised. “My men have taken this pack, but as you pointed out, there are many more out there who agree with these barbarians. We can’t afford for my father to die without the necessary rituals, so you’ll just have to translate this one for me and we’ll perform it just in case.”

***

Josephine refused to get into the ambulance once it arrived. No matter how hard the EMTs tried, she simply wouldn’t leave Roman. It didn’t matter that he’d said they’d won this particular battle; she wouldn’t leave his side until they were both able to go. 

He’d officially released command to Major Scott, but chose to hang around when word spread that they’d intercepted the pack’s leader, Rafe. 

Within ten minutes or so, two soldiers approached, dragging the body of a naked man between them. Even though his long hair hung in wet clumps around his face, she recognized him as her captor immediately. 

“Clothe him and secure him,” Roman ordered and watched with emotionless eyes as they nodded and turned to drag the shifter to a nearby SUV. One pulled a blanket from the back and wrapped it around Rafe before the other one put a pair of antiquated, silver cuffs on the wolf’s wrists and ankles. 

“Silver,” she murmured. 

“All shifters abhor silver,” Roman acknowledged. “Wolves especially. Some of the old tales are true,” he relented and turned toward her, opening his arms. “But most of them aren’t, it’s how we’ve survived so long in the human world.” 

Tearing her eyes away from the soldiers as they shoved Rafe into the back seat of the vehicle, she moved toward Roman and allowed him to crush her in a warm embrace. Closing her eyes, she laid her cheek on his chest and exhaled deeply. She was safe again. 

“Let’s go,” Roman whispered against the top of her head. “We still need to get you looked at and bandaged up; you have quite a few scratches and scrapes.”

Nodding at his request, Josephine allowed him to lead her to the ambulance where the EMTs quickly sat her down and began probing and prodding. 

She answered enough questions about herself that Roman could write her autobiography and then grumbled while they went about cleaning and bandaging her wounds. She hadn’t suffered anything more serious than a concussion and even now, the effects were quickly fading. 

When they finally relented and told Roman that she could go home, he helped her into the black SUV and then hopped in the back seat with her. Looking toward the driver, which she wasn’t shocked to see was Leo dressed in matching tactical gear, she simply smiled and settled back against the plush leather seat. 

Within minutes they were back at Roman’s country home and she realized that Rafe had been keeping her dangerously close to his enemy. 

“What are you going to do with Rafe?” she asked as they pulled through the front gates. 

Roman shrugged nonchalantly, and turned cold, almost dead eyes on her. 

“Depends on whether my father lives or not,” he answered gruffly and then swung his door open when the car rolled to a stop. Turning back, he offered her his hand and helped her from the car, up the steps and into the house. 

“Why don’t you go enjoy a nice, long bubble bath,” he suggested and urged her toward the stairs. “I’ll be up shortly,” he promised. 

Josephine nodded hesitantly and turned to start up the stairs when the front doors burst open and Rafe charged in still wearing his chains. He was held by two guards with three others bringing up the rear. 

“In the cellar,” Roman barked and then slid his eyes back to Josephine’s. She couldn’t suppress the shiver at seeing how his beautiful gray eyes had gone fathomless black. 

 

 

 













Chapter 13

 

After a nice, long, scalding hot bubble bath, Josephine dressed in a white t-shirt and black yoga pants. Pulling her hair into a bun high on her head, she climbed into the middle of her bed and let her mind picture the symbols on the Bear Scroll. Roman wanted the ritual translated so he could have it performed before his father died. 

Plan B, he’d called it. Josephine felt like he had already said his goodbyes to his father and now he raced to save his clan. But deep in her heart, she knew she could save his father. They’d found the Wolf Scroll and she just needed to make sure the doctor got it. 

Bouncing from the bed, she opened her door and eased down the hallway to the head of the stairs. Stopping, she listened for voices or movement. When she was satisfied that everyone was otherwise occupied, she crept down to the library and began sifting through the documents littering the table.

Brushing aside the maps she’d had Robert pull out, she searched for the Wolf Scroll. After an hour or so of nothing, she decided that Roman had probably hid it somewhere safe. So, resigned to wait until he emerged from his dungeon of torture, there wasn’t anything she could do but wait. 

She went back to her bedroom and opened the sliding door separating their rooms so that she would know when he returned. Crawling back into her bed, she fluffed the pillows and relaxed. 

She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew, Roman’s bedroom door slammed and her body was suddenly abuzz with anxiety. 

“Roman?” she called and extracted herself from the covers to pad over to the adjoining door. Still clad in his tactical gear, Roman paced the carpeted floor like a caged animal. Anger rolled off him in huge waves. 

Roman whirled to face her. “How are you feeling?” he asked tersely. 

“Better,” she answered and hesitantly moved toward him. 

“Don’t lie to me,” he threatened and pulled her roughly into his embrace. “I can feel your emotions, remember? I can also feel your physical pain,” he added and then held her at arms’ length so he could look her in the eye. “The bond between us has grown very strong Josephine, I never imagined feeling this way for someone,” he admitted softly and then lowered his lips to capture hers in a soft, passionate kiss. 

A knock on his bedroom door had him pulling away from her with a curse. It seemed as though every time they got close, something or someone intervened. 

“Your father has asked to see you,” Robert announced softly once Roman pulled the door open. “He’s awake,” he added. 

“The Scroll,” Josephine gasped and rushed toward Roman. “I need the Wolf Scroll; I can translate it for the doctor.” 

Roman reached inside his vest and pulled out two scrolls. Handing them to her, he padded over to his closet and began removing his battle gear. 

It took every ounce of self control to pull her eyes from the gloriously naked body of her mate in order to study the documents. Within a few moments, Josephine had a tentative spell translated. 

“I have it,” she announced proudly. “I’ve translated the ritual to lift the curse from your father.”

Roman emerged from his bathroom, a puff of steam hot on his trail. Apparently, he’d found time to shower while she’d been lost in her own mind. 

“Would you like to change while I gather the necessary items?” Roman asked and motioned at her t-shirt and cotton pants. 

“Oh, yes,” she agreed absently. She left the documents lying on Roman’s bed and raced off to her room. 

***

Once they were seated in the town car with Leo driving, Roman explained that his father was in a private estate they’d retrofitted as a hospital. The doctor who cared for him lived there so that he could be in close proximity to his patient. 

She also learned that the doctor happened to be a very close family friend of the Williams bear clan as he, himself, was a bear shifter. 

After offering these few explanations, Roman fell into a contemplative silence and Josephine chose not to disturb him. Pulling both the Bear and the Wolf Scrolls from her bag, she opened the Bear Scroll and began deciphering the cuneiform texts. 

Even though she knew deep within her heart that Roman’s dad would be saved, she also wanted to be prepared should Roman ask for the other ritual. Luckily the Bear Scroll didn’t ask for anything other than the two participants and a simple chant to sever their ties. 

“Where did you get the ingredients for the Wolves’ counter-spell?” Josephine asked as the thought suddenly occurred to her. The Wolf Scroll called for the blood of the original caster as well as blood from the victim’s sire in order to successfully lift the curse.

Roman shifted uncomfortably in the seat next to her and produced a small pouch from his inner jacket. Offering it to her, he gave a small shrug and waited for her to study the contents. 

Inside she found two vials: one, containing Rafe’s blood and another one, unlabeled. Holding the unlabeled vial up before her, she arched an eyebrow in question. 

“Blood and other samples are taken when one of us joins the military,” he explained. “Just in case situations like this arise. That’s my grandfather’s blood,” he added with a nod at the second vial. “We keep them all in cold storage.”

She carefully placed the vials back into the pouch and handed it to Roman. She wanted to question him as to what ‘other’ samples would’ve been taken, but didn’t feel that it was an appropriate time. 

They pulled through the main gates and Roman barely waited for the car to stop before rushing up the steps and disappearing into the house. Leo shifted the car into park and lumbered out, offering Josephine his hand through Roman’s open door. 

“Allow me to escort you in Ms. Baxter,” he offered with an apologetic smile.

  Taking his hand, she followed Leo into the house and down a series of hallways until they reached Mr. Williams’ room. The moment she laid eyes on the pale, sunken body in the bed, she wondered if perhaps they weren’t too late to save him after all.

Numerous tubes and I.V. lines were connected to his body and machines beeped quietly from various points in the room. One large tube ran to his open mouth and she inhaled sharply when she realized it was a ventilator. Mr. Williams was no longer able to breathe on his own. 

“We don’t have much time,” Roman murmured as he bent over the bed and took his father’s hand in his. 

“What happens if we sever your ties and your father lives?” Josephine asked softly. 

Roman bowed his head and sighed.  “The answer is complicated,” he admitted. “But essentially, his shifter genes will decrease and gradually, over time, he’ll become mortal. By severing his ties from me, and thus the Clan, he’ll no longer have that connection to his own bloodline. That’s the down side to using magic.”

“If the ritual causes him to become mortal all at once, will the Wolves’ curse kill him before the doctor can cure him?” she asked, wanting to make sure everyone understood the pressure they placed on her shoulders. 

“He’ll still be a shifter,” Roman answered hoarsely. “It’ll take years for his DNA to convert. I wouldn’t suggest doing the ritual if I thought it could potentially kill him.”

Josephine nodded. She couldn’t blame Roman for his insistence on performing the severing ritual. He wanted to protect his Clan and his father and this was the only way he could do both. 

“Is there a way for him to re-enter the Clan?” she prompted. She refused to believe that the only way to save the man was to condemn him to a mortal life and death. Having been immortal all his existence, how would he handle being simply human?

Roman lifted his head and studied her through narrowed eyes. 

“I’m sure a genius like you can figure out a way,” he said and then smiled. “If you’ll stay on as my historian, I’ll give you full access to all my mother’s research and anything else you may need.”

Josephine’s heart swelled with so many emotions, she almost felt like she would burst. 

“Shall we get started?” Roman prompted. 

***

Standing solemnly over his father’s unconscious body, Roman took a small scalpel and gently pulled it across the flesh of his wrist. After doing the same with his father’s wrist, he pressed the two bleeding wounds together.

A palpable weight shot through the room and Roman doubled over in visible pain. When Josephine started toward him, he thrust out his hand to keep her at a safe distance. 

“It worked,” he panted and pulled his wrist free of his father’s. The doctor stepped forward and wrapped Mr. William’s wound before turning to tend to Roman’s who simply waved the man away. 

“Mine’s almost healed,” he explained and then turned to face Josephine. “Let Dr. Hemp have the Wolf Scroll and translation. He’ll have to do the rest on his own.”

Doing as she was told, Josephine offered the parchment to the doctor and then allowed Roman to lead her from the room. 

 

 













Chapter 14

 

How long did it take to save one life? 

After hours of pacing the hallway before Mr. Williams’ room, Leo suggested they go back home. Since they were both pretty exhausted from the night’s events, Roman agreed. 

Now they simply waited on the call from the doctor. Robert had begged for them all to eat dinner, but nobody could manage to take a bite while they awaited news. 

It seemed childish that she expected everything to immediately be fine, but now they had to wait until the doctor gave them the results. Magic was difficult and often slow when it came to healing. 

Josephine escaped to the library and began her research on how to keep Mr. Williams’ bear shifter genes alive. She knew she had time to figure things out, but she had nothing else to do besides wait. She refused to think about what would happen should he not make it. 

Roman found her, hours later, buried beneath a mountain of books and various documents. She raised dry, bloodshot eyes to his and couldn’t stop the flood of tears as they rained down her cheek. 

“I can’t focus,” she admitted shamefully. “I’ve always found peace and comfort in my work, but now, I just can’t concentrate.”

Roman clucked his tongue and gathered her into his arms where he began murmuring words in some other language. A large part of her wanted to dissect the language, identify it and then analyze it, but her brain was too tired to do much more than allow herself to be coddled. 

“Everyone is gathered in the parlor,” Roman murmured against her temple. “Why don’t we join them? Robert has a fire going and he and Leo are playing chess. I can have him fix you something to eat,” he offered. 

“No,” she refused softly. “Let’s just go and be with them. I’m too tired to do much more than breathe.”

“As you wish,” Roman agreed, lifting her into his arms, he carried her down the hallway and into the parlor. Neither Robert nor Leo glanced up as they entered, their minds too occupied with the game of strategy and wits. 

Roman gently lay her on the lounge chair seated before the fireplace and then lowered himself to sit on the floor at her side. He laid his head back against the velvety material and Josephine couldn’t help but run her fingers through his hair.

Finally, the phone rang.

Roman jumped and raced across the room, snatching it from the receiver. 

“Hello?” he barked.

She, Robert, and Leo all waited with baited breath as Roman remained silent as he listened to the voice on the other end. He nearly dropped the phone when he whirled around towards them.

“He’s going to live!” he exclaimed with a relieved laugh. “I can’t believe it. He’s going to live,” he breathed and nearly collapsed against the table. “My father is going to live.”

“Roman,” Josephine cried as she went to embrace him. He hugged her tightly against him. They’d spent all day waiting for news and the sun was now dropping past the horizon outside. In the last hours of the day, Roman’s father had been saved. Even though they now faced a new dilemma and possibly a difficult quest, the William’s family would continue and The Midnight Den would survive. 

“Let’s give them some privacy,” Robert whispered to Leo as the men ducked out of the room with knowing smiles. 

Roman’s warmth felt comforting against her. Soon, the room was cloaked in darkness. She approached a lamp to turn it on, but he pulled her back against him.

“We can find a way to reverse this,” he told her, touching the bite. His desperate eyes searched her face. “You don’t have to be connected to me if you don’t want to.”

She took a deep breathe, the tense air of the room nearly suffocating her. “Roman, I’m not sure that we need to do that…”

The seconds passed between them like hours as she saw him processing her answer. Even in the darkness, she felt like her face was flustered before him. 

“I mean, what I’m saying is...Would it be alright if we stay like this for a while?” she asked softly as her hand went to cover the bite. His breath tickled her ear as he leaned towards her.

“You’ve helped me save my father,” he reminded her. “You can have whatever you want.” Her heart jumped nervously.

“Does that include you?” The question was out of her mouth before she could help it. Heat swirled around them. He let out a rumbling laugh as he leaned into her. 

“Only if I can have you,” he countered in a hoarse voice. “All of you.”

She squeaked in pleasant surprise when he pounced. His rough hands moved against her body as if they were making music on her. She moaned and pressed her lips against his. He pressed her against the table behind them with a primal growl, a delicious sound that made her blood heat. 

When he rubbed himself against her, she captured his bottom lip to nibble it. His tongue pressed against her attack and he ravaged her mouth. They broke apart, panting. Her chest rose up and down, the hardened nipples peaking beneath the thin fabric of her shirt. His fingertips found them and she threw her head back to moan as he caressed her breasts. 

“Josephine!” His growl made her tremble as his hands made quick work of her clothes. Her fingers desperately tugged away his own clothing. She moaned in sweet agony as his hardness brushed up against her slick entrance. He pulled her into a hard kiss. She arched her back and pressed up against him with a satisfied groan. 

“I can’t wait any longer,” she whispered in a hoarse voice. The outline of his member against her spiked every lustful nerve within her.  She wanted him. She needed him. To feel his love as he thrusted into her. 

They pressed together. Savagely, a primal urge thundering between them to touch skin against skin. Even in the dim light, she felt his hesitance. She grabbed his hand with a firm reassuring squeeze. He nodded against her, his tongue playing with the bite, earning a gasp of pleasure from her. 

He grasped one of her legs to hook behind him. Her skin was melting in bliss while he positioned himself at her entrance, yearning for him to fill her. With a light touch, he barely pushed himself into her while his fingers began to work magic just above her entrance. She gasped with pleasure and whined, writhing beneath him.

“Please!” 

“I love you,” he said. Slow and soft, before he thrust inside of her with a husky groan.

 “Again,” she begged him. He was quick to follow her lead, thrusting in and out of her. She felt the pressure building in her as she began to respond to his movements with her own rhythm. Their breaths became quicker together as the starlight began to cloak them in a dreamy haze. 

“Fuck,” he groaned. His pace quickened. She felt a sudden rocketing in pressure as her muscles squeezed around him, a sensation that brought her to her peak.

 “Roman!” She cried out for him and threw her arms around his neck. She needed to feel the deep rumbling of his chest as he growled against her. He threw his head back with a deafening roar as their pleasure peaked together. 

“Josephine!” he screamed her name as they rocked against each other into blissful ecstasy. They collapsed against one another, the desk cold beneath them. 

“Bed?” she suggested weakly. He nodded, sweaty forehead slick against her naked chest. He grabbed her in his arms and carried her down the hall to his room. He dropped her gently with a grin on the soft bed. She moaned gratefully as she buried her face in the fabric and felt him lay down beside her. His hands trailed her sides. 

“You can continue to research the Midnight Den,” he said. “I can help you prepare documents. We just need to leave out certain parts.”

“I wasn’t planning on revealing the bear magic,” she teased with a smile. His dazzling eyes seemed to glow in the faint moonlight. 

He smirked. “Do you remember what I told you in the beginning?”

She furrowed her brow. “What?”

“Not to fall in love with me,” he said slyly as his hand want to cup her face. “Here you are, though.”

“I don’t see you complaining,” she pointed out as she propped herself up on her elbow. His wicked grin fell to her naked breasts, exposed as they slipped from beneath the sheet.

“No, I can’t complain. Not even about my mother’s trickiness.”

“What do you mean?” she asked with a frown. 

He pulled her into his arms as they rested against the pillows together. She listened to the steady beat of his heart as he played with her hair.

“Her craftiness caused some stress,” he admitted. “But, it did lead to some valuable discoveries.” When his handsome eyes rested on her face, she blushed. 

She’d discovered more than she thought possible too. The journey to discover the secrets behind the Midnight Den had led her to love. Strange, unpredictable love that was worth discovering for years to come. 

 

*****

THE END
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Witch Bride: A Shifter Romance

Arabella

My head throbbed excruciatingly as I started to regain consciousness and for some reason opening my eyes was nearly impossible. It felt as if my eyelids were glued together. I was also well aware of the fact that I was not in my own room, in my cosy bed, with my cat Silvester. My stomach turned and I tensed nervously. If I was not home, and this was no dream, then where was I? Fending off the sudden sense of panic threatening to hijack my mind, I took a few deep breaths to calm myself.

“Hello?” I asked in a croaky voice knowing it was a weak attempt at drawing attention. Just as expected, there was no answer. The silence that shrouded me was deafening, something was horribly wrong.

I managed to push myself off the hard slab I was laying on and then dropped to my knees. The cold concrete floor beneath me was rough and as I slowly crawled forward, I kept feeling ahead for anything of substance.  Barely a few feet ahead of me was a wall and with trembling fingers I felt my way up against it, using it as leverage to stand on my own two feet. There had to be a door or a window, unless I was in some sort of a pit. A nauseated feeling clenched around my insides, but I forced myself to move.

“Hello!” I cried anxiously, hoping that someone would hear me, and although I had no idea where I was, or who would come to my aid I knew that just the mere presence of another living being would be comforting, in some strange way. But what if…no, no, no, I could not allow myself to panic. Just stay positive Arabella, I encouraged myself, because I knew the moment I lost heart, I might as well kiss my backside goodbye.

As time slowly ticked by I started to feel a sense of normality return. The hazy fog that wrapped around my mind and limbs started to subside slowly and soon enough I managed to open my eyes. Although things around me were still very blurry the room started taking shape. On the far left was a single bed, a basin to the right and a toilet, very similar to that of a prison cell. I kept hunting through the recesses of my mind to figure out what happened, but I came up blank. The locator spell, that’s what I was doing before I lost consciousness, I must have been trying to locate something of relevance, but what was it?

The sound of footsteps drew my attention as they got closer and closer, but my sense of relief was short lived. My good old friend panic reared its ugly head. Whoever locked me away in this cell was definitely not friend, but most likely foe, and I clearly had something they wanted.

The door glided open and my heartbeat drummed loudly in my ears. Immediately, I backed away from the door and stood with my palms turned upwards, ready to call on the four elements to ward myself against the impending threat.

Two larger than life men stepped into the cell, both wearing some sort of a uniform. And the deadpan look on their faces, made the hairs on my neck stand up.  With my trembling heart I focused on the two men and willed the power of the elements to ward them off, but to my surprise the warm glow of magic dissipated like a candle lit in a drafty room. What the hell?!

“You’re magic won’t work here,” the taller one of the two said as if he could read my mind and reached for me, but I jumped back and flattened myself against the wall.

“Where am I and who are you?” I asked them raising my fists to shield myself, ready to strike if I had to, and by the look on their faces, I was not intimidating them at all. In fact, it looked like they found me more amusing than frightening.

The other, slightly shorter one, although not by much, chuckled and casually stepped forward, and as I punched towards his face, he gripped my wrist firmly in his hand.

“Come now, you don’t actually think you’ll be able to fight us, do you?” he said mockingly.

He was right. Damn! They were way taller than I was, and much bigger and without my magic I stood no chance, I was going to have to be crafty and play by their rules if I was going to see another sunrise. Feigning defeat I lowered my other hand and the tall one locked his big monstrous hand around my upper arm.

“If you don’t struggle you won’t get hurt,” he said as they lead me out of the cell into a long dim lit passage.

“Just tell me what’s going on.” I asked them, but neither bothered to answer me, they simply hustled me along.

As we walked along the corridor, there were other cells, similar to the one I woke up in, if only I had the ability to see beyond those walls now, maybe that would give me an indication of where I was and what I was doing here. But no matter what angle I tried, I was powerless.

We turned left and then right until we reached another set of doors, one of the men pressed his palm on the biometric scanner and the doors swished open. Half expecting them to chaperone me into the room, they remained outside, simply shoving me forward and then the doors closed.

The interior of this room was so much different than the corridors beyond the large doors. To my left was a large indoor terrarium that contained plants, which, to the best of my knowledge, became extinct long before the fall of man. I was very tempted to study them, but too scared to make any sudden moves. I simply stood in one spot and glanced around the room, feeling like a bird, trapped in a cage.

“Arabella Autumn, I wish we were meeting under different circumstances,” a deep timbered voice said from the far corner of the room.

 “I am Major Edmund Bernhard.”

Startled, I looked in the direction of the disembodied voice, and even though my nerves were shot and my brain misfiring horribly, I managed to keep my composure.

“W-well, so do I, what do you want with me?” I asked bitingly, “and why does my magic not work in this place?”

“In due time all will be revealed, I just wanted to take this time to introduce myself to you.”

A broad shouldered man, dressed in uniform similar to the other two men, stepped out of the shadowed corner of the room. From the amount of medals pinned to his shirt’s breast pocket he must have been higher up in rank. 

Although I felt intimidated, a strange, completely opposite sensation slowly unravelled in me. I tried not to stare, and instead looked at everything except the man before me, but even that failed since my eyes kept darting back to him. His chocolate brown hair was short with fine golden streaks on each side of his head. His eyes were large and slightly slanted and thick dark lashes framed his intense amber eyes. The colour of his eyes reminded me of an orange moon, ominous yet beautiful, and in all my life, I cannot recall seeing such eyes. Everything about him was a tad overwhelming, not only did he have near perfect facial features; the rest of him was also rather distracting. He stood tall and proud, with his shoulders drawn back and by his posture, and the way his arms angled away from his body, it was obvious that he had physical strength as much as an air of aristocracy.

“Focus Arabella!” I reprimanded myself, shaking my head mentally. I squared my shoulders and point blankly said, “Cut the crap, and tell me what’s going on.”








Chapter 2

 

Edmund 

For a witch that reeked of sulphur, she had real attitude. If I was in her shoes, I would tread carefully. She didn’t even attempt to avert her eyes when I looked straight at her. She just stood there, defiantly staring at me with lips sealed in a tight line. I’m sure she was expecting some sort of an apology from me. Or at the very least, an explanation. Nonetheless, I needed her. From across my desk I studied her and couldn’t help but wonder what secrets where hidden behind those dauntingly violet eyes, not to mention underneath those dreary layers of black cloth and filth.

The world outside of these walls was a barren wasteland. All that was left of the once beautiful planet after the decimation of mankind was nothing but cesspools. The chance of survival for anything other than an immortal being was slim, even for a witch. Their magic can only take them so far, and without the essence of earth their power soon dissipates. Every immortal knew that there were only a handful of witches left that remained true to the Coven of the Labyrinth, and so they have become the most wanted individuals on the planet.

“No need to be so hostile Arabella, I assure you, we mean you no harm,” I walked to the window and looked out over the grounds of the compound. "Patience is a virtue, something your kind should be skilled at.”

“My kind and what pray tell is my kind exactly?” she asked and I could sense the ire in her tone.

“You are human, no?”

“Just because I have red blood running through my veins does not put me in the same league as them,” she grated, “they did as much harm to us witches as they did to The Mother.”

The Mother, I dropped my head in an attempt to hide my amusement. These witches and their citations for things otherwise normally known as, the moon, the sun, the earth and whatever else they seem to personify was rather entertaining.

“Indeed they did, which brings me to my next question. How do you feel about Lucifer’s Hordes?”

Her violet eyes flashed a shade of midnight, “What of them?” she asked narrowing her eyes but I could see her fingers working in her palms. She was up to her tricks, trying to read my mind. I suppose the ward placed on this compound by Maura had its benefits after all.

I pushed way from the window and moved closer to the woman and even though the rancid smell from the purged world grew stronger as I move closer to her, there was a distinct and sweeter smell that resonated from her. I hunted through the recesses of my mind, trying to recall which flower she smelled like. It wasn’t a rose, nor was it a gardenia, but whatever it was; it invoked temptation, which I needed to avoid.

I stopped a few feet away from her and although her magic was rendered useless in this place, the power of her femininity drew me in like a magnet finding its true north.

“By your reaction to the mention of their name, I am going to assume there is no love lost for their kind,” I stated, crossing my arms.

“Maybe, but what does this have to do with me?”

“Everything,” I said matter-of-factly.

The doors swung open just as I was about to explain the situation to her, and one of my guards stalked in.

