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          Delaney

        

      

    
    
      The tinny alarm on my phone blared. Part of me wanted to grab the damn thing and launch it across my hotel room. Instead, my eyes still closed, I dropped my hand repeatedly on the nightstand until I felt the smooth plastic of my phone case under my palm. A few swipes later and the alarm was silenced, the shrill beeping replaced by the low hum of the air conditioner.

      Forcing my eyelids open, I held the phone in front of my face and saw that it was a little after seven in the morning. I was relieved—after the international flight from Dallas to Sydney, followed by a connecting flight to Alice Springs, I’d been prepared for the jet lag to wreak its usual havoc, either preventing me from getting a wink or causing me to sleep until some ungodly hour late into the afternoon.

      But this wasn’t my first rodeo. After all, when you’re an oil company executive for whom globe-trotting is just part of the job description, international flights are to you what rush-hour traffic is to any other commuter.

      I heaved myself out of bed and plopped my feet onto the plush carpet of my hotel room. Forcing my body to stand spear-straight, I stretched my willowy frame and reached my hands up toward the ceiling, my muscles crying out in relief. I knew I needed to do my usual post-flight yoga routine, but I was too eager to start the day for any of that.

      Not to mention that my traveling was far from over. I still had an eight-hour drive ahead of me to my ultimate destination of Longbridge, a former mining town in the middle of the outback in Australia’s Northern Territory, a dusty little place home to fewer than a thousand souls.

      After a quick shower, I stepped back into the hotel room and threw open the shades, the sunlight that poured into the room overwhelming me. My arm shot up in front of my face so quickly that I felt for a moment like a vampire recoiling from her one weakness.

      After acclimating to the light, I adjusted the towel around my breasts and opened the closet. Being used to the rigors of international travel, I’d unpacked my suitcase and ironed my clothes the night before. I picked out my clothes for the day. Once I was dressed, I stepped in front of the room’s full-length mirror, scrunching up my face as I looked myself over.

      My chestnut brown hair was slicked back and tucked behind my ears, and this combined with the bright light of the morning sun caused my grass-green eyes to shine even brighter than they normally did. I nodded approvingly at my outfit of black slacks, a trim white blouse, and stylish but comfortable flats that were the same deep, coal black as my pants. If it were up to me, I’d be dressed in sweats and a T-shirt for the drive ahead, but I needed to look professional for the meeting with the miners that awaited me at my final destination.

      Once I had my things gathered, I checked out and made my way to the car rental business next to the hotel. Once inside, I slipped off my sunglasses and stepped up to the counter.

      “You say you’re going to Longbridge? What for?”

      The college-aged girl behind the counter in the car rental shop spoke in a cheerful Australian accent, and with her bleached-blond hair and guileless demeanor, she reminded me of the sorts of small-towners I’d encounter back in rural Texas.

      “It’s for a business meeting,” I said.

      The girl raised her dark eyebrows at me.

      “A business meeting? Can’t imagine what kind of business they’d be getting to up there. The roos out of control or something?”

      She snickered, pleased with her comment.

      “Anyway,” I said, hoping to get the girl back on track. “I’m going to need something that’ll be suitable for the drive up there. Something that can handle the outback.”

      “We’ve got a few utes that’d be all right for the trek.”

      “Utes?” I asked.

      “Utility trucks. Any price you’re looking for?”

      “Price isn’t a problem,” I said.

      With that, I reached into my purse and pulled out the prestigious, platinum credit card that my company gave me for expenses. The girl’s face lit up, knowing just what this meant.

      “Well, then,” she said. “Let’s get you sorted out, Miss, ah—”

      “Delaney Fenn,” I said, my voice its usual clear and professional tone. “But you can call me Miss Fenn.”

      “Well then, Miss Fenn, let’s get you mobile!”

      An hour later, I was behind the wheel of a chrome-colored 4Runner on the road up to Longbridge, the huge tires of the SUV kicking up orange dust all around me. I watched Alice Springs disappear in the rearview mirror. If the pictures of the city that my boss, Roger Noah, had shown me were any indication, the city behind me was the closest thing to civilization that I was going to be around in a long while.

      As if on cue, my cellphone rang on the seat beside me. Sure enough, it was Roger.

      “What’s the word, Del?” he asked, his voice as gruff and booming as ever.

      “The word,” I said, looking around at the desert flats that were slowly taking up more and more of my surroundings, “is ‘desolate.’”

      “Well, I didn’t send you up there for sightseeing,” he said. “I sent you up there to get some names on some dotted lines so we can quit screwing around and get at that oil.”

      “Right to the heart of the matter, as always,” I said.

      My job with Horizon Oil was as a surveyor and negotiator of sorts. Whenever a new deposit was discovered in some far-flung part of the world, I was the girl sent down to speak with the owners of the land and do whatever it took to get them to sign over drilling rights to us.

      “That’s what I pay you the big bucks for, kid,” said Roger. “What’s the drive looking like?”

      I reached over to my purse and pulled out my tablet, keeping my phone cradled on my neck as I looked over my schedule.

      “Should be pulling into town around five, just in time for the meeting.”

      “Damn,” said Roger. “Cutting it close, huh?”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “The drive isn’t the most scenic route in the world, but it’s a straight shot.”

      “If you say so,” said Roger. “Just keep in mind these prospectors you’re meeting with aren’t the most, ah, flexible guys in the world—we just about had to move heaven and earth to get them to even agree to meet with us. And that was a damn lucky break considering how many of our competitors have been chomping at the damn bit to get at this crude.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “But isn’t that why you send me? Because I’m the best?”

      A small smile formed on my lips.

      “Let’s hold off on the praises until after we get this deal inked. Oh, and one more thing, kid—you need to make sure to—”

      No words followed, instead the “beep-beep-beep” of the line going dead. I held my phone out in front of my face and saw that the call had been dropped and my reception was nil. I glanced around and saw that I was the only car on the road, the outback stretching endlessly around me. I realized that I was lucky to even get reception this far out.

      I tossed my phone, now a useless hunk of plastic and metal, onto the passenger seat and focused on the road ahead. I flipped through the radio, but all I found was static. My stomach tightened at the idea of spending the next seven or so hours driving in silence through about the bleakest landscape imaginable.

      It’d only been the second day of my trip, but I was already wishing that I was back home, plopped on the couch of my trendy loft apartment in downtown Dallas. But I was about as far imaginable from those creature comforts, and Longbridge wasn’t exactly a vacation paradise. As I glanced around, I tried to imagine how anyone could live out here, this far from civilization.

      I spent the next two hours driving straight, not a single curve in the road or interesting bit of landscape to break up the monotony. Every now and then, I’d check my phone to see if I’d chanced upon any reception, but there wasn’t a single bar to be found.

      A bang sounded, cutting through the din of the engine’s rumble. The SUV swerved out of control, and it took every bit of strength I had to keep my grip on the steering wheel and not send the vehicle barreling off the road. The horrible screech of metal howled, and I slammed hard on the breaks and brought the SUV to a stop.

      My heart pounded as I gripped white-knuckled onto the steering wheel. The sharp stop kicked up dust all around the vehicle, making the air look odd and alien. Once my nerves settled, I popped open the driver’s-side door and got out to assess the damage.

      My flats crunched on the dirt as I landed, the air oven-hot on my skin the second I stepped out of the SUV’s air-conditioned interior. I took a moment to survey the landscape around me, noting how eerily quiet it was. The sky was a bluish orange, and the earth was flat and rust-colored, the endless expanse broken up by handfuls of scrubby plants here and there, with some dark mountains far off in the distance. I’d been to some remote places during my career, but this one was easily one of the most desolate.

      I turned my attention to the SUV, my heart sinking as I laid eyes upon the cause of my mishap: one of the tires had popped. The rubber was ragged and ripped; whatever had cut through the thing did a hell of a number. I checked my phone and did the mental calculations of how much time I could afford to spend fixing the tire. Roger was right—I was cutting it close.

      I made my way around to the back and popped open the trunk. Thankfully, a spare tire and all the necessary tools to swap it were there. I tied my hair into a loose ponytail and went to work.

      An hour or so later, the tire was fixed. Sweat sheened my brow, and my clothes were smattered with dust. I wasn’t looking the most professional that I ever had, but I didn’t have time to worry about that now.

      I tossed everything into the back of the SUV, rushed over to the driver’s seat, and jumped in. I gunned the engine and took off, knowing that there was now a very, very good chance that I was going to be running late for the meeting. Checking my phone again, I let out a squeal of frustration as I saw that the reception was still non-existent.

      About halfway through the drive, I realized there was no two ways about it—I was going to be late. With the reception still poor, however, there was no way for me to let the clients know that I was going to be running behind. For all they knew, I was going to be a no-show.

      The next few hours rushed by. By the time I passed a sign letting me know that Longbridge was only a handful more kilometers off, I was already more than an hour past when I was supposed to arrive. I gripped the steering wheel hard, a sick feeling spreading through my stomach as it began to dawn on me how screwed I was. And the scenery was wearing me down.

      The endless outback made me feel like I was some forgotten astronaut on a faraway planet, doomed to wander the interminable alien landscape forever, never to see another human again. I couldn’t believe it, but it was only a day into my trip, and I was already beginning to feel homesick.

      When I reached about two kilometers outside of the city, my phone began buzzing incessantly where it lay on the seat. I snatched it up and saw that I’d received more than a dozen texts and emails over the last few hours, nearly all of them from people wondering where the hell I was.

      I didn’t have any time to waste. I pulled up the address of the prospecting company in my map app and started off. I soon reached the center of town, which was nothing more than a smattering of buildings clustered around an intersection. I spotted a run-down bar, a little grocery store, and a two-story building with the words “City Hall” on a marquee sign out front. I didn’t spot a single person, and I soon found myself wondering if there actually was anyone living in this city.

      When I reached the prospecting company, which was located in a small industrial building that sat in the middle of a large stretch of sand, I attempted to open the front door only to find that it was locked.

      “Hello?” I called out as I looked into the windows, trying to catch sight of someone, anyone.

      Eventually, the door opened, revealing a middle-aged man dressed in overalls and a faded orange T-shirt underneath, his skin deeply tanned and craggy.

      “We’re closed for the day,” he said in just about the thickest Australian accent I’d ever heard in my life.

      Planting a big smile on my face, I stepped toward the man and shot my hand out.

      “Hi!” I said, using every bit of professionalism I had to make my voice both chipper and business-like. “My name’s Delaney Fenn. I’m with Horizon Oil.”

      He regarded my hand with skepticism, as though this were some kind of trick. After another moment or two, he took it and shook it slowly.

      “Peter Waller,” he said. “That mean you’re the rep we were supposed to meet with hours ago?”

      “That’s me,” I said, feeling ashamed. “My apologies for showing up so late. I had some car trouble on the road, and my reception was poor, so I wasn’t able to call you.”

      It was the God’s-honest truth, but something about the way the man looked at me made me feel as though I was about to be caught in a lie.

      “I’m real sorry to hear that,” he said. “But after you didn’t show up, we figured that you’d canceled on us. We tried to give your rep out in Dallas a call, but I guess they’re all in bed.”

      “Again,” I said. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. But if you’re still interested in working with Horizon, I’d be more than happy to speak with you. We can have the contract worked out in less than an hour.”

      Peter slipped his hands into his pockets and leaned against the door frame.

      “’Fraid that’s not going to be necessary,” he said. “See, a representative from Johnson and, ah, Harford was in town—we’d planned to have our meetings with you both back-to-back. And when we realized you weren’t gonna make it, well, they gave us a deal that we couldn’t say no to.”

      My stomach sank. I had no idea that Johnson-Harford was going to be in town. They’d stolen the deal right out from under me.

      “Are you sure I can’t at least show you our offer?” I asked. “I promise it’ll be worth your time.”

      Peter held up his hand.

      “Now miss, when I say they gave us a deal, I mean it’s inked and everything. We’re working with them, and that’s that, I’m afraid.”

      Goddamn, they worked fast. But I couldn’t blame them for swooping in and taking advantage of the situation. I would have done the same.

      “I see,” I said, doing my best to not let my frustration show. “Well, sorry to have kept you waiting. And thanks for your time.”

      “Not a problem,” he said. “Say, where are you planning on staying tonight?”

      “Hadn’t figured that out yet,” I said. “I suppose I was planning on checking into a place somewhere in town.”

      Peter pointed off in the distance, down the direction of the road I’d come in on.

      “Head on down back the way you came and take a right at your first turn. That’ll put you on Wilshire Road. Keep on down that way, and you’ll end up at the Charming Chateau. Probably the best joint we have here in Longbridge. Give ’em my name and they’ll treat you right.”

      I gave Peter one last thank-you before heading off. Only when I was back in the car did I let out the frustrated squeal that had been building in me since he gave me the bad news. I was sunk—the deal was ruined, and it was all the fault of whatever piece of junk on the road had destroyed my tire and put me behind schedule.

      Behind the wheel I called up Roger, planning on breaking the bad news. But the call went right to voicemail, and I remembered that the time difference meant he was likely in bed. Tossing my phone onto the seat, I realized that I’d have to wait until tomorrow morning to put my head on the chopping block.

      I followed Peter’s directions and soon ended up in a small business district. Various small shops lined the roads, and I spotted my first few actual city dwellers. And sure enough, down a little further was a two-story hotel done up in a French style. I figured this had to be the place.

      The hotel wasn’t the classiest affair, but it had a bed and a shower, and at that moment that was all I needed. Plopping down onto the bed, I stared up at the ceiling, thinking about how sideways everything had gone for what was supposed to be a simple meeting.

      After a quick shower and a change into some non-dust-covered clothing, it hit me how hungry I was. I remembered spotting a restaurant attached to the hotel, so once I was ready, I headed down there to see what I could find.

      And as I took my seat at the table, I realized that more than anything, I wanted to put this whole trip behind me. I couldn’t think of anything that would salvage this disaster.
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      “You got anything that isn’t so, uh, meaty?”

      I looked over the hotel restaurant menu, trying to find something light. But everything seemed to be some variation of a cheeseburger, sandwich or steak, and I wasn’t in the mood for anything like that.

      “Oh yeah,” said the waitress, a big-eyed teen with strawberry-blond hair and a skinny frame. “You see, anything that’s got meat we can take out. So, we’ve basically got double the menu of what you have there.”

      That, of course, raised the question of just what the meat would be replaced with. But it occurred to me the waitress likely wasn’t thinking that far ahead.

      “Just give me the chicken salad, but without the chicken. And you have any wine?”

      “Oh yeah. We got red, and, um, the other kind.”

      “The other kind, please.”

      “The other kind it is.”

      The waitress headed off, and I pulled my laptop out of my bag, hoping to get some work done while I had some downtime. But once my computer was open in front of me, all I could think about was how I’d blown it. All it took was one stupid tire, and the weeks of work that I’d put into getting this deal lined up had gone down the drain.

      The waitress returned in the middle of my internal tirade and placed a glass of chilled white wine in front of me. I took a sip, letting the drink linger on my palate for a moment. It was…good. Grassy, peachy, very fresh—it was better than I’d expect from a tiny town like this. I wasn’t sure if it was the wine or the relief of having something to drink after the day I’d had, but it hit the spot like nothing else

      Wine in hand, I glanced around the restaurant, taking in the décor, the interior design striking me as what might be considered classy to someone with tastes that ran a decade behind the trends. Wood booths and round tables were lined on the floor, and the carpet was a deep, almost blood-red—a strange contrast to the purple walls. The lighting was low and moody, and a huge copper bar dominated the back half.

      After a time, my salad arrived. I poked at it listlessly, dipping the lettuce into my side of dressing and trying to relax as best I could. I let myself imagine being back in Dallas and seated at my usual table at Matsu’s, the sushi place down at the end of my block. I imagined dipping a cucumber roll into a pool of wasabi and soy sauce and popping it into my mouth, the rice soft and cool and the veggies crunchy.

      The thought struck me as strange. Traveling was part of my job, after all—why was I getting so homesick now? I’d spent the majority of the last few years flying all over the world for Horizon, and Longbridge was hardly my first backwater destination. I used to enjoy the thrill of travel, of seeing new places and meeting new people—not to mention the occasional international fling. Was that all beginning to wear thin? I’d had my thirtieth birthday not too long ago; maybe that was why these thoughts seemed lodged in my mind.

      Before I could descend into a full-blown existential crisis, I caught sight of someone very, very intriguing come in and take a seat at the bar. He was tall, with a lean and muscular body clad in night-black slacks, a crisp, bone-white dress shirt, and the outfit finished off with a matching suit jacket and a pair of double-monk shoes polished to a mirror shine.

      I couldn’t tell his exact age, but he looked to be a few years older than me, perhaps around mid-thirties. A shock of close-cropped, sandy-blond hair topped his head, and his beyond-handsome face was dusted with a few days’ worth of stubble. His gaze flicked to the side and our eyes connected, the feeling of our eyes locking so intense that it felt like electricity.

      He’d do very, very nicely.

      I stabbed the last bit of my salad and brought it to my mouth, washing it down with the rest of my wine.

      “Something else I can get you?” the waitress asked.

      I could think of something I wouldn’t mind having served up on a silver platter.

      “I think I’ll have another glass,” I said. “But would you mind bringing it to the bar? I’m going to move.”

      “You got it, ma’am,” said the waitress before hurrying off.

      I stood up and laid my eyes on my prey. He turned a bit to the side, and I could tell by his strong profile that he was definitely worth my time. Once in the seat, I took a sip of the wine that was waiting for me and tried to come up with the perfect opening line.

      To my surprise, he beat me to it.

      “You ever wonder why they call this place Longbridge?” he asked, his voice low, with the slightest trace of a lovely purr to it. “I don’t think I’ve seen a drop of water in this town that wasn’t in a glass or a plastic bottle. No idea what they’d even do with a bridge.”

      To my surprise, his accent was American, not Australian.

      “Maybe it was wishful thinking,” I said, looking straight ahead and feeling the heat of his sapphire-blue eyes on me as I spoke. “You know, like Old West towns would call themselves names like ‘Goodsprings’ or something.”

      “That, or they’re just very, very confused,” he said. “You’re an American?”

      I turned to him, my heart skipping a bit as I took in the sight of him up close. Sure enough, he was as gorgeous as they came. His face was lean and chiseled, with sun-kissed tan skin and full, sensual lips. His nose was slim and aquiline, his eyes narrow and cunning.

      “Texas, born and raised,” I said. “Dallas, to be specific.”

      His dark, full eyebrows raised slightly.

      “No kidding?” he asked. “Same here.”

      This was more than a little coincidental.

      “Now what’re the damn odds of two people, both from Dallas, meeting here in some tiny town in the middle of the Australian outback?”

      “That’s a good question,” he said. “Gets me thinking you might be here to spy on me.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “Why’s that? You here on some top-secret business?”

      “Sure am,” he said. “Lots of intrigue going on in this town. Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      I let out a laugh.

      “Name’s Justin,” he said, extending his hand toward me.

      I took it, his grip warm and strong. An odd feeling of contentment took hold of me for a moment as my hand rested in his.

      “Delaney,” I said. “Though I’m not entirely convinced that’s your real name.”

      “I could say the same thing about you.”

      “Well, this does sound like the beginning of some spy movie or something,” he said. “Where we find out that we’re both international agents sent to take out the other.”

      “You know what?” I said. “That would probably be the most exciting thing to happen to this place in decades.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I hear things get rowdy down at the ice cream joint downtown. They’ve got a two-cones-for-one special on Wednesdays, and you know how these small-town folks get when they’ve got a little sugar in them.”

      “I can only imagine,” I said.

      I took a sip of my wine, already pleased that I’d come over to talk.

      “Seriously, though,” I said. “What are you doing here? Wait a minute—you’re not with Johnson-Harford, are you? If that’s the case, I might actually need to kill you for real.”

      “Johnson and who?” he asked, bringing his glass up to his mouth.

      Relief washed over me as I realized he wasn’t my mortal enemy.

      “Oh, nothing,” I said. “I’m here on behalf of Horizon Oil. I was supposed to finish negotiations for a drilling deal that I’ve been working out for the last few weeks, but I ended up having car trouble on the way here. Long story short, I missed the meeting, and someone from a competing firm swooped in and stole the deal out from under me.”

      “Ouch,” he said. “In that case, I’m glad I’m not that guy after all.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, intrigued by his response.

      “Yep,” he said, his eyes giving me a quick, appraising once-over. “You look like the type that doesn’t take defeat easily.”

      “And why would you say that?”

      “Something about the way you carry yourself,” he said. “You look like the kind of woman who’s professional, but not without an edge.”

      “I have been known to bust a ball or two in my day,” I grinned. “Then again, you look like a man who knows how to handle himself.”

      And I wasn’t just saying that. Justin was lean and athletic, with a body that looked so finely-tuned that my joke about him being a spy didn’t seem too far-fetched. Even as he sat in the nearby stool, I could tell that there was a spryness to him, like he’d know just what to do if something went down.

      “Then let’s hope this conversation doesn’t come to that,” he said.

      I let out another light laugh, a smile tugging at one of the corners of my mouth.

      “Seriously, though,” I asked. “What brings you to this bustling little metropolis?”

      He glanced to the side quickly before turning his eyes back to mine.

      “I’m here on business too,” he said. “But I’ve got a different natural resource that I’m exploiting—I’m into logging.”

      Something about his answer struck me as…insincere. His body tensed as he spoke, and I got the impression that he was telling me a bit of a story.

      “That right?” I asked. “What firm are you with?”

      Justin opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, an idea occurred to me.

      “Wait, don’t tell me,” I said, holding up my hand. “If you’re in Dallas, then you’re going to be with…DeWall. Or maybe Vanhausen. I bet it’s Vanhausen.”

      He raised one eyebrow slightly.

      “Nope,” he said. “DeWall. I’m one of their senior accounts managers. Been with them for a decade.”

      Now I was more than a little curious. See, us natural resource companies tended to run in many of the same circles—enough for me to be familiar with the logging companies in the area. And the two I’d just mentioned? Both made up. Justin, if that was his real name, was fibbing.

      But I didn’t mind. I knew why I was talking to him, and if he wanted to spin a story for me and keep his real reasons for being here hidden, what did I care? Or maybe he was there for logging, and just didn’t want to get into his personal details with a woman he’d just met. Either way, I decided not to pry.

      “Something about Texas and Australia,” I said. “They’re really not all that different, are they?”

      Justin looked away for a moment, considering what I’d just said.

      “You know, that’s a good point. Both deserts, and both have a rugged, independent vibe.”

      “Then again, Australia does seem to have more animals capable of eating you, poisoning you, or otherwise causing grievous bodily harm.”

      “No kidding,” said Justin. “I had to fight off a pack of koalas on the way here. I made it, but things weren’t looking so good there for a minute.”

      I laughed again. Liar or not, Justin was definitely entertaining.

      “You really had trouble with those little guys?” I asked. “They don’t look so tough.”

      “What can I say? I was having an off-day.”

      I smiled, bringing my glass of wine to my lips and polishing off the rest of the drink. Justin had managed to impress me so far—charming personality, and that’s to say nothing of how damn good he looked. He had all the makings of one of my one-off nights of international fun.

      A silence hung in the air as we finished our drinks, but it was the good kind—one of those silences where you’re simply regarding the other person, not feeling the urge to say something simply for the sake of speaking. My eyes stayed locked on Justin’s as I set down my drink.

      “What do you say for a change of scenery?” I asked.

      “Sounds good to me,” said Justin. “What’ve you got in mind?”

      “Well, I spotted a lovely little craft cocktail bar just down the road,” I said. “Five stars on my restaurant app.”

      Justin opened his mouth to speak but stopped and raised his eyebrows when he realized that I was just being silly.

      “I see I’m not the only one with the bad jokes,” he said with a small grin.

      “Two can most definitely play at this game,” I said.

      “Shall we?” he asked.

      “We most certainly shall.”
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      The gravel crunched under our shoes as Delaney and I made our way down the road away from the hotel restaurant. The air was calm and still, only the whoosh of an occasional passing car to break up the silence. Soon, we arrived in front of a small bar with a big, neon-purple sign out front that read “Willy’s.”

      “This is the place?” I asked.

      “This is it,” said Delaney. “Doesn’t look like much, but unless you’re into downing cheap wine at the last joint, then I think it’s our only other option for drinks in this town.”

      “Hell,” I said. “As long as they’ve got booze and a place to sit, I’m more than fine with it.”

      Delaney gave me a nod of approval, and we headed in.

      Willy’s was a dive bar through-and-through. The place was low-lit and decorated with old metal signs of various beer brands and sports teams, along with a few road signs. A handful of tables were here and there, a pair of rough-looking locals the only other customers in the place. Australian country music played on the speakers, and a heavy-set man in a dingy white undershirt stood behind the bar polishing pint glasses.

      “What do you think?” I asked, curious to hear Delaney’s take on the joint.

      “I’m down,” she said, giving an affirmative nod.

      I raised my eyebrows slightly.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “You strike me more as the type that drinks in those trendy downtown bars where they make drinks with elderflower and the bartenders all have twirly-tip mustaches.”

      Delaney gave me a sly smile.

      “I think you’ll find that I’m full of surprises,” she said.

      More than pleased with her response, I gestured to a pair of barstools, and we took our seats. The bartender looked us over with an inquisitive expression, and I could tell right away that he’d figured we were outsiders.

      “Something I can get for you?” he asked, his eyes flicking from me to Delaney and back again, as though this was some kind of prank.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Delaney beat me to it.

      “Two shots of whiskey,” said Delaney. “Whatever your well is. And two pints of lager, too.”

      The bartender gave a nod and was off.

      “Color me impressed,” I said.

      “What?” asked Delaney. “Never met a girl who likes whiskey before?”

      “Most girls tend to like whatever tastes most like fruit juice with a hint of vodka.”

      Delaney flashed me another one of those sexy half-smiles for which I was already beginning to develop a taste.

      “I guess I’m not like most girls,” she said.

      Before I could say anything else, the bartender returned and plopped two shot glasses in front of us, along with a pair of tall, frosty glasses of beer. I paid him, and he was off.

      “Next round’s on me,” said Delaney. “Never been one to have men pay for all my drinks.”

      “I see I’ve got an independent sort of girl on my hands,” I said.

      “What, the fact that my job involves me trekking off across the globe by myself to the most far-flung towns in existence didn’t tip you off to that?”

      “I suppose you’ve got me there,” I said.

      I passed one of the shot glasses over to Delaney.

      “What’re we drinking to?” she asked.

      I considered the question for a moment.

      “To new friends,” I said.

      “Works for me,” she said.

      We tapped the rims of our glasses and tossed them back. As the cheap booze burned its way down my throat, however, all I could think about was how much I wanted a little more than just a new friendship with Delaney.

      Delaney was damn beautiful—no doubt about that. Sexy green eyes, a pert little nose, and a full mouth that cried out for a kiss. Her skin was fair and flawless, and her mane of chocolate-brown hair hung playfully down at her shoulders. And I could tell that there was a killer body hiding beneath those expensive business clothes.

      On top of my clear physical attraction to her, I was genuinely enjoying getting to know her. She had a sharp, sassy personality and had just as much of a taste for banter as I did. Meeting her was by far the highlight of my trip to this faraway little town.

      “So,” said Delaney, wrapping her slim, French-nail-tipped fingers around her tall glass of beer. “What do you miss most about Dallas when you’re in a place like this, as far from home as it’s possible to be?”