“Major Bernhard, I apologize for interrupting, but we have a situation,” he said, standing at attention.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I said and he instantly marched out. There was another breach of our compound perimeter. An impending disaster was looming and if we did not act fast, we would face the same fate as the clans up north, I realized.  I turned my attention back to the witch and inclined my head.

“Unfortunately duty calls, but we will talk again, in the meantime I have asked one of the servants to take you to your room…”

“Oh no, no you don’t. I refuse to go back to that cold cell,” she chirped in.

“Not the cell, we have a room for you. You’ll find it much more comfortable, now if you’ll excuse me, I really need to attend to an urgent matter.”













Chapter 3

 

Arabella

I still had no idea why I was here, and the tingling in my fingers was slowly starting to rub me up the wrong way. I could feel the magic swirling around within me like a tornado, but just as I think I can conjure up a spell, the vortex of energy dissipates. The only reasonable explanation for this was that another witch must have cast some sort of binding spell, something that blocks magic, but why?

As I followed the small servant through the long hallways and smaller passages, I couldn’t help but appreciate the collection of historical artefacts that lined the walls. From Persian rugs and ancient weapons, to photographs of the once proud cities that filled the land with their high rise corporate buildings. There were framed cartographic and ancient documents of lost civilizations, and among these were papyrus scrolls encased in glass cases. Arcane invaluable pieces, I wish I could get my hands on, but my guide was marching ahead determinedly.

“Can you tell me more about this place?” I dared to ask, but she remained silent.

We passed a large wooden door, which drew my attention immediately, unlike all the other steel doors, this one had an air of historical brilliance to it, above it was inscribed The Alexandria Room. Just then the heavy door opened and a tall lanky female exited the room carrying a set of ancient looking books. I managed to glance past her and was surprised to see hundreds of books lining the walls.

“Is this a library?” I asked the woman, but even this one remained silent. How bloody rude. I could only draw two conclusions here, everyone in this facility was either bound to a vow of silence, or, they chose not to speak to me.

As tempted as I was to just turn left and enter the library, I couldn’t, the girl leading me was standing at the junction up ahead and she looked annoyed as hell. Shaking my head, I quickened my pace to catch up to her and then silently followed until we reached my so called room where she left me unattended. Thank the gods! Another minute in her silent presence would have killed me. My relief was soon whitewashed when I noticed the CCTV camera outside my door in the hallway. If only I had my magic, I would so easily disable it. Then again a can of spray paint would work just as well. But neither magic nor spray paint were at my disposal at the moment.

Once in the confines of my room, I felt more at ease. The room was small but cosy, a single bed and a low table stood near the window and in the corner of the room was a tub. A tub, I can’t remember when last I had a bath, definitely the first thing on my list of things to do. Even above escape. 

There was also a wardrobe, which stood open, and I was quite surprised to see a few items of clothing hanging in it.  Not exactly my style, but at this point beggars can’t be choosers. Black or red, red, no black, black it is. Red signified sexy and dangerous, black signified serious and ominous, which was the preferred look I was going for. I pulled out the long black dress and rubbed my cheek against its velvety surface. It smelled strangely familiar, I bunched it up and inhaled deeply, but instead my own stench wrapped around me like a cloud. Suddenly I felt embarrassed, all this time I’ve been showing complete disregard for my captors while I smelled like a pig, no wonder they wouldn’t talk to me, they couldn’t stand the smell of me!

Good thing there was a bath. I reached for the tap, and I nearly squealed as water started to flow freely. I was surprised, considering the earth was barren and the water supply in most areas of the world was non-existent, or had turned to sulphide. I simply could not wait to wash the grime and stench from my body and hair.

I adjusted the taps until the water was warm. I hurried and tore off the clothes I was wearing and tossed them in the wicker basket standing next to the tub, then stepped into the warm water and sunk down until my entire body was submerged. Every muscle in my body unwound like a coil that was strung too tight.

“Thank you Hecate,” the gods were clearly pleased with me, why else would I be granted these luxuries. On the other hand, I was still no better than a prisoner in this…whatever this place was.

I must have fallen asleep; it was so comfortable, because when I woke up with a start, the water was already turning cold. I quickly lathered my hair with the cake of soap that was provided and then washed and rinsed the rest of my body. Finally, I felt normal and better able to figure out what the heck was going on here.

Reluctantly I got out of the tub and dried myself, then took the long dress I picked earlier and pulled it over my head. The fabric felt like silk as it glided down my clean skin. The front was embellished with Hecate’s circle, which I found rather interesting. My captors were clearly prepared and ready to make me feel at home, but I was still not sure what my purpose was. If I had no ability to perform magic, what use was I to them?

A slight knock on the door drew my attention, and with my hair still damp I went to open it. Seeing the Major standing in the doorway came as no surprise strangely enough. I half expected him to eventually find me or summon me to his domain. Only this time, he was dressed more casually, and this new side of him caused my insides to quiver. He was in fact very handsome. When I met him earlier I felt intimidated by his presence, but now, not so much. And like an idiot I stood staring at him.  The silence between us stretched far beyond what was necessary before he spoke.

“I hope I’m not intruding?”

“Erm… no, not really,” I felt my cheeks heat and I quickly lowered my eyes and fidgeted with the hem on one of my sleeves. What the hell was wrong with me? I was acting like a giddy teenager; with a serious hormone imbalance. Okay fine, as if being one of the only witches out there in the wasteland once abundant with human life and pleasures wasn’t bad enough, I was a lonely too. In fact, I can’t remember when last I found myself in the company of a man. It’s not every day that you got to stand in front of someone whose features would put even Lord Ares to shame.

 

 













Chapter 4

 

Edmund

She really cleans up nicely, almost too nicely. I had trouble keeping my eyes on her face. Her damp hair clung to the sides of her face, and loose tendrils hung heavily down over her shoulders. She suddenly became a very disruptive distraction. I openly admired her, she had curves in all the right places and full breasts that would fit perfectly in my palms, and mouth for that matter. Even under the black velvet I could see her nipples poke at the fabric. The dress was long enough to cover her feet, and for a moment I really wanted to see her legs, run my hands over her calves and up her thighs. Forcing my attention back to her face, I was relieved to find her toying with her sleeve.

“Would you like something to eat or drink?”

She raised her eyes and tilted her head slightly and I could see she was chewing the inside of her cheek, “You haven’t eaten a proper meal for some time and you need your strength.”

The rumble from her tummy confirmed it and with a click of my fingers one of the servants appeared beside me, carrying a tray with food and fresh water.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You are,” without waiting for her to invite me in, I stepped closer and then only she stepped aside and let me into the room and the smell of lavender hung heavily in the air.

“I told you I’m not hungry,” she was quite the determined one.

“Well I am hungry so if you don’t mind, I’ll just help myself,” I lifted the lid off the plate and picked at a ripe cherry tomato, popping it into my mouth. “You know very well that out there, there is no such luxury as growing fresh fruit and vegetables. As far as I am led to believe, the food sources are almost completely depleted, and so is the water,” I lifted the glass of water and held it out to her. She hesitated at first and then took the glass, but before she took a sip, she sniffed at it.

“A dash of lemon, try it,” watching her take her first sip of water was quite something.

At first it was just a small sip, then a bigger one, until she tilted the full glass and downed the contents eagerly. When she finally pulled the glass away from her lips she looked apologetic, and for a brief moment a smile tugged at her lips, before her old mask of distrust came down again.

“Thank you, but why is it that you have fresh water? Surely if anyone finds out they will all head here and before you know it, these walls would be torn down and destroyed.”

Clever witch, at this rate I will not need to explain anything to her.

“That is true, but the compound is heavily guarded and not easy to find,” I reached for one of the peaches and handed it to her, this time she accepted it without question. What a colossal mistake that was, as she bit into it, its juices ran down over her chin and droplets fell on her chest and ran down between her breasts. What was it with this woman? The most insignificant things about her are also the most magnetic. Everything she did drew my attention.

She must have noticed me staring and she quickly stopped chewing. From where I stood I could hear her heart pounding loudly in her chest. Her reaction towards me was the same, which I found strange since she was a witch. Yet against my better judgement, and the laws of our kind, I reached for the half-eaten peach and placed it back on the plate then pulled her against me.

“What power do you hold over me?” her violet eyes and raven black hair captivated me and the full blush that now shaded her cheeks replaced her pale complexion.

“I-I don’t know what you mean? You know my magic is useless in this place,” she was right, it was, so if she wasn’t using magic then what was it?

I had no clue, but right now I didn’t care. I lowered my lips to hers.

“Major…” she whispered, and I felt the need to correct her, here and now, I was a man without status. I was no Major and I was no Prince. We were two separate forces of nature about to collide and there was no stopping that fact.

“Edmund,” my lips brushed the corner of her mouth, “call me Edmund.”

Whether she wanted to say my name or not, it was too late, I already tasted her lips; it was sweet with a hint of lemon and peach. Like some aphrodisiac yet to be discovered, I lost nearly all control.

Her lips parted willingly and I explored the confines of her mouth with my tongue, and she met me all the same. Raising my leg between hers, I backed her up against the nearest wall. Her breathing was getting heavier and her body responded to my touch as I ran my hands down over her sides. I wanted to pull this dress off and admire her body more than anything, but I had to hold back. The last thing I wanted was to scare her. As it was, my inner beast was starting to surface, and I had no idea how long I would be able to control him.

The space between our bodies was still, like chasm we needed to cross over, it felt like my soul wanted to merge with hers. What was going on? Why was I feeling this strong attraction towards a woman I should have no feelings or desires for? The questions were endless, but my beast was determined.

I dragged my lips away from hers and she tilted her head to the side, her hands were resting just over my heart, and if I didn’t know better I would have thought to be bewitched.

“Edmund, what’s happening…?” I heard her whisper breathlessly, but even that did not quite register. All I wanted was this. Sliding my lips along her neck to the hollow at the base of her throat and I felt her pulse quicken. The rush of her blood and the beating of her heart drowned out any other sounds. I tried to fight it, but the urge to taste her was slowly overpowering my common sense. And before I could stop myself, my canines extended and sliced into her skin. It was a mere scratch, but the moment I did that, she shoved at my chest and pushed me away from her.

“No! What are you doing?” she whispered huskily as she covered the slight scar on her neck.

But the taste of her blood was already on my tongue, and realization swept over me like an avalanche. She was more than just a witch, she was my mate.

“You’re blood…” without giving her a chance to escape I spun her around and pressed her up against the wall and roughly pulled her dress up.

“What the hell! Get away from me!” she shouted and struggled against my grip, but I had to see it for myself. And as I dragged the dress up and over her ass, my suspicions were confirmed, the royal birthmark was imprinted like a tattoo on her lower back.

Without a word I stormed out of her room, I had to consult with the elders and get their take on this, if she was even partly bear, it would mean that I finally found my mate. And that would mean I would take my rightful place on the thrown as the ruler of my kind.

 






Chapter 5

 

Arabella 

A week has gone by with no word from Edmond. The scar on my neck was still raw. I tilted my head as I looked in the mirror and gently trailed my finger over the small cut. It wasn’t painful at all, but it wasn’t going away either. Whatever possessed him to do such a thing?

I walked over to the bed and knelt down pulling out the box he sent me shortly after our incident. It contained all the tools I needed to lift this binding spell, I still had no idea why it was cast in the first place, and what my purpose would be once I’ve completed this. The question that begged to be asked was, would I be cast out into the wilderness again, left to fend for myself like I did before? A few days ago all I wanted was to leave this place, regardless of the luxuries and easy access to food, or the magnificent library I visited every day since. But the longer I pondered over what happened between Edmund and I, the more determined I was to stay and figure out what was going on. I had the right to know. Plus, my attraction to him was making me second guess myself.

Still on my knees I glanced towards the window at the waning moon. I could delay the inevitable and wait for the moon phase to pass, but eventually I was going to have to do it anyway. Might as well get it over and done with.

I started to lay out all the items I needed to do the spell, and cast my circle. It was a ritual as second nature as breathing. Once done, I positioned my candles at each of the four corners representing the elements, fire, air, earth and water. It was no surprise that all the ingredients for the spell were neatly set in a small wooden box.

With my eyes closed I centred my spirit and focused as I started my cleansing chant, it was a simple meditative practice to chase away all conflict and dark spirits that may try and break my concentration. Finally, I started to feel the weightlessness as gravity released its hold on me and the floor below started to feel like a soft cloud. With the candles in place, I lit each one and then sprinkled the myrrh, patchouli and sandalwood incense in the fire bowl. I pricked my finger and squeezed a few drops of blood into the burning incense.

“Sileneous Imurinio, expegris,” I chanted.

“Sileneous Imurinio, expegris.” the candle’s flames started to grow taller and stronger, and as I continued the chant, I felt a surge of power stream from the crown of my head to the base of my spine. My palms were on fire and as I swirled my hands over the incense smoke that rose from the fire bowl, I chanted louder. Whoever cast the binding spell on this place was no rookie. I could feel my energy drain by the second. The sensation of strands that wrapped around me became stronger and I fought harder.

“Sileneous Imurinio, expegris!” I cried out louder this time, forcing the entity that haunted this place to another dimension. The door swung like a pendulum and so did the wardrobe doors. I could feel the warm trickle of liquid running from my nose over my lips, but I refused to give up.

“Ejecucio purifuro, sileneous imurinio, expergris!” the magical storm magnified as the blood magic of the unbinding spell started to gain power, and just as I thought I was going to collapse with my face in the burning incense there was a great explosion, shattering the windows. Then everything went dark.

I sat slumped forward for a few seconds, waiting in anticipation, and when the candles lit up on their own one by one, relief flooded me. The binding spell was finally broken. Exhaustion consumed me and I toppled over unto my side. I drifted in and out of consciousness, while visions of me wearing a fur coat and a bear’s head as a headpiece ransacked the little coherency I had left until my mind went completely blank.

Eventually I came to, only to see Edmund hovering over me. There was a hint of concern in those whiskey coloured eyes, and when he reached out to brush a strand of hair from my face I quickly shifted away.

“You’re free of the binding spell now, so what happens next?” I had no time for small talk.

“Yes, we are free now, how are you feeling?”

“Don’t concern yourself over my wellbeing, I want to know what happens now.” 

What was it with him and his half arsed information he was feeding me? I knew he was hiding something. I was tired of the games he played, and after what happened between us earlier in the week, I was angry.

“Arabella, rest for now, we’ll talk once you have your strength back.”

I stood up and unable to catch my balance I nearly toppled over, but Edmund was quick to steady me. I pulled away from him and used the windowsill as to lean on instead.

“Why do you refuse to tell me what’s going on? Every time, ever since you brought me to this place, you avoid answering my questions. I think I deserve some answers after saving your arse! You can’t just keep me a prisoner here and treat me like an object! I am NOT having it. Just who do you think you are?”  

Yes I was a persistent bitch, and no I refused to give up and be made a fool of. I wanted answers and I wanted them now.






Chapter 6

 

Edmund 

I knew she had the right to know what’s going on, now even more than ever. I had an obligation to lay my cards open to her, as well as to my Clan. I just didn’t know exactly how to explain the part where she was part shifter and part witch. Throughout the existence of our kind, hybrids only existed between shifters and vampires. And the worst part was that hybrids were shunned from both sides. Neither bear nor Vampire wanted a half breed in their midst. I wasn’t quite sure what the outcome would be in this case.

“Sit down at least, I can’t have you falling and getting hurt.”

“I’m not made of porcelain, if you haven’t noticed. I’ve managed to survive out there for the past decade without your help.”

I patted the bed beside me, and despite her stubbornness she sat down, surprisingly not moving away from me. I had to shift my focus to the situation at hand to prevent my inner beast from coming to the forefront. Her scent was simply intoxicating, and the tiny wound on her neck expelled a fresh scent of her blood. I took a deep steady breath and rubbed my hand over my face to relieve some of the tension.

“After the decimation of the planet, and the fall of man, Lucifer’s Hordes went on a rampage, killing most if not all humans. This you already know. What you may not have realised was that with their food source almost depleted, their attention turned to our kind.” 

I glanced over at her, she simply sat with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes focused no me. Her unyielding stare as making me anxious again, so I blundered on. 

“At first it was difficult for us to detect them. Their physical composition is not easily detectible by our species, as it is in detecting humans. Those bastards are walking corpses.”

I felt her shift and when I looked at her I could see the small crease on her forehead.

“Long story short, we started to call in the help of witches like you to cloak our Clans and also cast locator spells in order for us to find them before they find us.”

“The binding spell, how would that have helped you?”

She was as sharp as a dagger, nothing slipped past her.

“Well the witch before you, Maura, cast the binding spell out of spite or call it revenge. It’s a long story…”

“It’s not like I’m going anywhere,” she said and her voice was laced with sarcasm.

“Maura was in love, and because her love was unrequited…”

“She was in love with you?” she asked, this time looking straight at me.

Instead of answering her questions, I continued, “her personal feelings of hurt and rejection finally drove her insane, and before she plummeted to her death, she cast this binding spell. It didn’t only affect magic, but also our ability to fully shift into our bear forms which left us vulnerable.”

The mattress shifted and she stood up, “Wait, so you’re not a werewolf?”

I chuckled and shook my head, “No, we’re a Clan of bear shifters, generally at peace with all living creatures unless threatened. Contrary to the belief that we’re carnivorous hunters and savage beasts, we much more prefer what nature provides.”

“So that’s why you have an entire greenhouse where you grow hydroponic vegetables. But why did you, you know?” she pointed to her neck.

Here was the tricky part, and I had no idea how to explain it to her other than to put it out there for the dogs to rip apart. I stood up and as I stepped closer it looked as if she wanted to move away, but she didn’t.

“Maura was in love with me, but it was a one sided love,” grasping for straws I tried to find the right words to explain the situation. 

“Well the feeling wasn’t mutual, because she was not a shifter. All her attempts to seduce me failed, and with each passing moment she became more desperate, but my bear was silent.”

She tilted her head to the side and frowned, I knew the cogs in her head were turning like there was no tomorrow and I couldn’t help but smile. She was clever, and I was sure that the puzzle pieces will soon start falling into place.

She folded one hand under her arm, then ran her tongue over her lips and then sucked it into her mouth. That action was enough to make my cock stand at attention.

“So then, but, I don’t understand, if you can only share mutual feelings with another bear shifter, what happened between…oh my god! You’ve got to be kidding me,” and so the chips fell. She finally realized exactly what was going on, now it was up to her to make sense of this.

“It’s not possible, I cannot possibly be a shifter,” she protested, “Do you have any idea what they do to hybrids out there?”

I nodded solemnly, but I also knew she was no ordinary shifter, or witch for that matter. Very few witches can unbind a spell of a dead witch, especially one of Maura’s skill. It takes more than just mediocre magic.

“I was just as surprised as you were. Trust me, when I kissed you and my bear growled with pleasure, I had to see it for myself. The only way I was able to ascertain the fact that you are part shifter, was to taste your blood.”

“I need a drink, a strong drink,” she flopped back down on the bed and lay back stretching her arms out on either side of her and my blood rushed south.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






Chapter 7

 

Arabella 

So I’m a shifter, what a twist of fate. I opened my eyes and saw Edmund standing above me, the hunger in his eyes sending a shiver of pleasure down my spine. There was no denying that I too, was attracted to him. From day one I couldn’t get him out of my mind although I tried. 

I hitched myself up on my elbows and looked into his eyes, those large golden orbs, set so perfectly in his skull, it seemed he could see straight into my soul.

No invitation was needed. As I bent my knees and brought my feet up on the edge of the bed my dress rode down over my thighs and that was all it took. Edmund was out of his clothes in an instant. I revelled in the fact that I held such power over him. To tame him was an easy task but to tame his beast was impossible. What the bear wants, the bear shall have.

He pulled my dress off, the look of surprise on his face when he noticed that I wasn’t wearing any underwear was priceless. It wasn’t planned like that, I just didn’t have any. In a compound with mainly men, and women who clearly had no love for me, that was one detail they missed when they gave me a new wardrobe.

He moved over me and I pulled his mouth to mine, kissing him. He groaned into the kiss as our hour tongues collided, fighting for dominance in a confined space. I was throbbing with a need I’ve never experienced before. I was a virgin in body but in mind I was long lost.

He finally broke the kiss and his lips moved down, paying special attention to the tiny scar against my neck. It was a soothing sensation that made me melt on the inside. He descended further down and flicked his tongue over one of my nipples while he rolled the other between his fingers.

“Oh gods,” I whimpered, it was almost too much to bear.

His mouth moved to the other nipple and I arched my back, he was kissing all the right places, but there was a need much greater. I tugged at his hair with one hand to pull him up while I slid the other one under his arm, digging my fingers into his skin and wrapping my legs around his.

“Arabella, are you sure?”

“Now is not the time to ask that question,” hardly able to contain myself, I ground my hips against him.

“You are still a virgin,” he said gruffly, as he tried to keep himself elevated. How the did he know that I was a virgin, and why would that be any concern of his anyway?

He must have read my mind, and as he planted soft kisses along the side of my face to my ear, he said, “I’m the Prince of my Clan, my bear would not have considered you as his mate if it was otherwise.”

Oh well bloody hell, so he’s a bear shifter, a Prince, I’m a shifter and a witch, our concoction spelled disaster but I didn’t care, right now all I wanted was him.

“Edmund, please… just please don’t make me beg.” I had already reached a point of no return and if he didn’t make love to me now, I was going to have to use my magic to pin him down and take him instead.

Luckily it didn’t come down to that, the moment I pleaded with him, he dipped his head into the juncture between my shoulder and neck. I could feel his intake of breath as his rock hard length pressed against my clit.

“Oh my god…” I started to say, but I was soon silenced when he raised his hips and drove himself deep into my core. He took me slowly at first, and between his laborious breaths and groans, his pace picked up. With each thrust my body adjusted to his size until I was meeting him thrust for thrust.

Our bodies entwined like vines. Not knowing what exactly to expect, I braced myself as my body started to tingle all over, and before I knew it, I felt singed with fire. We both reached the summit of sexual pleasure, where ice and fire combined into an unstoppable storm. Bound together in body, mind and soul, I knew that there was nothing other than death itself that could separate us.













Chapter 8

 

Arabella

With the binding spell broken and the compound exposed, I had to work hard at getting a powerful protection spell. This wasn’t anything like I’ve ever had to do before. This was a spell to protect an entire Clan of bear shifters. I spent most of the day in the Alexandria room, where I researched relentlessly. Arcane records and spell books that dated back to the early sixteenth century lay open before me and yet, there was no spell in them that I could cast. Most of them required blood magic, which I was not a great fan of. The worst part was that the spells I cast as a Strega witch required herbs, and it wasn’t as if I could go to the nearest grocer. Edmund had their greenery but it was mostly for food, there were no magical herbs to be harvested and time was ticking.

I stood up and stretched my arms and legs to get my blood circulation flowing again. Surely Maura must have had access to such a spell. Why else would they have acquired her services?

I tapped my index finger against my lips and scanned the books before me. They may have had value in the old world, but here they were pretty useless. Then something caught my eye. A small insignia on one of the books at the bottom of the pile, that looked very familiar. I trawled through the recesses of my memory and I tried to recall where I saw this symbol before, but nothing came to mind.

It was a combination of the symbol of the goddess, blood and death. It made no sense. The goddess was the giver of life, why would she be associated with blood and death?

I rubbed my hands tiredly over my eyes and slumped down on the chair behind the desk and closed my eyes. I had to centre my thoughts, do some serious housekeeping and get back to the basics.

I glanced around me and noticed that there was no one else left in the library, which was pretty convenient, but I also didn’t feel at ease here. Despite my earlier yearning to visit this room, the presence of an entity lingered here, and was most likely placed here by Maura. I quickly gathered a few of the books, including the one with the insignia and made my way back to my room, the only place I felt safe. Having cleansed it from all evil, it was my own space of solitude and peace.

I locked the door behind me and went to pull the box that contained my magical arsenal out from under the bed. I was going to have to start with a locator spell, it was my only hope to find the protection spell I could cast to protect my clan. My clan – when did these creatures become a part of my life circle? A few weeks ago I was a mere semi-mortal. A witch, who only by the grace of magic and the gods, was able to defy time and live longer than the average human and now I was staring at eternity as if it was a life sentence. Chronos, the father of time, clearly had a few tricks up his sleeve.

I emptied the satchel filled with white and black pebbles onto the ground and started to place them in a circle with the exact measure of distance between each one. This time instead of white candles I used the black ones and placed them in strategically, representing the elements. Once the circle was cast, I entered it and sat down with my legs crossed.

“Isis, Astarte, Diana, Hecate, Demeter, Kali, Inanna,” I chanted over and over until the candles lit up one by one. The goddesses have heard my plea and I could feel their presence as they all formed an ethereal circle around me. Their ghostly whispers soothed my soul as I sat amongst them focusing on the peace that surrounded me.

With my eyes still closed the room materialized in my minds-eye and I reached for the small cauldron filling it with the last of my rain water, then placed it on the altar in front of me. Next I took the rune with the eye of Horus, and dropped it in the cauldron.

“Keeper of all that’s real, let all that is hidden be revealed. Far and wide, across the threshold, what my eyes cannot see, bring forth to me.”

In my vision I saw the hem of a black cloak as it floated over the floor near the bed, and then I saw what I needed to see, a blue haze of smoke resonating from under the bed.

“Thank you!” I cried out as I opened my eyes, and the magic around me vanished instantly.

I jumped up and pushed the bed out of the way. Underneath the bed was a small opening carved into the carpet that covered the floor and as I waved my hand over it, I could feel the tingle of an ancient force traveling up from my finger tips to my shoulder.

This was dark magic, I realized as I peeled the carpet away. But if dark magic was the only way to protect my clan I would do so willingly.

I took out the small wooden box and slowly opened it, then took out the small scroll that was tied with a red ribbon.

Reflectempra pestem, mystifendio celestiteus. This spell not only protects but it locates as well. With the right combination of blood from either source, the clan would not only have the protection of the gods, they would be able to locate Lucifer’s Hordes long before they could breach the compound. The only problem was that I don’t have a Vampire hanging around for local blood donations.

This was quite the predicament. No wonder Maura could never apply this magic.

 






Chapter 9

 

Edmund

I stood before The Elders to consult them on Arabella’s acceptance among us. It wasn’t every day that a hybrid was the one who would evidently save us from annihilation. And I knew had to do whatever it took to convince them that she was no threat.

“She has to be banished,” the eldest stated gruffly, “Hybrids are not like us, and she does not fit in amongst us.”

This was harder than I thought and with my hands behind my back I paced in front of them.

“She’s our only solution, she was the one who managed to break Maura’s spell and ever since the spell was lifted we can shift in our compound. What more must I do to convince you?”
 

One of the elders stood up and towered over me. He was much taller and his face bore the scars of many battles. He was also the only one who has ever survived the bite of a vampire – not without consequence though. Due to the poison that flooded his blood, he lost his sight. But despite his brutal attack, he miraculously survived against all odds.

“What more does she have to offer other than mediocre spells that are of no relevance to us?” he asked pointedly, “As far as we are led to believe, she’s in the Alexandria room right this minute, trying to find the spell we need. Is she making headway?”

His question was warranted, but I had faith that she would find the spell, I just didn’t know how long she would take.

“I believe she is making headway, and she’s not giving up until she has found it.”

For the life of me I could not fathom how The Elders had more say than I did, was I not their Prince?

The eldest stood again, “She has until midnight to come up with a solution, if not, she will be banished and we will have to find an alternative way to secure our compound,”

Finally!  There was hope yet, now I only had to get Arabella to work relentlessly to get the spell. And if it meant that I needed to help her, I will do just that.

“We’ll have the spell before midnight,” I said and then without wasting any more time, I bowed before the Elders and exited the council room.

I headed straight for the Alexandria room, where I knew she was buried under a pile of books searching for the spell Maura used before she cursed us, but she wasn’t there. The only other place I might find her was in her room.

As I turned the corner into the hallway where her room was located, she crashed into me and instinctively I caught her and steadied her.

“Edmund, I’m so glad I found you,” she said and I noted her violet eyes sparkle. She was unto something, no doubt.

“I was just looking for you. I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but we need this spell before midnight,” I hated having to put pressure on her, I know from my own experience, when under pressure most things go wrong.

“Well that’s what I came to talk to you about, you see, I found Maura’s secret. It took me a while and I had to do a locator spell, but I managed just fine. Thank the gods,” she said excitedly and held out a small wooden box.

As she held it in her palms, I lifted the lid and took out the small scroll, none of it made any sense. So she translated it to me and explained that the spell uses blood magic. Once it’s successfully cast, not only will our compound be secured and hidden from Lucifer’s Hordes. We will also be able to locate them long before they manage to find us.

“There’s a slight problem though,” she said and lowered her eyes, “we need the blood of a Vampire.”

Well that’s just bloody damn brilliant! The only vampires we have here are decapitated dead ones, and those are far and few in between.

“Major Bernhard, we have a situation,” one of my guards appeared behind us, and by the sound of his voice, it didn’t sound like a good news.

I turned to Arabella, “wait for me in my office, I’ll be there shortly,” and then turned my attention back to the guard, “What is the situation?”

“A vampire managed to breach the compound. He came in through the underground tunnels. He has already killed two of our men.”

The solution to our problem literally fell into my lap and the grin on my face obviously confused the guard as he looked at me wide eyed.

“Take me to the blood sucker,” I commanded. But as I was about to leave, Arabella grabbed my arm.

“Let me come with, I can protect you.”

“It’s too dangerous,” I said and rested my palm against the side of her face, “Go wait in my office.”

“Please Edmund,” she pleaded, clutching the box in her hand, “A bite from a vampire is all it takes to kill a shifter. And even if you manage to capture him, you will need someone to draw his blood.”

She had a point, but the thought of getting her involved didn’t sit well with me.

“Are you sure you can use your magic to protect us both?” I asked, searching her eyes.

“I swear on the blood of my ancestors,” she said determinedly.

“Very well, come along then, and whatever you do. Stay behind me at all times until it’s safe for you to move in.”






Chapter 10

 

Arabella

Surrounded by six of his strongest men the vampire stood hissing and snapping like a wild animal. No one could get close enough without being bitten.

“Can you protect us both with your magic?” he asked me again as he started to remove his uniform.

“Yes, but why are you getting undressed?” I asked curiously.

“I can’t do this in my human form, if I shift I stand a better chance to overpower the filth and you will have enough time to draw blood before my men stake him,”

“It’s too dangerous, I can’t let you do that,” I protested.

“I have to do what is necessary Arabella, can you protect me or not?”

I chewed my bottom lip and I saw his eyes shift from my eyes to my lips and back, then pursed my lips together.

“Here,” I said and grabbed him by his shoulders brining his face down to mine. His lips parted and I had to smile for a second. It looked like he was about to kiss me. But I kept my composure and chanted, “Prontenta mobiaris,” then breathed my breath into his mouth. A white cloud with substance obscured my view for a second before it vanished, and then I released him.

“That might help, but try not to get bitten,” I said and stepped away from him.

He simply had no option but to trust me and believe that I was protecting him with my magic.  And as his guards formed a barrier between the vampire and him, he bent over and dug his hands into the clay floor.

I stood and watched in horror as his body contorted in agony. A strange sensation mixed with euphoria and pain streamed through my own body and I realized that I was connected to him. I willed the pain to subside and watch attentively as he body started to mutate. His bones thickened in certain places as his skin rippled and reformed. His entire body expanded and thick hair sprouted all over his body. And then his bear stood with his back against me.

What a magnificent creature, but now was not the time to admire him. I had to remain focused and protect him.

He lunged forward and everything was over almost in the blink of an eye. He had the vampire pinned to the ground. The moment the vampire was secured I ran to them and with my athame blade that was cast in gold I struck the leech’s throat. Black tar-like blood gushed from its neck and I quickly gathered it in a small vial.

“Got it,” I cried out and ran back behind the guards. Then all I heard behind me were the wails and cries of the vampire.

 













Chapter 11

 

Edmund 

The spell was a success, and finally the clan was safe from Lucifer’s Hordes, for now at least. Arabella was still fast asleep in my bed, and I couldn’t help but admire her. She was one witch I wouldn’t want to mess with.

“Good morning,” she said gruffly as she rubbed the tip of her nose against my shoulder.

“Morning beautiful, did you sleep well?”

She rolled unto her back and stretched out, feigning a yawn, “Sleep, what’s that? I had this hunk of a man that wouldn’t leave me alone for a single moment,” she said jokingly.

“I’ll be sure to have a talk with him; we can’t have our witch sleeping all day just because he’s a selfish bastard who wants you all to himself.”

Her laughter drifted through the room and she rolled over and straddled me, grinding against my already painful erection.

“Now, now Mrs. Bernhard, if you keep that up, we’ll be late for your inaugural ceremony.” I said and gripped her hips firmly.

“I suppose you have a point, it’s not every day a hybrid saves an entire species from extinction and on top of that marries their Prince,” she said smiling as she lowered her lips to mine.

So far I’ve broken every possible law, breaking another one was just one less to worry about. She pressed her lips against mine and I pulled her hips forward and buried myself deep inside her. Her hips immediately started moving and throaty incoherent words poured from her lips.

Some of the guard, as well as the elders accused her of bewitching me, but I called it falling in love, and even if what they said was true, I’d rather be bewitched by her than cursed.

She bore down on me and every stroke brought me closer to my release. And I knew by the way her body shuddered each time I hit the bundle of nerves deep inside her, she was also heading for her own climax.

“I love you Edmund,” she whispered breathlessly as she scored her nails across my bare chest, and that was all it took.

“And I you,” I said strained as my body stiffened and my release flooded her.

“For ever and always,” she whispered and she slumped against my chest, pressing her lips against mine.

***

THE END
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Nanny’s Aussie Billionaire: A Single Dad Romance

 

Finn

“Mr Ormond, call on line two, it’s your mother-in-law.”

Damn! I looked at the phone, trying to decide whether to take the call or not.  This was the third time this week that Jennifer had called, and it was beginning to grate.  I got that she wanted to stay connected to Lilah, especially after what had happened to Erin, but I was a busy man.  This was getting intrusive.

I looked out of my office onto the Melbourne city streets.  It was a view that I never tired of.  An office on the thirteenth floor, with ceiling to floor windows. In between phone calls and appointments, I would often stare momentarily on that view, getting my thoughts together for the next round of negotiations.

That’s how life played out, when you worked in one of the most prestigious finance centres in Australia. I worked long hours, rarely making it home before nine of an evening, and starting before seven. It was the only way to stay on top of the game.  Sure, I was a very wealthy man, but I never wanted to rest on my laurels. Besides, work had helped ease the pain, after what had happened to Erin.

The phone buzzed again, the red light flashing insistently. That’s right, the call.  Sighing heavily, I picked up the receiver, pressing the button to connect it.

“Jennifer.” I put my feet up on the desk. “Third time this week.  To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Finn.” Jennifer’s voice sounded crackly, as if she was speaking through a tunnel.  Well, she was calling from Washington, in the States. “Michael and I have been discussing things a bit further. I wanted to keep you abreast.” I frowned. What was she up to? Or rather, what were both of my in-laws up to?

“Abreast of what, Jennifer?” I tapped my fingers impatiently on the desk. “I’ve told you everything about how Lilah is coping.  I’ve said you are both welcome to come and visit any time you like.”

“Yes, we realise that.” Jennifer paused.  I strained to hear. “Only – and don’t get mad at this, Finn – we think that perhaps it should be the other way around.  Lilah should come to us.”  A pause.  “Permanently.”

I swung my legs off the desk, sitting upright. “Permanently?”

I could hear the sigh on the other end of the line. “We know you do the best you can, Finn.  It’s been so hard for you, since Erin died. But you work so much.  Lilah is left all alone, without her mother and her father. It can’t be good for her.”

“Now, wait a goddamn minute.” I felt a fission of fear prickle down my spine. “You aren’t taking Lilah! She’s just lost her mother, for Christ’s sake.  She can’t lose her father as well.  She’s only four years old.”

“That’s exactly the point, Finn.” Jennifer’s voice was rising. “She’s only four years old.  She’s just lost her mother.  She needs stability – which Michael and I can provide.  We are both retired now, we have the time to devote to her.  You don’t.”

“I spend time with her…” I trailed off.  I knew she was right. I didn’t spend nearly enough time with her. But I was a busy man, and she had a nanny, didn’t she?

I thought of Amber, the nanny.  Twenty-three years old.  American.  She had been in our employ for a year now, and was doing an excellent job.  Very mature for her age, she had been wonderful with Lilah since Erin’s death.

But she wasn’t her mother. And she would leave one day, like they always did.  She would go back to the States to keep studying for her degree from Harvard Law School. She was only taking a break to save up more tuition fees.

Amber.  She was an attractive girl, I had always been aware of it. Tall and athletic, she had the most amazing legs. And then there was her hair, long and chocolate colored…

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. What on earth was I doing? Getting distracted by lustful thoughts of the nanny!  I suppose it was inevitable, that the old stirrings would return one day. It had been six months since Erin’s death, after all.  But it was neither the time or the place.

“Finn?” Jennifer’s voice was impatient. “Are you still there?”

“I’m still here.” What was I going to say to her?

The Morgan’s were a wealthy family in America.  They had influence. If they wanted to battle for Lilah, they might win.  But I was also influential – I was a billionaire, for Christ’s sake.  From one of the most influential families in Australia.  I could give them a run for their money. I sighed, wishing it hadn’t come to this.

“Finn.” Jennifer spoke again. “We are going to fight for custody of her.  She needs stability.”

“What about if things were different?” I hardly knew where I was going with this.  I just knew I needed to pacify her.

“What things?” Jennifer sounded confused.

“What about if I can give her the stability?” I rushed on, not thinking it through properly. “Just give me a little more time, Jennifer.  I will call you back before the week is out.”

“Finn…”

“I’ve got to go, Jennifer. We will discuss this further – I’m taking you seriously. Just promise you won’t do anything before I speak to you again, okay?”

I heard a heavy sigh on the other end of the line. “Okay.  But Finn – it would have to be something that would set our minds at rest, permanently.  Otherwise we will start proceedings.  Lilah deserves nothing less.”

“I know.” I balanced the receiver on the crook of my shoulder, thinking frantically. “We all want what’s best for Lilah.  Speak soon.”

I hung up, staring out the window.  But this time I wasn’t seeing Melbourne’s streets. I was trying desperately to hatch a plan. They couldn’t take her.  She was my daughter, the last piece of Erin I possessed. I loved her, and I wanted her with me.

I thought of Amber, the nanny, again.  Saving for her tuition fees to her Ivy League school. She would appreciate extra money for that purpose.

I stood up, walking toward the windows.  Outside, trams rattled east and west through the city. The trees wavered in the wind, and pedestrians were turning the collars up on their coats. It was going to be another cold winter. Melbourne was famous for them.

My little girl needed a mother.  At least for a little while, to get Jennifer and Michael off my back. And Amber needed money.

The pieces of the puzzle were slowly slotting to place in my mind. But would Amber agree to it?













Amber

“Amber! Look at my dollies!”

I glanced over at Lilah, playing in the corner of the living room.  She had set up a whole doll’s tea party, complete with tea cups, chairs and pretend cakes. She had done a great job. Every one of her dolls had a chair.

“Well done, Lilah bear,” I said, ruffling her little blonde head. She looked up at me, smiling, then became absorbed in her play.

I walked around the living room, tidying up as I went.  It wasn’t really part of my job description as nanny to clean, but I found it made things easier all round if I did some basic chores. Jean, the maid, was at hand to do the back-breaking jobs.

I stared out the living room window, at the grounds.  I could see the swimming pool in the distance, cover on in winter.  The tennis courts looked a bit forlorn, too.  I hadn’t seen anyone play in a long, long time.  Since before Erin had died, that was for sure.

I thought of Erin, Mrs Ormond. She had been a warm and caring person, and she had made me very welcome when I had first come to Australia to nanny.  I had been so relieved.  I was a bit out of my depth, travelling to the other side of the world for work.  I had been scared that the people I was going to be working for would be horrible.  I had heard all the nanny horror stories going around.

But Erin had set my mind at ease, picking me up from Melbourne airport herself, and letting me rest for a couple of days while I worked through my jet lag. I felt a lump form in my throat, thinking of her.

She had been American, just like me.  She understood how hard it was living in another country. Even though Australia was similar in lots of ways, and spoke English, it still took a lot of adjustment. And it wasn’t as if I could travel home for lunch every now and again.

I picked up a framed photograph on a table.  It was of the three of them – Erin, Lilah and Finn. Mr Ormond. It had been taken two years ago, when Lilah was only two. They looked so happy, laughing for the camera, both Erin and Finn’s eyes on their darling baby girl.

But life hadn’t been kind to this family. I still remembered the day that it happened.

It had been a normal Wednesday. I had picked up Lilah from ballet lessons, as usual, battling through the Melbourne traffic to get her home before dark.  Driving was hard for me, Australians drove on the right-hand side of the road, which took some adjustment. So I was a bit stressed when I came through the door that day.

I hadn’t checked my phone in a while, and was a bit dismayed when I saw five missed calls. But the voice mail message made my blood turn cold. It was from the Alfred Hospital.  Erin had been involved in a head-on collision on her way home from work at her trendy little boutique on Chapel Street. She was dead on arrival.

They hadn’t been able to get onto Finn. It had been my awful job to tell him that his wife had been killed in a car crash. The next months were a blur of sadness.  Finn had been so angry in his grief, using work as an antidote.  We rarely saw him.  He had always been a workaholic, but he took it to another level.

Then there were Erin’s parents, who stayed on after the funeral.  I could see they were upset at how Finn was reacting.  They wanted him to spend time with his little girl, she had just lost her mother, after all. I glanced back at Lilah, playing happily with her dolls.  It had taken her awhile to get to this.  At the start, she had been confused, and kept asking when her mother was coming home.

And then she had withdrawn, getting angry at me, refusing to let me hug her or kiss her.  As if scared that I was going to be snatched away from her, just like her mother had been.

I was startled out of my reverie by the sound of a Lamborghini tearing up the circular driveway. What on earth? I strained my neck to get a better view. It couldn’t be, could it? Finn home from work in the middle of the day?  It was unheard of.

Yet, there he was, climbing out of the designer car and racing into the house.  He did everything quickly, that man.  He had so much energy it almost made my head spin. I glanced around.  All good.  Tidying up as you went came in handy, sometimes – like when the boss unexpectedly came home in the middle of the day.

“Daddy!” Lilah abandoned her dolls to their tea party, leaping to her feet to run into her father’s arms. Finn caught her, tossing her into the air.  The little girl chuckled.

“Have you been a good girl for Amber?” He asked her as he lowered her to the floor, tousling her hair as he did so.

“Yes.” She looked at him adoringly. “She helped me with my tea party.” She looked around at me, seeking my approval.

“She’s been very good,” I said now. “We were just about to pack up and have some lunch.” I looked at him, waiting.  What was he doing here?

“Amber, I need to speak to you,” he said. “Could you get Lilah some lunch quickly, then we can sit down for a few minutes.” I nodded, a bit fearfully.  What was this about?  Was he about to fire me?

I started making peanut butter sandwiches, thinking over the last few days.  I hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary – not that I could recall, at any rate. No, I was at a complete loss.

Lunch over, I settled Lilah down for her afternoon nap, and returned to the living room.  He was standing against the fireplace, frowning.

“You wanted to speak to me?” My heart was in my mouth.  Best to get it over with, if it was bad news.

“Yes.” He raked his hands through his dark hair, absently. I looked at him.  I was struck anew by what an attractive man he was.

Finn Ormond was a billionaire, and dressed in the best clothes from Melbourne’s finest men’s boutiques.  But it wasn’t just his clothes.  He had the physique of a panther, long and lean and hard.  Brown eyes in a chiselled face.  Tall.  He had a presence, you could say.

I had never been immune to that attractiveness, but I had kept it in check.  He was my boss, after all, and for the first six months of my work, a happily married man. I would never have done anything to jeopardise my position or to betray Erin.

But looking at him now, my heart skipped a couple of beats, and I could feel my face flush slightly. Best to be business like, I thought.

“Amber, I’m just going to cut straight to the chase,” he said.  He turned to me, his dark eyes quietly assessing.

“I have a business proposal. One I think might be beneficial for both of us.”

I looked at him, expectantly. 

 But what he said next made my mind spin.













Finn

She looked up at me with her mouth wide open.  I had shocked her, all right.

“You want me to pose as your fiancée?” she repeated. “For money?”

I laughed, trying to take the intensity out of the words. “Yes. We would draw up a business contract – it would be all signed and sealed, done legitimately. For an agreed amount, you pose as my fiancée for a set time. And when that time is done, you can walk away.  With your money, of course.”

She still looked at me with that puzzled expression. “This is a joke, right?”

“I have never been more serious.” I walked over to her. “I know this has come out of the blue, Amber. I’ve shocked you, I can see that.  Just think it over.  But I would need your decision by the end of this week.”

“The end of this week?” She gasped. Then she looked at me, her eyes flicking over me. “This really isn’t a joke?”

“This really isn’t a joke.” I ran my hands through my hair, a bit desperately. “I have my parents-in-law breathing down my neck.  They want to take Lilah, have her move to the States to live with them, permanently.  I can’t let that happen. She’s my daughter.”

“Yes, I understand that,” Amber replied. “But what I don’t understand is how me posing as your fiancée would change that.”

“Jennifer and Michael think that I am not providing a stable home environment for Lilah,” I answered.  “Because I work so much.  If I could show them that I am settling down with a new woman, who will be like a mother to Lilah, then I think that they will change their minds.”

Amber frowned. It was like a little pucker on her forehead, slightly creasing her skin. I was conscious, for the second time that day, of how attractive she was. Suddenly, I could smell her perfume.  What was it? That’s right.  White Diamonds.  Erin had worn it, as well.

My eyes slid over her, taking in her denim skirt beneath black tights. Stop it, I told myself.  Get a grip. But I kept staring at her.

“Even if I agreed,” she was saying now, “I don’t think it would work. Or, it might work for a while, until the contract finished.  Then what? Your parents-in-law will still be around, and know that the ‘engagement’ has ended. Then you’re back to square one.”

“By that stage, they will have moved on,” I answered. “Things will have settled down on both ends. They will see that my first commitment is to Lilah, and hopefully back off.”

Did I really believe that? Well, I had no other choice, for now. This was the best I could come up with on such short notice. And it was a win-win. Lilah would get a surrogate mother, and Amber would get a fat pay check to boost her tuition fees.

And what would I get? Looking at her, I wasn’t sure.  A fake fiancée, granted.  But instinct told me it could be more.

Did I want it? Was I ready for it? Erin had been dead six months. I hardly knew whether I had moved on, or not.  I had buried myself in my work so relentlessly, I had no idea how I was thinking and feeling any more.

I hadn’t been with anyone else.  Sure, I had some opportunities.  There were always women who I could have called, or who made a play for me at bars when I was entertaining clients. I was well known around Melbourne, making the social pages in the papers. 

Which is one of the reasons I hadn’t done anything.  I didn’t want rumours to get back to the Morgan’s.  They would be affronted, and I probably wouldn’t blame them.  Erin had been their beloved daughter, after all.

But it had been six months, and they would understand now that I had moved on. Wouldn’t they?

“I don’t know.” Amber interrupted my reverie. “You’ve really caught me out, here! I wasn’t expecting you to say this when you walked through the door.” She shook her head. “I’m a bit shocked, I must admit.”

“I know it’s an unexpected scenario,” I said. How could I persuade her? “But think of the sum that I said.  It would really boost your savings, enough that you could get back to your studies sooner. That’s your aim, isn’t it? And you already know me, and Lilah.  It’s not as if it would be much different to how it is now, really.”

She still looked unconvinced.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, eventually. “I can’t say yes or no now. It’s too huge.”

“Okay.” I sat down, thinking. “That’s fair enough.  But would you be able to give me an answer by the end of this week? That’s when I said I would call Jennifer back.” I stood back up, my energy returned. “I’ll have the contract drawn up in the meantime.” I grabbed my coat, ready to hightail it back to work.

She raised her eyebrows. “That’s a bit presumptuous, isn’t it?”

“Not at all.” I picked up my phone and keys. “Merely good business sense.  This way, it’s ready and waiting if you say yes.  If you decline, we just rip it up, no hard feelings.  You are still welcome to stay here as the nanny, that goes without saying.”

I walked toward the door. “Think hard, Amber.  This could be the ticket to your future.” I glanced back at her. “By the end of this week, I will need your answer.”

I walked out the door, jumping into my Lamborghini. I automatically glanced around the place, seeing what needed to be done, before I went.

Swimming pool needed maintenance.  Gardens needed pruning back. I had to get onto David, the gardener. Then I looked up at the house, seeing if anything needed doing there. She was at the window, looking down at me. I could see her through the curtains.

Like a princess in a tower, I thought. Waiting for me. I smiled at her.  She looked shocked, then smiled back. Twenty-three years old, with long, shining chestnut hair.  Beautiful. 

I took myself in hand, again.  This had to be purely a business arrangement didn’t it?  She was going back to the States to study. I hardly knew where my life was taking me for now. It would make things way, way more complicated than they had to be.

She hadn’t even said yes, yet. But the vision of her in the window and my strange thought when I had seen her stayed with me long after I opened the gates and sped off through the Melbourne traffic.













Amber

I watched him go, still shaken by what he had said to me.

Lilah slept on.  Now was the time I usually caught up on a few chores, taking advantage of her nap. But I was so rattled by what Finn had said to me that I made myself a cup of coffee and walked out onto the balcony, sitting down at a wrought iron table. I stared over the manicured lawns and gardens, but I saw nothing.

I had to decide by the end of this week. The amount he had offered me had blown me away. It was more than enough to get me back on track with my studies. But it wasn’t just about the money.

Could I live a lie, pretending to everyone that I was engaged to be married to Finn? He had stipulated that I wouldn’t be able to tell a soul. Not even my best friend, Cara. Not even my mother or my father. Nobody. Otherwise word might leak back to the Morgan’s -  and then it would all be for nothing.

I thought about how I would tell my parents and Cara, acting all excited.  Would they see through me? I had done a bit of acting in high school, but no performance had ever been Oscar worthy. I wouldn’t be giving Meryl Streep a run for her money any time soon.

I bit my nails, an old habit that resurfaced when I was stressed.  It seemed to be happening a lot. Then there would be pretence with Finn.  He wouldn’t expect me to sleep with him, obviously, but we would have to act like a loving couple whenever we were around other people, or out and about. It would be very odd having to suddenly act intimate with my boss. Although, acting intimate with Finn wouldn’t be too hard.  He was such an attractive man – I wouldn’t have to fake it.

Jesus, could I do it? I mean, really?

I was a San Francisco girl who had surprisingly got into Harvard Law School, against all odds.  My family could never in a million years have afforded the tuition. I wasn’t from what you would call a wealthy family, my mom is an office clerk, my dad a construction worker.  They had saved for college for me and that had helped, but I still had to beg and borrow to get through the first couple of years.

Then it had all turned to shit. My aunt Natalie had developed cancer, and she didn’t have the medical insurance to cover it. I lent her the last of my savings, so that she could start her treatment.  I had to give her a chance.  She was my aunt, after all, and we had always been close.

I found this position through a college job website, desperately trying to find a job that would pay relatively okay so that I could start saving again. This had been the highest paying out of all of them. I mean, what else could I do? Working double shifts at the local diner wouldn’t have even paid my rent at Harvard.

I had squirrelled away most of my earnings, but that wasn’t hard.  I didn’t know anyone here, so it wasn’t as if I had a social life. Finn and Erin had paid for my airfare. Board was covered, and so was my food.  I had been doing quite well.  

But Finn’s offer would boost my nest egg, magically.  I would be able to comfortably afford my tuition. I shifted on the seat, staring up at the sky.  It was a grey day; it looked like it might rain. And I was still no closer to a decision.

I would be stupid to refuse, wouldn’t I? I would have to pretend to be Finn’s fiancée. So what. I could do that. I was already close to Lilah, so that wouldn’t be an issue. 