      “Hard to say,” I told her. “Takes about an hour in a place like this before you’re already missing the creature comforts of a real city.”

      I glanced around after the words left my mouth, hoping that I didn’t catch the ire of any of the locals. But the bartender had gone off somewhere, and the two other patrons in the place seemed so into their pints that Delaney and I could’ve had a fistfight in the middle of the joint and they wouldn’t have noticed.

      “You’ve been in Dallas for a while?” she asked, setting down her beer after taking a long sip.

      “Yep,” I said. “Though my job has me traveling all over the place. My apartment might as well be a hotel.”

      “I know the feeling,” she said. “My place is just a spot to crash and get myself mentally ready for the next trip to God-knows-where.”

      “That mean you’re getting tired of it?”

      “No,” she said, looking away. “I mean, I don’t know. Maybe.”

      The words came out in a strange blurt, and I could tell that she was more than a little unsure about her answer. Deciding to keep things light, I went back to her original question.

      “Paulie’s sandwich shop,” I said. “That’s one of the things I miss most about Dallas. You know the place?”

      “I don’t,” said Delaney, seeming relieved to have changed subjects. “But I’m intrigued.”

      “It’s a place down in the West End. Best meatball sub you’ll ever have in your life. It’s kind of a ritual of mine to go there for my first meal when I get back into town.”

      “That so?” asked Delaney, a bit of incredulity in her tone.

      “That surprise you?” I asked.

      “Maybe a little,” she said. “You don’t look like the kind of guy who eats too many meatball subs.”

      “We all have our vices,” I said.

      Delaney flashed me a coy look.

      “I suppose we do,” she said, the hint of a sensual smile playing on her lovely lips.

      I let the moment hang in the air, our eyes locked onto one another’s.

      “And you?” I asked. “What do you miss about our humble home?”

      “Warren Park,” she said, not missing a beat. “I go there all the time for walks, to clear my head.”

      “Being in a place like this makes you appreciate having some green around,” I said.

      “No kidding,” she said. “The drive up here was torture. I felt like I was driving through a wasteland.”

      “Eight hours of nothing,” I said. “I’ve driven through Western Kansas, and the Northern Territory makes that state feel like I’m driving through a damn theme park.”

      “I don’t know how they do it,” she said. “I’d go crazy in a town like this.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “I need a little more action than a place with a population of less than a thousand can offer.”

      “That’s right,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “A place with a little more…stimulation.”

      I couldn’t help but let a smirk form on my lips—her insinuation was more than clear. And I couldn’t help but be pleased with the direction this evening was going.

      “I think I need to use the little girl’s room,” she said. “Excuse me.”

      She rose from her seat and headed off in the direction of the bathroom, and I couldn’t help but let my eyes linger on her rear as she walked.

      Once she disappeared behind the door, I lifted my drink to my mouth and took a long sip. The day that I’d just had was fresh in my mind, and it played over in my head.

      I wasn’t in town for any kind of logging operation, and I suspected that Delaney had picked up on how flimsy my story was. In reality, I’d come here to stop by the cemetery and finally pay my respects to my father.

      The drive up to Longbridge had given me plenty of time to go over my reasons for being here. This place was the hometown of my father, who passed a year ago after a short and sudden illness. He’d come back to Longbridge after divorcing my mother and shacking up with the woman with whom he’d been cheating.

      Earlier in the day, I’d found myself at the lonely grave in the dusty cemetery, a strange mixture of emotions in my heart as my eyes lingered on my father’s name on the small plaque. I knew that I needed to simply forget him and move on, to try to do what I could to keep his memory a fond one in my heart.

      But I couldn’t. All I could think about was how devastated my mother had been when he left, how it didn’t seem as though he gave a good goddamn about anyone’s needs other than his. He dropped off the face of the earth when he moved back here to town, and the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if that was his goal—to forget about the life he’d led, to put my mother and me behind him and start fresh, away from his old obligations.

      More than anything else, I wanted to sit him down and ask why, why he’d found it fitting and proper to simply leave, as though we’d been some mistake that he wanted to ignore, to pretend had never happened. For years I’d known that I needed to have this conversation, that I needed to come to Longbridge to sit down with my father and get some answers. But time flew by, and before I knew it, I’d received the news that he was in the final stages of a sudden and severe illness. Then he died, and that was that.

      “Two more whiskeys,” I said to the bartender as he returned to his spot behind the bar.

      He grunted and nodded before pouring the shots.

      I suppose that at the very least, I could distract myself from these matters with some booze and a little romance—if that’s what one could call a quick fling.

      “Say,” I said to the bartender, not able to resist. “You know John Gable?”

      The bartender stopped in his tracks and looked away for a time.

      “Why? You know him?” he asked.

      “I do,” I said. “Kind of. We met through work a while back, and he told me to look him up if he was ever in Longbridge.”

      A quizzical expression formed on the bartender’s face.

      “Not sure what kind of work John did that had him working with Americans, but if you say so. Anyway, he passed about a year back.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That’s too bad.”

      “Yeah, sorry to be the one to break it to you.”

      “And…what did he do in town?”

      “Not sure,” the bartender said. “He lived mostly in Sydney. Only popped back into town now and then. Him and his woman.”

      “And is she still in town?”

      “Nah,” he said. “She took off after John died. Heard she went to live with her family in Perth. Could be wrong about that, though.”

      Right at that moment, Delaney returned from the bathroom and plopped back into her chair. The bartender took that as his cue to leave and headed off.

      “I see you went ahead and ordered us another round,” she said, her eyes on the two fresh shots of booze.

      “I did,” I said. “Hope that wasn’t a little presumptuous of me.”

      She flashed me another smile.

      “Just presumptuous enough.”
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      “And there I was, in some tiny town in the middle of Siberia, my translator missing in action, and a group of the roughest-looking Russians I’d ever seen eyeing me up like a piece of meat.”

      I sat back with my drink in hand and a pleasant buzz in my head as Delaney continued with another one of her tales of globe-trotting.

      “You should’ve just tried to talk to them,” I said. “Russians are known for their level-headed, diplomatic nature, right?”

      She gave me a “come on” expression before taking another sip of her drink. “I don’t know what Russians you’re used to dealing with, but these guys didn’t seem all that keen on doing anything other than beating the hell out of each other until only one of them was left standing to carry me out of there over his shoulder like a damn caveman.”

      “And then what did you do?”

      “What could I do?” she said. “I was there as a company rep, and these guys were my clients. I’d been speaking with them through email for weeks, and I figured they were professionals. So I went through the rest of my spiel when the translator finally came back, letting them know just how much money they stood to make if they signed over drilling rights.”

      She took another sip and went on.

      “So I had to just keep a straight face during this whole thing, pretending that I didn’t know exactly what was on each and every one of these guy’s minds. Anyway, we finished up and got the hell out of there as fast as possible. They signed and evidently decided to celebrate their newfound fortunes by beating the hell out of each other as soon as I left. I guess me being back at my hotel didn’t stop them from fighting it out over me.”

      “Pretty impressive,” I said. “Must be quite the ego boost to know that you can inspire a bunch of Russians to knock each other out over you.”

      “Please,” she said. “At some of these places that I go to, I’m the first woman they’ve seen in months. I could look like a lunch lady, and they’d still be beating the hell out of each other just to get a good look at me.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” I said with a smile.

      “Aren’t you a charmer,” she said, returning my grin.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Your logging company take you anywhere more exciting than rural Australia?”

      Shit, I thought. Time for some more lies.

      I wasn’t sure just how confident Delaney was about seeing through my flimsy lie about working for some Dallas logging company. I could’ve told her about how my job had brought me to Russia more than once, and while I hadn’t inspired rough Russian guys to beat each other up, I’d actually been part of the fights themselves.

      But she didn’t need to know any of that. Besides, as I glanced down, I saw that our bodies had grown very, very close over the course of the last drink. The alcohol and our mutual attraction had been pushing us closer and closer together, and I was much more interested in where that was going to lead than in going on about the details of my job, even if I was at liberty to discuss them.

      “Nah, nothing too thrilling,” I said. “Alice Springs is about as exotic as it’s gotten lately.”

      “Now,” she said. “I can’t help but be a little curious about your reasons for coming here.”

      “That so?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Not sure what a logging company would want you to do in Longbridge. I haven’t seen a damn tree since I got here.”

      I had to give her something to throw her off the scent. But I didn’t want to give her my whole life story.

      “I actually had some family here,” I said.

      “That so?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But he passed a while back—an uncle of mine. Just wanted to pop in and see if I could learn anything about him. Figured there probably wasn’t going to be another time that I’d be anywhere near Longbridge.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” she said. “You learn anything interesting?”

      “Not so much.”

      As soon as the words slipped past my lips, I realized that I didn’t want to go into the matter. A beautiful girl was sitting right next to me, after all, and that was far, far more interesting to me at that moment.

      A quizzical expression played on Delaney’s lovely features.

      “Something on your mind?” I asked.

      “Nothing. I mean, I’m thinking about how strange it is that we’re just now meeting for the first time. I mean, I’ve got contacts in the logging industry in Dallas that I go way back with. But you’re not familiar in the slightest.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was sure that I was lying, or just suspecting. Either way, I needed to throw her off the trail. And I knew just how to do it.

      “Doesn’t really matter,” I said, leaning in close and placing my hand on her knee. “We know each other now, and that’s what I’m more interested in.”

      “That so?” she asked, a sexy smile forming on her lips as she saw that I was touching her. “I guess we’ll have to make up for lost time.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      With that, I leaned in and planted a kiss on her lips.

      The sensation was…like no kiss that I could remember. There was an instant magnetism, an immediate spark of electricity that started from my lips and spread all throughout my body. Blood pumped hard in my veins, and my hands moved slowly up Delaney’s curves, her flesh soft and supple through the thin fabric of her shirt.

      I opened my mouth slightly, my tongue moving past my lips and touching hers, the taste beyond words. The world seemed to fall away around us. It was just Delaney and me, kissing like a couple of teenagers.

      “I’m thinking we ought to go somewhere more private,” I said, taking my lips from hers just long enough to speak.

      “And I’m thinking that you and I are on the exact same page.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We were all over each other from the instant we threw open the door to Delaney’s hotel room.

      “Nice place,” I said, glancing around at the quaint, French-style interior.

      “Oh,” she asked, a coy smile on her lips. “And you’ve got a room at the Hilton, I suppose?”

      I matched her smile and went right back to kissing. With a swift movement of my foot, I knocked the door shut as my hands moved all over her body. My fingertips traced the outline of her bra through her shirt, and my thoughts went wild as I imagined the gorgeous body that I was on the verge of seeing.

      One by one, I undid the buttons of her blouse, exposing more and more of her creamy-white skin. Delaney tossed her hair aside as I moved further and further down, her eyes flashing with anticipation. And I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t just as eager to get her into the bed behind us.

      Once the buttons were undone, I slipped her shirt off, exposing her slim shoulders and a very red, very lacy bra.

      “That’s pretty fancy for a drive across Australia,” I said, moving my hands along the cool slopes of her hips.

      “Good for meetings,” she said. “Gives me confidence.”

      It was certainly giving me something. Delaney’s full breasts looked about on the verge of bursting out of her bra, and with a quick flick of my fingers on the back straps, I sent them tumbling out. Her nipples were small and pink, and I did my best not to let my jaw hang open slack at the sight of them.

      Delaney didn’t waste any time getting me out of my own clothing. She slipped her hands under my suit jacket and slid it off, tossing it into the corner of the room. There was a look in her eyes, one very different than that of the professional, composed woman whom I was speaking to at the bar. The look was one of hunger, of barely restrained passion. I knew at that moment that she wanted me just as badly as I wanted her.

      “Mmm,” she said once my shirt was off, her hands moving over the solid squares of my pecs and down to the muscular plane of my abs. “I have to say I’m very impressed.”

      She leaned down and kissed my nipples, the sensation of her lips on the sensitive skin sending waves of chill throughout my body. Once she’d had her fun, she stood back up straight and kissed me hard on the mouth.

      “Glad to know I meet your approval,” I said, my voice coming out in a low purr.

      “Though,” she said. “I have to admit that you’re the most in-shape logging rep I’ve ever met. Usually, your type is a little more…soft around the midsection.”

      I smirked.

      “Happy to defy your expectations.”

      “I’d love to make you even happier,” she said, her voice dripping with erotic intent as her hand moved lower, lower down my body.

      “You’ll have to get me out of the rest of these clothes first,” I said.

      “I’d love to.”

      I stepped closer to Delaney, her breasts now pressing against my body. I reached down and undid her zipper, pulling her pants down to her knees. Delaney did the rest, shimmying them down her long, lovely legs and stepping out of them once they were pooled on the floor. Now she was in nothing but a red thong that matched her bra, and in the reflection of the mirror behind her, I could see that her rear end was as shapely and luscious as I’d imagined it to be.

      “Planning on just staring all night?” Delaney asked, her mouth in a smirk and one eyebrow raised.

      “When you see a body like this, you have to take a moment to appreciate it,” I said, running my hands over her ripe ass.

      “I’m not sure if I have the patience for that,” she said. “Much more fun things I’d rather you do with this body. Let me show you…”

      With that, Delaney undid my belt and zipper, pulling my pants and boxer-briefs down, my stone-solid member springing out. Her eyes opened wide enough to make it clear that she was very impressed with what she saw. And she did more than just look—she wrapped her hands around me, a shudder of pleasure bursting through my body at the sensation of her touch.

      “Come over this way,” she said, moving her hand slowly up and down my length as she stepped backward.

      “Not much of a choice when you’ve got me in your hand like that.”

      “So much the better.”

      Still stroking me, Delaney sat back on the edge of the bed. Then, flashing me one more sensual look, she leaned forward and took me into her mouth. Soon, the sounds of her lips on my most sensitive area filled the air. I put my hands on my hips as I eagerly watched her work. Delaney knew just how to please, using expert skill with both her lips and her tongue. And when her mouth was full of me, she’d look up, a little smile in her eyes.

      I couldn’t take anymore; I needed her right then and there.

      I bent down a bit and slipped my hands under her arms, my erection leaving her mouth with a soft “pop.” Gently yet firmly, I laid Delaney back on the bed, her hair splaying out around her head. I looked down at her beautiful body laid out before me, her legs crossed one over the other, exposing just barely the thatch of dark brown pubic hair above her womanhood.

      “Come take me,” she moaned, rocking her hips from one side to the other. “I know you can’t wait any longer.”

      She was right about that.

      With a smooth, fluid movement I positioned my body above hers, propping myself up on my arms. I felt the tip of my member graze against her, and I could tell by how wet she was that Delaney was more than ready for me. And if that wasn’t already abundantly clear, she wrapped her legs around my hips and brought me even closer to her.

      “Someone’s eager,” I said.

      “To put it mildly.”

      I lowered my head and took her nipples into my mouth, one then the other. Delaney let out a moan. Reaching down, I took my member into my hand and positioned it at the entrance to her sex. Then, with a slow descent, I entered her.

      “Oh, God,” said Delaney, her nails digging into the muscles of my back as I slid into her like liquid.

      She felt like heaven, like the softest silk. It took all the restraint I had not to lose control the moment I entered her.

      “How’s that?” I asked, despite the look of ecstasy on her face making it very, very clear what the answer was.

      “So damn good,” she said softly.

      I began to rock my hips, entering her as deeply as I could. Once I was fully sheathed, down to the hilt, I held fast for a moment, savoring the feeling of being totally enveloped by her. She was wet and warm and just perfect.

      “Don’t stop,” she moaned, her hands moving along the hard lines of my body, coming to a stop on the solid muscles of my ass.

      “Hadn’t planned on it,” I murmured.

      With that, I began driving myself into her at a faster pace, plunging into Delaney and filling her again and again. Her face twisted into an expression of beautiful tension, her eyes wincing shut and her mouth forming into a tight line as she did her best to contain the pleasure that was surely taking hold of her more and more by the second.

      “Faster,” she moaned. “Faster, please.”

      I couldn’t say no to a request like that. My thrusts took on a faster, jackhammering pace. My eyes traveled hungrily over her body, taking in the sight of her breasts bouncing back and forth with each shove into her.

      “Oh, oh,” she sighed. “I’m gonna…ah!”

      Delaney let out a sharp cry of pleasure as the orgasm burst. Her already tight grip on my hips took on vice-like strength as she held me against her, my manhood rocking into her again and again.

      The sight of Delaney’s face in the grips of her orgasm pushed me over the edge, and I came with a shudder and a long groan of pleasure. Still inside her, I lowered my face next to hers and listened to the soft draws of breath as I made her come.

      Soon, her legs loosened, and her body went slack. The last traces of my orgasm faded, and with one final push, I collapsed into a heap on top of her. We lay like this for a time, both of us in a sweaty heap as we recovered our breath. Once I had the strength, I rolled off of her and to her side. I put my hand on the soft, flat stretch of her stomach, the skin now soft and sweat-sheened.

      “That was…just what I needed,” she said breathlessly.

      “Glad to hear it,” I said, a half-grin on my lips. “And I think we’ve found the one fun thing to do in this town.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      I slipped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. Delaney tucked her head into my neck and closed her eyes. Moments later she was out, and I soon followed her into a deep sleep.
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      I awoke the next morning beyond refreshed. The early day’s light filled the room with a lovely glow, the streaming sunbeams catching the small motes of dust that floated on the air. But what I was really interested in was right next to me. A big smile spread across my face as I laid eyes on Justin, his muscular chest rising and falling with each breath.

      I thought back to our lovemaking the night before, remembering how good he felt inside of me. And as I lay there, taking in the sight of his lean, toned body, I realized just what I wanted for breakfast.

      My eyes shut again, and I replayed the events of last night in my mind. I pictured Justin on top of me, his body wide and taut, his face in an expression of concentrated pleasure. I recalled looking down, watching him enter me over and over, all of those inches filling me up and making me feel so goddamn good. I remembered the taste of him in my mouth, musky and rich. My legs spread open with anticipation, and I knew that I needed to have him all over again.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      His eyes opened slowly, his blues even more brilliant with the sun catching them.

      “Morning,” he said.

      He looked around as though not entirely sure where he was.

      “Oh no,” I said. “Please don’t tell me that you don’t remember what happened last night.”

      “No, I remember,” he said.

      But that was it. That little smile that so frequently tugged at his lips after he spoke wasn’t there, only an odd, blank expression. Not only that, his posture was stiff and straight, as if he’d woken up tense. I was more than willing to help him loosen up, however, if he were so inclined.

      “Then,” I started, walking down his chest with my fingertips, hoping to stop where the rainbow ended, “I’m thinking a sequel is in order—if you’re in the mood?”

      He didn’t react at all in the way that I was hoping, however. He watched my fingers make their journey, slipping below the border of the blanket that lay draped just below his hip bones. Justin reached down and placed his hand on mine, stopping my movement.

      “Not now,” he said.

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

      “Not now?” I asked. “Why, you have somewhere better to be?”

      “No,” he said, his voice cool and dispassionate. “I have somewhere that I need to be.”

      “And where’s that?”

      “I need to make the drive back to Alice Springs. I’m due for my work.”

      “Ah, right,” I said, my stomach sinking with disappointment. “Logging business.”

      “That’s right,” he said. “And I should get going.”

      “No shower or anything first?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, as though ready to shoot down the idea. But then he appeared to reconsider.

      “Actually, I wouldn’t mind jumping in if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” I said. “I could join you. Maybe help you out with those hard-to-reach places…”

      “I’ll pass,” he said. “I’m not planning on lounging in there. Just need to get in and out.”

      I flicked my eyebrows up and down, mild frustration taking hold of me.

      “Go ahead then,” I said. “Don’t let me slow you down.”

      “Thanks,” he said.

      With that, he hopped out of bed and started off toward the bathroom. I turned just in time to catch sight of his bare ass disappearing through the door.

      I was frustrated, both sexually and otherwise. Justin was acting strange and cold, totally the opposite of the warm, charming man who I met last night. Some insecure part of me wondered if he’d regretted our fling, but I knew that trying to puzzle out the thoughts of a man I barely knew would be a pointless exercise.

      More than that, I was frustrated with his totally transparent lies. I didn’t know much about Alice Springs, but there were about as many trees to be found there as there were in the rest of the outback—that is to say, none at all. I wasn’t sure what kind of industry kept that town afloat, but it sure as hell wasn’t logging. Justin was lying to me, and though he was just a one-night partner, I couldn’t help but feel miffed that he thought so little of me as to try to fool me like that.

      Lying was one thing—especially since he was just a fling. But brushing me off, acting like I was some annoying girl who happened to crash in his room? That really rubbed me the wrong way. As I listened to the water running in the shower, I thought about what I could say to him to really give him a piece of my mind.

      “You mind dropping me off at my hotel?” he asked. “It’s not too far from here.”

      “Not feeling up for a walk?” I asked, part of me wanting to tell him to screw off.

      “Normally, that’d be fine. But I’m really pressed for time.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Let me jump in the shower and grab my things.”

      I hurried up and got showered and dressed and was ready to go about ten minutes later. Frustration ran through me as I finished readying myself for the day ahead. I couldn’t believe that Justin would go from hot to cold so quickly. Wasn’t it common courtesy to at least wait until you’ve said goodbye to your one-night-stand before pretending like they didn’t exist?

      “Ready?” I asked, stepping into the main room of the hotel suite and finding Justin seated at the small table, a tablet in his hands.

      “Yep,” he said, turning his tablet off and tucking it into his bag, his voice just as terse as before.

      As we left the room, I wanted to ask him if there was something wrong, if I’d said or done something that caused him to switch off like this. But the better part of me wanted to just put the whole thing behind me.

      “Let me get that,” he said, grabbing my bag.

      I was relieved to see that at least he was being a gentleman. Then again, it was the least he could do considering I was taking him back to his car.

      The drive passed in silence, and I kept my eyes on the lonely road ahead that led through town. As I glanced about at the smattering of houses here and there and the endless outback landscape that stretched past them off into the horizon, I thought about how happy I was to put this tiny town behind me, to get back to something more approaching civilization. After all, if I hurried back to Alice Springs, I’d catch my flight and be back in Sydney before the day was out. By midnight tonight, I could be seated at a hotel bar, a martini in front of me, and maybe a warmer conversation partner at my side.

      “It’s right up here,” said Justin, pointing ahead toward a parking lot in front of a squat motel. “The black one.”

      I pulled in, coming to a stop next to a sleek, ink-black sports car.

      “Nice ride,” I said.

      “Just a rental,” he said, voice still cool, his eyes on the road.

      “Well,” I said. “It was, uh, nice meeting you, Justin.”

      “Yeah, same to you,” he said, his hand already on the door handle. “Have a good drive back.”

      And just like that, he was out of the car. No hug, no kiss, no nothing. Don’t get me wrong—this wasn’t my first rodeo. But still, nothing made a girl felt like she’d been used and tossed aside quite like this sort of behavior.

      I had more pressing matters to worry about, however, like getting on the road and making the drive back to Alice Springs. Pulling into one of the nearby spots, I took out my phone and went through my email, seeing that I’d gotten more than a few messages from Roger, all of them wondering what the hell had happened with the clients and me. As I typed up my reply, I considered how frustrating it was to have come all this way for nothing.

      Right as I hit send, however, the dry sputtering of an engine struggling to start cut through the quiet air. I glanced behind me, back at Justin’s car. Sure enough, the sound was coming from him. The engine wheezed for a few moments, a metallic knocking noise joining it. Then, it’d go dead. A few moments would pass, and the process started again.

      I sat in my car for a moment, watching him in my rearview mirror as he struggled to get his car started. Part of me wanted to leave him there, to give him a little payback for his cool treatment this morning. But instead, my considerate nature took over—it simply wouldn’t be right to leave him here alone, despite how much of a jerk he’d been.

      “Having a little car trouble, huh?” I asked, walking up to the car with casual steps, a small smile on my face.

      Justin shot me a miffed glance from his seat.

      “It would appear that way,” he said.

      I reached the car and leaned on the window frame, looking in toward the dashboard.

      “Did you try giving it some gas? That usually helps. It’s the pedal down there by your foot.”

      His expression changed to one that made it clear he didn’t find my little joke to be very funny.

      “Did you come over here just to give me the business?” he asked. “Because this is pretty frustrating enough as it is.”

      “This is a rental, right?”

      “Yup.”

      “Probably not going to be taking it back to Alice Springs, then.”

      “I figured that one out on my own, but thanks for your expert opinion.”

      “Well, I’m heading back there myself, you know. Maybe you oughta just hop in with me. That is unless you’re keen on spending the next couple of days in Longbridge while the rental company gets all of this figured out.”

      He pursed his lips, making it very, very clear that this was about the least appealing idea imaginable.

      “You’re leaving now?” he asked.

      “Not unless you’re interested in staying and taking in some more of the local culture.”

      “Not even a little,” he said.

      “Then let’s ride, cowboy.”

      Justin pulled the keys out of the ignition and shoved them into his pocket before getting out of the car. He didn’t have any luggage other than a medium-sized black duffel bag which he threw over his shoulder as we started back toward my car.

      Once inside, I stuck the keys in the ignition. Before I turned them, however, I stopped.

      “Something you want to say first?” I asked, a playful smile on my lips.

      He furrowed his brow in concentration for a moment before it dawned on him what I meant.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      I gave him a nod of approval, and we were off.
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      I was more than happy to watch Longbridge disappear into the distance behind us. The sight of the encroaching desert wasn’t all that much more appealing, but at least it meant that Justin and I were heading in the right direction, back toward civilization.

      Justin was as taciturn as he’d been since the morning started, and he spent the first hour of the drive staring out the window. I couldn’t help but wonder what was on his mind. As irritating as it was to be treated like this, my curiosity was beginning to get the better of me. Just what was going on that caused him to go from charming and friendly to so distant and cold? I had nothing to base it on, but I suspected there was something more going on than just him having woken up on the wrong side of the bed.

      “I’d ask you if you had any music requests, but I’m sure you’re just as familiar as I am with the reception situation,” I said, trying to make conversation.

      “Yep,” he said, the word coming out in a grunt, his eyes still on the passing landscape.

      “How’d you pass the time on the way here?” I asked. “I mostly spent it thinking about how screwed I was after my tire went out.”

      A moment passed.

      “Just spent time with my thoughts, I suppose.”

      And that was that. I figured at that point if we were going to have some sparkling conversation I’d let him be the one to instigate it.

      The next hour ticked by, and soon we were deep into the desolate outback. The reddish dirt stretched out all around us, and there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. I thanked God for air-conditioning. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could be expected to make this drive in the blistering heat outside.

      Then, I spotted something. It was ahead, on the road ahead of us. A black shape, it was a stark contrast to the earthy tones that made up the rest of the vista.

      “What is that?” I asked, squinting my eyes.

      Justin snapped out of his daydreaming and focused his attention on the object ahead.

      “Is that…a car?”

      As we drove closer to the object, it became clear that’s what it was. The car was a large SUV, coal black and ominous, pulled onto the road and blocking both of the lanes. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Justin’s body tense up.

      “Go around it,” he said. “Don’t stop.”

      “What?” I asked. “Are you serious? That might be someone stranded on the road.”

      “It’s not,” he said. “Pull around it. Now!”

      He yelled out the last word, surprising me. I glanced around the road, trying to find a spot to pull off into the dirt in order to make a half-circle around the SUV. As we drew closer, I saw that the windows were pitch-black. The car reminded me of something one might see in a presidential motorcade, filled with suit-clad secret service agents with short hair and sunglasses.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, seeing that I was still driving straight ahead. “We can’t stop.”