It was too good to refuse. That was the truth.

“Amber?” A little voice disturbed my thoughts. I looked around.  Lilah was standing at the balcony door, clutching her favorite teddy bear.

“Well, hello, little miss!” I jumped up, picking her up.  She leant her head against my shoulder and rubbed her eyes.

I walked back into the house with her.  The mansion in Toorak that was my home.  Of sorts. I glanced at it with fresh eyes.

Finn’s fiancée.  Lilah’s stepmother-to-be.

I looked again at the framed photo of the family, back when they had been one. Erin gazing at her daughter adoringly. Finn happy and laughing. Lilah the centre of their universe.

What would Erin think, of me pretending to be Finn’s fiancée? Would she understand? Would she be smiling down benevolently upon us, barracking for Finn to keep their daughter by whatever means available?  Would she get that I would be doing it for the money?

Or would she shake her head despairingly, wonder what had got into her reckless husband and how on earth sensible, level headed nanny Amber had let herself be talked into such a crazy scenario?

We would never know, would we? Erin was gone.  And Finn was fighting for what was left of his family.

As soon as that thought entered my brain, I knew what my decision was.













Finn

It was raining and dark that night when I put my key in the lock and turned it, wiping my feet on the door mat before I entered.

Lilah would be in bed by now. I was insistent about a regular bed time for her, wanted little to change since Erin’s death. As much of the routine and structure she had when her mother was alive, the better.  Amber understood that, and followed most of my instructions to a tee.

Amber. She would be in her rooms by now, watching television.  It was her normal routine. I walked into the main living room, pouring myself a scotch on the rocks.  My favorite after work drink. Erin would often have one waiting for me as I walked into the house.  Then she would give me a shoulder massage, right here on this sofa.

But tonight, it was dark in the room, and there was no drink waiting. I took my jacket off, shaking drops of rain from it, and loosened my tie. I turned at a noise behind me.

It was Amber, standing there in her dressing gown.

I did a double take. 

Her hair was hanging in soft waves around her face. I could see her bare legs poking out from where the dressing gown ended.  It was a light chenille, lavender in color. She looked unbearably sexy, without even trying. I swallowed the scotch, roughly.  It burned my throat on the way down.

“Sorry to disturb you.” She spoke softly.

“You’re not disturbing me, Amber.” Or rather, she was, but in a way I couldn’t explain to her. “Is it Lilah? Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine.” She sat down on the sofa. “Don’t worry. I just thought that I should tell you, sooner rather than later. I’ve decided to accept your proposal.”

I looked at her. “Really? That’s fantastic!” I got up and went to the drinks cabinet, pouring myself another and then looking at her. “Would you like a scotch? To celebrate.”

Her eyes widened. “Okay, but I don’t usually drink brown spirits.  Wine is usually more my speed.”

“Don’t have any,” I said. “Or rather, it’s all in the cellar. I can’t be bothered going down there now.”

“Scotch will do just fine,” she said, quickly.  I poured the drink, then handed it to her, sitting opposite.

“What made you decide?” 

She took the drink, sipping it. “The money, I guess.  You know how much I need it. But there was something else, as well.”

I raised an eyebrow to her. “Such as?”

She paused. “I thought about what you said about keeping Lilah. I understand how much she means to you, Finn.  Especially after what happened.” She glanced down, searching for words. “I think she should stay with you, and I want to help you keep her.”

“Thank you,” I said. I took a gulp of my second scotch. I was starting to feel it hitting my bloodstream.

Her dressing gown had fallen forward slightly, exposing the top of her breasts to my view.  I didn’t know whether it was the scotch, but it looked as fine a sight as I had seen in a long, long time.

She caught me looking. She sat back, covering herself. An awkward silence stretched on.

“So.” I jumped to my feet, finding my briefcase. “Here is the contract. I had it speedily prepared this afternoon, just in case.” I took it out, along with a ball point pen.  I handed both to her.

“Wow.” She picked up the papers, leafing through them. “Can you give me a minute?”

“Sure.” I sat back down, sipping the scotch. She read through the contract, quickly. The she glanced up at me.

“All good?” I asked.

“Yes, it all seems to be in order,” she said. “Everything that we discussed is in there.” She picked up the pen and signed it with a flourish.

I walked over to her, extending my hand. “Let’s shake on it then, Amber.”

She took my hand, and we shook.  I tried to ignore the sparks that were shooting through me at her touch.  Her eyes widened, too.

“What happens now?” she asked, a little breathlessly.

“I will get in contact with the Morgan’s tomorrow,” I answered. “Informing them of my engagement and how things have stabilised for Lilah. Hopefully they will accept it. And…”

She looked at me, a little shyly.  The perimeters of our relationship had suddenly shifted, and I could see she was unsure how to proceed.

“And?” 

“I think we will need to come out as a couple,” I continued. “I will put the engagement in the Saturday papers, but for now, we need to be seen.” I coughed.

She raised her eyebrows.

“Dinner, tomorrow night,” I said. “I will make reservations for us.  Somewhere that I know a lot of people go. That will start the ball rolling – this city lives on gossip.”

“You’re taking me out for dinner?”

“Yes. Be ready to leave around seven. I’ll get a babysitter for Lilah for the night.”

She stood up. “Okay, then…well, good night.” She stood awkwardly.

I walked up to her, kissing her on the cheek. “Good night, fiancée.”

She looked a bit shocked at the kiss, quickly walking out of the room.

I watched her leave.  Amber, the nanny.  So sexy in her dressing gown.  My mind was afire, trying to imagine what she wore underneath.  A nightie? Lingerie? Nothing?

I could feel my loins hardening at the thought. Imagine slowly stripping her of the dressing gown, to reveal what was underneath…

I shook my head. Focus.  I needed to focus.  This was purely for business. It had just been so long since I held a woman in my arms.  That was all.













Amber

I gazed out over the city skyline, pinching myself that I was here.

The most exclusive restaurant in Melbourne, at the Rialto Towers in the city. Suffice to say, I hadn’t graced its revered floors before.  Whenever I had the time to go out and explore, I had eaten downmarket.  Pizza on the Esplanade at St Kilda, or donor kebabs on Brunswick Street in Fitzroy. An afterthought to exploring the streets, and shopping, of course.

Finn had been true to his word, arriving home early from the office so that we could get to the restaurant in time.  He had walked into the house, carrying a shopping bag from one of the most exclusive boutiques on Toorak Road.  I recognised it, because Erin often used to shop there.

“Here you go,” he had said, thrusting the bag at me. “Call it an engagement present.  As my fiancée, you must look the part.  It should fit.”

I had peered into the bag, only seeing a flash of red.  Dear God, what was he expecting me to wear?

“So, this isn’t right?” I indicated my pretty floral frock.  It was the dressiest thing I had brought with me from the States. Like I said, I hadn’t really painted the town red since I had arrived.

He smiled, cocking his head to the side. “It would be right for a picnic,” he said. “Not quite the thing for an exclusive restaurant, though. Go on, take it out of the bag and have a look.”

I opened the bag, taking out the dress.  I almost dropped it onto the floor as if it were a hot potato. It was red, all right.  Fire engine red, cut low. Pure silk. I looked at the label – one of the top end Australian designers. 

Then I looked at the price tag.  “Wowsers,” I breathed. “This is more than my monthly salary.”

Finn smiled again. “You are my fiancée, now.  You must look the part.  I think we should take you shopping for a few more items.” He looked at his Hugo Boss ion plated watch. “You should go and put it on, Amber.  Time’s ticking.”

I took my cue, walking back to my bedroom. The dress felt like magic on me, the silk caressing my skin like no other fabric I had ever worn. He had got the fit right, too.  How had he known? Had he riffled through the washing machine?

I looked at myself in my full-length mirror, feeling unsure.  It was way classier than anything I had ever worn, and sexy, to boot. I didn’t recognise the woman staring back at me. Nervously, I walked back out. He was looking through some papers, frowning. The man seemed to never stop working.

He looked up, and his eyes widened.

I blushed.  I felt so exposed, standing there like a store mannequin in a shop window.  It was all I could do to stop myself running back to my bedroom, saying this had all been a huge mistake.

“You look stunning,” he said now, still staring.  “I think you were born to wear that dress, Amber.”

I smiled, a little uncertainly.  He was being sweet, of course, but I didn’t believe a word he said.  He was merely being polite because he felt he had to be.  Finn was a gentleman. The next thing we were climbing into the Lamborghini, whizzing off into the night.

Now I was looking through the menu, trying not to gag at the prices. I looked up at Finn.

“This is ridiculous,” I said. “I’ve got no idea what half of this food is.  You might have to order for me.”

“My pleasure,” he said.  “I do like educating on the finer things in life.” He smiled. I felt the smile hit me right in the middle of my solar plexus.  God, he was an attractive man.

I could feel the eyes of several people in the restaurant on us.  It wasn’t just that Finn was so dashing and handsome.  He was a billionaire, well known on the Australian social circuit.  He had said hello to several people on the way in, introducing me as his fiancée. People had looked a bit shocked when he said that.  I had smiled, nervously, but hadn’t said much.

“You’re engaged?” One older society matron had breathed, lifting her bejewelled hand to her mouth in shock. “Oh Finn!” She had looked me over, assessing. “Well, I suppose it has been six months since Erin left us. So shocking.”

I felt like I was being paraded.  How did I measure up? Not extremely well, judging by the hard looks in the eyes of the women, especially. I could see they thought I was a gold digger, a young hussy clawing her way to the top.

I sipped my expensive champagne. Finn ordered for us, and then we looked at each other. What would we talk about?  We had to act as if we were a couple in love. I could feel us being watched.

“Hard day at the office?” I asked, then could have kicked myself.  How trite.

But he laughed. “No more than any other,” he stated. “What about yours? Was Lilah a little terror today?”

“She’s never a terror,” I said. It was true. Lilah might sulk every now and then, but she was a well behaved little girl.  She rarely threw tantrums.  Surprising, considering she was the daughter of a billionaire.  But then, Erin had been a firm mother, never over indulging her.

I shouldn’t have thought of Erin.  But now, it seemed she filled the room, her presence overtaking it. Erin would have been at home, here.  She had been every inch the designer wife, with fancy hair appointments and hosting society luncheons.  But she had also run her own business. She hadn’t been a bored trophy wife, sitting at home all day awaiting presents.

How could I compete with that?

Oh, I knew Finn wasn’t comparing us.  This was a business arrangement for him, after all.  But everyone else would be.  Everyone who believed that we were a real couple, and that I was in line to be the next Mrs Ormond.

This was way more complicated than I had thought. Had I really done this? Part of me was wishing I could tear up that contract and hit the ground running. But it was too late, now.  I had been introduced as Finn’s fiancée.  The town gossips would already have put the word out.

“Amber?”

I looked up at him.  I had been lost in thought.

“I have to do this,” he said, reaching into his jacket pocket.

He held a small, black box. Oh, no.  Was it what I thought it was?













Finn

She looked like she had been slapped across the face. I frowned.  She had to have suspected. Maybe I should have mentioned it, got her ready for it. Too late, now.  I reached across and took her hand.

“I have something for you,” I whispered. I opened the box.  Inside was the nine-carat diamond ring I had got my secretary to buy for me that day, from the most exclusive jewellers in the city.

She gasped.  The damn thing was so dazzling, it caught every light in the restaurant, shining like a star. I took it out and put it on her finger, making sure it was the right one.

She looked down at it, turning it this way and that. Then she looked up at me.  I was astounded to see tears glimmering in her eyes.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered.  “It just seems…wrong, somehow. You should be handing this to a woman that you love.”

My eyes widened. Amber, a romantic?

I could feel people’s eyes on us, watching the moment.  Which is what I had intended, of course.  But now, I felt like I wanted to rush her out of this place, find a little park bench somewhere. Hand this to her in private.

What was wrong with me? This was a public show.  For reasons we both had agreed upon. I got up, walking over to her, and knelt beside her chair. I looked at her, then grabbed her head, pulling it towards me.  My lips found hers.

I could vaguely hear clapping in the background, but it was faint.  The touch of her soft lips was undoing me. I deepened the kiss, exploring her mouth. The kiss was so sexy I felt like I could have stayed that way forever, awkwardly leaning over her in the most exclusive restaurant in Melbourne.

She broke it, suddenly. She moved back from me, her eyes dazed. It took all my strength not to grab her again, continue exploring that sweet mouth for eternity. With difficulty, I smiled, returning to my seat. I acknowledged the clapping, awkwardly.

Amber was staring at me. “You never said you were going to do that.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I felt like the moment deserved it. I have just given you an engagement ring, after all.  People would think it odd if we didn’t show some emotion.”

“Emotion? Yes, well.” She looked down, trying to compose herself. “Finn, I’m finding this really hard. It’s been so quick, and I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed.” She paused. “Do you think we can leave?”

I looked at her.  She was trembling. “Of course,” I said. “I will let the waiter know to cancel our order. People will just think we want to be alone…” I trailed off.

I stood up, going behind her to pull out her chair.  She grabbed her handbag, and we left. She didn’t speak at all on the trip home.  She stared out the car window, as we drove past the famous clocks at Flinders Street Station, veered onto St Kilda Road and finally made our way through the tree lined streets of Toorak.

I glanced at her, worried, as we pulled up.  Was she thinking of reneging on our deal? We walked into the house, turning on the lights. I paid the babysitter, and then we were alone.

She turned on me. “You should have told me you were going to do all that!”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you were aware of the charade that we were going to play. I did choose that restaurant deliberately.”

She looked upset. “I just don’t know if I can do this, Finn,” she said, slowly.

I took her hand. “I promise I will inform you when I am going to do major things.  Like giving you an engagement ring.” I paused. “Like kissing you.”

She looked at me, lips trembling.  The air was suddenly filled with tension so electric I wouldn’t have been surprised to see the room sparking.

“Can I kiss you, again?” I murmured.  I stood close to her, so close I could see the flecks of yellow in her brown eyes and the curl of her eyelashes.

She looked so devastatingly sexy in that red dress. I knew it would suit her. And it fitted her like a glove, clinging to her curves. She turned her face up towards me, and then it happened.  Again.

A long, slow kiss, exploring each other.  I was struck again by how soft her lips were, like velvet. Suddenly, an intense bolt of desire forked through me, making me grab her, clutching her to me like she was the last life boat in a stormy sea.

I could feel her shaking, desire flooding through her. I found her breasts, kneading them frantically. She broke away, looking at me, dazed.

“I really don’t understand what is going on here,” she whispered.

I ran a hand through my hair.  I didn’t understand, either. I just knew that in that moment, I wanted her more than anything else on this earth.

“I’m sorry,” I said, for the second time that night.

She looked at me sadly, walking to her bedroom. “Good night, Finn.”

“Good night,” I answered. It took all my effort not to follow her, grab her and fling her across her bed. Claiming her.

Jesus, what was happening? This was supposed to be a business arrangement.

It could only work if it was.  No one knew how these things could work out, or not work out. We could sleep together and it might be a big mistake on both sides. And then it would jeopardise the whole arrangement.  That couldn’t happen.

I had to keep a lid on this thing between us.  It was the only way. 













Amber

“Amber! Look! Look!”

The little girl was pointing excitedly out the window, craning her neck so that the straps on her car seat extended dangerously.

I smiled at Lilah. “Lilah bear, sit back,” I said. “Yes, I know, it’s the sea! Isn’t it beautiful?”

She nodded, happily. Finn glanced back from the wheel, smiling at her. Then he looked at me. Lilah’s joy seemed to infect both of us, and we smiled at each other. It held a little too long for my liking, so I looked away quickly, staring out the window at the waves gently crashing on the shoreline.

We were almost there.  Finn’s beachside mansion in Portsea, where all the wealthy Melbournians holidayed. It was less than an hour’s drive from the house in Toorak, and I had been enjoying it up until now.  It had given me time to think.

I still didn’t know what was happening between Finn and I, but I felt honour bound to continue in the arrangement.  We had signed a contract, after all.  He had called the Morgan’s in the States and told them the happy news. They seemed to accept it, extending congratulations and backing off on any custody battle.  For now.

The engagement notice had been put in the papers. It was real. Well, as real as a fake engagement could be. I tried to wrestle with my conflicting feelings. In my mind, I knew it was a business arrangement – nothing more.  But there were other feelings that had surfaced since he kissed me that night in the restaurant.  And then later that night as well.

Desire, pure and simple. I frowned.  Could it ever be simple? And what were his feelings about it?

Nothing at all, judging by the way he had acted since then.  It had all been business as usual.  He hadn’t kissed me again.  And then he had suddenly announced that we were heading to the Portsea house for the weekend.  We were going to see his parents, as well as entertain his best friend Bryce Harrison, another billionaire, and his new girlfriend.

The thought of it made me so nervous I started tapping my fingers on the car dash.  Finn glanced at me, but didn’t comment.

I had called my best friend Cara in the States last night, steeling myself. She had squealed with delight when I told her. “Are you shitting me? You’re suddenly engaged to your boss?” I heard her voice raise an octave on the line. “Oh my God, Amber! That is amazing! Tell me all the details.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, we have been seeing each other about a month, and he popped the question just this week.  We’re engaged.”

“Wow, so sudden! You haven’t mentioned anything about it in your emails.”

“I know,” I replied. “I wasn’t sure where it was heading, whether he was serious or not. But turns out he is.”

“So… have you done it?” I could hear her catching her breath, waiting for a reply. 

Jesus! This was getting complicated. “Not yet.  We’ve decided to wait.”

“Wait for what?” Cara sounded impatient. “If you guys are in love and getting married, what’s to wait for? And you know as well as I do that you need to, Amber.  You have held on to that virginity of yours for so long, waiting for the right guy.  Well, seems like he has arrived.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I hedged. “Yeah, I know I’ve been waiting, but I still want to.  It has to be really special.”

I heard a sigh. “Well, it’s your life, kiddo.  I guess you’ve waited so long, a little longer won’t hurt.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.  Cara seemed to have bought it. I pictured her on the other end of the phone, racing around her little flat in San Francisco as we talked. Cara never sat still.  She was like a ball of energy, flitting from her part time job as a waitress to her studies in medicine at the University of California, Berkeley. We had been friends forever, since the first day of junior high when she had sat next to me in math.

Crazy Cara.  We had not seen each other much these past few years, with me taking this position in Australia, and before that studying on the east coast. But when we spoke, it was like no time had passed at all. I missed her.  And I hated lying to her.  Another downside of this arrangement.

“Here we are.”

I jumped. How could I not have noticed we had arrived at the house?

I looked up at it. It was a feat of architectural brilliance, all angles and ceiling to floor windows, with a huge wraparound balcony to take advantage of that sea view.  I had been here before, of course, but not since Erin had died.  And certainly, not in the position I was now – as the new fiancée.

Butterflies sprang to life in my stomach as I thought of greeting Finn’s parents, and his best friend. Pretending to be the so- in- love new fiancée.  It had been one thing pretending on the phone to Cara. It would be quite another to have to look people in the eye and carry on a performance for a long time.

I took a deep breath, then stepped out of the car.

Show time.

                                                                            ***

“More wine, dear?”

I plastered a fake smile on my face, turning to Finn’s mother. “Oh yes, thank you. It’s quite lovely.” Anna Ormond smiled back, her eyes flitting over me.  Quietly assessing.

She had met me before, of course, but that had been in my nanny capacity.  She had been pleasant, but distant.  I was only the hired help, after all. She was used to nannies coming and going, he had had a few for Finn, apparently.

But now, I was the fiancée. Not only that, but I was the nanny turned fiancée – a strange hybrid.  Plus, I was stepping into the shoes of Erin, who had played the role of billionaire’s consort to perfection.

No wonder I was sweating.  I could feel rivulets trickling down my neck. I just hoped I didn’t reek of perspiration. Anna filled the glass, carefully measuring it. “This is one of the best wines in Australia. Frank and I have cases of it.  We discovered it a year ago, and loved it so much we bought the vineyard!” She laughed.

I laughed, too. But inside I thought what a strange world these people live in.  So rich they can have anything – and buy anything – on a whim. It was so far removed from my experience of growing up. I tried not to feel inadequate, but it was hard.

We were on the balcony of the beach house, enjoying pre-dinner drinks. Finn’s parents had arrived about half an hour ago.  I had been overcome with anxiety, so much so I had unconsciously started pacing the floor before they arrived.  Finn had looked at me.

“Calm down,” he had said. “It’s okay. My parents are wonderful people. They aren’t going to eat you alive.”

I had laughed weakly at that. Hell hath no fury like a mother-in-law if she doesn’t like you, I thought darkly. I could see Finn out of the corner of my eye now, watching me as I chatted with his mother.  Was I saying the right things?  Was my performance working?

He was standing with his father, Frank Ormond, by the barbeque. They had wine glasses in hand as they flipped the meat on the grill.  It was one thing I had noticed since I had been in Australia – they loved their bbq.  Any chance, any excuse.

The smell of marinated chicken wings and steak started wafting toward me, making my stomach growl.

“Honey, we’re almost ready,” Finn called out to me. “Can you get the salads on the table?”

“Sure,” I said, inwardly shocked by the endearment.  Get used to it, I told myself.

Anna smiled. “I’ll help you, dear.”

We walked back into the house towards the kitchen. I started getting the salads out of the fridge, putting them on the bench.  Anna took them to the table. Eventually everything was set.  Finn and his father came in with two platters of barbecued meat and set them in the middle of the table. I called Lilah over from the television, and we all sat down for the meal.

“So.” Frank Ormond, Finn’s father, was serving up the meat onto our plates. “Amber.  Where are you from in the States?”

“San Francisco,” I replied, swallowing heavily. All eyes were on me. “But I haven’t lived there for a few years. I was studying at Harvard Law.”

Frank nodded, approvingly. “And your parents? What do they do?”

Here we go, I thought. “My dad’s in construction, and my mom works in administration.” I thought I had made their jobs sound pretty good.

“Your father owns a construction company?” Frank took a sip of his wine, looking at me.

“Well, no,” I said. “He works for a company.” I sipped my wine, too, sorely tempted to drain the whole glass. Steady, I told myself.  You don’t want to make a fool of yourself in front of these people.

“Lovely,” said Anna, in a patronising voice.

I wanted the ground to open and swallow me. I wasn’t ashamed of my parents, far from it.  They had worked hard their whole lives to provide for me and my brother.  But it was hard when confronted with people from such privileged backgrounds.  They existed in their own bubble, not really understanding how life worked for most people.

“Yes, isn’t it?” I said. “My family is pretty modest, but we have the most important thing in the world – love.” I raised my head slightly. I had to stop feeling intimidated by these people.

“That’s what makes a family,” said Finn, looking at me, intensely. I stared down at my plate.  Would he think I was being too assertive with his parents?

“Have you two set a wedding date?” Anna asked, as she dished up some potato salad.

Oh, no. I looked at Finn for guidance, a bit desperately.

“Not yet,” said Finn smoothly. “We think we want a long engagement. No need to rush these things.”

“Of course not,” said Anna. “Especially after what has happened.” She looked at Finn, pointedly. There it was. The ghost of Erin, laid on the table.

“It has only been six months,” continued Anna.  “Out of respect for Erin, maybe it would be good to slow things down. Really get to know each other.”  She looked at me.

“What will you do about your studies?”

I took a deep breath. “Oh, I haven’t really thought it through,” I answered, vaguely. What could I say?  Another thing I hadn’t prepared an answer for.

“There’s very good law schools in Australia,” Frank said. “If you want to continue, that is. It might be hard, as the wife of Finn.  He has such a demanding role, and his wife must support that. Erin found it hard running her little business on the side.”

Little business? I bristled a bit at that.  I knew positively that Erin had loved working, and was very proud of her boutique. But Frank was dismissing it as if it was a hobby she had dabbled in, like needlepoint or flower arranging.  

The message was loud and clear: I would be expected to play second fiddle to my very important husband.  There were rules in these social circles, after all.

I tried to stop feeling so affronted.  It wouldn’t ever be an issue, anyway.  It was a fake engagement – it wasn’t as if I was actually going to marry Finn. Get a grip, I told myself.

Eventually, the evening ended.  Frank and Anna departed.  Anna air kissed me before she left.

“So nice to meet you, dear,” she said.

Meet me? She had met me quite a few times before tonight. But I suppose, in one sense, it had been the first time.  As the help, she probably hadn’t even known what I looked like. I felt dispirited as I cleaned up, stacking the dishwasher slowly.  Finn had just put Lilah to bed and wondered into the kitchen.

“What did you think?” he asked, pouring us both another wine.

“They’re lovely,” I said, through gritted teeth. 

He looked at me. “You don’t have to lie, Amber. I could see you struggling a bit.  My parents have old-fashioned views on how marriage should work.” He took a drink of his wine. “My mother has never worked a day in her life. She has her society functions, and it’s always been enough for her.”

“So she says,” I retaliated. “What choice has she ever had? I think your father made his point loud and clear that he expects the little wifey to be cleaning his shoes and baking his cakes while he brings home the bacon.” I slammed the dishwasher door closed.

Finn looked at me.  “Why are you so upset? They’re from a different generation.”

“It just irks me,” I said. “Don’t mind me.  It’s been a long day. I’m finding playing a role harder than I expected, that’s all.”

“You play it very well,” he said, looking at me. “Stop cleaning.  Pick up your wine, and come out onto the balcony with me.”

Yes, sir, I thought to myself, sourly.  Once a boss, always a boss.

We could see the lights from ships blinking over the water, and a crystal clear full moon hung in the sky. I relaxed back in my chair, sipping the wine. I was being stupid. It didn’t matter what attitudes Finn’s parents had. They weren’t really going to be my parents-in-law.  I had to remember that.

“You are looking beautiful tonight.” Finn’s voice was low and intense.  I turned my head around, looking at him.

“Thank you,” I said, not sure how to respond.

“Amber…” He trailed off, raking a hand through his hair.  “I have to admit…I’m finding you really attractive.  But I know that if we do anything, it might jeopardise our arrangement. How do you feel about it?”

I blushed, not knowing how to answer. “I find you attractive, too,” I admitted, eventually. “But I agree.  It would complicate an already very complicated situation.”

He nodded, as if he had come to a decision. “Yes, it’s for the best.” He drained his wine, standing up. “Bed time, I think.  We are going yachting tomorrow with Bryce and his new girl – it will be an early start.”

He stood over me, holding out his hand. I took it, and he pulled me up.

And then suddenly, we were kissing.

Finn wrapped his arms around me, pulling my head back as he passionately kissed me. I couldn’t even breathe.  It was like a fire had leapt up in my stomach. It was consuming me.

He kissed my neck feverishly, working his way downward, kneading my breasts in a circular motion. Oh God, I didn’t want him to stop.

He pulled one of my breast out of my top, looking at it for a second, then taking it into his mouth, nipping and pulling. My nipple was so erect it felt like it was about to explode.

“Shall we go to the bedroom?” He breathed, the nipple popping out of his mouth as he looked up at me.

Common sense suddenly hit me like a rock.

“Finn.” My voice was ragged. “We just said it wasn’t a good idea.” I roughly pulled my top up, stumbling back into the house.

“Amber,” he called after me, but I ignored him. I raced to my bedroom, closing the door behind me.  My heart was beating a fierce tattoo in my chest.

This was insane.  How can two people calmly talk about how they shouldn’t do anything, then the next minute, be in each other’s arms?

I didn’t know anything, anymore.

Just that this was a dangerous situation, one that I would have to think seriously about. Did I want it to continue?













Finn

I watched her walking along the pier ahead of me, her ass swaying in the tight white jeans she wore. I couldn’t stop looking at it.

I had been trying not to think of her all last night and this morning, but the sight of her in those pants undid me.  I couldn’t deny it a second longer. I wanted to be inside her. The lust had been building like a slow fire, and now it was just exploding around me.  I could barely think of anything else.

I knew that it was unadvisable.  I knew that it was unprofessional. I knew that it would only complicate the situation. But it was like my will had been completely taken out of it. I felt like one of those cartoon characters with their eyes on stalks and tongues rolling to the floor like red carpets every time she passed me, or I caught a whiff of her perfume.

It was just as well we were spending today with Bryce and his latest squeeze. I didn’t know if I could trust myself around her if we were by ourselves.  And it was a stroke of luck that Lilah was spending the day with my parents.

“Hey!” I called out to her. “Wait up!” I ran so that I was alongside her.

“You’re in a hurry today,” I said.

She looked up at me, surprised. “Am I?” She laughed, nervously. “I sometimes go a little fast if I’m nervous.”

“There’s nothing to be nervous about.”

“Really?” She glanced at me sharply. “This is your best friend we’re meeting today, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” I said. “Bryce. We were at school together, have worked in the same finance firm for years. He’s practically a brother to me.”

“Well, he’s probably going to be pretty hard on me, then.”

“Why?”

“You really don’t get it, do you?” Her voice raised slightly. “I am your nanny. Which means I am below you on the so called social ladder.  And let’s not forget that your wife just recently passed away. How can you not see that people close to you would be judging me?”

I hadn’t thought of it like that.  I could see her point.  Not that I thought anyone would be too judgmental with her; my family and friends were down to earth people.  If anything, they would probably be judging me more than Amber. Shocked at how quickly I had moved on from Erin? Especially with the hot nanny.

I shook my head. “Amber, relax. No one’s judging you, and if they did, I’m sure you would be happy with the conclusions that they draw.” I stared at her. “You’re pretty awesome.” She blushed. I was just about to take her hand, when I heard a shout.

“Finn!”

There they were, running slightly to catch up with us.  Good old Bryce, dressed in his casual yachting gear, as always. He was pulling along a woman who was definitely not dressed for yachting: tight black dress, black stilettos, and a fake fur coat, no less.  This must be Bryce’s new girl, Mandy.  Why wasn’t I surprised?

“Bryce, slow down,” she said, as he dragged her along.

“My man!” I grabbed Bryce in a bear hug. Then we turned, and introduced the ladies.

“Well, time to get on this yacht and get things moving!” I said, looking to the sky. “We don’t want the weather to change on us.”

An hour later we were heading out into Port Phillip Bay, the wind in our hair.  Bryce and I were old hands at yachting, having been brought up with the sport.  Well, it was the leisure choice of many with mansions at Portsea, and both my family and Bryce’s had been coming here forever.

Bryce and I were busy side by side, which was good. It gave me a chance to talk to him without the girls.

“So, how long have you been seeing Mandy?” I asked.

Bryce grinned. “We’ve been sleeping together for about a month. Thought I might take her out a bit, see if I thought there was anything more to it.” He shrugged.

“Typical Bryce,” I said. “Just another in a long line…?”

Bryce put his hands in the air as if to ward me off. “Hey, don’t blame me, buddy. You know I can’t resist women, never have been. I start to really get into one, and then I get distracted by another. It’s like toys when we were little.  I could never resist the shinier and newer one that came along, you know?”

I smiled at Bryce. “I do know,” I said.  “Erin and I used to always comment on the ever changing number of girls in your life. We used to laugh about it, say you had so many you could have lined them up on an escalator.” I looked at him. “It’s because you’ve never been in love, buddy.”

Bryce shrugged again. “You’re probably right,” he said. “But hang on a minute. Why are we talking about me? You’re the one that’s been the sly dog, panting after the nanny! So, you’re going to put a ring on her finger, are you?”

“Yes, I’m heading down the aisle again,” I said, a fake smile on my face. I could suddenly see what Amber meant.  It was hard, not telling the truth to those you were closest too.

“You really think she can replace Erin?”

Bryce was looking at me.  We might rib each other a lot, but we could always talk openly and honestly about what was happening in our lives.

“Yes.” I looked at him. 

Was it true? I just didn’t know, anymore. I certainly liked being around her, and she set me on fire. The attraction was real.

“Yes, I think she can replace Erin,” I said. I had to say it, all the while mulling it over in my mind.

“That’s great, man,” Bryce was saying, slapping me on my back. “I was a bit worried, to tell the truth. About you, after Erin.  I thought you’d never come out of your hole, burying yourself in work like you did. I’m glad.  Can I be your best man again?”

I laughed. “Too soon to tell, mate,” I said. “We haven’t set a date, we were thinking of a long engagement.  And who knows, we might just elope, make it about just the two of us.” As I said it, I was picturing being alone with Amber, running off to elope.  The thought wasn’t entirely displeasing.

What on earth was happening to me?

I looked at her under the sails.  Trying so hard to chat to Bryce’s girl, Mandy, even though I could tell they didn’t have much in common. Well, why would they? I thought to myself.  Mandy was typical of the women Bryce pursued: blonde, buxom, but with not much chop in the brain department. A model, trying hard to become a trophy wife. Whereas Amber was as far removed from that cliché as you could imagine.

She had long, chestnut hair and a coltish figure, long, long legs. Willowy.  And as sharp as a tack.  I could see why she had been accepted into Harvard Law.  She was a very bright woman. But all those things weren’t even the most important.

I thought of the way she was with Lilah, caring, inspiring, warm. You could tell a person’s real personality, the way that they interacted with children. Amber was genuine. 

As we sailed over the grey waters, I started to grow more anxious. It had started out as a fake engagement, to get Erin’s parents off my back about Lilah.  But could it be so much more?













Amber

We said goodbye to Bryce and Mandy after we had finally reached land again and had some lunch in a seafood restaurant.

I wasn’t sorry. It had been tough going with Mandy. 

I had tried to talk to her, but she wasn’t much of a conversationalist.  The only things she was interested in were men, clothes and her hair, in that order. Whenever I had tried to turn the conversation onto other things she had always looked at me blankly, before steering it back to herself.  Bryce had seemed nice enough, though.  I wondered what he saw in such a vapid woman, apart from the obvious, of course.

Bryce seemed keen to go, and I thought I knew why. He wanted to get Mandy into bed. It made sense. I didn’t think he was really that into her, and had kind of regretted bringing her out to meet his best friend.  He wanted to put the relationship back on the footing it should be: purely physical.

We drove off, back to the mansion.  Anna and Frank would be dropping Lilah off later that afternoon. We walked into the house. I felt awkward. What were we going to do, now?

If it was a real relationship, it wouldn’t have mattered.  It would have just been chill time, in between seeing friends and Lilah coming home.  We might have put on a movie, or picked up our books to read.  Finn might have gone to his shed, working on a project, while I prepared dinner or had a bath.

But it wasn’t a real relationship, and it was awkward. Especially after what had happened between us the night before.

“So,” I said, biting my lip. “I might have an afternoon nap. I had such a big lunch, it’s really hit me.”

He looked at me, not believing a word that I said, I could tell. But he decided to play along with it. It was probably awkward for him, too.

“Okay,” he said, a little sadly.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I got to my bedroom, deciding to have a shower to warm up a bit after the icy conditions on Port Phillip Bay.  These people were crazy, I thought to myself. Who on earth would want to get onto a yacht and sail in this weather? I had been rugged up, but poor Mandy had suffered a bit in her high heels and short dress, even though she had one of those faux fur coats on.

Rubbing my hair dry with a towel, I was walking back to the bedroom when I stopped in my tracks. Finn.  He was sitting on the side of my bed, waiting for me.

“What do you want?” I breathed, suddenly acutely conscious that I was wearing nothing but my tatty old dressing gown.

He stood up, his eyes burning into me. I started to tremble, all over.

“Amber,” he whispered as he approached me. “I don’t know anything, any more. I just know that I want you more than I want anything in my life, at this point.”

He grabbed me, claiming my mouth.

The kiss was so goddamn good I felt like I was drowning in it. Shivers of pleasure were coursing through me. His hands were everywhere; all over my breasts, grabbing my ass.  Everywhere that he touched me felt like his hands were on fire, like he was branding me with them.

He undid the sash of my dressing gown, letting it fall open. He looked at my nakedness for a minute, before letting the gown fall to the floor.

I blushed, not knowing what to do. This was the first time I had stood naked in front of a man. It was all I could do not to grab the gown off the floor and quickly climb back into it.

“You are magnificent,” he breathed, his eyes scorching over me.

Suddenly, he picked me up, carrying me to the bed. He laid me down gently, before joining me. He grabbed my face, his eyes burning into mine.  I could feel his hardness against me. It made me gasp.

“Amber, do you want to do this?” he breathed. “Because I want to so, so much. Please say yes.” He trailed some kisses down my throat.

“There’s one thing you have to understand,” I whispered back. “I haven’t ever made love to a man before.”

His eyes widened. “You’re a virgin?” he asked.

I nodded, blushing.

He looked at me. “And you are willing to let me be your first?”

I nodded, again. I was so on fire at his touch, I hardly knew what I was thinking or feeling.  All I knew is that I wanted him, badly.

“You’re sure?” He looked me in the eyes, intensely.

I nodded again, swallowing nervously.

He resumed kissing me, trailing down to my breasts. I gasped in shock when his mouth found one of my nipples. I closed my eyes and let my head fall back, marvelling at the sensations as he pulled and sucked on it. This was heaven, I thought dreamily.

One of his hands had found its way below. My eyes flew open as he parted me, his fingers caressing me.  I felt a warm wetness spilling out of me, unspooling like a ribbon. He continued to slowly caress me with his hand and suck at my nipple.  It was driving me crazy; my hips were bucking on the bed, jumping to meet his hand. 

All rational thought was gone.  All my worries about how hooking up with him would complicate the situation had fled.  I didn’t care about anything in that moment but the feel of him, and how he was making me feel. I wasn’t even concentrating on the fact it would be my first time.

I had simply never felt this way with anyone else. I finally understood what the fuss was all about. He stopped momentarily, pulling himself on top of me.  I felt his urgent hardness, again.  His breathing was ragged in my ear.

“You are so beautiful,” he whispered.  Then he ducked his head again, trailing kisses down my stomach until he found the core of me.

Oh.My.God.

He licked me, expertly, seeming to know exactly what to do. It was warm against warm, and wet against wet.  Pulling and sucking until I thought I would go crazy with it. My hips started bucking again, and I could feel a new tension rising.  I was straining against his tongue, grabbing his head in my excitement to grind him closer to me.

He licked, faster. Suddenly, the tension built unbearably.  Then it exploded.  I felt my hips bucking uncontrollably as waves of pleasure coursed through me. Then it started to wane, and my hips stopped. I was shaking, enveloped in such a delicious feeling of satisfaction I could barely lift my head to look at him.

Finally. I had heard all about orgasms, of course, but I had never experienced one before. It really was everything that people raved on about – and more.

He rose, until he was level with my chest.  Then I could feel him parting my legs, with one of his.  He bent down and retrieved something out of his trouser pockets. 

A condom.

He quickly unwrapped it, and put it on.  Then he poised himself above me, a questioning look in his eyes alongside the desire. I nodded, again.

He pressed against me, feeling resistance. But then he grabbed his cock, trailing it over my pussy. Up and down, up and down. Each time he’d stop and push a bit more at the entrance, so he was inside a little bit more.

Then, he pushed, hard. I felt a sharp pain, and then wonder at how he felt, inside me. He started moving, grabbing my hips and bringing them down on him. It felt good.  So good, I felt heat building in me again. He quickened his pace, giving sudden thrusts. I pushed down every time he pushed into me. Something was starting to grow and twist inside of me, again.

His eyes were on my face, glowing. And then suddenly, he gripped me tight, crying out as he ground into me. I rose to meet him and felt another warm wetness seep out of me.  I bucked as another round of incredible sensations tore through me.

He slowed down, his head resting on my chest, breathing heavily. I ran my hand through his dark hair, in wonder. I was no longer a virgin.  Finn had popped my cherry, and oh, Lord, how well had he done it.  I was simply glowing with pleasure.

He looked at me. “How are you feeling?”

“Great,” I said. Then I blushed. “Oh, God, I’ve got no idea what to do, now.”

“You don’t do anything,” he whispered. He changed positions, curling up against my back. “Now, we spoon.  Drowse a little. Don’t think of anything but how incredible that was.”

I closed my eyes, feeling the warmth of him curled up against me. He kissed my shoulder.

“Sweet Amber,” he whispered, drowsily.

We must have fallen asleep, because next thing, I heard footsteps in the hallway.  And then a voice, calling Finn. I shook him. He mumbled, but didn’t wake. 

“Finn, someone is inside the house,” I whispered, urgently, as I shook him again. This time, he opened his eyes.

“Finn! Where are you?” The voice was clearer.  It was his mother.

“Shit.” Finn bolted upright, pulling his clothes on. “My parents.  I completely forgot. They’re dropping off Lilah. They have a spare key.”

“Quick,” I said, looking at the door, fearfully.  The last thing that I wanted was to be caught in bed, obviously after just having had sex, by his mother.

But it was too late.

Finn had just finished getting dressed. I was sitting on the bed, just a sheet over me.  And then the door handle turned.

“Mum!” Finn called out, running toward the door. “No!”

But she had opened it, and was standing there, mouth agape. At her side stood Lilah, turning puzzled eyes from me to her father.

“Daddy,” she said, clearly. “What are you doing? Is Mummy home?”













Finn

It was worst case scenario moment.

My mother, standing in the doorway, her jaw on the floor.  And my precious little girl Lilah, staring at me uncomprehendingly.  Thinking that it was her mother in the bed.  Her little mind must have just flipped to an old memory, of her mother and I in bed.  We used to often let her come into the bed of a morning, to snuggle.  

I bustled them both out, to give Amber a chance to get up and get dressed.  My face was burning as we made our way to the living room.

“Finn.” Mum turned to me. “It’s a bit indelicate, isn’t it?” She raised her eyebrows, and looked at Lilah.

“You are the one that barged into the bedroom with her,” I said, crossly.

“Because I didn’t know if you were home,” she said. “I thought I heard a noise coming from there. I certainly wouldn’t have opened the door if I had any suspicion of...” She trailed off, giving me a disapproving look.

“We are engaged, Mother,” I said, evenly.  And, really, as far as she knew, that was the truth.  There was no reason to look so shocked and disapproving at having caught me making love to my fiancée.

Lilah tugged at my sleeve. “Is Mummy here?”

I crouched down so that I was on her level, staring into those baby blue eyes.  

“No, Mummy isn’t here,” I said, slowly. “Remember how we talked about Mummy, and how she is in the sky now, in heaven? She can’t come to see us anymore, Lilah.”

My heart broke as I saw her bottom lip start to tremble.  I had thought that we were over this, that she had finally understood that her mother wasn’t coming back.

“I want Mummy,” she wailed, tears spilling down her face. Oh God, this never got any easier.

“Hey, honey.” Amber was suddenly there, all dressed.  But she refused to look at me.

“Do you want me to read you our special story?” She said to Lilah. “You know, the one that we always read when you miss your mummy.”

Lilah looked at her, choking back the sobs.  But she slowly nodded her head, and let herself be led to her bedroom. I breathed a sigh of relief.  I just didn’t know how to handle moments like these.  I suppose it was why I had buried myself in my work since Erin’s death. But Amber had known.  This was obviously something they had done together, to help Lilah cope.

A wave of tenderness washed over me, at the thought of Amber sitting down with Lilah, reading a story to help explain why her mummy was never coming home.

Amber was a rare one, that was for sure.

“Well, it looks like everything’s back to normal,” said my mother. She picked up her handbag. “I need to get back to your father.”  She paused, looking at me. “You’re not going to like what I’m going to say, Finn.  But I think it’s best to speak my mind.”

“Go ahead,” I said, rolling my eyes.  My mother always thought it best to ‘speak her mind.’

“It’s too soon, Finn.” Her voice had a determined edge. “Lilah hasn’t recovered, and I don’t think you have, either.  And what do we know of this Amber girl? She’s probably just as flighty as all of them.”

“All of them?” I raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about, Mother?”

“You know.  The help,” she whispered, dramatically. “They can’t be relied upon. You think they have settled in and then suddenly, they disappear.”

“Amber isn’t ‘the help’ anymore, Mother,” I said.  I could feel anger growing inside me. “She’s my fiancée.”

“Yes, well, that doesn’t change a thing.  She started out as the nanny, and they’re all the same.”

“Mother,” I said, trying to control my temper. “Thanks for your good opinion.  But I am engaged to Amber.  She is a lovely girl, not flighty or temperamental.  Look at how marvellously she just dealt with Lilah.  I won’t hear a word against her.”

She clutched her handbag, tighter. “You will do what you want, of course,” she said. “But hasn’t she said that she wants to go back to the States, to pursue her law degree?  What happens to you and Lilah then? If you are going to take a new wife, Finn, you need someone who will devote all of her time and effort to you and Lilah.” She pursed her lips.

I heard a noise behind us. I turned, to see Amber standing there, looking confused.

“Amber…” I said, but she just looked at us, before returning to her bedroom.

“Thanks, Mother,” I said, frowning. “I think Amber heard everything you just said.”

But my mother simply walked down the corridor, her head held high.

“I meant every word I said.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Think about it, Finn.  You and Lilah deserve so much more.”

I closed the door on her, glad to see her gone. What a mess.  Lilah, upset because she thought she had seen her dead mother.  Amber, pissed off with me because she had overheard my mother rubbishing her. And I tried very hard to not think about what had just happened between us, prior to my mother’s interruption.  

Her silky smooth legs. Those beautiful breasts.  The unbelievable sensation of plunging into her. I still couldn’t believe that I had taken her virginity.  It was the last thing I had expected her to say.  But I had been past the point of no return.  She was driving me crazy, and I had to have her.

But what now?

Would she still want to speak to me, after what she had overheard?  And how did I feel, having deflowered her? It added a whole other level of complication to an already severely complicated situation.

I went over to the bar, and poured myself a whiskey. I might have bitten off more than I could chew. I just didn’t know what to do.













Amber

I walked to the bed, sitting down on it, wondering what to do. I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. Or rather, I should have known. People like Finn and his parents were all the same.  They existed in another world, of which I could never be a part of.  Anna’s words about how I was flighty just like the rest of ‘the help’ infuriated me.  She knew nothing about me, and I hated being generalised about.

Sure, I didn’t have any wealth.  But I had been brought up in a decent, loving home.  I had been accepted into an Ivy League school, for Christ’s sake! But I would still never be good enough, in their eyes. And then there was the fact that I had just slept with Finn, letting him take my virginity.

My face burnt as I thought about it. I couldn’t believe that I had acted so wantonly.  But it was like I was possessed by lust.  I just hadn’t cared, at that point.  I could still remember how wonderful it had been, feeling him inside me, after the pain had lessened. My eyes closed as I recalled the orgasms, and how mind blowing they had been.

I wanted to sleep with him, every night.  I wanted to wake up to him, and have him do those things to me, again and again.

But what did he want? I thought of Lilah, so upset about her mother.  That for a moment, she had thought that I was her, lying in bed with her father.  She was a hurt little girl, and Finn didn’t seem to know how to deal with it.  

Would he knock on the door, and come to me? But there was nothing.  No knock.  He was out there, in the living room, I knew.  I had heard the front door open and close.  I knew his mother had left.  So why didn’t he come in, and reassure me? Take my hand, and tell me that the things his mother had said were wrong, and that he didn’t believe any of it? I knew that he wasn’t with Lilah; I had left her sleeping in her bedroom, having cried herself to sleep after I had finished the story.

No, he was by himself.  And he was choosing not to come to me.

It was probably all too much for him.  The fact that he had taken my virginity, and his mother’s words.  Lilah’s meltdown.  Too much.  He would retreat, and run away, the way he always handled personal problems.  The way that he had handled Erin’s death.

It was okay. I was a big girl. I would see through this contract, which would give me a healthy injection into my bank account, and then I would return to the States.  To my real life. My heart ached at the thought.  Leaving Finn, and Lilah. It would be as if I was leaving my heart behind.

I closed my eyes, resting my head on the pillow. I was in love with him. I really didn’t know how I hadn’t realised, up until now.

                                                           ***

It was a silent trip back to the mansion in Toorak. I looked out the car window, watching the sun slowly sink over the sea. Lilah was asleep in the car seat.  Finn was driving, but he didn’t glance at me.  Not once.

It was okay. I could handle it. I tried not to notice that I was biting my nails, again. It was dark by the time we got to the house. Finn carried the still sleeping Lilah up to her bedroom, and I carried my bags to my room.  Hopefully, I would just be able to crawl into bed and let the events of the day slowly dissipate from my mind.

No such luck.  I was just about to get my nightie on, when there was a soft knock at the door.

“Come in,” I said, trying hard to keep my voice neutral.

Finn entered.  He looked as tired and drawn out as I felt. “Amber,” he said, softly. “I think that we need to talk about a few things.”

I nodded, indicating that he could sit down. He looked at me, slowly. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?’ 

I laughed, but it wasn’t a humorous sound. “And how would I have done that, Finn? Just sat you down one day, and blurted it out? If you recall, we said that we shouldn’t get involved on a personal level.  That this was strictly a business arrangement.  Don’t you remember?”

“I know,” he said, sighing deeply.  “It seemed the best thing.  Things just got…a little out of control.”

I looked at him.  “Are you saying you regret it?”

He sighed again. “I don’t know, Amber,” he said, eventually. “I sure didn’t regret it at the time. It was everything I hoped for, and more.  But now…”

I felt my heart hit the floor.  So, it was true.  He was trying to back out of whatever was happening between us. “It’s got something to do with what your mother said about me, hasn’t it?” 

His eyes widened. “No, Amber! Not at all.  My mother thinks she is doing the right thing, protecting me and Lilah.  Yes, she can come across as a snob. All that talk of ‘the help’. I can see why you’re upset.” He looked at me. “But I don’t think that way about you.”

“How do you think about me?” I wished I hadn’t said the words. They just marched out of my mouth.

“I think you are an unbelievably sexy, totally gorgeous woman.” His eyes darkened as he spoke. “But I just don’t know if I can carry on a personal relationship right now.  That thing with Lilah today. It made me think, deeply. I don’t think I am completely over Erin.”

There. The words were out.  At least he had admitted it, at long last. I stood up. “I’d like you to leave, now.”

“Amber…”

“No.” I walked to the door. “I will still be your fake fiancée, don’t worry.  But nothing else.”

I held the door open. “Good night, Finn.”

He looked at me, as if he wanted to say something else.  But then he sighed, and walked out.

I shut the door, climbing into bed with my clothes still on. The tears when they came were scalding. What an idiot. I had given my heart and my virginity to a man who was incapable of anything.  What had I expected? That he would suddenly realise that he was crazy in love with me, and we would ride off into the sunset?

Stupid, I chastised myself.  Get wise.

But my heart ached so badly I could hardly keep myself from sobbing aloud.













Finn

I glanced over at Amber as we drove, keeping an eye on traffic.

“Do we have everything?” I couldn’t help thinking something had been forgotten.

“For the hundredth time, Finn,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Yes! Everything is here. I have the cake, and the presents.  The caterers are setting up as we speak, I called them ten minutes ago.  We just need to get there in one piece.” She glared at the road.

“Okay, okay,” I said.  Maybe I was a little bit anxious. But it was Lilah’s fifth birthday party, and her first without Erin.  I wanted everything to be perfect.

“Jennifer and Michael will be there,” I said to Amber, as I negotiated a roundabout.  “They flew in yesterday. They’re staying at the Park Hyatt.”

That fact was adding to my anxiety, as well.  The Morgan’s were in town, ostensibly for Lilah’s birthday, but I knew it was to check up on me.  See if I was providing stability for Lilah, as promised.  And meet my new fiancée, of course.

Yes, a lot was riding on this birthday party.

Amber descended into silence as I drove.  It had been like this ever since we returned from Portsea, when I had told her I wasn’t sure about us pursuing a relationship. Or at the least, sleeping together.  She had clammed up so tightly I could barely get a peek through her shutters, anymore.

It was my own stupid fault, of course. It had been a knee jerk reaction to the shock of taking her virginity. Not to mention Lilah’s meltdown, and my mother’s warnings. It had all happened so quickly together I just couldn’t think straight.

Three weeks had passed since then, and she had been polite and courteous with me, but nothing more.  I had hurt her, I could tell.  And I just didn’t know how to fix it.