      “There’s nowhere to pull off,” I said. “Unless you want to risk popping a tire on these rocks. We’ll just stop and ask them to move.”

      Justin’s eyes were narrowed in determination. I spotted his gaze fixed on the steering wheel, as though he was considering grabbing it and forcing me off the road. Before he could do anything, however, I slowed the car and came to a stop about a dozen feet before the SUV. The dust settled around us, and the vehicle ahead stayed just as still as it had been.

      “You need to back up, pull off the road, and drive around this car. Now, before it’s too late.”

      “Before it’s too late?” I repeated. “What are you talking about? Tell me what you know about what’s going on, dammit.”

      He didn’t get a chance. Before either of us could say another word, the roaring of a car engine cut through the air and in the rearview mirror I watched as another black car, this one a large van, appeared over the horizon. It drove toward us at an incredible speed, becoming larger and larger in the mirror by the second.

      “Justin,” I said. “What the hell is going on?”

      He said nothing, instead reaching back for his duffel. He rooted through it, grabbing something. Before I had a chance to see what it was, however, the approaching van cut across the road, the tires squealing as the vehicle came to a halt, dust kicked up and clouding the air around it.

      I looked over, seeing what Justin had taken out of the bag, and my heart began to pound in my chest.

      “Why do you have a gun?” I asked.

      Justin didn’t have a chance to say a word. Right at that moment, the doors of both cars opened and out poured a half-dozen men dressed in rugged outdoor wear and sunglasses. And in their hands were the unmistakable shapes of pistols. The men swarmed the car, forming up on both sides of us and leveling their weapons.

      I let out a long scream, fear running through me.

      “Get out of the fucking car!” one of the men shouted as he banged on the driver’s-side window with his fist. “And put down the gun, Gable!”

      How did these men know who Justin was?

      “Justin, what the hell is going on?” I asked.

      He said nothing, his expression grim and the gun still in his hand as his eyes darted around at the men surrounding us.

      “Just do what they say,” he murmured to me.

      He tossed the gun to the floor of the car where it landed with a heavy thud. I gripped onto the steering wheel hard, trying to control my trembling hands and the terror coursing through me.

      “This is your final warning, Gable!” shouted the man next to my door, a beefy man with a shaved head and a pug-ugly mug. “Get out of the car before we do something that you’re gonna regret!”

      “Justin!” I yelled, now frantic with fear. “Please, tell me what’s going on!”

      He narrowed his eyes hard for a long moment as if trying to make a decision between two very difficult choices. Finally, he spoke.

      “Shit!” he yelled, reaching down and clicking the safety on his gun before raising his hands.

      Then he turned to me.

      “Listen—you need to do whatever these guys say. Don’t make any sudden moves. Don’t try anything. Got it?”

      “But what the hell is going on?” I asked. “Who are you?”

      “I’ll explain what I can in a moment,” he said. “But for now, you’re going to have to trust me.”

      Tears stinging my eyes, I nodded. I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Okay!” shouted Justin. “We’re coming out! Just don’t do anything stupid!”

      My eyes shot around at the men, moving from one gun to another. I’d never had a weapon pointed at me before, and the feeling was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I felt helpless and terrified.

      “I could say the same for you!” shouted the pug-ugly man. “Open the doors, and we’ll do the rest!”

      I glanced at Justin, waiting for some kind of instruction.

      “Do it,” he said. “Open the door. These guys are professionals. They won’t do anything unless they have to.”

      I nodded, grabbing my purse before placing my hand on the door handle and pulling it open. The instant the door flung open, two of the men rushed toward me and put their hands on my arms. With a hard tug, they yanked me out of the car and onto my feet.

      “There she is,” said the man, his eyes moving up and down my body, a pleased smile on his lips. “There’s the billion-dollar girl.”

      “What?” I asked, now totally confused in addition to being scared out of my mind.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Justin was in the same position, having been pulled out of his side of the car, his arms restrained behind his back.

      “Don’t play stupid,” said the man. “We know you’re the girl Gable’s looking after.”

      “What the hell are they talking about, Justin?” I asked.

      “You guys have the wrong girl,” Justin said shaking his head. “She’s just someone I met in town—she’s not my client.”

      “Client?” What was going on?

      “Yeah, I’ll bet,” said the man. “You say she’s not the girl—we let her go, and she gets picked up on the roadside twenty minutes later. Not falling for it, Gable. Now, get these two in the back of the van. We’ve got a long goddamn drive ahead of us.”

      Without another word, the men brought Justin and me to the van behind us, popped open the back, and tossed us in. Once we were in the back, one of the men reached in and fastened some zip ties around our wrists. Then the doors shut, and we were alone. Soon after, the car rumbled, and we were off.

      For several moments, I was too scared and shaken to say anything. My heart wouldn’t stop thump-thump-thumping in my chest, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath.

      “You need to breathe,” said Justin after we’d been on our way for a few minutes. “You’re taking shallow breaths, and you’re going to hyperventilate.”

      “I…can’t,” I said, my head feeling woozy.

      “Hold your breath for a second, close your eyes, and let the air out of your lungs.”

      I did.

      “Now, hold for another second, then take a slow, deep breath.”

      I did this too. And now I was finally able to fill my lungs.

      “Got it?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      I took in several more breaths, feeling a little less like I was going to pass out at any second. Once the light-headedness went away, I became keenly aware of just what kind of an insane situation we were in.

      “Justin,” I said. “Assuming that’s your real name. You want to tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      Justin looked away for a moment as if carefully considering his next words.

      “I’m not in the logging industry.”

      “Figured that much out myself,” I said. “If your story wasn’t already flimsy as hell, I don’t think logging consultants have too many issues with masked men trying to kidnap them.”

      He flashed me an expression that seemed to say: “Are you done yet?” I closed my mouth and let him go on.

      “I used to be a Navy SEAL,” he said. “I retired a few years back, and now I work as a bodyguard for high-profile clients.”

      It all seemed like another wild story. But believing him was all I could do.

      “And these guys?”

      “No idea,” he said. “I know my next client’s been running with some…sketchy types, to say the least. Might be people she owes money to, might be some people looking to kidnap her for a ransom—no idea. All I can say is that they’re the exact types she’s paying me to keep her safe from.”

      “Then why did they kidnap the both of us?” I asked.

      “You haven’t figured it out?” he asked. “They think you’re the client. She’s young like you, pretty, well-dressed—all that. They must’ve been following me for a while and figured that I was meeting you in Longbridge to keep a low profile.”

      “And now what do they want to do with us?”

      “Probably planning on keeping you for a ransom,” he said. “Me, they’re likely planning on putting a bullet in my head, kicking me out of the car, and letting the sundry critters of the outback take care of the rest.”

      “But they’ll figure out that I’m not the client, right?” I asked. “Then what?”

      “That, I can’t say. But it’s not looking too good for the both of us.”

      My heart sank, and fear took hold of me once again.
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      The car rumbled on. I took breath after breath, doing my best to not pass out from fright. My hands shook, and beads of sweat zipped down my face. I couldn’t believe how scared I was.

      But more than that, I couldn’t believe Justin’s calm. He sat as still as a stone, his eyes narrowed in concentration.

      “Please,” I said. “Say something. Anything.”

      A small smile crossed his face, and he spoke.

      “Did you know that eucalyptus trees are actually a terrible source of nutrients?”

      I opened my mouth slightly and shook my head as if I’d misheard him.

      “I’m sorry?” I asked.

      “Just about no nutritional value. And on top of that, they’re mildly poisonous. So if you or I tried to eat a handful, it’d likely put us in the hospital. Not to mention not fill us up.”

      “There a reason why you’re telling me this?”

      “But that didn’t stop koalas from evolving to live off of them almost exclusively. Over time, koalas developed a resistance to the toxin in the leaves, and they’re totally adept at hanging out in the branches, shoving down the leaves by the handful.”

      Then he turned to me.

      “You like koalas?”

      “I mean…I guess they’re pretty cute.”

      “I think so, too,” he said. “But they’re mean little things. Catch one on a bad day and they’ll go right for the eyes.”

      “Okay,” I said. “You have to tell me what this has to do with anything.”

      A smile formed on Justin’s mouth.

      “Just thought you needed something to take your mind off of all this,” he said.

      I started to speak but caught myself. He was right—I’d totally forgotten about our predicament.

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing one before I left,” he said. “I mean, I know I can go to the zoo, but it’s not the same.”

      “Maybe you’ll spot one here in the outback when these assholes send us off on a little walkabout.”

      “Oh, these guys?” he asked. “Don’t worry about them.”

      “Don’t worry about the half-dozen men armed with guns?” I asked. “Those are the guys you don’t want me to worry about?”

      “Listen, this isn’t my first rodeo,” he said. “I’ve gotten out of worse scrapes than this. But I need you to do something first.”

      “And that is?”

      “Put your foot on my ankle and push up the pants. I’ve got a multi-tool they didn’t see.”

      I did as he asked, pushing up the cuff of his jeans with the bottom of my foot. Sure enough, I hit the hard, rectangular form of a tool of some sort.

      “Now,” he said, “give it a little push, and you should be able to get it out of there.”

      I did. The tool fell out of the leather pouch and landed on the floor of the van with a dull thud. Both of us looked around after the sound, making sure that none of the men up front heard anything. A few moments passed, and we were in the clear.

      “So you get out of those bindings and then what?” I asked. “You take out all of those guys?”

      His response didn’t miss a beat.

      “Yep.”

      I couldn’t believe his confidence. But something told me that he wasn’t blowing smoke. Justin’s body was calm and relaxed, as though he’d been in countless situations like this before, and this was just a minor setback to deal with before he got on with the rest of his job.

      “Listen,” he said. “I know you didn’t ask to get involved with any of this, but know that I’ll keep you safe. Just do what I say, and I’ll make sure you get through this alive—you have my word. Got it?”

      Something about his calm and confidence eased my mind instantly. I felt safe in his hands, despite the insanity of everything happening.

      “Got it,” I said.

      “Now,” Justin went on. “This van is a gas-guzzler, and we’re going to have to be stopping before too long.”

      “We can call for help when we stop for gas, right?” I asked.

      “Nope,” he said. “You saw all of the stations on the way into Longbridge—they’re automated. Besides, I wouldn’t want to get some station attendant involved in all of this crap. These guys don’t exactly take kindly to witnesses.”

      That all made sense, and I said nothing as he went on.

      “By my estimation, we’re going to be stopping here any minute. They’ll be popping those doors open to check up on us, and when they do, I want you to get out of the way as fast as possible. Understood?”

      “So, the plan is for me to get out of the way while you pull off the plan.”

      “More or less.”

      I felt the car slow down and turn slightly.

      “That’s it,” he said. “We’re stopping. Get ready.”

      A few moments later, the van came to a halt. My heart started to beat faster again, my body tensing up in fear as we prepared for what was next. I watched as Justin grabbed the multi-tool, flicked it open, and effortlessly snipped the white plastic of both of our zip ties. Outside of the van, the doors opened and shut, and the sounds of boots crunching on gravel sounded out.

      “Here we go,” said Justin.

      Sure enough, the doors opened. What happened next took place so quickly that I could barely comprehend.

      Sunlight flooded the back of the van as the doors flew open. I pressed my back against the interior wall just in time to watch Justin’s boot fly past my face and connect with the chin of one of the thugs. A crack sounded out, and the man dropped like a sack of sand as Justin hurtled through the air past him.

      Justin landed on the gravel in a squatting position, the dirt kicking up into the air around him. The other thug stood shocked, clearly unable to believe what had just happened. Justin stood up straight, driving his fist into the man’s face in an uppercut that sent him flying. The thug landed hard on the ground and went still.

      I couldn’t believe how fast Justin moved. His body was like a finely tuned instrument—a weapon, almost.

      “What the hell’s going on back there?” called out a voice from the other car.

      “Remember when I told you to stay down?” asked Justin, turning his attention back to me.

      “Of course, I do!” I said. “It was only a minute ago!”

      “Okay, well, now’s the time to do it.”

      “What are you—”

      The dry pop of gunshots cut through the air. I let out a scream as Justin dropped to the ground and took cover behind the car.

      “They’re shooting at you?” I asked, my voice frantic.

      “That would explain the bullets,” he deadpanned.

      “Holy shit, holy shit,” I repeated, unable to believe that I was in the middle of a gunfight.

      Metallic pangs rang out as bullets slammed into the side of the van. Justin scrambled toward one of the downed goons, pulling the unconscious man’s gun out of his holster. Then, he disappeared around the side of the car.

      I knew that Justin wanted me to stay put, and I knew that would be the smart thing to do, but I couldn’t help it—I needed to see what was going on. Taking a deep breath, I scooched out of the car, throwing my legs over the side of the exit and dropping down to the ground. More gunshots sounded out, the soft pops shifting the otherwise still air.

      Filling my lungs with one more deep breath, I peeked around the back of the van. Up ahead, Justin was a wild blur of movement. With incredible skill and speed, he took out the thugs one-by-one, bringing them to the ground with swift punches and smacks to the back of the head with the handle of the gun. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Justin moved so quickly and precisely that it was almost inhuman.

      And what’s more, I couldn’t help but feel…a little something at this brilliant display of skill. I knew that I shouldn’t have, but a tingling spread out from below my waist, a small, excited smile taking shape on my lips. As Justin stood among the downed guards, his large chest expanding and contracting, his large hands in square fists, part of me wanted to spring out from behind the van and jump him right then and there.

      “Delaney!” he called out. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here!” I said, running out from behind the van.

      I rushed up to Justin and threw my arms around him. His body was solid and warm, and the feeling of intense arousal only grew as I stood pressed against him. I forced my eyes open, afraid to look down at the scene of violence spread out around me. But as I glanced from body to body, I didn’t spot any sign that Justin had used his gun.

      “Are they still alive?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I don’t like to kill unless I have to. Luckily, whoever hired these goons sent their B-team. I didn’t even really break a sweat.”

      “Aren’t we humble?” I asked, a smirk on my face.

      Justin looked down at the bodies.

      “We need to get out of here before they wake up,” he said. “Here.”

      He took the multi-tool out of his pocket, withdrew the knife, and handed the thing over to me.

      “Put holes in these tires. That should give us more than enough time to put some distance between us and these assholes.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Trotting up to the front tire of the van, I aimed the blade at the dusty black rubber and drove it in deep. Air began to rush out of the tire instantly. Behind me, Justin went to the back tires and put a round in each.

      “Now, let’s get the hell out of here,” he said, nodding toward the SUV.

      “Can’t imagine anything I’d like better,” I said. I ran back to the van and grabbed my purse.

      Moments later, we were in the cool interior of the car. Justin, having taken the keys off of one of the thugs, started the engine and pulled us back toward the road.

      “Now,” I said, once we were back on track. “You want to tell me why the hell you thought it was appropriate to lie to me about your damn job?”

      “Are you kidding?” he asked, flicking his eyes over to me for a moment. “What the hell was I supposed to say? ‘Hey, my name’s Justin. I beat the hell out of people for a living. Nice to meet you’?”

      “Why is that so outlandish?” I asked. “Maybe that way I would’ve known to stay the hell away from you.”

      “Trust me, in my experience telling women that I was a SEAL only makes them more interested. I did you a favor.”

      He flashed me another one of those cocky smiles. I wanted to tear into him, but deep down I knew that he was probably right—meeting a mercenary was the most exciting thing to happen to me in a while, by a long shot.

      “Besides,” he went on, “my work is top-secret. I provide bodyguard services for elite, high-value individuals. They’re the types who aren’t too keen on their hires running around blabbing out information like that.”

      “It’s still bullshit,” I said. “I could’ve died back there. And you know it.”

      “Trust me, you weren’t in any danger.”

      “Easy for you to say now.”

      A beat passed.

      “Shit,” he said.

      “Oh God, what now?” I asked. “More of them following us?”

      “Nope,” he said. “One of those stray rounds must’ve hit the gas tank. We’re leaking like crazy.”

      “Are you serious? How much longer before we run out?”

      “If the rate that the dial’s going down is any indication…looks like about five minutes.”

      Right as he finished, however, a sputter sounded out from the engine as it stopped and the dashboard went dark. We began to slow down, eventually coming to a halt.

      “Five minutes, huh?” I asked.

      “It was a rough estimate.”

      “Well, what now?”

      Justin popped open the driver’s-side door and stepped out.

      “Now, we walk.”
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      “What’ve we got?”

      I looked through the small duffel I’d taken from the backseat of the SUV.

      “We’ve got,” I said, shifting through the contents, “two bottles of warm water, a gun, and that’s it.”

      “That all they had back there?”

      “Not unless you wanted me to grab that half pack of cigarettes.”

      “Shit.”

      We’d been walking through the outback for fifteen minutes or so. The cars had evidently taken us to some far-flung gas station off the main road, and Justin and I were out in the middle of nowhere. The sun blazed down from above, the heat positively oppressive. Suddenly very thirsty, I reached into the bag and twisted the cap from the bottle of water.

      “Whoa,” said Justin. “We need to ration what we have. Who knows when we’re gonna find more water, you know?”

      “So, I’m not supposed to drink the water? Isn’t that what it’s for?”

      “It’s for when you actually need it, not when you’re feeling a little parched.”

      “How will I know when I actually need it?”

      “You’ll know,” he said. “First stage, your mouth will feel like it’s full of sand. Then you’ll get the worst damn headache of your life. Then you’ll feel like you’re about to keel over.”

      “Sounds lovely.”

      “You got any of those symptoms now?”

      “My mouth’s a little dry, I guess.”

      “Then you’re not dehydrated. Put the water away.”

      Taking one last look at the bottle of water, I dropped it back into the bag with a sigh. After another twenty minutes or so of walking, my legs felt so cramped I could barely support my weight.

      “I need to sit down somewhere,” I said. “I don’t know how much longer I can even walk.”

      “No time for that,” he said. “The kidnappers are going to be looking for us. Not to mention we’re not going to get where we’re headed by taking breaks.”

      Pain shot up my legs; each step felt like torture.

      “I—ow—I can barely walk.”

      “It’s the adrenaline,” said Justin, his eyes fixed forward. “You need to keep walking. Your body will be getting back to normal before too long.”

      I realized that whining wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Grinning and bearing it, I kept on.

      “And where is it that we’re headed toward, exactly?” I asked, looking around and seeing nothing but flat rusty earth.

      “Back to Longbridge,” he said. “Closest thing to civilization we’re going to find.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “We’d been driving for over an hour? And you want to walk all the way back?”

      Justin looked away and shook his head.

      “You know what makes trekking through one of the most inhospitable places in the world even more of a pleasant experience? Someone complaining every step of the way.”

      “‘Complaining?” I asked, taking on an indignant tone. “You nearly got me killed, and now you’re going to call me a complainer? Hell, maybe there’s no ‘nearly’ about it. Maybe we’ll both expire out here in this heat.”

      “Listen,” he said. “You’re right—I dragged you into something that you didn’t need to be a part of. You were just some girl in the wrong place at the wrong time. It’s a bullshit situation, and I’m sorry.”

      “Are you really apologizing?” I asked, more than a little surprised. “I thought it was going to take more nagging to pry that out of you.”

      “Whatever gets you focused on the task at hand,” he said.

      I didn’t want to push my luck.

      “I just want to know how the hell they knew that I was in town,” he said. “As far as anyone else was concerned, I’d be in Alice Springs for the next few days.”

      “Maybe someone spotted you?” I suggested. “Those locals at that little dive were kind of sketchy.”

      “Possibly,” he said. “I should’ve kept a lower goddam profile—that’s for sure.”

      We trudged along. Sure enough, my legs loosened up, and I found my stride. The sun was punishing, however, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to take much more of the heat.

      Before I could spend too much more time considering the matter, however, Justin stopped in his tracks.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “You still thirsty?”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Come on, then.”

      The thought of a sip of cool water driving me absolutely crazy, I was ready to follow Justin anywhere. He picked up his pace, soon arriving at a thick-trunked tree unlike anything else growing in the area.

      “Eucalyptus,” he said, stopping in front of the leafy plant. “Normally, you only find these in New South Wales, but it looks like a few have managed to make their way up here.”

      “Didn’t you say it was poisonous?”

      “Not if we just drink from the tree roots. Hold on.”

      Justin squatted down and pulled out his multi-tool, flicking out the knife. With a quick stab, he jammed the blade into the root, water seeping out as soon the tip pierced the skin.

      “Holy shit!” I said, shocked to see how much water came out of the roots. “That’s good to drink?”

      “As good as it’s going to get out here. Drink up.”

      I dropped to my knees right next to him and scooped up the water in my hands. My eyes rolled into the back of my head as soon as the liquid touched my lips.

      “Careful there, thirsty girl,” he said. “Drink too much and you’ll make your stomach hurt.”

      “Oh, my God. I don’t even care,” I said before going back in for more water. “I’m so thirsty I can barely stand it.”

      The water had a bit of a strange tinge to it, but it tasted like liquid ambrosia to me. It dripped over the cracks in my lips and down my chin as I scooped handful after handful of it into my mouth. Once I’d had my fill, I sat back against the rough trunk of the tree, taking in the cool of the shade.

      Justin squatted down and drank. He was much more measured about it, slowly bringing the water to his mouth, swallowing it, and then taking a moment to let it sink into his stomach before coming back for more.

      “We need to put this in something,” I said. “Take some of it with us.”

      Justin shook his head.

      “Root water doesn’t keep,” he said. “We just have to drink what we can before moving on.”

      Justin took one more scoop of water before sitting next to me against the tree trunk. We sat in silence for a time. A low wind picked up for a moment, and I closed my eyes to appreciate it, a small smile forming on my lips as I felt my sweat cool.

      “So,” I said, feeling quenched for the first time in hours. “You were a SEAL?”

      “Yep,” he said. “Served for nine years.”

      “And now you’re…spending your time in backwater Australian towns?”

      “No,” he said. “Escorting a client, like I said.’”

      “And now these thugs think that I’m the girl you’re escorting?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Didn’t really think about it, but you do really look like her. Same features, similar sense of style.”

      “That mean you screwed her too?” I asked with a smirk.

      He let out a laugh.

      “Nah,” he said. “I like to keep things professional with my clients, but that doesn’t mean they’re not throwing themselves at me constantly.”

      “And who is this girl?” I asked.

      “A filthy rich heiress from Sydney. When I took the job, I thought she was being paranoid in wanting protection for her trip to Alice Springs. But I guess she was in more danger than I thought.”

      “Who do you think these criminals are?” I asked.

      “Just low-level mooks,” he said. “Probably working for some Sydney crime syndicate.”

      “You think they’ll come for us?”

      “Hard to say,” he said. “Likely, they’ll be checking the roads since we took the car. If we keep off the roads for a while, then they might figure we wandered off into the desert.”

      “Which is what we did,” I said.

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Then the plan is we make it back to Longbridge?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Once we’re there we can plan our next move.”

      A tinge of fear took hold of me.

      “How are we going to make it all the way back there?” I asked, looking around and seeing nothing but endless stretches of identical desert. “Not like there are any signs to lead us the way or something.”

      “I did my homework,” said Justin. “Studied a few maps of the area between Alice Springs and Longbridge. It all looks like a wasteland to you, but there are more than a few landmarks we can use to keep track of the way.”

      I felt a little better at this, and Justin’s calm demeanor really helped; as panicked as I was, he seemed to have an easy control over the whole situation. I surmised that this wasn’t the first life-or-death situation like this that he’d been in before.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” I said. “If it were just me, I’d be wandering around aimlessly before keeling over in the sand.”

      Justin glanced over at me for a quick second.

      “Then let me give you a little survival training 101,” he said, slipping into a professional tone of voice. “First rule of deserts, in this case, is that you want to travel when it’s dark out. You wouldn’t think so, but it can get cold as hell out here—not uncommon to freeze to death in the middle of a desert. So, that makes it the best time to move. If this gang’s on our tail, however, we might not have the luxury of choosing when to travel. We’ll be taking cover once we reach our next stop.”

      “Second rule of deserts?” I asked.

      “Use the sun to navigate. Sets in the west, rises in the east. So, if you and I get separated, just remember that Longbridge is in that direction, and the road is to the west of us. Keep walking in that direction, and you’ll eventually get to it.”

      “If the desert doesn’t kill me first.”

      “And that’s rule three of survival situations,” he said, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Keep a positive attitude. As soon as you start thinking you’re doomed, that’s when it’s bound to happen. And a defeatist on a lost team can tank morale.”

      I thought back to my complaining and felt silly.

      “And then…rule four?”

      “Rule four of survival situations is ‘don’t get in them.’”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, letting out a grim chuckle.

      “So,” I continued, feeling ready to move on. “What’s the next step?”

      “If my maps are accurate, there’s a small valley a little up the way. Should be a good place to take cover for the night.”

      He stood up and looked off into the distance.

      “You ready?” he said, his voice steady and confident.

      “Yep,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

        

    
    






          Delaney

        

      

    
    
      “You know,” said Justin, “you’re tougher than you look.”

      I stopped in my tracks, convinced that I’d misheard him. Justin kept on walking, his gaze fixed straight ahead.

      “Did you just say what I think you said?” I asked.

      “Sure did. Why—that a surprise to you?”

      “Being told I’m tough by an ex-SEAL is a bit of a surprise, yes.”

      “I didn’t say you were tough. I said that you’re tougher than you look.”

      “Now I don’t know whether to feel complimented or insulted.”

      Justin chuckled.

      “Complimented,” he said.

      I started walking again, picking up my pace to catch up with Justin, the dry sand crunching under my feet. The sun had begun to dip into the sky to the west, the left side of my face warm and hot.

      “It’s strange that you’d say that,” I said. “Because I feel like I’m being the biggest baby of all time.”

      “You’re not the first civvy I’ve been in a situation like this with,” he said. “And you’re holding up pretty well, considering the circumstances.”

      “What,” I said, “you sleep with another girl and wind up in the desert with her?”

      “Nope,” he said, grinning. “You’re a first for that. But I did end up stranded with some Hungarian steel baron’s kid.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “Tell me about it.”

      “Kid was a punk—I could tell that from the jump. The kind of wannabe tough guy that only the insanely wealthy could spawn. Tattoos up and down his arms, leather jacket, a sneer on his face twenty-four seven—about as bad as you’d think.”

      “Sounds like a real pleasure,” I said.

      “You have no idea. Kid and I were down in Miami, and I was getting paid big bucks to be his babysitter while he club-hopped, putting line after line of coke into his nose and throwing money at anything in a short dress that came within ass-slapping distance.

      “Anyway, the next day, kid gets it into his head that he wants to fly over to the other side of the state—visit some friends. He had a helicopter, and I knew how to fly, so I figured sure. About halfway through the trip, I find out the hard way that some thugs from a local gang he’d gotten into trouble with sabotaged the chopper. We go down in the middle of the Everglades, and I just barely manage to get the bird on the ground without killing the both of us.”

      Justin shook his head at the memory.

      “Kid puts on his tough guy act at first, fronting like it was all some big inconvenience. But about two hours into it, once the humidity started making him sweat through his designer clothes, the veneer got stripped away, and he started acting more and more like the little brat that he was deep down. And when we saw our first gator, I was pretty sure the kid made in his skinny jeans.”

      I let out a laugh.

      “Long story short,” Justin went on, “he alternated between complaining and crying and being convinced we were done for the entire way. Part of me wanted to knock his ass out and risk just carrying him back. By the time we finally arrived at the little town in the middle of the state we were heading toward, the kid was a blubbering mess, begging on the phone for his daddy to come to pick him up.”

      A smirk appeared on Justin’s face. He used his shirt to mop the sweat off his brow.

      “So,” he finished. “In comparison, you’re doing pretty damn good.”

      “Good to know that I can one-up some rich brat.”

      “And take a look at that,” said Justin, pointing forward.

      Up ahead, the endless expanse of the desert was broken up by the up-and-down of a black mountain range in the distance. In front of the range was a low valley, shaded and curving.

      “That’s where we’re headed?” I asked.

      “Sure is,” he said. “Shouldn’t be more than a half-hour to get there. Let’s move.”

      I nodded, and we were off. Justin’s story had actually made me feel better. I never would’ve thought that I’d be the type to do well in a situation like this, but knowing that, at the very least, I wasn’t making an already difficult situation even worse was something of a relief.

      After more trekking, we arrived at the entrance to the valley. The sun was even lower now, the sky a brilliant orange and cream on the horizon, shifting into a dramatic purple above. Directly overhead the stars twinkled, thousands of them scattered out like shimmering jewels. And sure enough, the oppressive heat of the day had begun to shift to a bitter cold.

      “Now what?” I asked, running my hands over my arms in an effort to warm myself up.

      “Now we find some shelter and start a fire.”

      “From scratch?” I asked.

      “Yep. And we better get a move on. I need to get it lit before the sun goes down.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Yeah. I’ll start on the fire pit, and you’re going to need to find me some tinder and some kindling.”

      “I don’t know what either of those things are,” I said.

      “‘Tinder is the easy-to-light stuff that’s going to be the start of the fire. Think scrub, tiny twigs, bits of brush—anything that you could imagine burning up easily with a match. And the kindling is going to be what gets the fire really going. That’ll be bigger twigs, but nothing too huge. Got it?”

      “I think so,” I said.

      “Then let’s hurry—we don’t have any sunlight to waste.”

      I scrambled around the area, picking up whatever looked like what Justin needed. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as Justin dug a small pit and surrounded it with fist-sized stones. Once I’d gathered enough material, I hurried back to him and showed him what I’d found.

      “Perfect,” he said, taking all the goods from my hands.

      I watched as he carefully arrayed the soft, easily burnable material on the bottom, topping it with the larger twigs.

      “Now what?” I asked. “You going to rub some sticks together or something?”

      “Not needed,” he said. “Watch this.”

      He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small pair of glasses.

      “Those yours?” I asked, with a smile. “Nerd.”

      “Hey, you get to thirty-five and see how your eyes hold up,” he said, matching my expression.

      Another wave of cold ran through my body. I hoped this would work.

      He then positioned the glasses in such a way to catch the last traces of the day’s sun, focusing it into a tight point of light on the tuft of kindling. Holding it in place for a moment, the point glowed for a moment before bursting into a small flame.

      “Nice!” I said, watching the fire spread through the kindling before moving onto the twigs.

      I squatted down, holding my hands in front of the fire.

      “Now,” he said. “Once this thing gets going, we use these bigger sticks here as fuel. Should keep us going through the night.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “You’re a damn lifesaver.”

      But as the warmth spread through my body, chasing away the last traces of bitter cold, my stomach began to growl.

      “Damn,” I said, shaking my head. “Body just wants one thing after another.”

      “Makes you realize how tough this survival thing is when you’re away from the comforts of civilization,” he said.

      He stood up and looked off into the distance.

      “Bet I can get a roo for dinner,” he said.

      “You mean, like a kangaroo?”

      “Exactly that,” he said. “Stay put. I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      Justin slipped his gun out of the waistband of his pants, checked the ammo, and started off without another word. Soon, he disappeared off into the horizon. I stayed by the fire, keeping my hands nice and toasty.

      It dawned on me then, now that I was alone, how strange and scary this whole situation was. Justin and I were stranded in the middle of the Australian outback, miles from civilization, possibly with murderous henchmen on our trail. Despite it all, however, I felt safe, secure. If there was one person I could be stuck in a situation like this with, I knew that I could do a lot worse than a very capable man like Justin.

      I stared into the fire, watching the tongues dance as the wood crackled. A pair of soft pops sounded in the distance, causing my head to snap up in attention. About ten minutes later, Justin returned to the camp, the body of a small kangaroo slung over his shoulder.

      “Damn,” I said. “You really shot a kangaroo.”

      “It’s good eating,” he said. “You ever had one before?”

      “I didn’t even know people ate them.”

      He dropped the body near the fire.

      “I would say you’re in for a treat, but I’m not sure how much my limited cooking skills can dress this up.”

      Justin took the multi-tool out of his pocket and flicked open the knife.

      “Ah, you might want to turn away for this,” he said.

      Not wanting to watch the animal get butchered before my eyes, I turned around and focused my eyes on the horizon. The sky was now totally black, the sliver of the waning moon hanging among the endless sweep of stars. After about fifteen minutes, Justin spoke.

      “Here,” he said, handing me a stick skewered with raw meat. “Cook this over the fire.”

      I took the stick, skeptically inspecting the chunks of pink meat speared through it. But my hunger was very, very insistent by this point, and I wasn’t about to turn down food. I held the stick over the flame for a bit, watching the meat turn from pink to a darker, cooked color.

      As it roasted, I glanced up at Justin. The fire flickered in his gorgeous eyes, a look of total purpose on his face. Sitting here with him, knowing that he had me taken care of, that he had this situation about as under control as one could hope, made me feel safe and secure. I felt close to Justin—a different kind of closeness than mere sexual attraction.

      “Thanks,” I said, as the smell of cooked meat filled the air, making my stomach rumble.

      “Anytime,” he said, giving me a wink that made a lovely flash of excitement run through my aching body, the stars above silent witnesses to our happy little camp.
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      “Should be good to eat,” I said, seeing that the last traces of rawness had been cooked out of the kangaroo. “Dinner is served, I guess.”

      “I think we ought to have a cheers for this,” Delaney said, the slight trace of a smile on her lips.

      “If you’ve been holding out some booze on me this whole time, we’re gonna have words,” I said playfully.

      “No booze, but I think this might be an occasion for breaking out the water.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Delaney reached into the duffel bag and pulled out the two bottles of clear water. She handed one over to me, and I twisted the cap off. Delaney raised her bottle in the air like a champagne flute.

      “What’re we drinking to?” I asked.

      “How about ‘not dying in the middle of the outback,’” she said.

      “Works for me.”

      We tapped the ends of our bottles of water and took sips. I thought back to our drink at the bar, when the only thing I was worried about was wondering how to get this hot little thing into bed with me. But though we had more pressing concerns, I couldn’t help but still be insanely attracted to Delaney. I was starting to think right here by the fire would be a very nice place for round two.

      “How’s the meat?” I asked, taking a bite out of my own serving.

      “It’s…not bad,” she said. “Kind of tangy, actually.”

      “Could use some hot sauce,” I said. “But it beats starving.”

      “Might even take a little of this home in a doggy bag,” she said, flashing me another one of those smiles that I couldn’t get enough of.

      A few minutes passed, the silence of the desert air broken up by the cracking and popping of the warm fire.

      “So,” said Delaney. “I’ve learned that you’re not a logging company agent.”

      “That you have,” I said.

      “Now, call me paranoid, but it’s starting to make me wonder what else you might be hiding from me,” she said. “I mean, if you’ll lie to me about that, what else are you holding back? How do I even know you’re an ex-SEAL? How do I know you’re a mercenary bodyguard? For all I know, you might be some lunatic kidnapper, and those guys were sent to rescue me from you.”

      “Okay, you got me,” I said. “I’m actually with the Longbridge mafia.”

      “Funny,” she said. “But seriously, how do I know that anything you’ve told me is true?”

      “I suppose you don’t,” I said. “And I’m not sure how I could convince you otherwise.”

      Delaney looked away for a moment.

      “Well…you could start by telling me why you were in Longbridge to begin with. I mean, you said your job was in Alice Springs, right? Then why on earth would you be taking a sixteen-hour-total detour to the middle of nowhere?”

      I said nothing for a moment, figuring out how much I wanted to tell her about my reasons for being here. My first instinct was to lie again, to avoid the truth. But I realized that with everything that I’d put Delaney through, giving her an honest answer was the least I could do. Besides, I really, truly, did want her to trust me.

      “It’s my father. Or, was my father. He passed about a year ago, and I was in town to visit his grave.”

      “Oh,” said Delaney. “I’m sorry to hear that. But…you said it was your uncle before, right?

      “Little white lie. I like to keep personal details personal.”

      “I see,” said Delaney. “What happened? With your father, that is.”

      “It was a long while back. Longbridge was his hometown, and he was brought back here to be buried after he passed last year. After everything that had happened.”

      Delaney said nothing, waiting for me to go on.

      “He was an executive, working for an airline based out of Dallas. He traveled all the time, barely ever home. My memories of him mostly involve him coming back dressed in one of his expensive suits, then leaving wearing a different one. He made good money for the family, but he was never around to share in what it afforded.”

      I felt encouraged by the way Delaney’s warm eyes were gazing at me intently.

      “Then he started leaving more often, staying overseas for weeks at a time. This is about when I was a teenager, around thirteen. I didn’t think much of it at the time. And besides, I was used to the old man not really being around. My mother, on the other hand, started to get more distant, more detached. It was as if there was some fear nagging at her that she couldn’t quite express.”

      A frown crossed my face as I remembered my mother’s distress.

      “One day, my mother got a piece of news that tore our family apart.”

      Delaney raised her eyebrows.

      “What was it?” she asked.

      “My mother had called up the company my dad worked for, trying to get in touch with my father about one thing or another. And she eventually found out that my dad hadn’t been sent on an overseas trip that month. Actually, he’d taken some vacation time and had told the company that he’d be out of touch for a couple of weeks. My mother did some investigating and found out that he’d taken a trip to Australia. No one knew why.”

      Delaney leaned in toward me. I didn’t want to continue, to relive the pain. But now, in the middle of the desert with a beautiful woman listening, seemed like the perfect setting to get through it.

      “But she was tenacious and wanted to get to the bottom of it right away. She pulled me out of school for a week and flew me all the way to Sydney to figure out what the hell my dad was up to. And, I don’t know, maybe she suspected what was going on and wanted me to see up close and personal just what sort of man my father was. I can’t think of any other reason why she’d bring me along.”

      I stared off into the night as I continued, remembering the confusion I felt at the time.

      “She hired a private investigator while we were there, and it didn’t take him long to track down my father. Turns out, he’d been shacking up with some local woman, living with her when he wasn’t with us in Dallas. My mother brought me along to confront him in the middle of some fancy restaurant downtown. Turns out that the woman he was seeing had no idea he was even married—we were a secret to her.”

      “Oh my God,” said Delaney. “So he was living a total double life?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “The woman even blurted out that they’d been talking about getting married. Total insane scene right in the middle of the restaurant—a lot for a kid my age to take in.”

      “Then what?”

      “My mother was a wreck. We flew back to the States, and she just wasn’t the same.”

      “And your dad?”

      “He stayed. The asshole stayed in Australia. Said he was in love, and he had to do what was best for him. I thought it was a load of bullshit, and I still do. I think he was just being selfish, wanting the thrill of a new love over his responsibilities to my mom and me.”

      My mouth getting dry, I unscrewed the cap from my water bottle and took a quick sip. Delaney’s eyes were locked onto me, and I knew that I had her undivided attention. It was strange—all of this was so raw for me, even after all of these years. I’d kept it bottled up for so long, and now here I was letting it all out like it was nothing. And here was this woman I’d only just met, listening intently. I felt her and me growing closer with each passing word.

      “I grew up very, very quickly. Like I said, the whole thing turned my mom’s world upside down. For the next couple of years, she just mentally checked out, and getting through the rest of high school was all up to me. Dad sent money, sure, thinking that’d make it all better. But if it were up to me, I’d have thrown that money in the garbage as soon as it showed up.”

      Anger rose up in me. I looked away from Delaney for a moment to gain my composure. When I turned my face back to her, she gave me a small smile.

      “By the time the end of my senior year rolled around, I was ready to leave it all behind, to get the hell out of there and not look back. And if there was one thing I learned from my old man, it was that I could only rely on myself. So, I decided to join the Marines. Shipped out the day I turned eighteen.”

      “How did your mom react?”

      “She was still recovering from the divorce. Looking back, maybe sticking around and looking after her would’ve been for the best, but I was so determined to carve out my own path and be the man my father wasn’t that I didn’t care about anything else.”

      “So then you were in the service.”

      “Yep. That toughened me up fast, forcing me to shed whatever bits of my childhood innocence remained. And I gave it my all. So much so, that some of the higher-ups noticed how much ass I was kicking and told me they wanted me to join the SEALs. Back then I was even more full of piss and vinegar than I am now, and they didn’t have to ask me twice.”

      Delaney chuckled. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

      “I tore through training, leaving the other recruits in the dust. Broke some records that had been in place for decades. And before too long, it was time for graduation. It’d already been a few years since I’d joined up—I’d been so focused on my duties and training that the time had just flown by.”

      “And so you were ready to start the new phase of your life?” Delaney asked, her gaze both soft and interested at the same time.

      “You bet your ass I was,” I said. “By now my mom was doing better and was eager to see me graduate and officially become a SEAL. And I was more than happy to see her back in the real world, slowly putting her life back together. Just one problem—my dad decided that this would be just the time to come back and try to make amends.”

      Delaney’s eyebrows raised, and I could tell she was on edge as she waited for me to go on with what happened next.

      “There I was, up on stage and dressed in full uniform. It was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky. My graduating class was there with me, and the crowd was eager to see their loved ones walk the stage. I spotted my mom and got ready to take part. Then, I spotted my father, sitting right there front and center.”

      “Are you serious?” she asked, her gorgeous eyes going wide. “He showed up?”

      “He showed up—like it was no big deal. There he was, in one of his fancy suits, sitting there with a big smile on his face. I pretended like I didn’t see him and went on with the ceremony.”

      “Then when it was over?”

      “Despite all the training I went through, how much they made me toughen up, my stomach was in knots all the way through the ceremony. I knew I was going to have to face him, and I didn’t know if I wanted to punch him in the face or try to be a grown-up and put everything behind us. I was definitely leaning toward the former. But when the ceremony ended and the crowd began to get up and wait for their graduate to come down from the stage, I knew what I wanted to do.

      “I stepped off the stage, and there he was, waiting for me. That same smile on his face as he waited for me to come up to him.”

      “And what did you do?” she asked.

      “I didn’t hit him,” I said. “Though in retrospect, that probably would’ve been kinder. At least that would’ve been something. Instead, I just blew past him, acted like he wasn’t even there. I heard my name squeak past his lips and saw his arms, ready for a hug, fall to his sides in defeat. But I didn’t give a damn—I wanted to make him hurt in the same way he’d hurt my mom and me.”

      “Did he try to come talk to you?”

      “Nope. I guess he got the hint. I went over to my mom and gave her a big hug, letting her gush over me in the way only moms can. And by the time I got the nerve to turn around and look in the direction of where he’d been standing, I saw that he was gone.”

      “That’s rough,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what to think about that. I mean, he was a prick, sure, but at the same time, he’s your dad.”

      “Is your dad in your life?” I asked.

      “Yep,” I said. “Old-fashioned rancher-type. Man of few words and even fewer emotions. Loves me to death, though.”

      “You’re lucky,” I said. “Some people don’t have as simple of a relationship with their parents.”

      “I can tell,” she said. “But your father…now he’s gone.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Didn’t say a word to the old man for over a decade. Then, I got news he had cancer. Sent me a letter, telling me that it’d been detected far too late to do anything. But he didn’t say how long he had. So I put it in the back of my head, figuring there’d be time, you know? Time to figure out what I was supposed to do. Then a few months later, I got another letter, this one from his wife letting me know he’d passed. And that was that.”

      “And now you’re here, trying to figure out what to do with all of these emotions that you have no idea what to do with.”

      “That’s about the long and short of it. Oh, and not to mention the whole ‘on the run from criminals who want to kill me’ thing.”

      “And being stranded in one of the most inhospitable places on the planet,” added Delaney.

      “Let’s not forget that,” I said with a wry smirk.

      “Hey,” she added, leaning in and giving me a friendly punch on the leg. “At least you’ve got some grade-A company for this hellish physical and emotional ordeal.”

      She was joking, but there was more than a little truth to her words. I’d always thought of myself as the kind of man who’d be able to handle anything on his own, but having Delaney here listening to me pour my guts out over my family drama made everything…easier. I watched the fire dance in the pit before me.

      Leaning back, I stared at the stars above, not sure what to do with the feelings roiling inside of me.
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      I was restless and confused. I’d thought I had a handle on things, but putting them out in words like I’d just done made me realize that I really didn’t know how I felt about it all. Not sure what else to do, I laid back, weaving my hands together behind my head.

      “That looks comfy,” said Delaney. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Huh?” I asked, not entirely sure what she meant.

      Before I could say or do anything else, Delaney got onto her back and slid next to me, her body only a few inches from mine. I was conflicted. Part of me wanted to tell her to give me some space, while another part of me wanted to slip my arm around her neck and pull her close. Maybe even give her a kiss while I was at it.

      “Stars are crazy out here,” she said, looking straight up.

      She was right about that. Out in the middle of nowhere, no electric lights for miles, the stars were brilliant and infinite, the faint band of the Milky Way visible across the sky.

      “Can’t remember the last time I’ve seen the stars like this,” she said. “You know how it is in Dallas—light pollution everywhere.”

      “No kidding,” I said, my gaze flicking from one glittering star to another. “Reminds you of just how small you are in the grand scheme of things.”

      Silence fell over the two of us for several long moments. Thoughts collected in my mind, and I wasn’t sure what they were all leading toward.

      Finally, I spoke.

      “What’d you think of this place when you first showed up?” I said.

      Delaney snorted.

      “Are you kidding?” she said. “I thought it was a total wasteland. I mean, not only the landscape but everything. My job takes me to some pretty far-flung places, but this has got to be the most remote.”

      More silence.

      “Why?” she asked. “What about you?”

      “Same. I think,” I said. “When I heard that my assignment had me heading to the middle of Australia, near my dad’s hometown, I almost didn’t want to take the contract. I thought about how barren this land was, how inhospitable. Just the thought of it was enough to give me a headache. But now that I’ve gotten everything out in the open, I’m starting to wonder if it was my emotional association with the place that was making me feel that way. Because right now, I’m thinking that it’s sort of…beautiful.”

      I sat up a bit, letting my eyes drift over the vista. The valley curved ahead, terminating in the distance, the sandy earth a silvery shade of blue in the moonlight. The sky seemed boundless, expanding into the infinite. The silhouettes of bits of brush here and there cast in a ghostly glow. It was like some alien land where the air was fresh and the breeze cool and gentle.

      “You’re right,” said Delaney. “Lying here, it’s not hard to forget about, you know, everything else that’s going on. It’s so peaceful, so quiet. It feels like the only people on the planet are you—”

      “—and me.”

      We turned our heads toward each other, our eyes locking for a long moment. The urge to kiss her cried out in me.

      But then the moment passed, and I turned my head away.

      A long, slow breath moved in and out of my lungs. I tucked my hands back behind my head and turned my eyes back toward the stars.

      “How do you feel?” asked Delaney.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, you just got a lot out. But I can sense something—like you haven’t let everything go—like you’re still holding on to something.”

      Was she right? I couldn’t really tell. True, venting had helped, but I felt as though there was some knot in me still tied tight.

      At the same time, my eyelids felt heavy. The stresses of the day and the long trek through the desert had finally caught up with me. I don’t think I could’ve gotten up at that moment even if I wanted to. But Delaney’s words rang in my mind like a bell. There was truth to them that I couldn’t shake.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, not sure of how else to cut right to the heart of the matter.

      “You’re going to have to let go,” she said. “I mean, I know that’s easy for me to say. But I can’t think of how else you’re going to be able to deal with this pain, these lingering emotions. Maybe if things had been different, you’d have had a chance to talk to your dad, for the two of you to work these things out. But he’s gone.”

      “The funny thing is,” I said, my eyelids feeling heavier by the moment. “I don’t know what I’d even say to him if he were still here. I don’t know if I’d forgive him.”

      “He sure seemed ready to be forgiven,” she said. “He flew to the other side of the planet just for the chance of maybe talking to you.”

      Her words cut deep. I’d been so young, so full of anger. Back when I was that young, I had no sense of empathy, no ability to put myself in someone else’s shoes and try to figure out why they might’ve done the things they’d done.

      “But how can I ever forgive him? He walked out on my mom and me, all to start a new life with some other woman in another country.”

      “You’re right,” said Delaney, her body now even closer to mine. “But maybe it’s not about pretending that everything he did was okay. Maybe it’s about accepting that he’s human and that humans do some screwed-up things sometimes. Don’t we all have moments where we thoughtlessly put our own needs over those of others, just because we’re scared we’re never going to be happy?”

      I let her words roll around in my mind for a moment.

      “I suppose so,” I said. “But with fathers, you think that they’re unable to make mistakes. Easy to forget that they’re just people like us.”

      “Exactly,” said Delaney. “And now that your dad’s gone, all you can do is try to come to terms with the person that he was. I suppose if you want to carry anger in your heart for the rest of your life, then that’s your call, marine.”

      She flashed me a winsome smile that I couldn’t help but match. Then, she placed her head on my chest. I knew that I should’ve put some space between the two of us, both physically and emotionally, but the will just wasn’t there. I wanted this closeness.

      “Or, you can find a way to leave that weight behind you. I can’t tell you what’s right or wrong, though. That’s for you to decide.”

      Another few moments passed.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You’re very, very welcome,” she said. “And thanks for the kangaroo meat.”

      With that, I smiled and closed my eyes. I was out like a light.
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      I woke up that next morning with my arms wrapped around Justin. Shock gripped me as I saw what I’d done. I knew I’d gotten close last night, maybe too close, but putting my head on his chest was just about needing someplace comfortable to rest my head. At least that’s what I’d told myself at the time. What I was doing right then, lying curled up against him with my body tucked tightly against his, the rise and fall of each of his breaths pressing against my chest, it was something I must’ve done during the night.

      I glanced over at the fire, a few of the ashes still smoldering a dim orange. Above, the sun was beginning to rise in the sky, though the valley was shrouded in shade, and likely would be for the better part of the morning. The air was still brisk and cool, and as much as I knew that I needed to let go of Justin, I couldn’t help it. In fact, part of me wanted to wake him up by nibbling a little on his ear and making it very clear to him what I was offering for breakfast.

      But the rejection the morning after our first night together was still fresh in my mind. I wasn’t hurt by it—well, maybe a little—but I wasn’t about to bark up that tree if I’d already gotten an answer. He’d wanted me for the night, and that was that I supposed.

      Damn, though, did his body feel nice. My arms tight around him, I could feel the hard lines of his muscles through his shirt. I had a moment of daring, letting my fingertips trail over his chest and letting myself become very turned on as I dragged my touch over the outlines of his chest. I wanted to move my hand down further, to go end up at the bulge of morning wood I could spot tenting against his jeans.

      A pleased smile spread across my lips as I silently caressed him. I felt myself drift into a state of almost animal lust. I needed him, and I needed him right then and there. Closing my eyes and imagining, just as I’d done the previous morning, I let images of our lovemaking flash through my mind. I pictured his naked body, sculpted and perfect, his member hanging long and thick between his legs.

      The call of some animal off in the distance snapped me from my waking dream. My body tightened in alertness, and I became acutely aware of the fact that I was still in the middle of the desert, that there was a very good chance that, from either the environment or the men pursuing us, I wouldn’t make it to the end of the day.

      My stomach rumbled, and my mouth felt parched. Taking one hand from Justin’s body, I grabbed a nearby water bottle, opened the cap, and brought it to my mouth. Justin’s words about preserving water in mind, I let a small splash of warm water run over my mouth before forcing myself to pull the bottle away and replace the cap.

      “You hear that?”

      Justin’s voice sent a shock of surprise through my body. I became very aware of my arm being wrapped around his body and pulled it away, a blush spreading across my face.

      “Of course I do,” I said. “Sounds scary as hell. What is it?”

      “Not sure,” said Justin, placing his palms on the ground and sitting up.

      Right at that moment, a horrible snarling sound moved across the desert. It was eerie and startling all at once.

      “And what about that?” I asked, hoping Justin could put a name to the horrible sound.

      “Definitely animals fighting,” he said. “You ever hear a pair of raccoons get into a tussle over some garbage? Sounds like a pair of demons trying to rip one another’s throat out.”

      The snarling echoed out again, the noise bouncing through the valley. This time I could hear two distinct animals. It sounded like Justin was right.

      “Imagine being a native to these lands, way back before we were as advanced as we are now,” he said. “You’re half-asleep and you hear a noise like that. Makes it clear where stories about evil spirits living out in nature come from.”

      My stomach rumbled again.

      “I think on the list of ‘things I’m worried about killing me,’ ancient outback spirits are pretty far down,” I said.

      Justin smirked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Our concerns are a little more prosaic at the moment.”

      He stood up and looked around, his body backlit by the rising sun, orange and brilliant around him.

      “Well,” he said, “if it’s any consolation, I think those thugs must’ve lost the trail.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Because if they’d been following us close behind, we probably would’ve woken up to guns pointed at our faces.”

      “Does that mean we’re safe?”

      “Not out of the woods yet, he said. “Or in this case, the outback. We’ve still gotta make our way back to Longbridge.”

      “How far do you think it is back to town?”

      “If we start off soon and make good time, we might be able to make it back by the end of the day. At least, we’d better make it back before the end of the day. We’ve probably got it in us for one more stretch of trekking through the desert before the heat takes us out.”

      I stood up, feeling a blend of both fear and determination.

      “Then we should get moving,” I said.

      My stomach rumbled again, this time loudly enough to attract Justin’s attention.

      “You need some food in that belly again,” he said.

      “What about the meat from last night?”

      “Unless you want warmed over kangaroo meat, I’d suggest something else off of the menu. Come with me.”

      Curious as to what Justin had in mind, I followed him close behind as he started off. We stuck to the shade of the valley, but I could feel the air growing warmer by the minute. It was only a matter of time before the sun was blasting down on us with full intensity, and I made sure to savor the mild air while I could.

      After a few minutes of walking, Justin stopped at a small scrub bush.

      “Here we go,” he said, squatting down and squinting his eyes.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He didn’t say anything. Instead, he began darting his hands into the bush.

      “Berries,” he said, plucking them with one hand and piling them in the other.

      The berries were small and purple, like irregularly-shaped marbles. Once he’d gathered a handful, he stood up and offered them to me.

      “Eat up,” he said.

      My hunger taking over, I popped berry after berry into my mouth. They were a little too tart for my liking, but I was too hungry to care. Once I’d eaten about half of them, I stopped and extended my hand with the rest to Justin. But he waved and shook his head.

      “That’s a breakfast for one,” he said. “Eat up.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “You need something.”

      “I really don’t. Back in SEAL training, we did plenty of outdoor exercises, getting us used to operating in conditions like this. And one of the first things you learn is how to function without food. After a half a day like this, it’s more about ignoring your appetite than anything else.”

      “Well,” I said, taking down the rest of the berries with a hard swallow. “Thanks for having some sympathy for this soft civvy.”

      “My pleasure,” he said with a wink. “Can’t all be SEALs.”