It didn’t help that I couldn’t stop dreaming of making love to her.  Every night I woke, with a hard on so fierce it hurt. Dreaming of her body, and how it had felt. 

“Almost there,” I said now, looking at her again. She was looking particularly beautiful today, in a tight fitting emerald green dress with black tights. She had wound her chestnut hair into a top knot, giving off an air of casual elegance that many women spent top dollar to get but rarely pulled off.

Effortless.  Stunning. I could look at her, forever. 

I pulled into a car park, and we got out.  We were just getting the presents out of the boot, when I heard a shout. “Finn!”

And there they were.  My in-laws, standing at the front of Luna Park, waving to us. Here we go, I thought.  It’s make or break time.

                                                                  ***

Michael and Jennifer were fussing over Lilah as we entered the Park underneath the famous moon face gates.

It was sensory overload, here.  Children everywhere, shouting in delight. Lights flashed, rides spun around.  It was the oldest amusement park in Melbourne, that continued to delight every generation. I remembered coming here as a child, and being spellbound. Although I had been sick after one very intense ride.

That wouldn’t be happening today, however.  Only the carousel and the milder rides for a bunch of five-year-old girls. We made our way to the function room, where party food had already been laid out.  Several of Lilah’s friends were already here, rushing to her with their presents.  She looked a little overwhelmed, but very excited.

The society mother’s all had their phones out, trying to take the best snap of their child to upload to their pages so everyone would tell them what a gorgeous child they had.  I stopped, momentarily.  When had I got so cynical?

“Did you have a pleasant trip?” I turned to Michael and Jennifer. They looked tired, but happy.

“Not bad,” said Michael. “We always fly business, of course.  Lots more leg room, and we can stretch out and sleep.  It certainly is a long flight.”

“Yes,” agreed Jennifer, smiling. “I remember Erin commenting on it, when you two were courting, Finn! About how she would have to get used to permanent jetlag, she was flying over to Australia so often!” She stopped, biting her lip.  She looked at Amber.

“I’m sorry, my dear,” she said to her. “You must excuse me. It hasn’t been that long.” She dabbed at her eyes.  Michael put his arm around her.

“Of course,” Amber smiled.  “I understand completely.  She was your daughter, after all.  I am so very sorry for your loss.  I loved Erin, she was an amazing woman.” Michael and Jennifer both smiled at her, looking as if they were starting to relax.

“Lilah! We’re here!”

Here we go, I thought.  My parents had arrived, carrying the biggest present. It was so ostentatious, it eclipsed all the other presents that had been put into a corner of the room.

Why did they always have to show off? Why was it always about material things, with them? I knew they loved Lilah, of course.  But they barely spent any time with her, the weekend in Portsea notwithstanding. It was always about what they could buy for her.

And then I looked at Amber, chatting away with the Morgan’s, so open and warm.  Where did she fit into this world of mine?

I watched my mother approaching them all, her huge social smile plastered to her face.  She nodded to Amber, then started chatting immediately to Jennifer, leading her away.  Amber looked a little crestfallen. I felt anger surge through me.

I had always thought that my parents were decent and fair people, that they weren’t snobbish about our extreme wealth. I thought that they gave everyone a fair go, whether they were wealthy or not.  It seemed I was wrong.

My parents thought that Amber wasn’t good enough for me. The thought lodged in my brain, they had accepted Erin because she had come from a wealthy family. It wasn’t because they thought her kind, or charming, or intelligent. No, it all came down to how many zeros there were in the old bank accounts.

Protectiveness flooded through me, as I stared at Amber. No one treated her badly.  No one. She turned around, then, as if she felt my eyes on her.  We gazed at each other for a second, before she turned away.  A little sadly, I thought.

How had I fucked things up so badly?

                                                       ***

Good old Bryce had arrived, dragging a girl behind him. Mandy. I looked again. No, it wasn’t Mandy. It was just someone who looked a lot like her.

“Finn, meet Skye,” he said.  Skye smiled, a bit vacantly.

“Buddy, you have to stop doing this,” I said to him, after Skye wondered off. “These girls of yours.  Do you have some assembly line somewhere, that I don’t know about? Because they all look the same.”

Bryce grinned. “I just have a certain type, that’s all.”

“What happened to Mandy?”

Bryce shrugged. “Started talking about moving in together.  I had to let her go. Trying to cramp my style.” 

I shook my head, ruefully.  Would Bryce ever change?

“It’s alright for you,” Bryce said.  “You had Erin.  And now you’ve got Amber.  I would probably let go of some of my bachelor freedom if I snagged a girl like that.  She has class.”

“She does, doesn’t she?” I stared at Amber, again.

“Buddy, you are one lucky guy,” continued Bryce.  “She is warm, and what a brain! Very smart.  You can have a real conversation with her. Not to mention she’s a babe.”

“Hands off,” I growled, punching him on the arm. He laughed.

“I’m not making a play for her. I’m just saying, I could change my tune for a chick like that.” He paused. “She’s a keeper.”

My father approached us, and Bryce started chatting with him. I tuned out.

“Finn?”

I turned.  It was Jennifer. I smiled, but inside all the walls were going up.  Would she start on again about taking Lilah?

“I just wanted to tell you,” she said. “Amber is a lovely girl. She has done wonders with Lilah, Finn. We are so happy for the both of you. I know that Erin would be happy, too.  She would want what’s best for you and Lilah.”  Tears glimmered in her eyes. “You have our blessing.”

I felt a lump form in my throat. “Excuse me for a minute, Jennifer,” I said.

I had to leave the room, running out into the park. All around me colours swirled, and people were screaming on the rides, in fear and delight.  Lights were flashing. I sat down on a bench, trying to catch my breath.

Erin. It had suddenly hit me.

I cried, remembering my beautiful wife. I had been running from it, for so long.  Trying to dodge the grief, as if I could keep one step ahead of it.  Just keep working, I had told myself.  But I recognised it now for what it had been.

Denial.

I thought of all the years we had spent together. I thought of our wedding day on the Whitsunday Islands in Queensland.  The day that Lilah had been born.  Buying our home together.  A million and one other memories all clamouring into my brain, jostling for prominence.

I wept, soft and low. I didn’t care that I was in public. And then, I suddenly stopped.  It was okay.  She would be a part of me, forever. But she was gone.

I turned around, ready to go back in.  Re-join the party. And the first thing I did when I entered that room was seek her out. Ah, there she was.

Amber.













Amber

I took the elevator to the thirteenth floor, as instructed.

What was this about? Finn had called me from his office, that morning.  He said that he needed to talk to me, and could I come to the office after I had dropped Lilah at kindergarten.  It was mystifying.

It had been a week since Lilah’s birthday party at Luna Park, and I had barely seen Finn since. I knew he was busy at work; it was tax time, one of the busiest times of the year in the finance sector. He was also preparing for a business trip to Sydney.  But still.  It was unusual, to say the least, for me to go to his office.  I had never been requested to, before.

This was all getting so hard. Playing the part of the loving fiancée at Lilah’s birthday party had almost undid me.

I had chatted and smiled and laughed, all on cue. I had answered a million and one questions about Finn and me. And the whole time, I could see him watching me. Assessing me: was I performing well enough?  Would his parents, and Erin’s parents, accept me?

He had obviously decided, once and for all, that there was nothing personal between us.  He had taken my virginity, and run a mile. I tried very hard not to feel hurt.  I knew that I was in love with him.  But it was impossible.

How could I continue to pretend to be the fiancée of a man I was actually in love with? It was like a paradox, or a puzzle.  One with no answer, or an answer so complex you just couldn’t decipher it.

I remembered the feel of him, and how he had made me fall into a puddle of desire at his feet. Even now, I grew warm thinking of it. But he obviously didn’t feel the same way about me.  I had been a challenge, nothing more.

I took a deep breath, and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” I heard him call out.  I opened the door.

He was behind his desk, frowning into his computer.  He looked up, and stopped what he was doing.

“Amber,” he said.

“Yes?” My voice came out a bit wobbly. “You wanted to see me?”

He stood up, gesturing for me to take a seat.

“I needed to tell you,” he said. “I have to fly to Sydney, tonight.  The trip’s been put ahead.”

“Right,” I said. “Why couldn’t you have told me that on the phone?”

He looked at me.  I could see his eyes slowly looking me up and down, and then that familiar glow came into them.  I knew he found me sexy.

But not sexy enough, obviously.

“I wanted to see you,” he said. “Before I left.” He stopped, then continued. “Amber, this is difficult for me.”

“How so?” I wasn’t about to make it any easier.

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” he said.  “The way that I behaved, after Portsea…well, it wasn’t good enough.  You deserve more.”

“I deserve more, do I?” I looked at him, not smiling. “In what way?”

“You are making this difficult,” he said.

I stood up. “Really?  Well how about I make it simple, then.” I walked towards the door, anger coursing through me. “I’ll leave.”

He was up like a shot, striding toward me.  He grabbed my arm, closing the door I had just opened. I looked up at him.  He was breathing heavily, frowning.

And then he was kissing me. It was crazy.  He grabbed me to him, pushing me up against his desk, leaning me over it.  Papers and pens fell onto the floor, but we were both oblivious to it.

He pulled my legs apart, making me wind them around him.  He trailed kisses down my neck. I arched my back towards him, which made him clutch me tighter. Pools of desire were coursing through me. I could feel the sudden wetness spill out of me. I wanted him so badly I could barely think straight.

He feverishly ripped my panties off, hitching my skirt up. And then, he was inside me.  Thrusting and straining, grinding my butt into the desk.

It felt so good, like he was made to be inside me.  I arched my hips up into him, making him thrust harder, and deeper.  I could feel myself building, slowly, slowly.  His breathing was ragged, and I could feel the rhythm increasing. I could tell that it wouldn’t be much longer for him.

And then, it happened. He started moaning, and I could feel the contractions enveloping me. It was so exquisite I cried out, making soft groans.  We rode out the final spasms together, both collapsing onto the desk, his head on my chest.

The afterglow was intense.  I closed my eyes, trying to return my breathing to normal. He moved off me, straightening his clothes. I sat up, pulling my skirt down.

What now?

“That was amazing,” he breathed.  

“Was it?” I didn’t know what came over me.  Maybe a desire to wound, before I would be wounded. Reject him, before he rejected me.

“Amber, what’s wrong?” He frowned, reaching for my hand. I stepped back.

“Well, nothing at all!” I found my panties, putting them on quickly. I pointed to the papers and pens on the floor. “You should pick up all of that stuff, Finn. Your secretary might walk in and surprise you.”

I ran a hand through my hair. My heart was thumping, uncomfortably.

“Have a great trip,” I said, picking up my handbag and walking to the door.

“Wait.” He looked at me, as if he couldn’t believe what I was doing. “You’re leaving? Like this?”

“Like what, Finn?” I looked at him, my eyebrows raised.  “Like a fake fiancée should?  Or someone you occasionally have sex with? Or as the nanny? I just can’t keep it straight in my own head, all the different roles you want me to play.” I smiled, widely. “See you when you get back.”

I slammed the door on his stunned face, running to the stairs.  I would rather run down thirteen flights of stairs than have him follow me to the elevator. The tears came as I ran, blinding me.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

How had I made the same mistake, again? It was like my body had a will of its own, around him.  Like I couldn’t control it.  How many times must I learn the lesson?

He wasn’t interested in having a real relationship with me.  He just wanted a woman who would pretend to be his fiancée, and who would also have sex with him now and again.  Oh, and take care of his child. It was as simple as that.

But I just couldn’t do it, anymore. It was hurting too much.  He would never love me. And I realised now that I couldn’t accept anything else. Better to be alone, than only have a part of him.  Better to be on my own, than continue this charade a second longer.

I never knew love could hurt so badly.













Finn

I ran after her but she was gone.  She mustn’t have waited for the elevator.  

She had decided to run down thirteen flights of stairs, instead.  She really didn’t want me to follow her. I leaned against the wall near the elevator, trying to think.  What should I do? I could pursue her, but the timing was all wrong.  I really did have to catch that flight to Sydney; a car was due to pick me up in half an hour, to take me to the airport. Not only that, but I was travelling with some other work colleagues, Bryce included.  I simply couldn’t get out of it.

I walked slowly back to my office. Paper and stationery were strewn on the floor; I really hadn’t cared, when I had wiped the desk clean, so that I could make love to her on it.

I still tingled at the thought.  It had been amazing.  Amber was so sexy. I wondered how I had managed to keep my hands off her these past few weeks.  We had a sexual connection that was real.

But she wanted more.  Was I capable of giving it to her? Or was I a broken, cynical man, destined to spend the rest of my life having affairs, but never committing to anyone? My life a shrine to my dead wife.

Erin wouldn’t want that.  She would want me to find love, again. I would get this trip out of the way, then I would sit down with Amber.

I didn’t want to lose her. I knew that.

                                                      ***

It was dark when the car pulled up at the house in Toorak, the next night.

It had been a whirlwind business trip; a dinner with some potential investors, then the day spent negotiating.  Meetings all over Sydney.  I was beat, but I knew that I had to find the energy to talk to Amber.  I had to lay my cards on the table, with her.

I walked into the house.  All the lights were off.  I flicked some on, frowning.  It was only eight thirty at night.  Amber would usually be awake, although Lilah would be in bed.

Lilah. I should go and see her, give her a kiss.  It was my habit.  I was rarely home in time to say goodnight to her, but I always gave her a goodnight kiss while she slept. I opened her bedroom door.  The night light wasn’t on. And there was no Lilah in her bed.

I felt a wave of panic wash over me.  Had she become ill, and Amber had taken her to the hospital?  Why wasn’t she in bed? I ran through the house, checking my phone as I went.  No, there weren’t any missed calls or texts from Amber.

I knocked quickly on Amber’s bedroom door, then opened it. She wasn’t here.  The bedroom was neat, the bed still made.  I walked quickly around it. Then I opened her wardrobe, a sixth sense telling me what to expect.

All her clothes were gone.  And so was her suitcase. I ran back through the house, running from room to room as if the answer might suddenly emerge.

And there it was.  An envelope, propped up on a vase on the kitchen table.  It had my name on it. I ripped it open, scanning it quickly.

Dear Finn,

I’m sorry, but I can’t do this anymore.

I know that we signed a contract.  I’m willing to lose the sum that you promised me. It’s just become so difficult.  I can’t pretend that there is nothing going on between us anymore, and I can’t be a sexual diversion for you while you work out what is going on in your life.

Lilah is safe.  I brought her to your parents, saying that I had a family emergency.

I’m returning to the States.  My flight leaves tonight.  I need to go home, and think through what I want to do with my life.

Again, I’m sorry.  But it’s the way it must be.

Amber.

I crumpled the note in my hand.  Jesus, what was she doing? I didn’t think. I grabbed my keys, running back through the house.

She hadn’t said when her flight was leaving. It would take me roughly half an hour to get to the airport. It was kind of surreal; I had only just come from there.

I didn’t think as I drove. I just knew that I had to get to her.  Before it was too late.

                                                           ***

I manoeuvred the car into the short-term parking bay, running to get to Departures. I scanned the flights board.  There were two flights, leaving for the States that night.  One was bound for New York.  The other was San Francisco. That would be the one she would be getting on.

I had time, the gates hadn’t closed, yet.  But it would be dependent on whether she had gone through Customs already, or if she was still checking in. I got the name of the airline, running to the check in kiosks.

There were people milling around everywhere, of course.  My heart was in my mouth as I scanned the crowd.  Was it too late?  Had she already gone through Customs?

And then, I saw her.

She was wearing an old pair of jeans and a yellow sweater, her chestnut hair in a high pony tail.  She was sitting in a chair, staring at the ground.  I could see her boarding pass in her hand.

My heart leapt. There she was.













Amber

I sat in the chair, thinking through what I was about to do.

I had acted so impulsively, I still couldn’t believe that I was here.  About to leave Australia and my life here behind. I had been so upset after leaving Finn in his office that day, but I still didn’t have an idea of what I was going to do.  I was very confused.  Then, I had done what I always did when I was upset and feeling confused. I called Cara.

I just wanted to speak to her. I needed a friend. She had picked up immediately, overjoyed to hear from me. But she had known straight away that there was something wrong. I had tried to hedge around the issue, but she knew.

“Come home,” she told me. “You sound really upset.  Maybe being away from him will clear your mind, and you can decide what you want to do. You can stay with me, Amber, until you decide.  You know you are always welcome.”

I had been non-committal, and ended the call.  But then, I had got online, searching flights.  As luck would have it, there was one for San Francisco that night. I didn’t think. I booked it. I then had to arrange to get Lilah to her grandparents, and pack quickly.  It had been such a whirlwind.

I had cried when I had written the note for Finn.

But I was also determined.  He wanted a fake fiancée, to keep Lilah. He also wanted to have sex with me, when it suited him.  But I was in love with him, and it simply hurt too much. I knew he was a mess after Erin’s death, and wasn’t sure if he was ready.

But I couldn’t wait around for him to get his shit together. He might never.  And in the meantime, I would be eating my heart out for him, and getting sadder because he could never commit to me.

He had been right.  Getting close had made things way too complicated.

 I should have known better.

                                                                  ***

Not long, now. I had already checked in.  I just had to walk through the Customs gates, and I would be on my way. Why wasn’t I doing it? Why was I sitting here, staring at the ground, boarding pass in hand?

Then I looked up. Oh my God.

It was Finn, staring at me.  He had a wild look in his eyes, and he was breathing heavily, as if he had been running. He slowly walked up to me.

“Amber,” he whispered. I stood up, as if in a dream.

“Why are you here?” I whispered back. 

“Don’t leave me.” He looked at me, tears in his eyes. “I couldn’t bear it. I’ve been so stupid. I’ve only just realised that I’m in love with you.”

“You love me?” I breathed.

He nodded, slowly. “I’m an idiot. I should have known, before now. I think I’ve been fighting it. It was just so hard, to open my heart up again.  After what happened with Erin.”

He pulled me into his arms, caressing me. “I just know that I couldn’t bear to lose you.  The thought of you getting on that plane, and flying out of my life, drove me crazy.”

He tilted my face up to him, staring into my eyes. “I love you, body and soul, Amber.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered. “It had just become too painful, once I realised. I couldn’t stay here, pretending to be your fiancée and fighting my feelings.”

“You love me?” He looked at me, then grabbed me, twirling me around. “You love me!”

He set me back down on the ground. He took my face in his hands, and kissed me, long and hard. I responded, ardently. We forgot where we were, for a moment. The sound of clapping brought us back to reality. We looked around, dazed.  People were staring at us, smiling and grinning.

“How romantic,” said a woman, to her companion. We smiled back, a bit sheepishly.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I don’t know about you, but the next thing I want to do with you shouldn’t be done in a crowded airport.”

I took his hand, not fully believing what was happening.

“Let’s go home,” he said.

                                                              ***

We turned the central heating on as soon as we got inside, and he poured us both a drink. He wouldn’t stop touching me, as if he couldn’t believe that I was actually here.

“It’s fate,” he said. “If I had have been half an hour later, I would have missed you.  You would have boarded that plane and be flying out of my life.”  He shook his head. “Oh, Amber.  I couldn’t have borne it.”

“I think it is fate,” I said. “I had my boarding pass.  There was no reason why I hadn’t walked through Customs.  It was like I was waiting for you, without even knowing it.”

He leaned over me on the sofa, kissing me passionately. It was like we needed to do it, to seal our connection.  We had almost lost each other. It had been so close.

We made love like we were drowning, and the other was the only thing saving us from going under. I never knew such passion could exist.  When he was inside me, it was like coming home.

A home I never wanted to leave.

Afterwards, as we lay in each other’s arms, he sighed.

“Amber, I need to say this.” He stroked my face. “I know what I want, now. It has never been clearer to me.  But I don’t want to stop you from living your dreams.  If you want to return to the States, and finish your studies, you should do it.  I will provide you with the money you need.”

I looked at him. “You would do that for me?” 

He nodded. “I would.  We could relocate to the States, the three of us, while you do it.”

My eyes shone with tears. “Finn, you have given me a gift.  But let’s not decide, for now.  There are law schools in Australia.  That’s always an option.”

He smiled, tenderly.  “Either way, Amber my love, I want you to be my wife.  For real, this time.”

“Is that a proposal?” I smiled at him.

“It is.” He got down on one knee, looking up at me.  “Amber, will you be my wife?”

“I will be your wife,” I answered, slowly.  “Nothing would make me happier in this world.”

He kissed me. “I think we should go shopping, tomorrow.  For an engagement ring.  A real one.”

I smiled, looking down at my hand. “Oh, Finn, you don’t have to do that. I already have one.”

“You do,” he agreed.  “But that was given out of convenience.  I didn’t even pick it.  This time, I want us to go together, and we can choose a ring which we both love.”

“Okay,” I said, smiling.

I couldn’t believe it.  My fake fiancée was now my real one. I couldn’t wait for our life to begin.  With Finn, my one and only love, by my side.  Forever.

***

The End.

Epilogue

 

Cara

I was shocked as I cleared Customs, walking into Arrivals at Melbourne Airport.  There was a throng of people pressed against the gate, jostling signs and shouting. It really unnerved me.

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts.  It had been a long, long flight. Amber had told me, of course.  But the information obviously hadn’t entered my brain. I had just crossed two time zones and I felt as if I was a zombie, like I had never slept and would never sleep again.  I had never experienced jet lag this bad before.

I scanned the faces in the crowd, confused.  Then, I suddenly saw her.

Amber.  My closest friend, smiling brightly, jumping up and down. I steered my luggage trolley through the throng towards her.

“Cara! You’re here!” Amber threw her arms around me, almost knocking me to the ground. “What was the delay? I’ve been waiting over an hour!”

“Beats me,” I shrugged, returning the hug. “We didn’t take off on time from Singapore.  That might be it.” I looked my best friend in the face. “That was brutal, Amber.  The longest flight of my life.”

Amber laughed. “I did try to tell you.”  She paused, carefully looking at me. “You look beat. Do you want to have a coffee before we go, or do you want to get straight home? I imagine you just want to hit the sack.”

“Coffee,” I declared. “I want to chat with you, alone, before I meet your beloved. It’s been so long.”

We found a café in the airport, sipping our lattes as we watched the world go by.

“So.” I stretched, feeling the caffeine hit my bloodstream, revitalising me. “Tell me everything! When is the wedding?”

Amber gave me all the details, her face betraying her happiness. “I’m so glad you came. I wouldn’t want anyone else to be my bridesmaid. And you will love Finn, and Lilah, of course. I can’t wait for you to meet them.”

“Neither can I,” I said. “Wow! I can’t believe that you are about to get married.  And to an Australian! What am I going to do, with my bestie living on the other side of the world?”

Amber frowned. “I don’t want to think about it. I will miss you so much.  But you’re here now, that’s all that matters.”

Amber’s cell phone suddenly started vibrating on the table in front of us.  She picked it up, mouthing to me that it was Finn. I zoned out while Amber took the call.  It wasn’t just the long flight. My mind was in a whirlwind, thinking over all the problems I had left behind in San Francisco.

My medical studies, which I didn’t think I could continue.  I had hit a wall, unable to work the long hours of an intern and still work my part time waitressing job.  I had felt I was on the verge of a collapse.

Then Amber had called, begging me to come to Australia to be her bridesmaid.  I had jumped at the opportunity.  A break was definitely what I needed.  I had to think long and hard about where my life was going.

Amber ended the call, looking at me in surprise. “That was Finn,” she said. “He was calling about his best friend, Bryce.  You know, the one I was telling you about? Turns out Bryce has landed himself in some hot water.  One of his old girlfriends has suddenly died.”

“Why has that landed him in hot water?” I asked. “Did he kill her?”

Amber laughed. “No, of course not! Bryce is a pussy cat. He might think he’s the playboy of the Western world, but inside, he is a softie. No, it turns out the ex has a child.  And the child is Bryce’s! He had no idea. He is absolutely shocked.”

“What’s he going to do?” I sipped my latte.

“He doesn’t really know.” Amber frowned. “But Finn thinks he will take his son in.  What else can he do?  But it’s a bit of a dilemma.  He works from dawn to dusk, plus he’s just taken a secondment to work on the Gold Coast, in Queensland.  He’s going to need some help.”

“I’m sure he’ll work it out,” I said.

Amber sat up straighter, looking at me intensely. “You should do it, Cara! Become his nanny.”

“What?” I looked at Amber as if she had just lost her mind. “What are you talking about? I live in the States! I’m just here visiting for your wedding.”

Amber looked excited. “No, but it’s perfect! You said you’re exhausted, not knowing where you’re going with your medical studies.  This way, you would have time to think, while earning money.  And we would be in the same country!”

I shook my head. “Amber, I don’t think so.  I don’t know the first thing about nannying, for a start.  And you’re jumping the gun a bit, aren’t you? You don’t even know what this Bryce character is intending to do with this long-lost child.  And he mightn’t approve of me as a nanny, anyway.”

Amber smiled. “I can talk him around, and so can Finn.  Cara, just think about it, will you?”

I finished my latte, looking at Amber. “I’ll think about it.  But not now.  Can we please go to your beautiful mansion, so I can get some sleep?”

Amber laughed. “Of course. Let’s go, sleepyhead.”

On the car trip through Melbourne, I went over what Amber had said. It seemed unlikely, anyway.  I might not even get along with this Bryce.  But if I did, it could be a good opportunity to clear my mind.  See what I really wanted to do with my life.

Things weren’t going well in California. I couldn’t remember the last time that I had slept properly.  It was becoming a real issue.

I toyed with the idea, a little. Then I abruptly fell asleep, pressed up against the glass of the passenger side window.

***

Coming soon…

Hope you enjoyed this preview Dear Reader.

Click Here to join Our Romance Connoisseurs’ Club to find out when Cara’s story is released.









Excerpt of Fake Fiancée billionaire boss 

Chapter 1

Everything would be fine. At worst, she would end up laughing and assume he was pulling her leg or at best she would take the offer without another question.