      Despite his insistence that he was fine with going hungry, I was more than grateful. Justin, despite how distant he could be toward me, clearly cared about looking out for others and making sure that those he was responsible for were taken care of before him. My admiration for him was growing by the hour, it seemed—to say nothing of my attraction.

      Once I was done, we headed back to the makeshift camp and gathered our things.

      “Back to it,” said Justin. “Sun’s gonna be beating down on you, so get ready to work on that tan of yours. But like I said, if we make good time, we should make it to Longbridge before the day’s out. Ready?”

      “Ready,” I said, feeling scared and eager all at once.

      Justin gave me a nod, and we were off. It took us about a half-hour to trek through the valley. Stepping over the threshold of the shade into the sun was like walking into an oven. The sun resumed its merciless beating down right away, and after the first few steps, I was already wondering if I was going to get through the day.

      We trudged on anyhow; I knew that complaining or thinking about how hard it all was wouldn’t make the trek any faster.

      After about an hour of walking, however, my hunger and soreness began to catch up with me.

      “You hanging in there all right?” asked Justin, his eyes fixed forward as always.

      “Doing my best,” I said. “The most stress I’m used to putting on my body is the last five minutes of cycling class, so this is, ah, a little much.”

      “Just think of it this way: all of us have ancestors who lived like this all their lives. So, somewhere in that blood of yours, you’ve got men and women for whom this’d be just another day out.”

      He flashed me a smile, letting me know that he wasn’t being entirely serious.

      “Interesting anthropology lesson,” I said with a smirk. “But that doesn’t make me any less of a baby who’s used to spending all day in air-conditioned offices.”

      “Haven’t you dealt with remote locations with your job?”

      “Sure,” I said. “But nothing quite like this. And not with anyone trying to kidnap or kill me.”

      “Think of it as a character-builder,” he said.

      “Now you sound like my dad.”

      We continued on. Soon, the last traces of the morning cool faded, replaced by the onslaught of the boiling sun above us. I could tell from its position that it had to be around noon. This meant that the heat was probably as bad as it was going to get, which was pretty damned bad.

      Then, out of nowhere, my legs gave out from under me. I fell to my knees, hitting the ground hard enough to graze the skin. Justin immediately ran to my side and placed his hand on my back.

      “You okay?” he asked, his voice heavy with concern.

      “I’m fine,” I said, panting, the pain of the impact screaming through my body.

      “Just breathe,” he said. “You took a spill.”

      I stayed on my hands and knees like that for a time, trying to catch my breath as the sun relentlessly beat down on me. I knew I needed to move. I needed to get up and go, but I couldn’t. My body wanted rest, and despite the horrible heat, the idea of just lying there, only for a little while, began to sound more and more appealing…

      “Wait a minute,” said Justin. “What’s that up there?”

      “What? What’s what up where?” I asked, feeling dazed and lightheaded.

      “Stand up and look.”

      I wasn’t sure if this was a trick to get me back on my feet, but I did it anyway. With just about every drop of strength I had, I forced myself to my feet and squinted my eyes in the direction that Justin pointed.

      Sure enough, off in the distance was a strange shimmering. It was unlike anything else in the landscape that surrounded us.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked.

      “I’ve got an idea, but we need to get closer. Come on.”

      He took me by the upper arm, and we went on at a brisk pace. My eyes fixed on the shimmering, I watched as whatever it was grew clearer and clearer. Soon I could make out the shapes of tall, hanging trees. More minutes passed, and eventually, I could see a smear of green among the rust of the desert.

      “Is that…?” I asked, afraid to say the word.

      “I think it is. Come on!”

      Justin went off at a brisk pace, and I hurried behind him, the possibility of relief giving my muscles an extra push. My feet crunched into the dry sand as I ran, and with each step, it became more and more certain what we were running toward.

      It was an oasis.

      There was grass, there were trees, there was fresh water glittering in the midday sun. The large pool of water was lined with rocks like a grotto, and a small waterfall trickled from a ledge above.

      “Is this a mirage?” I asked as I ran, afraid that it would disappear at any moment.

      “Nope!” said Justin. “Mirages are only visible in the distance. They sure as hell don’t look like this.”

      I knew it was real when I stepped onto the dark green grass. The oasis was a large, oblong pool of water surrounded by hanging trees and other verdant foliage. A small rock outcropping hung over part of the pool, providing shade from the sun above.

      I kicked off my shoes as soon as we reached the grass and made a mad dash for the water. Once I reached it, I dropped to my knees, cupped my hands, and splashed my face in it. My skin cooled instantly, and I didn’t waste any time in drinking handful after handful.

      “Careful,” said Justin, stepping to my side and dropping into an Indian-style sitting position. “Don’t put stress on your stomach by drinking too much too fast.”

      After about five handfuls, my body continued to cry out for more water. But I knew Justin was right. Using every bit of restraint I had, I sat back from the pool and let the water I’d just had sit in my stomach. Looking around, I took in the beautiful sight of the place, feeling relief for the first time since this whole mess started.

      I sat back in the grass and stuck my feet into the water, the feeling of the cool liquid on my skin beyond compare. For a brief moment, I was totally content.

      But my body wanted more. I was desperate to wash off all the dust and grime from our journey.

      I turned to Justin and put a cheeky grin on my face. “Is the water safe to get in?”

      “Entirely.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

      That was the answer I was hoping to hear. I stood up, hastily stripped off my clothes, and then waded into the refreshing water. Justin kept his eyes trained on my body. A moan of approval had escaped from his throat when my breasts released from my bra. And then again when I wiggled my ass at him as I headed into the pool.

      “Mm, this is heavenly,” I said. I’d washed the dust off my body and dunked my head underwater to rinse my hair. Even though I desperately wanted him to join me, I couldn’t face his possible rejection again. “Could you toss me my clothes? I’m going to wash them out.”

      “Sure thing,” he said. “Even better, I’ll bring them to you.”

      My pulse sped up as I watched Justin strip down at the edge of the pool. His gloriously hard body, every inch of it, flexed and stretched as he shed his shirt, pants, and briefs. Then he grabbed my clothes and moved toward me in the water. My jaw hung open, but my mouth was incapable of forming words.

      “Feeling okay?” His body radiated heat only inches from me. “Here, let me help you.”

      Together we rinsed out my clothes and then his. Once, he stopped what he was doing, distracted by my hard nipples—until he moaned, licked his lips and continued rinsing.

      We hung our wet clothes on a tree, only keeping on our underwear which would dry quickly from body heat and the heat of the day.

      “Let’s get a camp set up,” he said. “We can spend the rest of the afternoon here. Beat the worst of the heat.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      I happily followed the mostly naked Justin over to a shaded spot a little further down the lake. He had his multi-tool and began carving another hole, just as he’d done the previous night.

      “You remember how to do this?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “Because it’s all on you, now.”

      “Whoa, what?” I asked, shocked. “You want me to start a fire?”

      “Yep,” he said. “I’m gonna toughen you up. So, walk me through the process.”

      Feeling overwhelmed, I went through what Justin had told me last night. I mentioned the kindling and the tinder, talked about how we needed big logs to keep it going once it was started, and all the rest.

      “Oh,” I said, pointing to the glasses perched on top of his head. “And I’ll need those.”

      “What a fast learner,” he said, slipping the glasses off his head and handing them over. “I think you’d be good if I decided to just hang out here.”

      “No way,” I said, shaking my head.

      “All right, you get this fire going, and I’ll see about food. And one more thing: don’t use stones from the water. The heat might make them crack and send rock shards up into your face. Ready?”

      I nodded, and he was off.

      After surrounding the fire pit with stones, I set about gathering fuel for the fire. There was fauna all around me, so it wasn’t much trouble to collect some dry brush and some smaller sticks. I was even able to easily pull down some larger branches from the big shade trees and have them ready for when the fire was raging.

      Then, once everything was set up, I took out Justin’s glasses and held them in front of the tinder, angling the lens so that the high noon sun caught it just so.

      At first, there was nothing. The light held on the tinder, but no fire broke out.

      “Come on,” I said. “Light up, dammit.”

      Then, after a few more moments of focused heat, the tinder began to crackle and hiss with flame. I wanted to jump up in victory but restrained myself so I could keep the heat on the brush.

      Soon, all of the scrub was on fire. I carefully arranged the twigs over the tiny flame, gently guiding it to grow. After a few minutes of work, I had a fire going—one that I’d made all by myself.

      “Very nice,” said Justin.

      I glanced up and admired Justin’s shirtless chest. His gorgeous, tanned body glistened with sweat, and in his hands he was holding his wet shirt, using it to store the food he’d gathered.

      “You know, the feeling I got when this lit was more thrilling than any oil deal I’ve negotiated.”

      “Nothing like making something with your bare hands,” he said. “Even if it’s just a little fire.”

      He dropped the small collection of fruit onto the grass and headed off, returning a little while later with another kangaroo.

      “Damn,” I said. “You’re really wiping those things out.”

      “Their fault for being so tasty,” he said with a smile. “Now, I think it’s time we finally relaxed. How about you?”

      There wasn’t a thing that sounded nicer.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

        

    
    






          Delaney

        

      

    
    
      My belly full of fruit and meat, I sat back on the grass and folded my hands behind my head. Between the softness of the ground and the glittering of the water a little to my left, I could even pretend for a while that I wasn’t surrounded by hundreds of miles of the most inhospitable landscape on the planet.

      “You good there?” asked Justin. “You sure look comfy.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Just need one of those drinks served in a pineapple with a little umbrella hanging off the side to make it perfect.”

      Finally getting off my feet was doing wonders for my aching muscles. The tension melted away, and I soon felt like I might be able to make it back to Longbridge after all.

      “More good news,” said Justin. “Longbridge is where it is because it’s so close to a bunch of these springs.”

      He sat down on the grass next to me and looked toward the water.

      “So, that means that we’re not too far off. Probably another seven or so hours of walking.”

      Excitement fluttered in my heart.

      “So, that means that if we make good time, we might be able to sleep in a big hotel bed tonight?”

      My hands shot to my mouth when I realized what I’d said. A smirk formed on Justin’s mouth; he seemed to be taking a sick pleasure in my embarrassment.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” he said. “We’ve still got the walk, and before we get to the town, we’ve got to make it over a big river that cuts through a canyon. There should be a bridge somewhere, but if not, we might have a challenge ahead of us.”

      I wasn’t worried. At that moment, I felt like I could take on anything. Especially with Justin at my side.

      “I think I could go for a little more grub,” I said, sitting up.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” said Justin. “There’s more than enough. And that fruit should be good to take with.”

      I snatched up some strange-looking fruit, a little purple thing about the size of a baseball, the skin covered in black specks. I took a big bite, the fresh, crisp flavor rushing over my palate. It tasted like a delicious combination of a plum and an orange.

      “So,” said Justin, ripping off a piece of meat. “You excited to get back to your normal life once this is all over with?”

      It was an odd question. Not because of the question itself, but because my old life seemed like years ago, despite me having only been in Australia for a couple of days.

      “Not even a little,” I said, the words blurting out of my mouth so quickly they took me by surprise. “I screwed this deal up, so I basically came here for nothing. So, I’ve got a good chewing-out to look forward to.”

      “You like traveling for your work?” asked Justin.

      “You know, I used to,” I said. “When I started this job, there wasn’t anything more exciting to me than being able to travel around the world, meet interesting people—all that jazz. Jet-setting seemed like the most glamorous thing in the world.”

      “But now?” he asked.

      “Now…I don’t know. I’m starting to realize that a life of constant travel means that you’re not putting down roots anyplace. I’m starting to feel aimless—like I’m just drifting around the world with no connection to anywhere. I mean, I’ve got my apartment, but it might as well be a hotel room for all the time I spend there.”

      “What got you wanting to travel to begin with?”

      “I know the exact moment,” I said. “It was back when I was growing up in the small town outside of Dallas where I was born and raised. My parents are farmers, and we all lived the kind of quiet, small-town life that you’d expect. Then, one day, this incredible woman came to town. I remember her like it was yesterday. She was tall, dressed in tight black pants and a pinstripe blouse, and black heels. She had on these mega-stylish sunglasses, and her sleeves were rolled up like she was ready to get to business.”

      I propped myself up on one elbow to face Justin.

      “No one knew who she was, or why she was there. So, of course, she was the talk of the town instantly. She flitted here and there, snapping pictures and scribbling things down in this little notepad she kept in her back pocket. Oh, and if you’re wondering how I knew all of this, it’s because I followed her around all day like a stalker.”

      Justin flashed me a good-natured grin.

      “Anyway, she eventually spotted me following her around. I asked who she was, and she told me she was a writer for some magazine in New York. She was writing an article on small-town Texas and had picked our humble little hamlet for her story. I was desperate to get to know this woman, so I asked her if she wanted to come back to my place for dinner.”

      “I bet your parents loved that,” he said.

      “Well, my mom’s a bubbly chatterbox, so she was more than fine. My dad, on the other hand, doesn’t trust anyone from a town with a population of more than ten thousand. But we made her a home-cooked meal, and she picked our brains for material. But I was more interested in learning about her. So, she regaled us with tales of her around-the-world trips, her job taking her everywhere from Paris to Tokyo to Bangkok. Sitting there, watching this beautiful, glamorous woman tell me all about her amazing life, I knew that I had to do what I could to have it for myself.”

      I smiled at the memory of the first glimpse of my future.

      “I wasn’t much of a writer, so I explored other options. Texas is Texas, and Texas has oil, so I looked around the companies in the area for a job that might offer me what I was looking for. Horizon snatched me up out of college for this gig, and that was that.”

      “That was that?” he repeated, raising an eyebrow. “You’re making it sound like that was the end of everything—when you’d think it was the beginning.”

      “It kind of was,” I said. “I learned very, very quickly just what a life on the road is like. It’s non-stop flying and hotels and take-out food and driving and talking with people whose language you don’t understand. I thought it would be all glamour, but it’s all…work. So different than what I remember from that writer.”

      “You were probably too young to know what her life was really like,” he said. “She probably felt the same way about her traveling.”

      “You’re probably right. When you’re just a kid, you’re not thinking about that stuff. I saw a beautiful woman in expensive clothes, heard she lived in New York, and that was that.”

      Justin popped a piece of fruit in his mouth and looked away for a moment.

      “What did you say the town where you grew up was called?”

      “I didn’t. Grenville.”

      “No kidding?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I’m from Hennings.”

      “No shit?” I shot out. “That’s only about thirty miles away, right?”

      “Right. We were practically neighbors. But Grenville is a damn dot on the map, right? No wonder you were so eager to get the hell out of there.”

      “You have no idea,” he said. “When you’re an eighteen-year-old kid growing up in a small town, getting as far away from there as possible is priority number one.”

      “I guess we have that in common, then,” I said. “Both of us looking to get as far away from home as we could…”

      “…Only to get a little older and wonder what it was we were so eager to leave behind.”

      The words hung in the air, having struck something deep in both of us. We both turned and locked eyes, staring deep at one another for several long moments. It occurred to me then how connected I felt to Justin. This had all started as a one-night thing at a hotel bar, but even without my thinking about it, it’d turned into something else—something real.

      Justin must’ve felt the same way because just as I felt I might very well be lost in his eyes, he moved in and kissed me hard.

      It was like the sweetest drug. His lips on mine sent a burst of emotions running through me, sending feelings to the surface that I didn’t know were there. And unlike the kiss out first night together, there was something behind this, something strong.

      I fell into the kiss instantly. It was slow and deep, his tongue moving into my mouth and filling my senses with his taste. I closed my eyes in delight, savoring how delicious he was. My body had still been sore from the morning walk, but as soon as Justin took me into his arms, I melted like butter. I didn’t know it until then, but being in his arms was exactly what I’d been craving. And now that I was finally there, I didn’t know what to do with myself.

      We kissed more, enjoying the feel of our skin touching. He moved his lips down along my neck and over the ridge of my collarbone.

      “I feel like a hot mess,” I said, suddenly struck by a bout of self-consciousness.

      “Bullshit,” he said. “You look beautiful.”

      I blushed, feeling like a teenager all over again.

      “You’re just saying that,” I told him. “No woman alive could pull off looking good after the last twenty-four hours.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “You calling me a liar?”

      “I’m calling you sweet.”

      “Can’t remember the last time a woman called me that,” he said with that sexy little smirk of his.

      “That’s because you’re usually a jerk,” I said, matching his smile.

      Then we went right back to it. His strong hands moved over my body as we kissed, making me feel small and protected in the best way possible. I wanted to lose myself in his kiss, to lose myself in his touch, to lose myself in his everything. I let my body relax as we made out. We were already down to our underwear—me in my bra and panties, he in a painted-on pair of coal-black boxer-briefs that showed off his lovely, thick, tanned legs.

      Everything about his body was jaw-dropping, from his sculpted abs to his broad shoulders, to his solid, barrel chest. He was toned and tanned yet big and brawny—it was a body ready for any manner of physical exertion.

      And that’s just what I was hoping.

      My hand moved down to Justin’s crotch, as though it was out of my control. I took hold of his erection through the thin fabric of his boxer-briefs, a sigh slipping past my lips as I took in the sensation of its solid, stiff length.

      “Mmm,” he moaned, apparently as much of a fan of my hand on his member as I was.

      I needed more. Grabbing his underwear by the waistband, I yanked them down his bulging quads, his erection springing out to greet me as I did. Tossing his underwear aside, I turned my full attention to his cock, stroking it slowly as Justin stripped me out of the rest of my clothing.

      Soon we were both naked, our bodies intertwined, the tips of the blades of grass poking gently into my exposed flesh. I continued to stroke Justin as he moved his mouth over my breasts. He licked and sucked my nipples one by one, and I closed my eyes with delight as I felt them harden in his mouth as he lashed them with the wet, warm point of his tongue.

      “Yes.” I moaned, overcome with delight. “Just like that.”

      He glanced up at me, a crafty look in his eyes. Then, he went down, down, kissing along the top of my stomach, down to my belly, then over the notches of my hip bones. The feeling of his lips on my body was beyond divine; I could sense how turned on he was by me, how much he was struggling to stay in control.

      It was clear, however, that he wouldn’t be able to restrain himself for long.

      Justin’s mouth continued down, moving over the subtle slopes of my waist, finally coming to a stop right at the apex of my thighs. I knew what he had in mind, and I closed my eyes once again as I prepared for what was next.

      Crackles of electricity ran through my body as he placed his mouth on my most intimate of places. He licked me slowly, lovingly, caressing me with his tongue so skillfully that I thought I might come nearly instantly. I ran the free fingers through his hair, mussing it gently as he lapped me. My breasts heaved with full gasps, and I couldn’t help but squeeze one of them firmly, taking the supple flesh into my grip as I worked through the blissful tension that was setting my body aflame with desire.

      Justin pleasured me more and more, and it was clear from both his intensity and the throbbing size of his erection that he wasn’t going to restrain himself much longer. And that was just what I wanted. I wanted him to lose control, to become one of the beasts that roamed these wastes and ravish me like an animal in desperate need of a rut.

      I didn’t have to wait much longer for what I craved. In a swift motion, Justin slipped his arms under the bottom of my legs and swooped on top of me. He gazed down at me hard, his eyes narrowed as he dragged the back of his hand over his mouth, wiping away my arousal.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, his tone firm and commanding.

      “I want you,” I said as if it weren’t totally obvious.

      “Tell me, then,” he said, his voice resonating in my ears. “Let me hear you say it.”

      “I…want you inside of me,” I moaned. “I want you to fill me up. I want to feel you.”

      The hungry expression that formed on his face made it clear that he and I were on the same page. He reached down and took hold of his heavy-hanging member, placing the head right on my opening. Then, with a slow driving of his hips, he entered me.

      I winced even as I cried out with pleasure; all of his inches were quite a bit to take in all at once. But when he settled inside of me, all I could think about was the intoxicating warmth pulsing through my body. The pleasure was almost too much. I had to force my body to relax, to let my muscles go slack. Justin above me, I was ready to let him do with me what he wanted.

      He moved in me slowly at first, penetrating me with slow, smooth movements of his hips. My legs were spread wide under him, wordlessly beckoning him to stay inside, to be right where I wanted him to be. Justin placed his hands on both sides of my head, the ropy muscles of his arms taut and solid as he supported his weight.

      He drove into me again and again. I bit my lower lip hard, trying my best to temper the ecstasy coursing through me. Justin alternated his movements, changing from slow, full plunges to shallow thrusts, the feeling of the tip of him entering me over and over sublime and incomparable. My eyes were shut hard, but now and then I forced them open to look down, to take in the sight of his member splitting me in two with piston-like thrusts.

      “Tell me how that feels,” he growled into my ear before setting upon it with hard kisses, the sound of his lips against my skin sounding like the ocean.

      “It feels…it feels so goddamn good. Like you were made for me.”

      This answer seemed to please him. Justin’s pace quickened, and now he was back to his full-length stabs, entering me as deeply as he could. His manhood was so long and thick that each time he entered me, I was shocked that I was able to handle all of him.

      It wasn’t long before the pleasure coalesced into the beginnings of an orgasm. I felt helpless before the pleasure, my hands locked onto his solid, round ass, both for support and to guide him into me just how I wanted it.

      “You gonna come for me?” he asked, his voice laden with sensuality.

      “Yeah,” I moaned back. “Almost…oh…oh!”

      Right at that moment, it happened. My orgasm exploded—the pleasure that had been building rushing through my body like some irresistible force of nature. I shrieked and squirmed under him, thrashing my hips back and forth in some wild sexual frenzy. Justin kept his pace steady as I came, and with another series of thrusts he let out a deep grunt.

      I opened my eyes just enough to watch him wince with intense concentration as he came inside of me. The massive explosion of my orgasm was then accompanied by the eruption of his own. I loved the feeling of him emptying himself in me. He shuddered with pleasure as he finished, draining every last drop right where I wanted it.

      Justin held fast on top of me for another few moments, his sculpted chest expanding and contracting as he regained his breath. Finally, he collapsed onto my sweat-slicked body and rolled off onto the grass.

      We lay like this for a time, breathing in deeply and letting our bodies recover from what we’d just put them through. Justin moved over to me and slipped his hand behind my head, pulling me close. A cool breeze drifted over us, the sensation of the fresh air against my warm body wonderful.

      Here, in the middle of the desert, Justin and I had truly made this place an oasis.
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      A half-hour drifted by with the ease and silence of one of the wispy clouds in the brilliant blue sky above.

      “I think we might be pushing it,” I said. “Don’t we have a full day of walking ahead of us?”

      This is what I said. But what I felt was that I probably could’ve spent the rest of the day, hell, the rest of the week, there in that tiny little Eden with Justin. I think part of me was hoping he’d make the suggestion.

      “You’re right,” he said. “We really ought to get moving.”

      He sat up, resting back on his hands. Justin stared straight ahead for a time.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “Just thinking about what a waste it’d be if we didn’t take advantage of this lake again before leaving,” he said.

      A dip did sound heavenly.

      “I don’t think I can disagree with you about that,” I said.

      Justin nodded and stood up. His tanned, toned body was still sweat-slicked, the sheen making the contours and angles of his muscles even more striking. He stretched, his muscles bulging and straining. I watched him with admiration, thinking how he’d look right at home on a pedestal in a museum—his body was truly beyond compare.

      “Come on,” he said as he stepped toward the water. “Get all that sweat cleaned off.”

      He dipped his toes into the water, holding them still for a moment.

      “How is it?” I asked.

      “Perfect,” he said. “Come on in.”

      With a few more slow steps, he half-submerged himself in the water. The lake was clear and bright, the top of Justin’s body reflecting perfectly against the surface. He dragged his fingertips through the water, ripples spreading out around him.

      I couldn’t wait any longer. I hopped up from my seat and walked gingerly across the grass, arriving at the edge of the lake. Just like Justin had done, I dipped the tips of my toes into the pool. Sure enough, the water was perfect—about the temperature of a nice warm, but not too warm, bath.

      “How is it so mild after the cool evening?” I asked, dipping in the rest of my foot.

      “Probably some kind of thermal spring,” he said. “Oases don’t just pop up out of nowhere. There has to be a source of water, and the source of water is often pushed to the surface by something else.”

      “I can’t believe how perfect the water is,” I said, stepping in up to my waist. “I’m half-expecting to pinch myself and wake up stranded and parched in the middle of the outback.”

      “Not an uncommon feeling,” he said. “These oases are so unlike the desert around them that every second here feels like some kind of dream.”

      “A very, very nice dream,” I said, giving Justin a wink.

      He matched my wink with a sly smirk. Then, leaning back, he let his body float on the surface as he gently waved his arms. I watched him move, his member hanging heavy and limp against his thigh. The feeling of him inside of me was still fresh, and though we’d just gotten done with our lovemaking, I knew that I wouldn’t object to going for a second round.

      I took in a deep lungful of air and dropped beneath the surface of the lake. Once totally submerged in the water, I looked around. The water was so clear that I could see all the way to the edge. The bottom of the lake was smooth reddish stones, aquatic plants sprouting out here and there. There were even a few shoals of colorful fish.

      As I looked around, however, I noticed that I couldn’t see Justin anywhere. His legs were gone and, as silly as it sounds, a tinge of panic ran through me. I popped back up out of the water, my wet hair heavy on my shoulders.

      Before I had a chance to call out for Justin, I felt the sensation of a pair of arms wrapping around me from behind. The panic was replaced by relief. I closed my eyes, a small smile spreading across my face.

      “Did I scare you?” he asked, his voice low and lovely.

      “Maybe a little,” I said. “Not sure what I’d do if you’d decided to up and leave.”

      “I think you’d be fine,” he said, kissing me gently along my wet neck. “Food, water, mild temperature—I think a girl could make a nice life for herself in a place like this. It’s a perfect little Eden.”

      “Mmm,” I said, enjoying the sensation of his cool lips against my skin. “But what’s an Eden without an Adam?”

      “Good point,” he said, moving his hands slowly down my slick body. “Very, very good point.”

      His member was pressed against my buttocks, and I felt it harden with each pulse of his heartbeat. His hands moved down my hips, then up along my stomach, stopping at my breasts. He kneaded them for a moment, rubbing my nipples with his fingertips in just the way I loved. Then his hands traveled back down, down, down.

      Just as he reached the surface of the water, however, he stopped.

      “Something wrong?” I asked. “You were very much on the right track.”

      “I spotted something when I got out of the pool a few minutes ago,” he said.

      “Oh?” I asked. “And what’s that?”

      “Come this way.”

      He placed his hand on my hip and guided me toward the edge of the pool, toward the shade of one of the tall trees whose branches hung over the water.

      “Watch this,” he said.

      Justin reached toward the tree trunk and took into his fingers a strip of bark that hung from the body. He pulled it gently, removing the strip and revealing the lime-green skin of the tree beneath it. When he was done, he had the long strip free in his hands.

      “That’s…interesting,” I said, not sure where he was going with this.

      “Pliable, but surprisingly strong,” he said, holding the bark in his hands and giving it a pull, showing me how tough it was. “Exactly what you’d want in a…restraint.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” I asked.

      “Come here,” he said.

      This was…something I’d never really done before. Sure, I liked it rough every now and then, but this sort of thing typically wasn’t on my sexual menu—just the idea of submitting, of forgoing control, made it something that didn’t really appeal to me. With Justin, however, the idea of letting him be in total control sounded more than a little nice. I didn’t know if it was him or this place or what, but I was ready for something new.

      Justin turned my body until I was standing with my back to the tree. Then, he took me by the hips and lifted me, setting me down on the edge of the pond. The lower halves of my legs were still in the water, but the rest of me was above the surface. Justin stepped toward me until his now-erect member was right at the height of my sex.

      He was close to me, tantalizingly close. But before he entered me, he reached forward and took my hands. Next, he held my wrists together, bringing them above my head. There was an overhanging branch above me, and Justin used the strip of bark to bind my hands to it. Once he’d tied his knot, I tested the restraints. He was right—there was no way I’d be getting out of them on my own.

      “How does that feel?” he asked lowly.

      “It feels, different. Different but good.”

      And that was all he wanted to hear. Justin closed the rest of the distance between us, placing his hands on my rear and holding me into position. My first instinct was to put my own hands on his chest, to take in the sensation of his lean muscles. But I was quickly reminded of my current predicament as soon as I tried to move my hands.

      “You’re going to have to let go,” he said.

      I took in a slow breath, my breasts heaving. With a quick glance down, I saw how close he was to me. I wanted to grab his manhood, to drive it the rest of the way. But I couldn’t—I was helpless. The anticipation began to take hold. I swallowed hard and waited for whatever was next.

      “Lose the tension,” he said. “Your body is so tight.”

      “Easier said than done,” I said.

      He smirked.

      “The globe-trotting executive is going to have to learn a thing or two about giving in, I think.”

      He was right. Sex was one thing, giving myself over to a man like this was something else. But I wanted it with Justin. I wanted him to take me, to do with me just what he wanted. So, I closed my eyes and breathed in and out slowly, focusing on the warmth of the water, the pleasant chill of the breeze.

      “There you go,” he said. “Good girl.”

      With that, he entered me. My eyes went wide, and a gasp sucked into my mouth.

      Goddamn, he felt good.

      My instincts returned, and I wanted to clamp my hands down on his ass and guide him into me. But I couldn’t—I was at his mercy.

      His steely gaze fixed on me, Justin drove into me at a steady pace. I bucked my hips to the side, trying as best I could to have some kind of control over the lovemaking. But all the cards were in Justin’s hands.

      The water splashed around us as he penetrated me, the soft sloshing of the pool mixing with the sounds of our bodies colliding. I closed my eyes tight again and bit down on my lower lip so hard that I worried I might draw blood. Justin’s constant thrusts into me quickly stirred up the beginnings of an orgasm, but I knew that I’d still have to let go even more before I could reach the bounds of pleasure where he wanted to take me.

      Then, in the midst of his onslaught, something changed in me. I was ready to give myself over, to surrender. I let my body relax as I focused on nothing but the sensation of his manhood inside of me. My restrained hands unclenched as I turned myself over to Justin, submitting to him in the way I deep-down wanted.

      He must’ve sensed this, as his thrusts became deeper, more insistent. He placed one hand on the small of my back, holding me in place. The other fell onto my shoulder. I took a look down, watching my breasts shake and quiver with each plunge. A placid expression formed on my face as my orgasm grew and grew.

      Finally, it happened. The pleasure exploded in me like a bomb. Not a bit of me was free from the white-hot delight of the orgasm that took hold. A soft sound, a whimper of ecstasy, sounded from my lips. The orgasm was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, and with each long stroke, Justin pushed me more and more toward indescribable joy.

      Justin came as I pulsed around him, draining his member inside of me. By this point I felt like a melted pile of flesh, helpless before Justin’s sexual power. When our orgasms faded, Justin held me close. We let the water lap at our bodies, nipping away the sweat that sheened our skin. Finally, he reached for the multi-tool kept nearby and snipped the restraints. My hands now free, I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight.

      “How was that?” asked Justin, holding me nice and close.

      “I…I didn’t know it could feel that good,” I said, my voice still breathy.

      “It’s all about letting go,” he said softly.

      He was right, but I could hardly think, let alone speak.

      He held me tight like this for a long while, just us and the water. Part of me still wished that we’d never have to leave.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Time to get going.”

      Still naked, I lounged on the grass. Justin’s voice seemed far away, like that of a person in the waking world trying to break through a dream.

      “Just another hour or two,” I said. “You know what? Make it just another day.”

      “I wouldn’t recommend that unless you’d like to share the oasis with a bunch of hired goons,” he said.

      That did it. I opened my eyes, now remembering that we were, in fact, in significant danger. I sat up and bounded to my feet. Justin was near the tree where we’d hung our clothes to dry after soaking them in the pool. But he was standing still and looking up.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, walking slowly toward him.

      “Come here and check it out,” he said, flashing me an expression of almost boyish excitement.

      I moved to his side and looked up. But all I could see was the thick canopy of leaves and branches, the sun poking through here and there.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked.

      “Right there,” he said, pointing up.

      I looked in the direction he indicated, not seeing anything at first. But then I noticed a few small shapes, shrouded in shadows. I gasped as I realized what they were.

      “Koalas!” I said, bringing my hands to my mouth.

      Now that I’d noticed them I could see them clearly. They looked down at Justin and me with impassive expressions on their adorable, fluffy faces. There were four in total—two adults and two babies. The adults were gingerly bringing leaves to their mouths, chewing them slowly.

      “So cute,” I said.

      “Remember what I told you before, though?” he asked. “They can be mean little things if you get in their territory.”

      “But they look like little stuffed animals,” I said. “Like they couldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Maybe we should take them with us,” he said. “Sic ’em on the thugs if they give us trouble.”

      “Now that I’d like to see.”

      We stood for a few more moments, watching the animals as they, in turn, watched us. When I finally turned, I took in the oasis and the desert beyond with new eyes. Both the paradise and the wastes were all part of the same place, this strange land where I found myself. And I realized there was no person I’d rather experience it all with than the man at my side.

      Justin plucked our clothes from the branches, and we put them on. After gathering some water and food for the road, he and I stepped up to the border of the oasis.

      “Ready to leave this all behind?” I asked. “Not too late to stay and build a house.”

      He smirked, his eyes fixed forward. Then, he took my hand and squeezed it tight. Together, we stepped onto the sand, toward whatever lay ahead.
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      We walked on, deeper into the desert. Despite knowing that we needed to get moving forward, I found myself looking back every few minutes, watching the oasis disappear further into the horizon. I’d be lying if I said that Delaney’s joking suggestion didn’t have some appeal. I imagined the two of us living in that little retreat for years, turning more and more primitive as time went on. We’d be dressed in clothes made from the foliage, feasting on berries and animals.

      Hell, maybe the koala family and us could be neighbors.

      It was all totally silly, but a fun fantasy nonetheless. But she and I needed to get back to civilization, to the lives that were waiting for us.

      The sun was as oppressive as ever, but the time in the oasis had really taken the edge off. I felt up for the hike ahead, and judging by the spring to Delaney’s step, I could tell that she felt the same way.

      “So,” she said. “What’s your, you know, long-term plan?”

      “Get back to Longbridge, then to Alice Springs, and complete my next job,” I said.

      “No,” I said. “I mean, long-long-term. Do you plan on being a kick-ass mercenary for the rest of your life?”

      “Part of me wishes that I could,” I said. “To be able to do this kind of work forever. But, yeah, I know what you’re saying—being a bodyguard wouldn’t really be the best career option for a senior citizen.”

      “Have you thought about it?” she asked.

      “I have,” I said. “And I wouldn’t mind settling down. It sounds nice. Not having to travel everywhere, not having to spend half of my life on airplanes, not having to be suffering from jet lag most of my waking hours.”

      I thought about it, not sure if I wanted to reveal everything to her, then reasoned that if we were going our separate ways soon anyway, it couldn’t exactly do much harm.

      “I’m thinking of starting a business,” I told her. “Maybe a local security company, something where I can direct things from behind the scenes, something where I can stay put.”

      “And what would you do if you were staying put?” she asked.

      “I’d want to be close to my mother, to make sure that she had someone looking out for her. I made a mistake letting my dad go, but I can do the right thing by her. I’d have a house built for her, make sure she didn’t want for anything. Then, maybe, I’d think about starting a family of my own.”

      A little sparkle flashed in her eyes at this.

      “The Navy SEAL settles down,” she said.

      “Gotta do it sometime,” I said. “Can’t be an international jet-setter for your entire life.”

      “Believe me,” she said. “I know.”

      There was something unspoken between us now. After all, you can’t really say to someone you’re involved with that you both have more-or-less the exact same thing in mind for your futures without getting to thinking. But I didn’t know what would become of Delaney and I once we’d gotten back to civilization. I’d heard that relationships formed from traumatic experiences only lasted as long as the event did. Would things dissipate as soon as we were out of danger?

      I knew it was all pointless to think about, however. We had very, very, pressing matters to deal with. I could picture with perfect clarity the mobsters arriving at the oasis, finding signs that we’d been there, and getting back on our trail. We were in a race against time, and the longer we took, the greater the odds of them finding us.

      We kept on, the sun beginning to dip in the distance.

      “Whoa,” said Delaney, pointing ahead. “What’s that?”

      Up in the distance a curving, black shape snaked through the desert. I squinted, trying to imagine what it might be.

      “Oh, shit,” I said. “That has to be the canyon and the river. Come on!”

      I picked up my pace, Delaney hurrying after me.

      “Does that mean we’re getting close?” she asked in between breaths.

      “Sure does,” I said. “Means once we cross, we’ve only got a couple more hours of walking ahead of us.”

      “Then Longbridge?”

      “Then Longbridge. But we’d better pray there’s some way across.”

      My heart rate began to pick up as we closed in on the river. I never thought I’d be so happy to arrive at a town like Longbridge, but here I was, missing that dust-swept little village.

      The dark shape of the canyon began to take a more defined shape as we approached, and soon I could make out the rocky crags and hear the rushing of the river below. After about ten more minutes of near-running, we reached the edge of the canyon.

      “Damn,” said Delaney. “That’s a hell of a drop.”

      She wasn’t wrong. The walls of the canyon were steep as they came, and below, probably a good hundred feet down, a narrow, curving river raged.

      “There,” I said, looking to our right and spotting a long, rope bridge that covered the width of the canyon. “There’s our ticket back to town.”

      “Let’s go!” shouted Delaney, raising her voice over the rushing water that echoed from below.

      We trotted over to the bridge and looked it over. With spaced wood slats and rope handles, it didn’t look like the most stable thing in the world. But it’d get us across—if we were careful.

      I watched as Delaney stepped toward the bridge, placing one hand on the rope handle and looking down. The color seemed to drain out of her face instantly.

      “Hey,” I said. “We were wondering why they called this town ‘Longbridge’, right?” I asked with a smirk. “Well, maybe this is it?”

      She gave me a glare that made it clear she didn’t find my joke all that funny.

      “Justin, I don’t think I can do this,” she said. “It looks like it might collapse at any second. And look—some of the slats are missing!”

      She pointed ahead and, sure enough, there were gaps in the bridge where the slats had fallen. Crossing would be tricky, but luckily, we had all the time in the world to cross. That is, assuming that it would handle our weight.

      “It’s our only option,” I said. “We need to get across.”

      Delaney nodded, understanding that I was right.

      “Okay,” she said. “But you need to hold onto me the entire time. And don’t let go.”

      I nodded.

      “I can handle that,” I said. “And I’ll go first.”

      With that, I stepped to the beginning of the bridge. Keeping one foot on the dirt, I placed my right foot onto the first slat and gave it a press. It held my weight without cracking or creaking—so far, so good.

      Now for the rest of my body. I took in a deep breath and brought my other foot from the desert onto the slat. Sure enough, it held.

      “I think we’re good!” I called out, raising my voice over the river. “Take my hand and follow me!”

      Delaney nodded, her expression still tight with fear. I moved over to the next slat, giving her room to approach. I stuck out my hand for her, and she took it. Then, with some hesitation, she moved onto the slat.

      “See?” I said. “It’s fine. Looks worse than it is. And I’ll step first. That way you’ll know that where you’re going to put your foot down will support your weight.”

      She nodded again, her mouth pressed into a tight, flat line, her brow scrunched with tension.

      One hand on the rope, one hand holding Delaney’s, I began to move slowly across the bridge.

      “Oh,” I said, calling out over my shoulder. “I’m sure you’ve heard this a million times, but don’t look down!”

      “Just like ‘don’t think of the pink elephant’!” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “Tell someone not to think of a pink elephant, and that’s the first thing they’ll think of. Now all I want to do is look down!”

      “I would really, really, strongly advise against that!”

      I continued to cross, now having flashbacks of my time in SEAL training when I was forced to cross a similar bridge over a similar river. Only then, I didn’t have the privilege of anything to put my feet on—I had to shimmy across with nothing but a rope. I considered telling this to Delaney, but I realized with a wry smirk that she likely wouldn’t take too much comfort in it.

      “Just keep moving!” I called out. “Almost halfway there!”

      We took the slats one by one. The further we moved across the bridge, the louder the water roared. Soon, I could barely hold a thought in my head. After a little more time, we reached the halfway point of the bridge.

      “We did it!” she yelled out, a big beaming smile on her face.

      I tried to stay cool and calm, but I couldn’t help but feel more than a little affected by her spirits.

      But then I caught a glimpse of something at the far end of the bridge.

      It was a man. And not just any man, but a burly man with a shaved head, the long blade of a machete in his right hand.

      “Delaney,” I said. “I want you to stay very calm.”

      “What?” she yelled, as though she’d misheard me. “What are you talking about?”

      I raised my hand slowly and pointed to the end of the bridge at the man. A shriek left her mouth as soon as she laid eyes on him.

      “Oh my God, oh my God!” she shouted out, her face turning an even more grim shade of pale.

      Then I felt a tingling behind me. Closing my eyes, I turned on the slat toward the other end of the bridge. Opening them, I spotted the form of another man, another one of the thugs that I’d dispatched at the gas station yesterday.

      We were trapped.

      “Justin,” said Delaney, noticing the second man. “What are we going to do?”

      “Stay calm,” I said. “Stay holding onto the rope. Don’t move. Don’t do anything unless I say so.”

      She nodded, her hair whipping around her face, her face tight with fear.

      “We’ve got you surrounded!” the man on the side of the bridge called out. “Now, hand over the girl!”

      “How many goddamn times do I have to tell you?” I shouted. “She isn’t the client! She isn’t the girl you’re looking for!”

      “Doesn’t matter!” shouted the man on the other side, a stocky man in all black with a shaved head. “Our orders are to get the girl you’re with. We don’t give a shit if she’s the right one!”

      “But we got a little leeway to deal with you!” said the other man. “So, if you’re smart, you’ll send her over. Otherwise, we’re gonna carve you a new smile! And maybe one on that pretty face of hers, too!”

      Rage began to boil inside of me. Threatening me was one thing, but threatening Delaney was another matter.

      “This is your final warning!” called out the shaved-head man. “Send her over now, or we’re coming for you!”

      “Are you insane?” I shouted. “There’s no way this bridge will support all four of us!”

      “I guess we’ll have to see about that, huh?” he called out.

      He put one foot on the slat, a wicked smile on his face.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I said, watching the rope strain under the new weight.

      “Justin!” cried Delaney. “What are we going to do?”

      I needed to come up with something, and fast. Most importantly, I knew that any sudden movements could very well cause the rope to snap and send all four of us tumbling down into the raging waters below.

      But if I went for either one of the men, I risked leaving Delaney open and exposed. There was the gun, but it was in Delaney’s bag. I realized to my chagrin that it was our best bet.

      “Reach in your bag and grab the gun,” I said.

      “Are you serious?” she cried. “And do what with it? You think I could take these guys out?”

      “No,” I said. “But it’ll give us some leverage. Just do it!”

      She nodded, likely realizing as I did that it was our best bet. With a trembling hand, she reached into the bag and pulled out the small pistol, holding it with a ring of her index and middle finger through the trigger.

      “Hold it like you know what you’re doing with it!” I said.

      She quickly took it by the handle and held it in the air.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Gable?” called out the shaved-head man. “You gonna get that rich brat to take us both out?”

      I turned my attention away from the men and back to Delaney.

      “Toss that to me!” I called out. “On three—one, two, three!”

      With an underhand toss, she launched the gun into the air. But just at the moment the gun was about to land in my grip, the shaved-head thug raised his machete and cut into the rope, the blade landing with a thwack that sounded over the roar of the river. I stumbled where I stood, the gun bouncing off the palm of my hand and careening over the edge of the bridge and down, down into the water.

      “Shit!” I called out.

      “Just give it up, Gable!” said the shaved-head goon. “Send the girl over and no one gets hurt.”

      “Fine!” I said.

      Delaney shot me a look of total surprise.

      “We’re coming over to the far end!” I yelled.

      “Smartest call you’ve made yet!” the goon said.

      “What are you doing?” hissed Delaney. “You’re not giving up that easily, are you?”

      “Of course not,” I said, keeping my voice low enough so only she could hear it. “Just stick close to me, and when I say the word, I want you to take off to the other side of the bridge as fast as you can run. Got it?”

      “And what about you?” she said, her eyes wide with concern.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m trained for situations like this. You getting safe is the important thing.”

      She nodded but didn’t look entirely convinced.

      “We’re getting back to Longbridge, got it?” she asked. “After all we’ve been through, there’s no way I’m seeing this through without you.”

      “I promise I’ll be there. You have my word.”

      She nodded, taking a deep breath. I extended my hand toward her, and she took it.

      It was time to move.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

        

    
    






          Justin

        

      

    
    
      We inched across the bridge as carefully as we’d made the first trek to the middle. My heart thudded in my chest, which was a shock to me. I’d been in trickier situations than this before. That’s when I realized that it wasn’t my own safety I was nervous about—it was Delaney’s. The idea of something happening to her was enough to make me sick to my stomach. And as we moved across the bridge, I vowed that I wouldn’t let either one of those goons lay a single hand on her.

      “Good boy,” said the goon on the far end of the bridge as we approached, a cunning glint in his eye and a shark smile on his face.

      He tossed the machete from one hand to the other, looking ready to use it at the slightest provocation. As we approached the end of the bridge, he held out his hand, ready to grab onto Delaney. But I glared at him hard and spoke.

      “Neither of you touches her,” I said. “New addition to the deal.”

      The man shot daggers at me, waiting to see if I’d flinch or lower my eyes. But I didn’t back down. He shrugged, likely realizing it was less hassle for me to have my way. Once Delaney and I stepped off the end of the bridge and onto the ground, the man waved to the shaved-head goon, letting him know it was safe to come across.

      “You’ve been a real pain in the ass for us, Gable,” the goon said, glaring at me with narrowed, mean little eyes. “You’re lucky this girl’s worth so much goddamn cash or I’d have a good mind to toss both of you down into the river for causing us so much trouble.”

      I snorted.

      “I’m still wondering what the hell you’re gonna tell your boss when you bring this girl to them and they realize it’s the wrong one. Might dock your pay for that little screw-up.”

      The goon reached into his wallet and pulled out a small, black-and-white picture. It was of Delaney walking into the hotel in Longbridge.

      “That’s the girl we’re getting paid for,” he said. “Looks pretty freakin’ close to me.”

      “Then the screw-up goes all the way up the ladder, I see,” I said.

      “Just shut your goddamn trap, Gable,” he said.

      I glanced over at Delaney. Her eyes were still wide, her mouth tight and flat. Her hand shook in mine, and I held it firm to keep her calm.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked.

      “Just stay calm,” I said. “I’ve got this.”

      “So damn sure of himself,” said the goon.

      He waved to the shaved-head thug on the other side of the bridge, who was already on his way over. I knew that I needed to time this right—one misstep might be all it would take for both of us to be sunk.

      “Just hand her over,” he said. “You’re gonna have to eventually. Might as well do it now.”

      I said nothing, instead glaring at him hard and making it clear that my terms weren’t up for debate. He snorted as he realized that I wasn’t going to budge.

      I glanced back over my shoulder and watched as the shaved-head thug moved closer and closer still, now near enough to see the yellowed teeth in his jagged smile.

      “Justin,” Delaney whispered.

      I could only imagine how afraid she was. Desperately, I wanted to tell her exactly what I had in mind, that she didn’t need to worry about a thing. But for now, all I could do was hope that she kept calm.

      “Grab her!” the shaved-head thug shouted to his comrade. “Grab her until I get there!”

      “You heard the man,” said the goon on my side. “Hand her over.”

      Delaney shot me another expression of total fear.

      “Not going to tell you again,” I said. “Don’t touch her. Unless you want serious trouble, that is.”

      The goon gave me another narrow-eyed look before glancing down to Delaney’s arm.

      “Just grab her!” the other man shouted out. “No time to screw around!”

      “All right,” the man on my side said. “Enough of this bullshit.”

      With that, he shot his hand out and grabbed onto the upper part of Delaney’s arm. She let out a gasp as he touched her.

      “Now,” I said. “What did I tell you about touching her?”

      “Screw you,” he said.

      “Wrong answer.”

      One more look over my shoulder let me know that the shaved-head goon was right where I wanted him still on the bridge. I turned my attention back to the thug holding Delaney’s arm and made my move. With lightning-quick precision, I jabbed him hard in the stomach, his eyes shooting open with surprise and the air escaping out of his lungs with a deep “Oof.”

      Delaney’s arm slipped out of his grasp, and her eyes locked onto mine.

      “Run!” I said.

      “No way!” she responded.

      I didn’t have time to argue; the thug I’d just hit tried to steady himself, but a knee to the breadbasket knocked the rest of the fight out of him. He dropped to his knees, the machete falling out of his hand and into the dust with a soft thud. One more kick to the face sent him flying backward and landing in a heap of unconsciousness.

      “Gable, you prick!” shouted the shaved-head thug, now brandishing his machete with deadly intent.

      Fire boiled in his eyes, and he looked so angry at that moment I wondered if he just might kill the both of us. He cut the rest of the distance across the bridge, toward Delaney, still frozen in place. He took a swipe through the air with his machete, the attack aimed at Delaney.

      Everything moved in slow motion.

      The blade moved in a slow arc, a look of panic on Delaney’s face as she realized what was happening. I dashed toward them, hoping to get there in time. But before I could close the distance, the blade whizzed by Delaney’s head.

      But it missed, slicing off only a thick chunk of her hair.

      That, however, was far too close for me. I reached Delaney and put my body between her and the goon. He swiped with the machete again, this time slicing through the fabric of my shirt and cutting just across my skin. The wound cried out, a hot, stinging pain coursing through my body.

      No time to worry about that now, however. I moved closer to the goon, leading us onto the bridge and away from Delaney. I used small attacks to force him to keep backing up further on the bridge. Suddenly, the thug lunged forward with a stabbing motion, but I was too quick. The blade whizzed past me, and I took the opportunity to drop an elbow into his back. He let out a grunt before recoiling and preparing for another strike.

      “Justin!” shouted Delaney.

      “Stay back!” I replied.

      “You should’ve done what I said!” the man shouted. “Now I’m thinking I might have a little fun with her when I’m done with you. Least I could do, what with you putting me through all the bullshit.”

      That was all I needed to hear. The man made another jab, this one stopping in midair. Delaney let out another scream at this, but I ignored it. Striking down with a fist, I slammed into his hand, causing him to drop the machete. It bounced on the slats for a moment before slipping through and falling into the river.

      Now it was time to end it.

      I drove my palm into the goon’s surprised face, hitting him hard and sending him stumbling toward the railing. Dazed, he grabbed onto the rail for a moment before his grip slipped. A look of surprise on his ugly face was the last thing I saw before he fell backward and down into the river, a scream echoing through the canyon.

      The fight was over. But now a horrible, shooting pain took hold of me. Glancing down, I saw with horror that the man’s last stab didn’t stop randomly in mid-air—it stopped because he’d gotten me right in the leg. Pain ripped through me, blood pouring from the wound.

      “Justin!” Delaney cried out.

      I felt light on my feet, my vision blurring. I could barely make out her figure at the end of the bridge. Waving my hands, I gestured for her to stay back, to not chance coming toward me. My leg buckled underneath me, and I grabbed onto the rope for support. But between the pain and the blood loss, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stay standing for long.

      I took the bridge one slat at a time, getting closer and closer to Delaney. I wanted to hold her, to let her know she was safe, to tell her it was time to get back and finish our journey. But my thoughts became muddled. Then, my hands slipped off the rope.

      Delaney screaming my name was the last thing I remembered as I hurtled through the air, landing hard in the raging waters below.
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      I stood there in a daze, unable to accept what I’d just seen. My eyes stayed on the bridge for a time, and I half-expected Justin to pull himself up over the side of it, dust himself off, and stroll on over as if nothing had happened, that same cocky smile on his face.

      But he didn’t. He was gone.

      I glanced behind me and saw that the goon was out cold, then I dropped to my knees, shaking with fear and horror.

      He was gone. And not only that, he’d died saving my life—he’d sacrificed himself to protect me.

      I shook my head, trying not to give into my defeatist thoughts. He could’ve made it, after all. The wound was just on his leg, and the waters below might be swimmable for a man in his top physical shape. But the wound looked so serious, so deep. I didn’t know what to think.

      My body felt weak, and I sat in the dust in a heap, trying to figure out what to do next. I tried to think what Justin would say, what he would tell me to do in this situation.

      “Get your ass up, and let’s get moving,” he’d say, a little miffed that I’d already spent so much time sitting around wasting daylight.

      With a deep breath, I stood up and walked over to the bridge. I placed my hands on the rope and took one last look over the edge, down at the churning waters.

      “I’ll find you, Justin. I swear it,” I said out loud before turning back to the endless stretch of desert before me.

      The thought of walking the inhospitable landscape without Justin brought tears to my eyes, but I tried to focus on the practical. Maybe the goons had driven a car here that I could borrow?

      I searched the area and beamed when I spotted a dusty SUV not too far off. Great! Elation turned to disappointment, however, when I realized the keys were nowhere to be found. I couldn’t risk going back to the unconscious goon to see if the keys were in his pocket. What if he woke up when I approached him?

      I started off walking, wanting to put as much distance between me and the river as possible. After several minutes, the roar of the river faded, the canyon disappeared behind me, and I was once again in the middle of the desert, the heat sweltering and the sun beating down.

      That’s when I realized, to my horror, that I had no idea where I was going. I’d relied on Justin to lead, knowing that he’d understood the landscape better than I had. I stopped in my tracks, realizing that there was a good chance that I’d make myself more lost if I didn’t stop to think about where I was going.

      I tried to remember what he’d told me. Before too long, it hit me like a bolt of lightning—the road! He’d said that we were going north and that the road would be to the west, which would be to the left. And that I needed to use the sun to track my direction. I glanced up, shading my eyes with my palm, and looked up just long enough to get a sense of where the sun was in the sky. Once I’d figured it out, I nodded, now knowing where I needed to go.

      A silent thank-you formed on my lips as I turned in the right direction. Not only had Justin saved my life by fighting the thugs, but he’d also saved it again by teaching me how to navigate through the desert—and that’s not even getting into how he’d kept me alive up until now.

      I trudged on, hoping that I’d soon reach the road. I didn’t know how much time was passing, but the slow descent of the sun in the sky made it clear that I’d spent some time walking. Fear tinged inside of me as I remembered how cold it’d gotten last night. Justin had taught me how to start a fire, sure, but I had no idea if I’d be able to find proper shelter to make it through the night. If I didn’t get to the road soon, I’d likely be done for.

      And right then, when I’d been on the verge of losing hope, was when I saw it. Cutting through the desert, its form black and straight, was the road leading to Longbridge. My heart soared as I laid eyes on it, and despite the weakness that was overtaking me, I rushed toward it.