Justin Dunne's workday was coming to an end. Any minute now his assistant Jennifer would be coming to let him know she’s heading home for the day. And when she did, he would conjure up the nerve to ask her what he had wanted to ask her all day. The worst part is that he didn’t have enough fingers or toes to count how many times he had to rephrase his question. He suddenly felt small in his large office, dreading what he was about to do. But what was the worst that could happen? If she said no, she would just leave and show up to work the next day like nothing happened. Maybe. She could also assume the worst and think this was his way of sexually harassing her.

But if she said yes, his plan would work perfectly. 

Would this count as sexual harassment? He contemplated this as he sat at his desk drumming his fingers impatiently on its surface. Irritated he stood up and walked around his desk to sit on the edge, but no pose could erase the sense of doom that lingered on the border of his mind. He took a deep steadying breath and said, “Everything would be fine, just breath, ask her what you want and let the chips fall where they may.”

There was a slight knock on his door, and he quickly moved around to sit behind his desk again, trying his best to look at ease. 

“Come in!” he called and cleared his throat. His tongue felt thick in his mouth.

With her purse in hand and her coat dangling over her arm, she walked into his office and smiled, and Justin stood up. It was not an out of the ordinary gesture, since he was taught etiquette by his mother from the day he was able to stand. You always stood up in the presence of a lady. But right now, he felt awkward to say the least.

"Mr. Dunne, I’m heading home now, is there anything else you need me to handle before I go?” 

He nodded and reached for a pile of files, then motioned for her to sit, “Actually there is…” he started, but his courage hung on a thread over a gaping chasm waiting to swallow it whole.

“Of course,” she said, her smile fading ever so slightly.

He couldn’t blame her, of all the staff; she’s always the one who stayed behind to tie up his loose ends. Over time he had grown so used to it that he had taken her for granted. Sooner or later she was going to get fed up or find the love of her life who will insist she worked her nine to five day and focus on a relationship, or worse a family.

"How have you been?” he asked wanting to kick himself, he never asks her how she is, why start now?

Jennifer looked at him quizzically as she tilted her head, “Is there something wrong?”

Instead of sitting down, he rounded his desk and walked past her and headed for his personal mini-bar. Which, low and behold, thanks to Jennifer, was always stocked with drinks. If he wanted to he could live in his office and not have any reason to leave. He had a closet full of clean work clothes, a bathroom, a bar and a single phone call could have any meal of his choice brought to his office.

"Drink?" he asked, as he poured himself a glass of bourbon.

The bar was near a floor to ceiling window that gave him a magnificent view of the city when he looked out of it; just one of the perks of having a penthouse office. The view was breathtaking but the vertigo-inducing height didn’t help his trepidation right then.

Justin regarded her where she sat with her legs crossed causing her skirt to ride up slightly, it wasn’t not enough to be inappropriate, but enough to catch his eye and distract him without any intention. He was professional but he was not blind. Jennifer's hair was a rich chestnut tone, with lighter brown highlights throughout. She was of average height and even in heels, she was still quite a bit shorter than him. Being on the swimming team in high school and college had given her an athletic build, which emphasized a generous chest that her conservative work blouses did not hide.

* * *

Jennifer sat at the desk watching her boss's back as he poured himself a drink.

"No, I'm fine thank you, but what is this about sir?" she asked again. She was sure that she had done everything he expected to the book, and if she had missed anything at all, surely he would follow the proper procedure and let HR handle any enquiries. In fact, he had never appeared so casual and so completely strange all at once. Mr Dunne was always in control, the epitome of sheer class and caliber. Something serious must be on his mind. And she had a sinking feeling it somehow involved her. And that she might possibly find it unpleasant.

With his back turned against her, she took a moment to admire him; it was what every woman in the entire building did when he wasn’t watching. His jacket, vest and tie had been discarded on the leather sofa against the wall, and he had rolled his sleeves up. He had thick, sinewy forearms, which were certainly not built from hours of pencil pushing and corporate meetings. He worked out, once again, no secret. Come to think of it, she knew almost every detail of his life, from his favorite coffee to his preferred restaurant. She knew he had his own private gym and he had his own personal trainer. On that level, he was an open book.  

She worried her lip as he turned around, and feigned absolute patience as she waited for him to tell her what this was all about.

"You know about the deal with Pryor?" he said walking slowly past her as he rounded the desk. 

"He's the one you want to buy the property from in Midtown," she responded and re-crossed her legs.

"That's right. He's shown additional interest in becoming an investor with us."

"That's fantastic!”

She was excited for him, but not quite sure where the whole cloak and dagger routine was headed. If he wanted a scheduled meeting with Pryor or whatever else, he could easily have asked her to do it in the morning. It wasn't that she didn't take her work seriously but she had a life, and that was in her one bedroom apartment, with her cat Ratchet having a love affair with her favorite TV series. Her workday was over and she couldn't wait to go home and kick her shoes off.  

"It is. I'm having him over to my house for dinner to discuss the deal.” He paused, swirling the rich amber liquid around his glass.

She shifted in the chair and set her purse down, "Do you want me to schedule it? Get in contact with him? Send a car over?"

"No, none of that, I actually have a favor to ask you. You see Jennifer... there’s no easy way to say this…”

"What is it?" she asked, mulling over his very strange behavior.

"Well, I invited Mr Pryor for dinner on Friday, to talk about the deal and to introduce him to my fiancée."

He was engaged?! That morsel of information was a surprise. And somewhat deflating, though Jennifer cared not to examine that feeling right now. He never mentioned his fiancée in all her time working as his PA and now out of the blue, he was going to host a dinner and introduce her to a business partner. She clearly underestimated him; he wasn’t just a drab of a boss married to his work. He had a heart. She couldn’t wait to tell the others and watch their hopes and dreams shatter into a billion pieces. 

She looked at him curiously and tilted her head, "I’m sorry Mr Dunn, but how does this involve me, do you need me to send a car for her?" 

“That’s just the problem,” he said and tossed his drink back.

“I’m confused, you’re hosting a dinner and your fiancée will be attending, how is that a problem? And what is it that you need me to do exactly?”

"There is no fiancée," he said and dropped down on his chair, extending his hands behind his head, “There never was.”

Confused hardly covered it. He had no fiancée. This baffled the shit out of her, if he had no fiancée why then make arrangements like that? 

"Then who is hosting the dinner with you? You want me to call Pyor and cancel it, or postpone at least?" she asked curiously.

"I’m hoping that it would not come to that, which is where you come in. What I want Jennifer, is for you to host the dinner with me." 

Jennifer sat for a moment, searching his face for any mirth. There was none. If anything, the deadpan expression masking his face showed just how serious he was. His stormy blue eyes were filled with an electric charge capable of lighting up New York City.  Jennifer panicked, suddenly realizing he was serious. His usually impeccably styled black hair was tousled like he'd been stuck in the ventilation system.

"Excuse me?" she asked tentatively as she clutched her purse in her hands, certain that she had cracked her cellphone screen. But wanting to clarify what he was implying before she jumped to the obviously ridiculous conclusion her brain was insisting on.

He leaned forward, and steepled his fingers together, "I want to introduce you as my fiancée.”

If it wasn’t for the serious expression on his face, she would have burst out laughing. It was an absolute outrageous idea, one that was clearly not well thought through.

"With all due respect sir..." she started.

"I know it’s a tall order, but..."

Jennifer huffed, “No, a tall order is expecting a republican to marry a democrat, or sending an inexperienced journalist to a war-torn country. What you’re asking is completely absurd and inappropriate,” she ranted.

She was beyond counting her words and running them through a filter in her mind. What he was asking her was to lie and cheat.

"I know it's a lot to ask…" he started and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"It's not a lot, it's completely wild. It's crazy. You are asking me to lie, and no matter what the reason, it’s unjust and dishonorable,” she said angrily.

"I’m willing to pay you to pretend to be my fiancée for one night," he said without pausing for a breath. 

He was simply relentless. 

"That doesn't make it better. ‘Hey Jennifer, I need you to pretend to be my fiancée so this rich man can like me', was the absolute last thing I expected to be asked today!" she exclaimed.

Justin held back a laugh because she had deepened her voice mockingly to go with her imitation of him. Those hazel eyes sparked with fire and she was clearly upset.

"What kind of woman do you think I am?" she asked, a pink- tinted blush washing over her cheeks.

"You’re clearly misunderstanding the whole objective,” he said calmly.

"There are women out there, who are professionals at this kind of thing, women who you can pay to accompany…" 

He cut in, "I'm not hiring a prostitute Jennifer. You think I didn't consider all of my options before coming to you? My intentions were not to embarrass you but I’m asking you a favor as your employer. I need your help. Please."

He was officially begging, something he never thought he would be reduce to.

"Don't you have an ex or a friend or someone else who could help you out?"

"None that wouldn't use something like this against me. They will all have their own agendas and I need this to be completely discreet.  We already work together and we are comfortable around each other, you know almost everything about me, and I wouldn't ask you if I thought you couldn't handle it."

He saw the cogs in her brain turning as she mulled over his proposal, and he mentally crossed his fingers, hoping that she would agree. He was expecting far more from her than any employer should, but he had his balls in a twist and if he didn’t show up with a fiancée, the deal would be grounded.

She sighed and rubbed her forehead as she stood up and paced the floor, “So what does it all entail?”

"You need to simply play the part of my fiancée for a while. We'll host a dinner and stay together until the deal with Pryor is signed, sealed and delivered,” he stated as he tucked his hands in his pockets.

"What do you mean by “a while”? A week, two, or three?” 

"I can't say for sure... a few months at the very least until we can break-up and call off the engagement."

"Will you let me get back to you in the morning?" she asked wearily.

"Sure, take some time and sleep on it,” he said and walked over to her laying his hand gently on her arm, “I swear to you that this was a bitter pill for me to swallow, in asking you to do this, and if I had another way out, I would have taken it.”

“I have to get home,” she sighed and shrugged away from him, picked up her purse and marched out the door.

Justin dragged his hands through his hair and cursed under his breath. He hated what he had become, but Pryor surprised him with his terms, and by that time things were already too far along to turn back. He could only hope that Jennifer would agree to help him. 

 

Chapter 2

 

By the time Jennifer’s alarm screeched, waking up the entire apartment block, she was still laying in bed staring at the ceiling. Sleep evaded her all night, as she tried to figure out what to do.  Worst of all was that she had always liked him; of course, she never showed it. Keeping her work and her personal relationships separate was a rule she lived by ever since she started climbing the corporate ladder. She made the mistake to fall for a senior member of a firm she worked for right out of college once before and it had cost her, not only her job, but her virtue. It took her a long time to finally forgive herself for being so naïve and stupid and she vowed never to fall in that trap again. And the fact that she secretly admired Justin was her own best kept secret. What woman wouldn’t hope for him to notice her? 

Justin's target was Eugene Pryor who would only have to see them and buy their act for a night. While that was easy enough, the lack of evidence of them truly being together might make Pryor suspicious. If it was Justin's character he was trying to weigh, he would be looking out for articles about him in the news and tabloids. And if she was going to pretend to be his fiancée, it would mean that every person in the office would have to assume and believe they are together, when it’s all just a big lie.  

She could probably pull it off since she so often fantasized about it, but that was then and this is now. Reality stared her in the face like a big bad wolf waiting to devour her, all she needed was a cape and to change her name to Lil Red.

What about his parents, would they be part of the ruse too? And even worse, what about her parents?  She thought slightly panicked. She was going to have to either tell her mom and dad what’s really going on so that they didn’t get their hopes up, or pretend all the way.

Giving up on sleep, she got up and let in some bath water, maybe if she relaxed a little she could feel better about the decision she was about to make. She finally slid down into the warm water blocking out any sounds, if only she could get lost in the silence, but her mind was racing. Should she say yes? 

She didn't know the answer to the question after her bath, after getting dressed, or after her coffee. She didn't know it after brushing her teeth and she still didn't know the answer when her phone buzzed suddenly, snapping her out of her reverie. She frowned, wondering who on earth would be contacting her that early. 

"Hello?"

"We're downstairs. Hurry down. I'll give you a ride." Justin hung up without allowing her to say anything else. She sighed. When he said he'd give her till that morning, he really meant that morning. She trudged down the stairs, her fingers trembling and her stomach felt like it was doing backflips on a trampoline. As she reached to open the door she paused, took a deep breath, and plastered on a fake smile. Outside, in front of her apartment was the hearse that will take her to her own personal funeral. Without a word, she slid into the Bentley beside her boss. He was pristinely dressed as usual, in his Armani suit and tie, and the car was filled with his masculine scent, a mixture of sandalwood and leather.  Whatever you do, do not breathe, she warned herself and parted her lips. If she breathed through her mouth, she had no need to inhale his scent and she could actually think clearly. She hoped.

"Morning," he said with a smile that reached his eyes and caught her off guard.

“Morning Mr Dunne,” she attempted with her professional voice.

“Did you have time to think about my proposal?”

He said it as if he had asked her to marry him, if only it was that, but it was nothing but a business deal, and she felt as if she was on auction.

"I did," she said. Looking at him from under her lashes, "But I didn’t expect you to arrive at my apartment, it could have waited till I was at work.”

He chuckled and tapped on the front seat for the driver to get going.

"Perhaps, but I figured the sooner I know your answer, the better," he said and sunk back into the comfort of the seat, not once taking his eyes off her.

"Did you ever once consider that I may be unavailable on account of having a partner?" she said blankly as she stared out the window at the passing scenery.

"If you were, which you’re not, I would have made alternative arrangements,” he said.

She whipped her head around to look at him, "How would you know I am not involved?” she said, crossing her arms. "Have you been spying on me?”

"I wouldn’t call it spying, but truly, you work till late every day, and you’re always the first one at the office, you have picture of your cat on your desk, if you were involved, I would love to meet the lucky man willing to put up with a workaholic. It’s called being observant.”

What an arrogant ass, she thought and rolled her eyes.

"This is a terrible idea," she said, diverting her gaze to the outside world again.

“Is that a yes?” he asked.

She didn’t respond; for a moment, she contemplated her options and weighed the pros and cons. Doing this will change the dynamic of their working relationship completely.

"Look I'm sorry," he started, "I'm sorry about the way I've gone about this thus far. I should have been more considerate as to how this will impact your life, but I need your help Jennifer. I'm a desperate man with a lot at stake."

"At any given time, there are tons of interns working in various departments at your company. You could have picked any one of them,” she rubbed her hand down over her face.

"No," he shook his head, "I wanted you, you are smart, you can think on your feet and I’m confident that you are the only one who would be able to deliver a believable performance. I'm not going to trust any old wet-behind-the-ears intern with my future.”

Many people were rich. Jennifer knew this. Justin Dunne was not rich. He was wealthy. His riches had levels. From liquid cash, to assets, property, companies, the list went on. Whereas some were born with silver spoons in their mouths, Justin's spoon had been solid gold and diamond encrusted. Having a man that rich and powerful at her mercy should have given her more perverse pleasure but it didn't. She felt almost sorry for him. He was reduced to desperate measures.

"There have to be rules," she said, leaning back into her seat.

"Of course there will be, I have an agreement drawn up, which we both will sign once we agree on the terms.”

He left no rocks unturned, she realized, but if she was going to do this, she was going to make sure her terms were also met.

"Firstly, I don't want your money, I’m not a prostitute. I’m already on your payroll, that’s enough as is," she started.

"Fair enough, but extra money will come in handy."

She ignored that statement and continued, "I won't have sex with you," she said. "We need to look like a couple in public but behind closed doors nothing happens.”

Justin laughed at that and she scowled, “I’m serious, I’m not a whore."

“I had no intentions of getting physical with you, so trust me, your virtue will remain intact.” That stung a bit, he didn’t have to act like she had the plague. Maybe he didn’t find her attractive?

"I don't want this to get in the way of our working relationship…”

"I am going to be having someone else do your duties while this is going on," he interrupted and held up his hand.

“Excuse me? Then what happens when this is all over?”

“You’ll pick up where you left off; I’ll get a temp to take over from you for the time being. I can’t have my fiancée working like a normal employee.”

"And when it's over I get my job back? If this arrangement is going to cost me my bread and butter, I refuse to accept."

"Like I said, your job is safe. You can start again as soon as this is over."

How would she ever face the other staff when she returned? Everyone would be under the impression that they were an item, and if she just waltzed in and took over again, it will raise a few brows. Or worse, they would think Justin dumped her and that’s why she was back at work. She mentally groaned at the potential pitying looks that would be coming her way. But that was a bridge she would cross when she got there. There was always the slightest chance that she could find another job and eventually leave for good.

"Do you have any rules?" she asked.

Justin shifted in his seat and turned to look at her. She was paler than usual, and his gut twisted slightly, but in the long run he knew it will all work out.

"A few, firstly we have to stay in the same house. Same house... not the same bed," he said, seeing her eyes widen. "It gives more credibility to the relationship."

"Makes sense, what else?"

"You can't be involved with anyone else romantically during the time that we are together, I'm sure you can imagine why," he said. 

She nodded, “Obviously.”

"One more thing, you have to wear a ring."

She raised her brows and rolled her eyes, “Seriously I don’t think wearing a ring or not would make any difference.”

“Of course it would, what man in his right mind would have a fiancée who doesn’t wear a ring? It’s like a promise of commitment or whatever you want to call it. The first thing anyone looks at is the ring when you tell them you’re engaged.”

She was modest, and he liked that about her. In all the time he got to know her, working with her, she was never one for flashy outfits and daily trips to a hair salon or a spa. Unlike the women he had dated in the past, all of which were always out to wear the most expensive outfits, drive the flashiest cars and owned shoes that would make Prada look like an outback retail store.

"Well in that case I have no problem switching fingers,” she said as she pried her birthstone ring from her right ring finger and put it on her left. It was a cute little piece of jewelry, with a small stone stacked on a band that looked like twined silver, the stone could pass as a diamond to the naked eye, but it was not what he had in mind.

“No sweetheart, that won’t do,” he leaned over and instructed his driver to take a detour to Harry Winston’s. If he was going to make this work, it was going to have to include all the bells and whistles.

 

Chapter 3

 

Jennifer had never had any reason before to venture into Harry Winston. She knew that it was a jewelry shop but that was about it. And now she was standing, hand-in-hand with her boss looking at rings. He had looked over four, five, six karat stones asking her opinion on all of them. Only the commitment of her highest level acting skills had kept her from exclaiming loudly that he would be out of his mind to purchase one of those. It was a complete waste of money considering the fact that she’ll only wear it for a few months. 

She tried her hardest to remain the calm and serene fiancée as they looked over rings that were more expensive than several years of her salary. She pulled out her best loving gazes and delighted faces in the shop, disguising her real feelings of utter shock.

After finally deciding on a ring that he wanted, and she simply agreeing with, they made their way out of the store. She felt fake, used and excited all at the same time. The kaleidoscope of emotions that flooded her was almost too much.

"Could you not have taken one of the less extravagant rings? Trying to impress people with material things is just a show boat.”

"Jennifer, please. The ring is nothing. I want to buy one. I’ll send for it to be collected as soon as it’s been resized and then we can make it official,” he said as he opened the door for her.

Jennifer slumped back in her seat and sighed. The words ‘make it official’ rang like loud church bells in her mind and she felt a headache slowly creeping up on her. When this is all over she’ll probably be tainted beyond repair, and if she does eventually meet someone, the lie will roll over and over and over. She would always be known as the one who was once engaged.  She rubbed the back of her neck and forced herself to calm down. She can do this, she told herself and from somewhere deep down she found the courage to raise her chin and take on the challenge.

"Just by the way… not to rain on your parade or anything, the ring is beautiful and you have great taste but I think a family heirloom engagement ring would impress your future wife a lot more, just saying."

"Oh really?" he asked, amused. 

"It’s much more sentimental, so if you ever do decide to propose for real, consider that as a winner.”

"My mother would sooner eat herself than part with Gran’s old jewelry," he said lightly.

"Your parents are still happily married?" she asked curiously. She knew Justin well enough but he had never made any mention of his parents.

"Yes, they will want to talk to you by the way. My mother would never forgive me if she heard about this in the news before we told her."

Great! She thought as she mentally constructed a list of things to conclude to make this work. 

1.Tell the parents

2.Tell the news

3.Tell the employees

4.Pretend ALL the time

5.Sign the deal

6.Break off the engagement

She was sure that the list was going to grow sooner or later, but for now, those were the points she collected.

"Are they going to get the public or private version of the story?" Jennifer asked.

"I don't know yet," he admitted. "Your parents will probably want to know as well. Do they live in the city?"

"No. I moved here on my own. My mother and stepfather live in North Carolina."

"I didn't know you were from the South."

Jennifer burst out laughing and shook her head, what they knew about each other was minimal, she knew how he liked his coffee, what color ties he preferred, how he liked his eggs and steak. But those were minor details anyone could pick up on in one day. There was a lot more they had to learn about each other in order to look like the ideal couple.

"If you want people to believe we are about to get married there's a number of questions about me you have to be able to answer. I can type them up and send them to you to read at your leisure," she said and shrugged. 

Justin chuckled, "That won't be necessary. We have today and tomorrow to get to know each other better. I'm not completely clueless."

"Yeah?" Jennifer sat up. "What's my middle name?"

"Mae. What's mine?" he laughed.

"Franklin. When is my birthday?" 

"November 18th. When is mine?"

"Close, it’s November 16th. Yours is December 31st.”

Surprised that he was one step ahead of her, she laughed, "Okay then, so how did we fall in love?"

He looked at her, and smirked, “In my office, you dropped a pencil and bent to pick it up, and I liked what I saw.”

This time Jennifer couldn’t help herself, the mental image of her bent over and him staring at her backside was almost too funny to even consider.

"God no, we’ll have to come up with something random and corny. I suppose while working together, we were simply on the same wavelength and it was only a matter of time before you realized you couldn’t live without me,” she said and smirked.

"Or…” he started, “Your coffee was too good to resist, and you won me over with a cup and a donut?”

“Lame,” she giggled. "Okay, we can come up with something later. Why is this first that anybody is going to hear of me?"

He looked thoughtful at that. "So how did you end up here in the city?" he asked.

"I needed a break from home life.  I was taking care of my father and going through the process of moving him into assisted living, and after that I figured it was time to start afresh."

"I’m sorry to hear that, it must have been hard to put him in a home,” he said and rested his hand on hers.

She didn’t pull away; his touch was gentle and he showed genuine sympathy. She looked down at their hands for a second then smiled softly.

"He has dementia. I go and see him every weekend I can, but most of the time he hardly knows who I am," she said.

"I'm sorry. I can't imagine how difficult that is for you," he said again. 

"Don't worry about it," she said dismissively. "Where are we going?"

"I’m taking you home, so that you can settle in.”

“But I have work to finish and hand over to the temp,” she said nervously.

It was all happening too fast, first a yes, then a ring, now she’s moving in, all in one day.

“That’s all taken care of, we need to get the ball rolling, the dinner is Friday evening, and by then we need it all set up.”

"I don't have any of my things," she protested.

"Use the rest of the day to buy new things. Ryan will take you where you need to go."

"Don't be ridiculous. Just drop me off at home so I can pack."

"Jennifer, I'm offering. I'll cover the costs. Buy whatever you want."

"What's wrong with the clothes I wear?" she asked irritably.

Surely he wasn’t going to expect her to transform completely? she still had the right to cling to who she really was. Pretences aside, she was still Jennifer.

"Nothing…" he started.

"Then let me go home, I know where you live. I'll be there by this afternoon.”

"There is nothing in your house that you can't purchase something new of."

Seriously! Why was he so demanding and so impatient? It would take her an hour at most to pack, and at least that way she will have the last few minutes of her freedom without him hovering.

"I have to tell my landlord I am going to be away. I have to turn the refrigerator off. I have to organize for my mail to be delivered to a different address. I have things I need to take care of before moving anywhere, and don't tell me that you can hire people to do them for me." 

Justin closed his eyes and sighed and Jennifer smiled inwardly. He was not going to run her life for her.

"Five o'clock. Be at my house by five o'clock," he said tersely. "We have a date."

* * *

Four-thirty, and Jennifer stood in front of the elevator in the upper-class apartment block. She had always known where Justin lived but she had never been here herself. She had packed modestly, figuring she would be able to go back to her apartment if she really needed to. Besides, Justin's offer to buy what she wanted was always an option. Since he was hell bent on turning her life upside down, maybe she should take advantage of some of his money after all. 

She shook her head thinking about the argument they had had. She didn't want to take clothes from him; the ring was already too much. She didn't want him to turn her into the kind of Fifth Avenue princess that he would ideally be suited to. That was not part of the deal. Pressing the 'PH' button in the elevator gave her a slight rush. What did the penthouse apartment of a billionaire look like on the inside? What would Justin look like when he wasn’t dressed up in his suit and tie?

The elevator pinged as she reached the penthouse level and the door swooshed open, leading into a short corridor, with only one door ahead of her. She felt intimidated by the grandeur of it all. She raised her hand to knock, but it hit air as the door swung open.

“Your impeccable time management is commendable,” he said as he stepped aside for her to enter.

He was dressed in faded jeans and a black V-neck T, wearing no shoes. His hair was still wet, which meant he had time to shower. Jennifer took a steadying breath and inhaled his fresh scent as she passed him and her stomach flipped. Why did he have to be so good looking, why couldn’t he just have been an average guy that didn’t look like he belonged on some Men’s magazine cover, she thought as she placed her luggage on the floor. 

Being that high in the air meant he had no use for curtains. That further meant that natural light suffused the open, comfortable space of his home. His furnishings were surprisingly light, from the pine laminate floors, to the white of the walls and the upholstery of various creams and off whites. The living space was so big the von Trapp family could have comfortably called it home. It was bigger than a bachelor would have any use for.

“Glad you made it on time, let me show you your room,” he said and picked up her suitcase. 

She nearly freaked out when she noticed one of her bra’s hanging out on the side; it was a black lacy bra. One thing she was always pedantic about was wearing comfortable but classy underwear. Her mom always used to insist that a woman’s underwear was her pride. 

“Uh… let me get that,” she said and reached for her suitcase, but Justin smirked and pulled it out of her reach. 

“I’ve got it,” he said and turned left out of the living room into the corridor, “This is my room,” he said pointing to the door on the left, “This is my study, where you’ll find me most of the time when I’m home, and this,” he said, “is your room.”