      I dropped to my knees as soon as I reached the road, placing my hands on the warm pavement as if to make sure it was real. But as soon as my joy faded, I realized that I still needed to make it the rest of the way.

      Keeping close to the road, I started off toward Longbridge. The sun dropped lower, and the air became colder and colder by the second. Not a single car had passed in the time I’d been walking, and I began to wonder if I wouldn’t make it—if they’d find me in the morning, frozen on the side of the road.

      As time passed, minutes turning into hours, I thought about Justin, about what we’d talked about before we came to the bridge. He’d told me he wanted to settle down, how he wanted to put his life of traveling behind him and put down some roots. My mind was muddled with fatigue and dehydration, but I knew right then and there that this is what I wanted, too.

      If I was ever going to have that, I needed to get back. My body shivered with cold, my eyelids felt heavy, and my body craved to curl up in the dirt. All I could think about was sleep. But I forced myself to keep walking.

      That’s when I heard the low rumble of a car off in the distance. I turned, a great big smile forming on my face when I saw that a truck was coming down the road toward me. Waving my hands in the air, I called out for help as the truck approached. Once it had drawn near, the brakes whined as the massive vehicle came to a halt.

      I ran to the side of the truck as the passenger-side door opened, revealing a scrawny man with a patchy beard dressed in a sleeveless flannel shirt and a pair of worn jeans.

      For a moment, I worried that he might be with the kidnappers, that he might simply load me in the car to take me back to the men who’d tried to spirit me away.

      “Uh, miss?” he asked, his Australian-accented voice high and thin. “There a reason why you’re walkin’ through the desert like this?”

      “I need…I need to go to Longbridge.”

      The last bits of energy drained out of me at just that moment, and I collapsed to my knees. The truck driver yanked the emergency brake and climbed down from the cab, rushing to my side and helping me to my feet.

      “Damn, miss,” he said, putting his arm around me and helping me to my feet. “You’re parched. Let’s get you in the truck.”

      “Justin…” I moaned, my lips cracked from dehydration.

      “Justin?” he repeated. “Who’s that?”

      “He…he’s in the river.”

      “Bloke in the river? Nothin’ we can do about him now. Just come on. I’ll get you safe and sound.”

      He gently led me into the cab, and I collapsed onto the warm leather of the seat. The driver trotted around the front of the truck and climbed in.

      “There,” he said. “There’s some water down by your feet. Drink up, but not too quickly, ya hear?”

      I nodded and fumbled around for the bottle, wrapping my hand around the cool metal shape of the thing. The driver’s instructions reminded me of Justin and his survival tips. At that moment, part of me wanted to guzzle the water, rest for a moment, and head back out into the desert to look for him, as silly as the idea was.

      “There’s some jerky down there too,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind roo meat.”

      I shook my head. I wanted to tell him that I’d developed a bit of a taste for it, as a matter of fact. Once my mouth was wet enough from the water, I reached down for the bag of jerky, pulled out a piece, and popped it into my mouth. My strength began to return as soon as I swallowed it.

      The driver gunned the engine, and we were off.

      “How many hours until we’re back in Longbridge?” I asked, finally having the energy to speak. “Do you think we’ll be back by morning?”

      “By morning?” he asked, letting out a dry chuckle. “We’re no more than a half-hour from the place. We’ll be there before you know it!”

      I couldn’t believe it. After all this struggle, I was only a short drive away from the place that I’d nearly lost my life trying to reach.

      “You don’t have a phone, do you?” I asked. “Mine’s dead.”

      “Sure do,” he said, reaching over and popping open the glove compartment, revealing a phone.

      I grabbed it and looked up the number for the Longbridge police. Over several minutes of stream-of-consciousness rambling, I told them what had happened to Justin and me. They told me they’d meet me at one of the local diners when I got into town.

      The drive went by in a flash. I’d gotten so used to the interminably slow travel by foot that being in a truck seemed like zooming through the desert in a rocket ship. After twenty minutes or so, the sign announcing that we’d arrived in Longbridge appeared. I couldn’t believe how happy I was to see the scattered buildings of the town.

      The truck driver took me to the diner where I’d planned to meet with the police. After profusely thanking him, I climbed out of the truck and hurried into the tiny, retro-style place. I slid into one of the cheap booths and soon the waitress approached, menu in hand.

      I pored over the menu, unable to believe that all I needed to do was tell the waitress what I wanted and she’d bring it to me. No fire, no hunting, no nothing.

      “I’ll take a tuna sandwich,” I said. I was trying to be sensible, but then my hunger got the better of me. “And waffle fries. With extra ketchup. And some French onion soup. And a cheeseburger. No, wait—make that a bacon cheeseburger. And onion rings. And a vanilla milkshake in the biggest size you have.”

      The waitress looked at me with a wide-eyed expression before confirming my order and heading off. The food arrived bit by bit, and I shocked myself with how fast I was able to put it all away. I savored each bite, giving silent thanks with each gulp to be back in civilization.

      When I was done, I sat back, my belly full. At that moment, the police arrived. I flagged them down, and they took their seats next to me. One officer was a paunchy man with a red nose, and the other was a lean, young guy with an eager look in his eyes.

      “We understand you’ve had a bit of an ordeal, miss?” said the red-nosed man, older and clearly the one in charge.

      “We were in the desert,” I said. “And there were men there, and they wanted to kill us.”

      The red-nosed man held up his hand.

      “Now, you say there were two of you?”

      “Yes,” I said, beyond eager to get the words out. “His name was, um, is Justin Gable. He’s an American, like me.”

      He gave his partner a knowing look as if to say, “These Americans, huh?”

      “And how was it you ended up in the outback?”

      I told him all of the details, about how we’d encountered a car in the road, how they’d stopped us and tried to kidnap me, thinking that I was someone else. And how Justin managed to fight them off.

      “What sort of criminals are we talking about?” the younger cop asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Kidnappers, I guess. They were looking for some rich girl that Justin had been hired to protect. I told them that I wasn’t her, but they didn’t care.”

      The red-nosed officer took down some notes, and I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not.

      “I see,” he said. “And you’re...what, a bodyguard, too?” the younger cop asked.

      “No, no,” I said. “I work for an oil company. I was meeting with some prospectors in town to negotiate a deal.”

      “You’re a long way from home, miss,” the younger cop said.

      “Don’t I know it.”

      I went on, giving them more details from my ordeal. Once they were done, I wasted no time in getting right to the matter that I really wanted to discuss.

      “What about Justin?” I asked. “Can you send out a search party or something?”

      “You said he went down into the river?” the red-nosed cop asked.

      “That’s right. We were near the rope bridge.”

      “We can check out the bridge,” he said, “but if he went into the river, he could be anywhere. Especially if he had a wound like the one you described.”

      My heart sank. I wanted them to enlist the entire town to go look for him; I wanted to stop at nothing. But I knew that the cop was right.

      “River leads not too far from town,” he said. “Maybe if you’re lucky, he’ll turn up. But I wouldn’t bet on it.” He paused, realizing what he was saying. “I’m, ah, sorry to be the one to have to tell you this, miss,” he said. “But that outback’s a monster.”

      Tears formed in my eyes, and I nodded sadly.

      “And don’t you get any crazy ideas about trekking off there tonight,” said the younger cop. “You wander back out there and you’re likely not to come back.”

      The red-nosed cop opened his mouth to speak as if to scold the younger cop for being so blunt. But then he shrugged, signaling that he was right.

      “Best thing you can do is just get yourself a hotel room and get some rest. Maybe even stop by the hospital on your way there to make sure you’re in good shape. Don’t go playing hero, now.”

      The other cop spoke up. “We’ll check this out. Anything you need?”

      “We left our suitcases behind in the rental car—all our clothes and things. If you find the car, I’d appreciate getting them back.”

      He lifted the corners of his mouth, not wanting to promise anything. “We’ll see what we can do.”

      I gave another nod. The officers took a little more information from me, but soon they were off, leaving me alone in my booth, the table covered in half-eaten food.

      I paid my check and began my lonely walk through town. The cool air felt nice on my skin, and now that my belly was full, I felt more normal. But all I could think about was Justin. The officers were right; I knew it. There was a very good chance that he’d given his life to save mine, that this man who I’d only known for a short time had paid the ultimate price to keep me safe.

      How much he’d meant to me was clear as day. Over the last couple of days, I’d felt closer to him than men I’d known for months, and all I wanted was for him to be back by my side, flashing me that cocky grin and busting my chops.

      Soon, I was back at the same hotel in the little French-style hotel room where I’d spent my first night in town. I flicked on the fan and fell back onto the bed. As I stared up at the ceiling, I tried to figure out my next step.

      But what I needed to do struck me with instant clarity: I was going to stay. There wasn’t a chance in hell that I’d leave Australia until I found out about Justin, one way or another. I’d call Roger tomorrow morning and tell him what had happened, and let him know that if he needed to fire me, that was fine. But I wasn’t going to leave Justin behind—not for anything in the world.

      I took a long, hot shower, washing away the last traces of the outback from my worn-out body. Once I was done, I wrapped the hotel robe around me, feeling fresh and clean for the first time since I’d come to town.

      Back in the main room of the hotel, I plopped down into the chair there. As I sat there, I realized that I was filled with restless energy. Despite everything, sleep was the last thing on my mind. I replayed the past two days in my head.

      That’s when I heard the soft thumping of footsteps just outside my room.

      My heart raced. Could it be the kidnappers? Had they come back to finish the job?

      My eyes wide, I slowly stood up from my chair and walked as quietly as I could to the kitchenette, where I opened one of the drawers carefully enough not to make a sound.

      A soft rapping on the door sounded out as soon as I wrapped my hand around the cheap steak knife. I knew that I wouldn’t stand much of a chance against any of those thugs—not without Justin. But I was determined to defend myself. No way was I going down without a fight, not after all I’d been through.

      Another knock sounded, my stomach tightening at the noise. I grabbed the doorknob and gave it a twist, ready to plunge my knife into whoever was on the other end.

      But that wouldn’t be necessary. For standing on the other side of the door, that sly smile on his face, was Justin.
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      “That’s one way to say hello,” he said, his eyes on the knife.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The blade dropped from my hand, landing on the carpet with a soft thud.

      “You going to invite me in?” he asked.

      Without thinking, I reached out and poked him on the shoulder.

      “Is that…is that you?” I asked, my words coming out in a soft muddle.

      “Sure is,” he said.

      “I didn’t fall asleep, did I?” I asked. “Are you really standing right here in front of me?”

      “Do koalas eat eucalyptus leaves?” he said.

      I kicked the knife aside and stepped a foot to the left.

      “Come in!” I exclaimed.

      Justin stepped into the hotel room and looked around.

      “Not quite as nice as a shaded canyon, but it’ll do,” he said.

      A huge smile broke out across my face. I threw my arms around him, holding his solid body close and tight.

      “Sorry for dropping by so late,” he said. “Police didn’t let me out of there without me giving them a very, very thorough statement.”

      “It’s…not a problem,” I said, laughing a bit through my joyful tears. “A silly thing to apologize for, even.”

      Crinkling my brow, I grabbed my now-charged phone and checked the time, seeing that it was after midnight. The night had rushed by.

      “Justin,” I said, joy and confusion running through me in equal measure. “How…how are you—”

      “How am I not dead?”

      He glanced over at the chair where I’d been sitting.

      “Mind if I take a load off?” he asked. “The leg’s seen better days.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      He took his seat and let out a long breath. I sat down on the bed across from him, eager to hear what he had to say.

      “I hit the water hard,” he said. “Luckily, it didn’t do me any damage. In fact, it really knocked me back to my senses. But it carried me away fast, and it took everything I had not to slam into any of the rocks in the water.” He looked away for a moment. “That thug didn’t have the same luck I did, though.”

      A wince formed on his face, and it was clear that the fate of the man with the shaved head wasn’t pretty, whatever it was.

      “The river tossed me onto the shore eventually. Luckily, the wound wasn’t as bad as it looked. He took a chunk out of me, but nothing I couldn’t walk on. I ended up climbing the canyon, and when I reached the top, I saw Longbridge off in the distance. I hobbled for an hour or so and managed to collapse right in front of the medical clinic.”

      “I can’t believe it,” I said. “I still feel like I’m going to wake up.”

      “Me too, now that I think about it,” he said. “But they got me bandaged up before calling in the police. I let them know that there was still a goon down at the bridge and at that gas station, so none of those guys should be bothering us anymore.”

      Relief washed over me. Not only was he safe, but he’d also taken care of the criminals. I could finally breathe easy.

      “Let me see that,” I said, pointing to his leg.

      “Are you serious?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Sure am,” I said. “I don’t know much about wounds, but I know that you’re probably about due for a bandage change.”

      He tilted his head to the side, conceding the point.

      “They did mention something to that effect at the hospital.”

      “Come on,” I said. “Get out of those jeans.”

      Justin undid his zipper and belt, and I went off to the bathroom to check out the first aid kit. While in there, I turned on the tub and watched for a moment as the basin began to fill with hot water. Once I’d grabbed the supplies and returned, Justin had already gotten out of his jeans, boots, and socks. On his thigh was a large white bandage, the middle splotched with a small, bright red seeping of blood.

      I dropped to my knees in front of him and carefully, slowly, pulled off the bandage. Justin winced a bit but otherwise didn’t complain. Taking off the bandage revealed a long cut, sealed with ink-black stitches.

      “Come on into the bathroom,” I said. “You’re in need of a cleaning.”

      Justin got to his feet and followed me in, where he took a seat on the edge of the tub. I soaked my washcloth in the warm water and began to softly dab the wound, cleaning away the bits of dried blood.

      “That hurt?” I asked.

      “Nah,” he said with his usual confidence. “It’s nothing.”

      I got up from the floor and sat down on the edge of the tub next to him, continuing to clean the wound. I placed my free hand on his other leg for support, quietly enjoying the feeling of his muscles. And as much as I wanted to be professional about the whole thing, I couldn’t help but let my eyes drift to the lovely bulge in his gray boxer-briefs.

      I looked up as I washed him, our eyes locking for a long moment.

      “Let me...” I said, breaking the silence. “Let me get you a fresh bandage.”

      “Sure,” he said, his voice low and resonant.

      I got up from the edge of the tub, my heart pounding as I went through the first aid kit for some fresh gauze. As relieved as I was to see Justin, even more did I want him.

      Gauze and tape in hand, I returned to his side and cut off a piece. One strip at a time, I dressed the wound. Soon, it was covered, and I sealed the gauze to his leg with some medical tape. Once I was done, Justin looked the dressing over and nodding approvingly.

      “Is this the first knife wound you’ve patched up?” he asked. “Looks pretty good.”

      “You grow up on a farm and you pick up all sorts of little bits of know-how,” I said, taking one final look at the gauze.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Not just for this. For everything.”

      I let out a loud, chiming laugh.

      “Are you really thanking me?” I asked. “You’re the one who saved my life. I don’t know where I’d be if it weren’t for you.”

      Now he laughed.

      “Have you forgotten why you were in this mess to begin with?” he asked. “It’s because those thugs thought you were someone I was protecting.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” I said. “In that case, thanks for nothing. Jerk.”

      We both laughed, but this time or eyes locked onto one another’s and didn’t let go. My hand stayed on Justin’s thigh, and after a long moment, he placed his hand on top of it. My heart began to thump-thump-thump in my chest, and my breath became quick. I was lost in his eyes, and I don’t think I could’ve moved even if I’d wanted to.

      Then, as if sensing the tension, Justin leaned in and kissed me. I knew the moment that his lips touched mine that the kiss was unlike any that we’d shared before. Our kisses that first night were those of drunken passion; the kisses at the oasis had been heated, yearning pleasure. These, on the other hand, were close, familiar—loving, even.

      He kissed me tenderly, placing his hand on the back of my head and holding me gently in place. My eyes closed with delight and were it not for his lips, my mouth would’ve surely been in a big, dopey smile.

      After more kissing, Justin took his lips from mine and spoke.

      “I think we ought to take this to the bed,” he said.

      “Now, wait a minute,” I said. “Did you even get a room for yourself tonight? Or did you just assume that you’d be staying here with me?”

      “The second thing,” he said with a smirk. “Too presumptuous of me?”

      “Just presumptuous enough.”

      I flashed him a playful little smile as he stood up, my hand in his. Justin led me out of the bathroom. The bed looked so enticing that I could hardly stand it; I wanted to be curled up on top of it with Justin right then and there. Thankfully, he had the same idea.

      We kissed again, now beginning the process of peeling off one another’s clothes. Justin slipped me out of the robe I was wearing and soon had me naked before him. I did the same to Justin, pulling his shirt off over his head and leaving him in his skivvies.

      “Now, wait a minute,” I said. “Are you sure you’re up to this? You did just survive a knife wound and a journey down a wild river.”

      “When the body is this willing, I don’t think any of that matters,” he said.

      The answer was more than good enough for me. I clamped my hands down hard onto Justin’s slim waist and brought him down toward the bed. A grunt of pain left his mouth as I fell onto the mattress with him.

      “Wait a minute,” I said, the corner of my lip curling up. “I thought you said you were ready for this.”

      “I am,” he said. “Just didn’t think you were gonna get all pro-wrestler on me.”

      “Glad to surprise you,” I said.

      “Always happy to see such enthusiasm.”

      We kissed more, touching and caressing each other with a new appreciation after having survived our ordeal together. He turned his attention to my bare breasts, giving them the slow licks and sucks that I loved so much. I reached down as he busied himself with my breasts, slipping his boxer-briefs down his legs and bringing his rock-hard member out into the open air.

      I couldn’t resist. I grabbed onto it and began stroking, closing my eyes with sweet pleasure at the feeling of his contours in my hand. Justin grunted softly, and I could sense that he was liking very much what I had in mind so far.

      “Listen,” he said, his voice stern.

      His tone was serious. Something about it caused me to pause.

      “Yeah?” I said.

      “Having you apart from me…I didn’t like it. When I woke up on that shore, all I could think about was whether or not you were safe. I cared more about your well-being than I did my own life.”

      Justin’s words weighed heavy on my heart. Tears formed in my eyes, and at that moment I cared for him more than I thought possible.

      “I…felt the same way,” I said. “The idea of you stranded out in the desert or having died protecting me…it was too much for me to bear. And now that you’re back, that you’re in my arms safe and sound, I’m more overjoyed than I’ve been in as long as I can remember.”

      “Oh, please,” he said with a smirk. “You think I’d let some little thing like the Australian outback take me down? Hardly.”

      I laughed, giving him a playful slap on the chest.

      “Glad to see your ego survived,” I said.

      “It’s the secret to my power,” he said.

      And with that, we kissed again. Now, not only was I incredibly turned on, I felt a closeness to Justin, something that made me want more than just to sleep with him—I wanted to make love. What we had was something special; I could tell. The idea of what was going to happen between us was still up in the air, but for now, I was happy to have him in my arms, in my bed.

      We kissed more, the sensation of his skin against mine and the soft exhalation of his breath through his nostrils on my face bringing me deeper into the sweet awareness of just how near he was. Justin moved his rough hand along the curves of my hip, then over my thigh, ending up at the supple flesh between my legs.

      I spread open at his touch, welcoming him, letting him know that he was just where I wanted him to be. His hand went up, up—closer to the warmth down below that throbbed and ached with passion and anticipation. When he finally touched me, I let out a long, slow sigh before biting down gently on my lower lip. He moved his hand slowly, rocking it back and forth over me.

      “Your touch,” I moaned. “It’s—I don’t know—I can’t even say.”

      “Then don’t say anything,” he said, his mouth only a few inches from my ear. “Just let me make you feel good.”

      I couldn’t resist an offer like that. Justin teased me for a bit longer, caressing me sensually. The heavenly tension began to build, filling me more by the moment. Something about the way he moved his hands, worked his fingers, kissing me all the while—he was able to coax a pleasure out of me that no man ever had before. And he was just getting started.

      At that moment, I realized how selfish in my pleasure I’d been. I opened one eye slightly, spotting his long, thick member pointing toward my body, not getting the attention it deserved. Though the bliss running through me made it very had to concentrate on anything else, I reached down and took hold of him once again, tracing the outline of his manhood with my fingertips.

      A low moan let me know that I was on the right track. Justin placed his free hand on the small of my back, pulling me close and bringing our bodies flush together. His erection pressed against my body, the long, hard warmth sending a thrill up my spine. It was then that I realized I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “I need it,” I said. “I need it now.”

      “Tell me what you need,” he said.

      “I need you inside of me. Please, please, please.”

      A little smirk flashed on his lips for a brief moment at my words. Then, keeping his hand on the small of my back, he moved me slowly and effortlessly until I was underneath him. With his other hand, he moved down a bit, placing his touch on my thighs and opening my legs wide enough to accommodate him.

      The tip of his member grazed against my center, sending tingles through my body. My opening was wet and ready for him, and I couldn’t wait another moment if I had to. Thankfully, Justin had no intention of keeping me in any more suspense. He reached down, wrapped his hand around his base, and slowly, teasingly, entered me.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned, feeling with keen awareness as each of his many inches moved into me. “Just like that.”

      Soon he was fully sheathed inside of me, holding fast for just a moment as I adjusted to his size and thickness.

      “Feels nice to do this on an actual bed,” he said, a glint in his eyes.

      “I don’t know,” I said between gasps. “The oasis did have its charms.”

      He smiled again before leaning down and kissing me hard. We drank each other deeply, our tongues lashing together as he moved slowly inside of me. My legs went slack, spreading wide onto the bed as Justin propped himself up with his thick, taut arms.

      His gorgeous face tightened with an expression of deep concentration—as if he didn’t want to miss a single sensation of the pleasure taking hold of him. I moved my hands over his body, feeling his rigid, solid angles, his tight musculature, and the slight sheen of sweat on his skin. I could run my hands over him for hours without boredom. His body was like a work of art, and I was the expert appraiser.

      His pace began to quicken, and soon he was driving into me with all the force of his solid hips and well-defined rear. My eyes went wide as I adjusted to the new sensation of him absolutely pounding me, filling me with his length over and over again. I squirmed beneath him, and for a moment I wondered if I’d even be able to handle the pleasure he was filling me with time and time again.

      An orgasm was near, and I wanted it more than anything. I glanced down at him between my legs, watching his thickness disappear inside of me with each thrust. I bit down on my lip and focused on the ecstasy building inside of me.

      “Come for me, baby,” he said, evidently sensing how close I was.

      “I want to,” I said. “I want to so damn bad.”

      And through the pleasure, I sensed that there was something new happening between Justin and me. The sex wasn’t just the animal rutting that we’d done at that oasis—as incredible as that had been. There was intensity, closeness, and sensuality between us that there hadn’t been before. Our lovemaking felt as though something wonderful had formed between us, something rare and deep.

      Then, almost without warning, my orgasm broke. Justin, sensing that I was coming, continued to drive into me, filling me full. The warm pleasure took hold of me and didn’t let go, and, with a shudder and a guttural moan, Justin came along with me. He drained himself inside of me, and I savored the feeling of him exploding. Slowly, deliciously, my orgasm faded, and Justin collapsed in a heap at my side.

      We lay like this for a long while, on our sides, our eyes locked onto one another’s as he moved his hands over my curves and I moved mine over his angles. I knew that this was soon to end, but for now, I was content with what I had.

      But part of me didn’t want this night to ever end.
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      We woke up that next morning to the early morning light streaming in through the bedroom windows. I laid there for a long while, holding Delaney close to me, enjoying the warmth of her body and the mild, climate-controlled air of the hotel room.

      “Good morning,” she said with a smile.

      “Morning,” I said before moving in to plant a kiss on those irresistible lips of hers.

      “Nice waking up and not having to worry about if you’re going to make it through the day,” she said, putting her head on my shoulder.

      “And knowing that we’ve got other food options than kangaroo meat and random roughage,” I said with a grin.

      “I don’t know,” she said, looking away in teasing thought. “The kangaroo meat wasn’t all that bad, now that I think about it.”

      I let out a snort of a laugh.

      “You’re turning into a real, true-blue Aussie,” I said. “We’ll have to go the whole nine and get you a didgeridoo and a big old can of local beer.”

      “Now, let’s not go crazy,” she said, placing her hand on my chest. “I’m still a Texan at heart. Just developing a new appreciation for this country after it nearly killed me, I suppose.”

      “Beautiful and worldly,” I said with a wry tone.

      “What can I say?” she said, matching my tone. “I’m complex and gorgeous.”

      I chuckled again.

      “I think my smart-ass ways are rubbing off on you,” I said. “Better get you away from me for your own good.”

      I meant the words as a joke, but they hung heavy in the air as soon as I said them. Now, both she and I were aware of the fact that we were about to go our separate ways. We’d take the drive down to Alice Springs; I’d stay, she’d go on, and that’d be that.

      “I think we’ve earned a big breakfast,” I said, quickly changing the subject to more pleasant topics. “What do you say we head to that diner and eat every pancake in the place?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she said with a smile. “Gonna need all the fuel we can get for the drive ahead.”

      I leaned in and kissed her softly. The kiss stretched from seconds to minutes, and soon we were waking each other up in the most intimate way possible. After we’d finished, we shared a nice, long, warm shower.

      The red light on the hotel phone was blinking when we got out. I picked up the phone and called the front desk, getting the message from the concierge.

      “Yes, please bring them right up,” I said. “Thank you so much!”

      Delaney raised her eyebrows at me.

      “Good news! The police retrieved our bags from the rental car and dropped them off at the front desk,” I told her, wrapping myself in a robe.

      A minute later a knock at the door meant our suitcases had arrived. After getting dressed in clean clothes, we packed up our things. We took a taxi to the car rental place, picked something out, and were soon in the little retro diner seated in one of the booths.

      The waitress arrived, giving Delaney a curious look of recognition.

      “Back for more, huh?”

      “Can’t get enough, I suppose,” Delaney said with a grin.

      We placed our orders. I ordered steak and eggs—rare and scrambled—with a side of pancakes. Sausage and bacon finished my order. Delaney went wild on the pancakes, ordering plain, blueberry, and chocolate chip. And, of course, coffee all around.

      Once the waitress left, I stretchered out my arms on the back of the booth and took in the charming, retro style of the diner, with its Formica tables, fifties advertisements, and Buddy Holly music on the jukebox. A few local men sat at the counter eating eggs and bacon, and young women in striped uniforms zipped here and there, taking orders and bringing food and drinks.

      “You know what I want to know,” I said, turning my attention back to Delaney. “Is this place actually a retro diner, or are they just so isolated that they think all of this stuff is still in style?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” she said with a smirk. “Place like this feels like stepping out of time or something.”

      Delaney and I shared a long look, the din of the diner and the music swirling in the air around us. I wanted to say something, to tell her that us leaving Longbridge didn’t mean our time together had to end. But what could I do? I had a job to take care of, and Delaney was due back in the States. Part of me thought that I ought to just look at the signs, which all seemed to be indicating that whatever Delaney and I had was going to stay here in this tiny town.

      And every now and then, a thoughtful look formed on Delaney’s face, as though she was trying to deal with the same dilemma as me. Neither of us seemed to understand how to deal with what was happening between us—not even considering the surprising intensity of our feelings for one another.

      “Here you go,” said the waitress, returning with two arms lined with plates. “Hope you’re hungry.”

      “You have no idea,” I said.