Her room was a door down from his, which made her feel awkward but she tucked her emotions away. The room was beautiful, it looked like the rest of the place, perfect for a décor magazine, and in fact she’s almost sure she’s seen it before in a spread. The bed was queen sized, and the bedding was snow white, with embroidered leaves. She was almost too scared to sit on it in case she wrinkled it. At least the bedroom had curtains, which matched the linen. Other than a massive flat screen television that was mounted to the wall the walls were bare. 

“This room is beautiful,” she said smiling as she ran her fingers along the smooth surface of the dressing table. 

“Thank you,” he said and gestured to the door on the left, “That’s your bathroom, fully fitted with a bath and a shower.”

Jennifer glanced into the bathroom and it literally took her breath away. Gleaming granite tops lined the one side of the bathroom; in the middle was a Jacuzzi sized tub. The shower had no walls or glass; it was an open shower with a decorative tiled floor. Against the wall was an electronic panel where you could regulate the temperature and dispense soap, shampoo and conditioner. White towels were neatly stacked on an open shelf.

She stepped back into the room and smiled awkwardly, it felt as if her cheeks were jumping and she bit the inside of her lip. She had never ever been in such a grand place, not even when she stayed in the Hilton Hotel back when she visited Durban, in South Africa just after she finished college.

Justin looked at her curiously and then opened the closet door, “I’ve have taken the liberty of getting you an evening dress for dinner.”

Jennifer looked at the champagne colored dress. She looked at the tag and smiled, he had been smart enough not to leave the price on it, but he definitely knew her dress size. The name 'Elie Saab' didn't mean too much to her but she knew it meant the dress was foreign-made and expensive. 

“You really didn’t have to go through all of this,” she said and closed the closet door, “I have clothes.”

“I know, but I thought I’d treat you to a new dress.”

Jennifer bit back a sneer. It’s already starting, Justin wasn’t happy with an average looking plane ol’Jane, and he was slowly going to try and transform her to fit into his glamorous life. It was something she was going to have to accept, and at least it would only be for a few months. Before she knew it, she would be back in her apartment with her cat Ratchet. At least she was able to get her neighbor to babysit Ratchet while she was pretending to be Miss Priss, and she had promised to visit him daily if possible.

“I’ll let you get ready,” he said and stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.
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Excerpt Dr Daddy Next Door

Rory

 

“I have always been a fan of silk ties and blindfolds,” Rosanna batted her eyelashes up at the object of her affection, smiling coquettishly when she raked a hand through his salt and pepper hair.

“I’m happy to show you the pleasures to be found without a few essential senses.” Dr. Hargrave removed the ever-present bowtie and corduroy blazer that made him look every inch the anthropology professor he was, and moved in closer.

Rosanna’s breath hitched. Her skin flushed and her pulse raced as he drew closer.

* * *

I leaned back in my oh-so-comfortable computer chair and blew out a long breath. The erotic romance I was writing was coming along nicely, and would be a good complement to my thesis. The examination of young women and sexuality when it came to older men was common throughout history and literature. It was, at least to me, the perfect project for my double masters in Modern Literature and Anthropology. I only hoped my professors thought so too. 

With a crack of my knuckles and a jerk of my neck, I got back to work. I was at the good part, when the young and nubile Rosanna would slide her panties off and expose herself to the professor. That’s when I saw it, a small head topped with brown curls peeking inside my house. I grinned at her poor ninja skills, ducking down seconds after I’d already seen her, figuring she must belong to the new neighbors who moved in about a month ago. Between my final two graduate school courses and my job, correction my old job with television personality Dr. Todd, I’d been so buried in my own life that I hadn’t even met them yet. 

The tiny brown head popped up again, in front of my picture window that overlooked the verdant backyard that I’d spent many hours tending in order to clear my head. To find inspiration. I waved and she ducked again, pulling an amused laugh from me.

Saving my document, I stood, stretching tense muscles before making my way to the door. The house was a white side-by-side duplex with blue trim. Though I hadn’t been inside since the firefighters moved out, I knew the other half of the building was the opposite of mine. The main rooms were switched, mine faced the backyard and theirs faced the street. I’d never been upstairs, but I figured that’s where two of the three bedrooms were located. I pulled open my door and stepped onto the shared porch, finding the little girl ducking behind the patio swing. 

“Hey stranger, do you need some help?”

Big clear blue eyes the color of the sky peered up at me through a mess of curls. Finally, her head bobbed up and down, but that was it.

I dropped down onto the balls of my feet, ignoring the way my thighs screamed in protest. I’d skipped going to the gym lately because I was just too busy. 

“I’m Rory and I live right here. What’s your name?”

“Sydney,” a soft voice said with hesitation.

“Nice to meet you Syd,” I held out my hand giving her a grownup shake that made her giggle. “Now, how can I help you?”

Those big blue eyes that made her look so vulnerable called out to me, but the way they darted off to the sides made me wary. Finally, she looked at me again, and I guess she decided she could trust me. 

“My sitter didn’t show up.”

I blinked. This was out of my depth. What the hell did I know about little kids? Nothing, that’s what. The only little kid I knew was myself, and I had never really been a kid to be honest. 

“Where are your parents?”

“My mommy is gone. My daddy is at work. He makes babies,” she offered proudly.

Instantly my heart went out to this adorable little girl with an ethereal beauty that would stun the world in a few years. Losing a parent was hard. I should know, I lost both of mine. That’s not true, exactly. I never knew my father because he’d left my mom long before I was born. But when I was fifteen I lost my mom. Literally. Came home from school two days before homecoming to find the entire apartment empty except for my room. 

“I’m sorry about your mom kiddo. But why is your dad already gone if the sitter didn’t show up?” I stood up and tried to peek through the window above their closed door, but even with my own five-seven height, the window was too high. I tried the door knob, but it wouldn’t budge. She was locked out.

“Babies were coming and Amy said she was coming in five minutes,” she said with so much exasperation I had to bite back a smile. “It’s been longer than five minutes.”

“You’re probably bored and hungry, huh?” 

Again, her head bobbed up and down as she inched closer to me, stealing inside my place before I changed my mind. 

“I didn’t eat for a long time.”

“I’m just glad you didn’t try to cook on your own,” I told her and she gave me a perplexed frown. 

“I’m too young to cook.” Her tone implied she thought I was an idiot, but her curious gaze held mine.

“I know.” She tried her best to climb up onto one of the counter stools, but she was just too tiny so I gave her a boost.

“Thanks,” she grinned, showing off a pretty smile full of baby teeth. “What are we having?”

Good question. I cooked for myself pretty regularly because it was cheaper and healthier and now that I didn’t have a job, health insurance had become a luxury. I scanned the fridge and found enough ingredients to make a meal. “How do you feel about spaghetti?”

“I love spaghetti!”

I wished something in my life gave me as much happiness and excitement as spaghetti gave Sydney. “Do you have a number for your dad?” She shook her head. “Can you tell me where he works?”

“He has a hospital for mommies and babies and he works at the big hospital too.”

Okay then. I just hoped that he didn’t freak out when he came home and found the little girl gone. I fixed spaghetti and listened while Sydney told me all about her daddy the Baby Doctor. She made him sound like a super hero, and I could admit to a healthy amount of curiosity about the man. Even though he had left his seven-year-old kid home alone. Sydney ate two servings of spaghetti, fruit and frozen yogurt before she passed out on the couch while I edited part of my thesis.

I must have fallen asleep at some point too because I woke up with a little girl sprawled across my chest, fifty pages of my thesis scattered on the floor and a god-awful pounding coming from somewhere. The door. Gingerly I moved Sydney off me and padded to the door, squinting up at five uniformed officers and—holy hotness batman—a dark angel masquerading as a fashion model. Black hair and silver-blue eyes were the highlights, but the sharp cheekbones and rugged jawbone that could chisel rock were all appealing too. His frown…not so much. 

“Officers how can I help you?”

The one with the thick seventies porno moustache stepped forward. “We’re looking for a missing little girl,” he said and described the child sleeping on my sofa to a tee.

“Sydney? Yeah I’ve seen her, she was lurking on the back porch because her babysitter didn’t show.” I gave the sexy Baby Doctor a scathing glare. “And her father left her home alone. She was hungry, bored, alone and locked out,” I added. 

Officer porno-stache pushed me aside and stormed in with the others. He grabbed Sydney, who woke with a shriek, while one of the other officers held me back. Because yeah, I was the threat. 

“Why Rory? Wasn’t I good? I’ll be better I promise!”

“It’s okay Syd your dad is here,” I tried to soothe. “He was scared.”

She looked up at the man still wearing a scowl and even that made the irritating man look hot as hell. “I’m fine Daddy. Rory watched me.” She turned to me. “I was good wasn’t I?” At my nod, she ran to me and wrapped her little arms around my legs. “We’re friends now,” she said, to me or her father, I didn’t know.

“Try to get some sleep Syd,” I told her while her giant of a father continued to glare as though that alone could vaporize me.

“Night Rory.”

“Night,” he growled back, and not the sexy kind of growl either. The I’m pissed off and I want you to know it even though I’m still polite, kind of growl.

“Whatever,” I said and slammed the door in his face. 

That would have had more impact if the stupid officers weren’t still inside my house.













Kane

 

“Daddy I think you hurt Rory’s feelings.” Sydney hopped up from her seat onto the counter, chin buried in her hands and frowned up at me.

“I doubt it honey. She’s probably just busy.” As long as she wasn’t around I didn’t give a damn where she was. That woman. Hell thinking about her now, days later, still pissed me off. What kind of adult kept someone else’s child without calling to let them know? 

“Nuh-uh. I saw her peeking out the window when we left this morning. And she always leaves after we come inside.” She gave me her best admonishing look, dark brown brows dipped low in defiance. “Tell her you’re sorry.”

Ah hell. Days like this I felt much younger than my forty-two years. “Sydney, you scared the hell out of me!”

“And she saved me. Cooked me dinner and did my hair!” She looked so much like her mother with that ski-jump nose, wide mouth and freckles. “She was nice to me.”

Yeah, I could admit that was true. It had been kind of her to let Sydney in and cook for her while keeping her entertained. But dammit I hadn’t been that scared since her mother had woken up one day to a phone call that one of her friends was having yet another party. That day on the lake. She’d crawled out of bed, showered, dressed and left. All without a thought to our ten-month-old daughter. 

A few months later she’d left for good. The last thing I needed was another immature and possibly dangerous woman in my life. “I’m glad she was nice to you, but I think she’s fine.”

“I like her and I don’t care if you don’t.” Arms crossed, she glared at me until I relented. 

When had my little girl grown up so much? “You don’t even know her, how can you like her?” What kind of spell had the copper haired vixen cast over my child?

“She’s fun and she talks to me about girl stuff. Oh my god, Daddy you have to see how much nail polish she has! Her sofa is purple and her chair is dark green because she says colors make life more interesting. Her spaghetti is the best and she fixed my curls!”

“Is that all?” Apparently, Sydney was smitten with our neighbor.

“Rory planted all the pretty flowers in the yard herself!” And apparently the woman could do no wrong. 

Sydney had become very bossy over the past couple of years, so I knew she would badger me until I made things right. “Okay fine. I’ll apologize.” Not that I had anything to apologize for, but living with a feisty little girl had taught me the importance of picking my battles.

“Yay! Go now Daddy! Then maybe we can do our nails together.” She pushed at my arm trying to force me out the door and right into the good graces of our new neighbor. “Go!”

I glanced at the clock above the stove and groaned. “No can do kiddo. I have a consultation in an hour.”

She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Fine. Is Amy coming?”

The sitter should have been here already, but it was clear that I needed to find someone more reliable than a nineteen-year-old with a ring through her lip. 

“I hope so.”

She rolled her eyes again. “Better apologize to Rory soon,” she mumbled and hopped from the counter. “I’m going to read Daddy. Talk to her!”

I shook my head at how mature she sounded, already old enough to read for leisure. My little girl was growing up and her attachment to the neighbor proved she needed some female influence. With my parents on the other side of the country in New York and no serious relationship since Tracy, she was hungry for female attention. In the year since we moved to Portland there had been no females around to give it to her.

Two hours. That’s how long it took before I broke down and went in search of our long-legged neighbor. I found her on our shared back porch, sitting on the swing with those long, tanned legs pushing off the rail. Her legs were those of a runner, lean and toned, but smooth and feminine, especially in the blue-green dress she wore. 

“Just the woman I was looking for.”

“You must have the wrong address.” Jade eyes looked up at me hesitantly. They were big and almond shaped, nearly dwarfing her face. 

She was a smart ass. I hated that. “I’m quite sure I don’t.”

“Say what you have to say Sydney’s father.”

Ah shit. “I’m Kane Royal.” I extended my hand, ignoring the sting of connection when our palms touched.

“Rory, but you can call me Aurora.” She set a stack of paper and a red pen to the side. “What do you need, Doctor?”

If there was a hell I just earned myself a spot, because hearing her call me doctor in that thick, husky voice sent a jolt of lightning straight to my cock. “What are your plans this evening?”

“That’s none of your business.”

I mentally growled at her non-answer. “My babysitter hasn’t called and I really need to get to work.” I held my breath while her gaze raked me over so thoroughly I was pretty sure I would need a cold shower before leaving for the hospital. “Well?”

“Send Syd over.” That was it, just three little words and she turned back to her stack of papers. Dismissing me.

“I have a few rules to go over with you first.”

“For crying out loud, Doctor I’m trying to work here.” She gestured to her papers, green eyes big and wide. 

“What are you working on?”

“My thesis.”

That didn’t make sense. “Really?”

“Yes, really. Do I look too dumb for a master’s degree?”

“Too young,” I clarified because I thought she might be flighty, but not necessarily dumb.

“Graduated high school early, skipped summers and here I am. Now what about these rules?”

“I think we should talk when you’re note quite so distracted.”

“Nope you’ve already stolen my concentration and now you have all of my attention. Use it.”

Did she have to make everything sound so dirty? I cleared my throat and tried to avoid looking down the dip in her dress that offered me a peek at royal blue lace. 

“Bedtime is at nine. No soda or sugar after eight and-,”

“No smoking and no fun of any kind. No television, no nothing. That about it?”

Yeah. “No.”

“Right.” She stood and bent to gather her papers giving me a glorious view of her heart shaped ass, smooth tanned legs and just a hint of a shadow that told me she wore blue panties too. “No refined sugars. No R-rated entertainment and early to bed. Got it,” she said on a breathless smile as she turned back to me.

“Sounds good.”

“Good.” She walked towards me and the door but my brain had short-circuited and I didn’t move in time. 

“Great.” Finally, I stepped aside and she laughed as she pushed the door open.

“Glad we’ve cleared that up.”

Yeah I was glad too, but instead of saying something and risk sounding like an idiot, I turned tail and fled into my house.

I wasn’t a coward, but I hadn’t been prepared for the way lust and need smacked me in the gut.

* * *

I knew this situation couldn’t stay the way it was without something giving. Over the past few days Rory had been happy to help out with Sydney when she could, and I appreciated it. More than I could possibly say. But the sight that greeted me when I arrived home earlier than expected was exactly why I needed to get a new sitter. 

Pronto. 

Sydney knelt in the grass beside Rory who looked like a wet dream in so tiny they barely counted denim shorts and a white tank that I was sure when she turned, would reveal voluptuous tits with nipples aching to be tasted. What made it worse was that Sydney wore a very similar outfit which fucked with my head in a big way. Both females were elbow deep in soil, talking and laughing quietly like they’d been doing this together for years. As much as I wanted that for my daughter, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Rory was all wrong.

But she’s here, a voice whispered as though that were enough. Considering today was the last day of school, it just might be if I couldn’t find Amy or a suitable replacement. More suitable than the one currently shaking her delectable ass in my face. 

“Daddy!” Sydney spotted me first, dropping her pink plastic garden tool and running full speed in my direction. “I’m helping Rory plant flowers,” she held up her hands wiggling her fingers so I could see all the dirt caked on them and under her nails. “She says its relaxing.”

Another thing I’ve had to deal with for the past week was Sydney quoting Rory when it came to everything from healthy eating, to reading and even beauty tips. Lately it was “Rory said this,” or “Rory said that.” It was enough to make a sane man crazy and I was on edge. 

“How was your day honey?”

“Good. School is done and I’m ready for summer fun!” She punched the air, grinning up at me expectantly. “How was your day Daddy?”

I smiled because in some ways she was so grownup it killed me. “Good. Hectic. I delivered two babies and two sets of twins today.” I’d ran around the obstetrics department all damn day from one birthing room to the next before the ending the day in the OR to perform a C-section. “Want to talk about it over pizza?”

Her little head bobbed up and down, curls still wild, but looking more tamed with female influence in her life. “Can Rory come too? We’re doing our nails after we finish.” 

I couldn’t look down into her smiling face, so full of excitement and hope and tell her no. What would I say? “Sorry sweetie you can’t spend time with Rory because Daddy wants to fuck her six ways to Sunday?” No. So I said what she expected. 

“Sure.”

An hour later they both rushed into the house laughing and looking fresh from the shower with wet hair and clean skin. Rory carried a big bowl that probably held salad because the woman was always snacking on something raw and healthy. Ugh. 

“Daddy we’re here!”

Like I could ignore them if I tried. “Hey sweetheart, you smell good.”

She pulled back from my hug and preened. “It’s peach. Rory says a girl needs to find her special scent.”

Of course she did. “Rory has lots of advice it seems,” I said to my daughter, but stared up at the cinnamon haired woman. I should have looked anywhere but at her. Did the damn woman never cover up? She wore a white t-shirt dress that hit her mid-thigh and jeweled sandals. She looked mouth-watering. Damn her.

“I was just trying to help,” she said pointedly and set the salad on the table without looking my way.

It was just as well. My attraction to her made me a surly son of a bitch I knew, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. 

“Right.”

Her gaze narrowed in my direction, but she wisely said nothing. Instead she took the slice of pizza Sydney offered along with some salad and ate quietly while Sydney talked her ear off about everything under the sun. To her credit, she listened and responded appropriately, answering questions and offering up suggestions when warranted. 

“As soon as I finish school I hope to continue my research,” she said in such a matter of fact tone it startled me. 

But equally surprising, Sydney wasn’t put off by the mature conversation. “What is ree-search?” She sounded the word out carefully, drawing a smile from Rory.

“It just means investigating information to find out what’s true and what isn’t.”

“Like a police officer?”

“Kind of yes, only I’ll be investigating people and their behavior instead of bad guys.”

“People like me?”

“In a way yes, but people older than you.”

Now she had my curiosity piqued. “What are you studying, aerobics? Art history?”

Her posture changed, stiffened and her guard went back up. Her green eyes were chilly, but she kept her smile in place, probably for Sydney’s sake. She pulled out her phone and glanced at the screen. 

“It’s getting late Syd and I have an early meeting tomorrow.” She stood and squatted down so she was eye level with my daughter. “Thank you for helping me in the garden kiddo.”

“Thanks for my nails,” she replied and wiggled her fingers before hugging Rory tightly.

“Anytime. I’ll see you around,” she said and left without a backwards glance or another word to me.

Good riddance.

***

To be continued…

Hope you enjoyed this preview Dear Reader. If you’d like to find out how Rory & Kane’s story ends, check out them out here









bonus Scene, Seal’s Professor

Delaney

“Where are we going?” When Bennett said he had a surprise for me my first thought was more naked time. We made love with growing frequency, exploring our passions on every surface of the house, with the exception of my lab. But dressed in jeans and a long sleeve t-shirt wasn’t exactly what I had in mind for a sexy surprise.

“Do you trust me?” He flashed a tempting smile and placed one hand on my thigh, sending a sliver of heat shooting through my body.

“Of course I do.” The answer came easy. With all the odd things going on lately, I found my trust in him growing each day. “That doesn’t mean that I’m not curious.”

“Then I’ll just let you sit there and wonder. You look adorable when you’re trying to figure me out.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Adorable? Just what every woman wants to hear.” I didn’t find it all that off putting to be called adorable, but considering our intimate relationship it felt like the wrong word.

“It’s true, and adorable is a good thing.”

“Puppies are adorable,” I grumbled, pulling a deep laugh from Bennett.

“But puppies are just adorable. You are sometimes adorable, sometimes sexy and always beautiful.” Seductive blue eyes sparkled with amusement but I didn’t feel that it was at my expense.

“Thank you, Bennett.”

“But I’m still not telling you where we’re going.” He laughed when I folded my arms across my chest and pouted. “Now that is also adorable.”

The drive lasted nearly an hour, with intermittent conversation between us. I enjoyed that he didn’t feel it necessary to fill every moment of silence with noise. Sometimes it was nice to just enjoy the silence and the scenery. I gasped when we pulled up to Big Basin. “I’ve always wanted to come here.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I shrugged as though I didn’t know the answer but I knew. “I was worried that I might get lost in there and no one would notice my absence.”

Bennett stepped from the car and came around to the passenger side, pressing his body into mine as soon as I stepped from the car. “Then I’m glad I could be the one come with you.”

“Me too.” I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face at this handsome man and his intoxicating smile. “You smell good.”

He nuzzled my neck in response, dotting kisses up my neck before those soft lips touched mine. His day-old scruff tickled my skin and I loved it nearly as much as I loved kissing him. His kisses felt like fire and safety, lust and a drugging wave that pulled me under and made it hard to focus on anything other than the feel of his lips against mine. “And you taste good.” He took a step back, lips slick from our kiss and grinned. “Come on, let’s get our gear.”

“Gear?”

“Yes.” His hands landed on my shoulder and turned me so my back was to him. He placed a pack on my back. “What’s all this?”

When I turned back to him he flashed another killer smile. “A surprise.” That smile should be registered as a lethal weapon because it made me forget myself and what I wanted to know.

“You know, you’re really making me start to dislike that word.”

“That’s okay,” he tilted my head up and dropped a sweet kiss on my lips. “As long as you like the surprise I’ll be happy.” He hefted a much larger pack on his back and we entered the park. And after a quick stop we found a trail and began to walk.

This place was incredible with the tall Redwoods determined to kiss the sky, tan oaks, azaleas and huckleberry bushes provided an almost otherworldly beauty. “Amazing.”

“Completely,” he said from behind me, his voice sounded strained and looked over my shoulder to find him staring at me.

A blush stole up my skin but I had no idea how to respond so I pushed forward on the trail, stopping often to take in the flora and fauna. To admire the giant trees that still seemed surreal to me. The hike wasn’t easy but the first two hours felt exhilarating, and the conversation flowed easily when the terrain allowed. “Do you hear that?” Rushing water sounded in the distance.

“It’s a waterfall and our stopping point.” We pushed through the final mile and stopped, surrounded by lush greenery and the overwhelming sound of the waterfall.

“This place is magical.”

“Not yet,” he said mysteriously and let his pack fall from his shoulders and unzipped it to reveal very familiar plastic containers. “Bag,” he said and held his hand out.

I handed over my bag and he pulled out water, juice and a blanket. “A picnic!” I glanced around the mostly deserted waterfall. “Can we picnic here?”

“Who’s gonna stop us?” His smile was filled with mischief as he laid everything out.

I didn’t care who might try to stop us, all I cared about was enjoying this special surprise he’d planned for us. “Let them try.” I dropped down beside him and cupped his face. “Thank you for this.”

“My pleasure.”

I kissed him again, longer and slower this time. “I’m pretty sure the pleasure is mine.” Kissing Bennett Atlas was officially my favorite pastime. His too if his reaction was any indication, covering my body with his as he lowered me to the blanket, settling between my legs and kissing me for several long, penetrating moments that I would never forget. “Yep, definitely my pleasure.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” he told me and moved his hips so they hit me right where I needed it.

Feeling bold I slid a hand between us and rubbed over his long thick erection until he hissed out a breath and I slid my hand down his pants, gripping him in my hand. “I want you Bennett.” I wanted him more than I wanted anything and right now I was prepared to take it.

“Laney,” he groaned and thrust into my hand. “We can’t.”

“Sure we can,” I whispered in his ear as he kissed my neck and bit my ear. “I could shove this jeans down your hips,” I told him, hands doing exactly what I said. “And then I can turn around and do the same so I could finally feel you from behind.”

“Laney,” he growled as his erection sprang free.

Suddenly frantic I pushed at his chest and turned so my back was glued to his chest. “Yes, Bennett. Yes.”

He pushed my hands out of the way and worked on the button, the zipper as his hands slid inside to test my readiness. “So fucking wet Laney. Just for me.”

“All for you,” I panted, pressing against him to urge him on as he finally pushed my jeans down and slid his erection through my moisture. “Yes.” 

“You sure, Laney?”

In response, I arched my back so he sank into my damp heat in one long, slick thrust. A strangled growl came out as he pulled out and slammed in again. “So sure. More.” He gave me more as we came together, hard and fast, hot and frantic in our desire to find satisfaction.

He gripped my hips and pounded into me, hard and fast with enough raw hunger to send shivers through my whole body. In all the times we’d come together I’d never felt so much, never felt him so deep as he felt now. We could be one with how deep inside me he moved, hitting some spot that sent bursts of color shooting off behind my eyes. “Laney,” he sent a warning.

“I’m with you Bennett. Let go.”

I don’t know how a person could move their hips so fast but his hand pressed against the middle of my back to change the angle and moments later we both flew apart, our cries of passion echoing against the rushing water.

“That was a really good surprise,” I panted beneath him, pulling a laugh from both of us. His deep laugh and warm breath sent another wave of desire through me and I clenched around him.

“You’re insatiable Laney, baby.”

“It must be that clean masculine scent of yours,” I practically purred at the feel of his lips and tongue on my back.

“Or it could be the fried chicken.”

I laughed even harder at his words. “Definitely the fried chicken and the sexy scent of you. But mostly it was the taste of you.”

He pulled back and collapsed onto the blanket. “You are trying to drive me wild Laney.”

“It’s only because you make me wild, Bennett Atlas.” I wondered, at the unidentifiable look on his face, if I should have said something that could be read as emotional. Then he smiled and pulled me on top of him and I decided not to worry about it.

***
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