      As soon as the food was placed in front of me, I set upon it like a wild animal. I cut into the steak, the red and brown juices leaking out onto the clean white plate. Stabbing the free chunk, I brought it to my mouth and chewed it slowly, savoring the rich flavor.

      “How’s your breakfast?” I asked.

      “Delicious,” she said. “I’m sure I’ll be back to city-girl mode here before too long, but at this point I’m still processing the fact that we’re in a place where you just ask for food and they bring it to you.”

      “The wonders of civilization,” I said, taking a strip of bacon and dabbing it into a small pool of maple syrup on Delaney’s plate. “Don’t realize how good it is until it’s gone.”

      “Until you’re living with a family of koala bears in an oasis,” she said.

      “Can’t find too much issue with that leg of our journey,” I said.

      The image of Delaney, nude, wet, and tied up, appeared in my mind, and it took extreme mental focus to bring myself back to the present moment.

      “Maybe we can track the place down,” she said. “Open a little bed and breakfast there for any other lost travelers.”

      I laughed.

      “That’s right. Anyone else stranded in the middle of the outback and on the run from kidnappers would find it perfect. Might be a bit of a limited clientele, but the scenery would be worth it.”

      Delaney smiled as she cut off another chunk of dripping pancakes and popped them into her mouth.

      After we both gorged ourselves to our heart’s content, I paid the bill, and we were off. The two of us climbed into the rental car, our things packed and ready to go.

      “All set to leave this place behind?” I asked, taking a sweeping look around the tiny town that had been such a big place in my mind over the last few days.

      “I think so,” she said, a slightly wistful tone to her voice.

      It was a bit of a strange question, actually. Though leaving Longbridge would mean getting back to civilization, it also meant leaving behind what Delaney and I shared here. The idea of putting it all in the past weighed heavy on my heart.

      I climbed into the driver’s seat, and Delaney got in on the other side. Packed up and good to go, I gunned the engine and drove the car out onto the main road of the town. The first few minutes passed in silence as we drove through the downtown area. But as we reached the outer stretches of the town, a thought occurred to me.

      “Do you mind if we take a little detour before we get back on the highway?” I asked. “Should only take a few minutes.”

      “For what?” she asked. “Was there a tourist trap that you just had to see before we left?”

      “No,” I said, “just some personal business to attend to.”

      My tone was a little more serious than I’d anticipated, and Delaney nodded without saying a word.

      I pulled off the main road and drove onto a dusty path that took us through a small neighborhood. And up ahead was my destination: Longbridge Cemetery.

      “Oh,” said Delaney to herself as she realized what I had in mind.

      I steered the car into the dusty parking lot outside of the tall, steel fence surrounding the cemetery. There, I killed the engine and sat still for a moment as if summoning up the courage for what I was about to do.

      “Come to say goodbye?” asked Delaney.

      “Something like that,” I said.

      “Take your time,” she said. “I’ll wait in the car.” After a beat, she spoke again. “That is, unless you want some company.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her “no,” which was my first instinct. But the more I thought about it, the more having Delaney by my side appealed to me. It was an odd feeling—typically I preferred to keep matters like this to myself, to keep my deepest emotions private. Being in my line of work often necessitated that I play things close to my chest, to keep distance between myself and the women I met.

      Delaney was different, however.

      “That actually sounds nice, if you don’t mind,” I said.

      “Of course,” she said, a small, warm smile on her lips. “Let’s go—if you’re ready.”

      “I’m as ready as I’m going to be,” I said.

      She nodded, and we were off. The two of us stepped through the gates leading to the cemetery and looked around. The grounds were small—no more than a hundred or so graves and markers were there, a few stone shrines here and there. The grounds were well-kept, a large square of green grass with a few heavy-branched trees, a small slice of paradise among the rusty-sand of the rest of our surroundings.

      I walked slowly through the cemetery, my eyes flicking from marker to marker as I retraced my steps from days before.

      It didn’t take me long to find my father’s grave—it was the lonely little stone just to the right of one of the trees toward the far end of the place. My pace quickened, Delaney keeping up to my side with fast strides, and we soon arrived at the marker, my father’s name written in small letters along with the years he was alive. Nothing else was on the stone.

      I said nothing for a time, not sure what was even on my mind. Delaney joined me in the silence, and I was glad to have her there beside me.

      Finally, I cleared my throat and spoke.

      “Hey, Dad,” I said. “Been a while. Well, not too long, I suppose. But the last time I was here, I really didn’t have much to say. Too mad at you for anything like that. Standing where I’d been, thinking about just what you meant to me…all I could feel was anger. Anger that you’d left the family, anger that you’d let Mom and me down.”

      I stopped, took a breath, and went on.

      “And I think you’d have to admit that I’m not entirely in the wrong for being angry. You’re lucky that Mom is the woman that she is, because I don’t know what we would’ve done if she didn’t have the strength she possesses. But I suppose you had to know that on some level, that she’d have what it would take to see us both through.

      “I carried that anger with me for a long time, and part of me thought that coming here and looking at your stone, knowing that you were gone, would make me feel some kind of satisfaction. But it only left me confused, conflicted, and unsure of myself. And if you know me the way I’m sure you did, you know that me being unsure of myself is far from normal.”

      I sighed. This was tough, but I needed to say it.

      “So, I was all prepared to leave this little town, no more sure of myself than I’d been when I was standing at your grave. But I took a little bit of a detour while I was here. Met a good woman in the process.”

      At this point, Delaney glanced over at me, took my hand into hers, and gave it a squeeze.

      “And she coaxed out of me how I felt about all of this,” I continued. “About you and me. And I realized that I didn’t need to hold onto my anger anymore. After all, you’re just a human like the rest of us, a person who doesn’t always make the right decisions, who follows his heart even if another part of him is screaming to do something else.

      “After all, over the course of the last couple of days, I’ve learned what it’s like to be driven by your heart, to know what it’s like to have someone who inspires feelings in you that you didn’t know you were capable of. Maybe this woman, whoever she was, did the same for you. I suppose I’ll never know.”

      I hesitated, closing my eyes and taking a breath. I’d come this far. Might as well finish.

      “But what I can do is say I’m sorry. I’m sorry that when you offered your hand to me in reconciliation, I didn’t just slap it aside, I ignored it—something that might be even worse. I’m sorry for forcing you to spend the last years of your life certain that your son had rejected you. And I’m sorry that you left this earth without me by your side.”

      I felt the hot sting of a tear form in one of my eyes. I took another deep breath and quickly dabbed it away with my fingertip, not sure if Delaney saw.

      “But I know that wherever my life takes me, you’re going to be there, watching from above. And that’s more than I could ever ask for.”

      I dropped down to my knees and placed my hand on the cool plaque of the marker.

      “I love you, Dad. I always will. And I’ll keep you in my heart for the rest of my days.”

      I sat like that for a time, my hand on the marker, the cool late-morning wind drifting through the trees around me. After a while, Delaney stepped to my side and placed her hand on my shoulder. Without thinking, I reached up with my free hand and took hers.

      “I…think I’m ready,” I said. “Ready to go.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Delaney in a soft voice. “We can stay for as long as you need.”

      I shook my head.

      “Can’t spend the rest of my life in this cemetery,” I said. “Besides, we’ve got a scenic journey ahead of us.”

      She let out a soft laugh at that.

      I stood up and took one last look at the grave before turning my attention back to Delaney and seeing that her eyes were wet with tears. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket and handed it to her.

      “Thank you,” she said, dabbing her eyes.

      We walked hand in hand back to the car. Once we were seated and the doors were shut, the hush of silence fell over us.

      “Listen,” I said. “Thank you for being there for me just now. You didn’t have to do that. And…I felt a little silly about the whole thing.”

      “Are you kidding?” she asked. “You were the most open that I’ve ever seen you. That couldn’t have been easy, but you came to terms with your father in about the most mature way I can think of.”

      “And…sorry if I burdened you with anything. These are my problems, and I didn’t need to bring you into them.”

      I let out a dry laugh.

      “First, I land you in mortal danger. Then, I bring you into the middle of my daddy issues. I’m starting to think you bit off a little more than you could chew with this one-night stand.”

      She reached over and took my hand again.

      “You don’t need to apologize for anything,” she said. “And I think you know that this…whatever this is, was more than just a one-night stand.”

      Now it was her turn to laugh slightly.

      “That doesn’t mean that the sex wasn’t the best I’ve ever had, however.”

      She gave my hand another squeeze. I leaned over and kissed her deeply.

      “Well,” I said, sitting back and turning my attention to the road. “I don’t know about you, but I think I’m about ready to leave Longbridge and never look back. How about you?”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      I turned over the engine, and we were off.

      Soon, we were back onto the main road, then onto the highway, and then once again in the desert, the very same inhospitable place where we’d done so much more than just survive, as we hurtled towards Alice Springs, the place where in just a few hours’ time, we’d say our goodbyes.

      And with a heavy heart, I realized that I didn’t want to let her go.
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      The drive passed with a strange silence, thanks to the issue that neither one of us was addressing.

      Justin and I had gone through one thing after another, the result of every one of our ordeals being that we’d grown closer. There was something here, something special—and all we were doing was ignoring it.

      But then again, what could either of us even say? That we ought to be girlfriend and boyfriend now? Everything had happened so suddenly, and bringing the issue out into the open might very well upset the delicate situation, maybe even make it awkward and strange. I was almost content to simply let it pass, like a summer rain or some other force of nature, intended to be enjoyed and not held onto.

      Or maybe I was just scared. Strange that even after coming face-to-face with death, looking into my heart and sharing what was inside seemed even more frightening. I felt like a prisoner of my own fear.

      The drive went on. Soon, we were about three-fourths of the way to Alice Springs. The journey was almost over, and soon Justin and I would part. I savored every minute we had left together, certain that we’d never see each other again.

      We’d chatted on and off during the first part of the journey, but now that we were approaching the end, the gravity of what was taking place was beginning to dawn on us. I didn’t want to say a word, for fear of letting my emotions explode out of me in a messy torrent.

      Finally, we arrived on the road toward the small airport outside of Alice Springs.

      “So,” I said, trying to keep my emotions in check. “What’ve you got in mind for tonight once I’m gone?”

      A grimace formed on Justin’s features for a brief moment as the words “I’m gone” escaped my mouth.

      “Well, I suppose I’ll need to be getting in touch with the heiress. With the kidnappers taken care of, the danger looks like it’s passed. But she’ll need to know about what happened. Hopefully, the rest of the mission should go smoothly. At least, that’s what I’m hoping.”

      “I see,” I said, not sure how else to respond.

      “And you?” he asked. “You’ve got a long flight ahead of you.”

      “It’s not too bad,” I said. “Only a few hours. And once I’m in Sydney, I can relax for a bit. Before my boss chews me out for how sideways this whole thing went, that is.”

      “You think he’ll be mad?” he asked.

      “I’m hoping that once he hears that I nearly died in the middle of the outback, he’ll have a little sympathy on me for blowing the deal. But then again, he’s a bit of a prick.”

      Justin allowed a small smile, just as a plane flying overhead let us know that we were almost to the airport. After another twenty or so minutes of driving, we finally arrived. Justin pulled the car in front of the departures terminal and came to a stop, cars pulling around us and people here and there bidding one another goodbye.

      “Let me help you with your bags,” said Justin, pulling the emergency brake and hopping out of the driver’s seat.

      Before I had a chance to say anything, he was at the back of the car and pulling my bags out of the trunk. With a stony expression on his face, he set them down at the curb and looked up, not meeting my eyes.

      “Well,” he said, his gaze toward the airport. “I hope you have a good flight.”

      I wanted to scold him for saying something as prosaic as that after everything, but I found myself following his lead.

      “Um, thanks,” I said. “I hope all goes well with your job.”

      I wanted to kick myself. But what was the alternative? Open my heart up and risk rejection? I knew how I felt, but I had no idea what was going through Justin’s head. Or his heart. For all I knew, he and this heiress of his were a thing, or a potential thing, and his mind was already occupied with a night of fun ahead.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Take care.”

      With that, he leaned in and planted a fleeting, uncertain kiss on my cheek. The sensation of his lips on my skin was as electrifying as ever, and I felt a hot tear form as he moved away. I quickly wiped it away before he had a chance to see it, keeping my composure stony and calm.

      Justin took one last look at me before turning and heading back to the car. Moments later, he was in the driver’s seat, pulling off. I watched his car disappear around the bend leading back to the main road, and that was that. He was gone.

      A lump formed in my throat, and I took several long moments to compose myself before grabbing my bags and heading into the airport. I was gripped by regret as soon as I stepped into the cool interior of the check-in terminal. I wanted to drop my bags and run down the road, flailing my arms like a madwoman and see if I could catch his attention.

      “To Sydney?” the very chipper girl at the check-in counter asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “That’s right,” I said. “And to Dallas from there.”

      “Quite a journey ahead of you,” she said with a warm smile.

      True, but after the journey I’d had over the last couple of days, spending fifteen or so hours on an airplane sounded almost heavenly.

      I made my way through security and to my gate. Once there, I plopped into a chair and felt the minutes tick by. Magazines, internet, TV—I used every tool at my disposal to try and distract myself from Justin, from the man I was leaving behind.

      It was no good, however. He was all that I could think about, and it was beginning to dawn on me that I’d very well just made the mistake of my life. A whimper escaped my mouth, and I shot my hands to my lips, hoping that no one had witnessed it. Being this open with my emotions was strange, and the fact that Justin had been able to bring them out of me seemed even more proof that there was something special about him, something that I couldn’t ignore.

      But there was nothing to be done. He was gone, and that was that.

      Sitting by the gate, waiting for the agent to call out when boarding began, I found myself thinking over and over about what my life would be like if Justin were a part of it. Settling down…it sounded so nice—especially if I had a man like Justin with whom to do it.

      The agent called out that boarding was about to begin, and I prepared myself to leave Alice Springs, and Justin, behind. As I stepped into the jetway leading to the plane, I looked behind me one last time, secretly hoping that Justin would be standing there, ready to whisk me away like something out of a movie.

      But, of course, there was no one. I sighed and headed into the airplane, taking my seat and settling in for the three-hour flight. The plane soon took off, and I watched the city of Alice Springs below disappear as we rose. The landscape shifted and changed beneath the plane, and I knew that though Justin and I weren’t meant to be together, I’d never forgot our adventure in the outback.

      The three-hour flight passed quickly and without incident, and I soon spotted the towers of downtown Sydney appear in the distance. I was finally back to civilization, though the only place I really wanted to be was in Justin’s arms.

      The plane landed, and the passengers disembarked, luggage in hand. Turning my phone on, I saw that I still had plenty of time before my flight to Dallas. The neon lights of the airport bar called out to me, and I decided a drink was in order.

      I slid onto the tall barstool under the dim lights of the bar and flagged down the bartender.

      “Something stiff,” I said simply.

      He nodded, and I got the impression that something strong was likely a common request at an airport bar.

      Moments later, a tall clear glass of something was placed in front of me. I took a long sip, the boozy taste making my eyes go wide. I allowed myself a small smile, knowing that this drink would do very nicely.

      About a third of the way through the drink, however, a voice spoke from behind me. It was deep, resonant, and intentionally seductive.

      “This seat taken?”

      I turned, ready to tell off the sleaze who thought he could pick me up. But when I saw who it was, my jaw nearly dropped to the floor.

      It was Justin. Standing before me, dressed in a stylish black suit, his typically tousled, sandy-blond hair slicked back behind his ears, a playful smile on his face, was the man I’d been thinking about all day.

      For a moment I was convinced that it couldn’t be him. I looked at my drink, then back at Justin, wondering if I’d been drugged or was hallucinating or something. Then, I reached out and, just as I had at the hotel in Longbridge, poked him in the arm. Sure enough, he was really there.

      “Justin?” I asked. “What…I mean…how…I mean—”

      “So,” he said, “the seat’s not taken?”

      I shook my head, coming to my senses, and gestured to the seat. He slid in with his typical grace and flagged down the bartender.

      “A whiskey, please,” he said.

      The bartender nodded and quickly poured him a drink. Justin took a slow sip, clearly savoring the flavor.

      “Damn, that hits the spot,” he said.

      I couldn’t believe it. He was acting like nothing was out of the ordinary.

      “Justin…how are you here?” I asked.

      “I flew,” he said, as though it were the most normal thing in the world.

      “But I was on the plane,” I said. “And I sure as hell didn’t see you.”

      “No,” he said, pointing toward the large window that looked out over the runways. “See that small plane over there?”

      Sure enough, there was a private plane parked further back on the runway.

      “That’s yours?” I asked.

      “My client’s, to be precise.”

      “She just let you take the private plane here?”

      He took another drink.

      “Long story short, I met her in Alice Springs, ready to be all apologetic about being so late getting there to protect her. I told her about the thugs who’d waylaid us, how they’d thought you were her. She was pretty surprised and asked me to describe the kidnappers. I did, and as soon as I was done, she threw her arms around me and gave me the biggest hug of my life.”

      “Huh?” I asked. “She wasn’t mad?”

      “Not at all. In fact, those thugs were the reason she was hiding out in Alice Springs to begin with. They were affiliated with a Sydney crime syndicate who’d been tracking her for a while. Once they ‘found out’ that I was in Longbridge, they assumed that I was meeting her there and made their move. And you know how the rest of the story went.”

      “I sure as hell do,” I said.

      “So, what with the kidnappers taken care of and all, she decided to head back to Sydney. And she brought me with her.”

      “And now…”

      “…and now I’m here.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Without even thinking about it, I reached down and grabbed a chunk of the skin on my forearm and gave it a quick pinch.

      “Did you just do what I think you did?” he asked, an amused smile on his face.

      I shook my head in disbelief.

      “This is...so surprising,” I said. “I got on that plane certain that I’d never see you again. And now you’re here, telling me…well, I don’t know what, exactly.”

      “How about I don’t tell you anything?” he asked.

      With that, he leaned in and kissed me.

      The din of the airport bar melted away, and as our lips touched it, was just him and me, the rest of the world a faint distraction. I placed my hands on his body, pulling him across the distance between our two barstools.

      After several long, impassioned moments, Justin slowly took his mouth from mine. The taste of him lingered on my lips and I smiled as I moved my tongue across them, savoring the taste.

      I felt so overwhelmed that I instinctively reached for my glass and took a deep sip.

      “Okay,” I said. “So this is all wonderful and everything. But that still doesn’t answer the question of what we’re going to do next.”

      “I could always kiss you again,” he said with a smirk.

      “As much as I love that as a short-term strategy, I think we might need to look a little further into the future.”

      “Hmm,” he said. “Then I can kiss you again and again.”

      I chuckled and brought my hand down onto his thigh.

      “You’re making forgetting about everything else but you and me far too enticing, Mr. Gable.”

      “You’d know a thing or two about ‘enticing,’” he said, giving my body a slow once-over, a hot blush running up my neck as he did.

      “But,” he went on, “I think I might have something that will shed some light on what I have in mind.”

      He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a plane ticket.

      “It’s for Dallas,” he said. “Next one out. Which is the one I assume you’re taking.”

      My eyes went wide.

      “Back to Dallas?” I asked. “With me?”

      “Courtesy of my client. I was about to foot the bill, but when she heard that it was so I could fly back with the woman I loved, she insisted on paying.”

      “The woman you—?”

      I broke off, not daring to speak the words.

      Just then, the boarding call for the flight to Dallas sounded out over the PA system.

      “Well,” said Justin, lifting up his drink and preparing to drain the last bit. “Ready to get on that plane, see where it takes us?”

      I smiled.

      “More ready than I’ve been for anything,” I replied.

      We finished our drinks and stood up. Justin’s hand enveloped mine, and we turned toward the gate. Moments later, he and I were strolling hand in hand down the jetway. I couldn’t wait for whatever was to come next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Six Months Later: Delaney

      

    
    
      “What’s the day ahead look like, darling?”

      Cup of coffee in hand, I glanced up from the pile of documents in front of me on the kitchen table. The loft apartment in downtown Dallas that Justin and I shared was filled with its usual morning light, the traffic of the bustling streets below a mellow, urban din.

      “Papers, papers, and more papers,” I said before taking another sip of coffee.

      Justin slid into the seat next to mine, but not before planting a soft kiss on my forehead, a smile breaking out across my lips as he did.

      “What’s the story?” he asked, picking up one of the documents and looking it over, clearly unable to make heads or tails of the corporate jargon that filled it. “Looks like Horizon are really putting you through the wringer.”

      “It’s the transfer,” I said. “Turns out that I was the only person at that place that can handle the job I had all on my own.”

      “You mean the non-stop, jet-setting position that you’re leaving behind?”

      “That’s the one,” I said. “The one that I’m ditching to spend more time with my handsome boyfriend, along with our friends and family.”

      I flashed him a wink and went on.

      “I didn’t realize how hard I was working, but when I told the boss that I wanted to have something that kept me in the States, he told me that it was up to me to find out who I wanted to replace me. Then he gives me a stack of employee profiles and tells me to get picking.”

      “Oh yeah?” asked Justin, crossing his leg and sitting back.

      “Yeah. So I say ‘sure, I’ll have one chosen by the end of the week.’ Then the boss says ‘no—I want you to pick three.’”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “And I thought I worked hard.”

      “I’d say you do,” I told him. “But now I’m stuck going over all of these recent college grads, trying to figure out who I trust for the job. And, I don’t know. I’m getting all wistful and stuff, thinking about how I was at that age, ready to start my romantic career of flying all over the world, wondering if the next city would be the one where I’d find the man of my dreams.”

      Justin stood up, walked behind me, and wrapped his arms around my body.

      “I’m betting that when you were imagining the glamorous city where you’d find this man of your dreams, you had in mind Paris, or London, or Shanghai—”

      “Or New York, or Barcelona—”

      “—but most certainly not Longbridge, Australia.”

      I smiled.

      “I wasn’t sure of the place, but I always figured that it would have a population of more than a thousand.”

      “And that you wouldn’t end up stranded in the desert, running for your life.”

      “That too.”

      “Well,” he went on, “I don’t know about you, but I couldn’t be any happier with how it turned out.”

      Warmth filled my heart.

      “Me neither.”

      He gave me another kiss on the cheek before returning to his chair.

      “But,” I said. “Once I get all this business taken care of, you know what that means.”

      “Yes, I do,” said Justin. “You’re going to finally stay in Dallas and stop jet-setting around the world.”

      I never thought I’d be so happy to hear those words. But ever since Justin and I officially began our relationship a few months back, being here and building a life together has been all I’ve wanted. I didn’t need to be flying across the globe any longer—everything I wanted was right here.

      “And speaking of business,” I said. “How’ve things been going with your new enterprise?”

      I wasn’t the only one who decided that I was tired of the globe-trotting lifestyle. When Justin returned from the mission in Australia, he put in a call to his superiors to let them know that he was getting out of the elite bodyguard business. I was shocked when he told me—I figured he’d need time to get everything sorted out. But as I’d already learned, Justin was a man who didn’t like waiting around for what he wanted.

      “Not bad,” he said. “Already got our first clients, and the team I’ve put together are some of the best ex-servicemen I could hope for.”

      So now Justin was an entrepreneur. He’d founded his own agency, specializing in the sort of work he’d become an expert in over the last few years.

      “And how’re you adjusting to life behind a desk?”

      “Now, now,” he said, laughing lightly. “I’m no office drone—I work wherever I need to. I give the orders, coordinate with the clients, and make sure that all’s going according to plan.”

      “Ah,” I said, taking on a seductive tone. “So, you’re the mysterious voice on the other end of the line when the secret agents call in?”

      A smirk formed on his lips. I think he liked the sound of that.

      “That’s right,” he said, going along with the game. “I’ll be sitting shrouded in shadows, my voice masked with one of those distortion programs.”

      “Oh, you should come up with a codename. Maybe ‘Mr. X’ or something.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to be my femme fatale assistant?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “You might have to work on your Russian accent.”

      I laughed at the mental image that conjured up.

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll stick to the fast-paced world of oil investment. Less chance of ending up kidnapped by mobsters.”

      “Fine,” he grinned, giving my leg a pat. “If you want to be all boring about it.”

      Justin got out of his chair and I took a quick look over him. He was dressed in a pair of well-fitting dress slacks, a crisp white button-up, and some shiny shoes. An ink-black tie completed the look. I couldn’t ever imagine getting tired of seeing him all dressed up and ready to work.

      “And we’ve still got our big after-work plans for tonight?”

      “We sure do,” I said. “If you think you can squeeze it in.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      This had been one of the more surprising developments that had taken place since Justin and I had begun our relationship—the fast friendship that had developed between his mother and mine. The two women had hit it off instantly, both of them bonding over their shared experiences of spending decades in rural Texas.

      “The whole family’s going to be there for this one,” he said, gathering up his things into his black messenger bag and preparing to head out. “You think you’ve got the stamina for that?”

      “Of course,” I said. “It’s Friday. I think I can handle a little family craziness if we’ve got the weekend to look forward to.”

      “Atta girl,” he said, slipping his phone into his pocket. “Not to mention I think I more than anyone should know about what kind of stamina you have.”

      I liked the sound of that. Justin leaned in and gave me another kiss that turned from a warm goodbye into something else entirely. His hands moved over my body through my work clothes.

      “Mmm,” he moaned, pulling his lips away and checking the time.

      “What’s the matter?” I said, disappointment in my tone. “No time for the sort of breakfast I’m really interested in?”

      “Can’t today,” he said. “Got a client meeting in a half-hour. Showing up late with my hair all messy probably isn’t the best way to get this working relationship started off.”

      I had to agree, as much as I wanted to finish what we’d started.

      “Okay,” he said, planting one last kiss on my lips before turning his body toward the door. “Time to go. For real.”

      “See you tonight,” I said.

      “The Westchester at seven,” he confirmed with a grin.

      And then he was gone. I took my coffee and stood up, sipping it as I stepped out onto the balcony, the morning air fresh and warm. It was a lovely late-spring day. The sun was bright, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the occasional light breeze was just cool enough. The city was alive as ever, and I was eager to get the last day of the week started.

      The day at the office flew by. I met with a few of the candidates for my position, and couldn’t believe how innocent and fresh-faced they were. As I chatted with them, hearing each of their spiels about how eager they were to see the world, maybe make a difference if they could along the way, I found myself unable to believe that I’d been like that at one time, so baby-faced and eager.

      The day was soon over, and I was ready for the evening ahead. Justin’s family and mine were meeting for dinner, and I was strangely excited about the whole thing. Normally, such occasions were a source of stress, but with Justin, everything tended to go smoothly. He had a way with things, a way of handling situations that I couldn’t help but admire.

      I left work and headed for the dry cleaners, where my outfit for the evening awaited me, all pressed and ready to go. A quick trip home later and I was changed and off. The Westchester was a lovely place, situated at the top floor of one of the skyscrapers downtown. The floor-to-ceiling windows afforded sweeping views of the twinkling lights of the evening city.

      And seated at one of the tables toward the back, lively chatter springing from their direction, were seated my mother, my father, Justin’s mother Dawn, and, of course, Justin. It was always such an odd sight to see my normally-taciturn father with a wide-mouth, back-teeth-exposed smile, but that was the effect Justin and his mother had on them.

      The eyes of those seated at the table locked onto me as I approached, laughter fading from the air. All four of them hopped out of their seats and greeted me with warm hugs and kisses.

      “I hope I didn’t miss anything too good,” I said, sliding into my seat.

      “Justin was just telling us about his trip to southern Japan,” said my father. “And some interesting food he ate down there.”

      “Apparently,” my mom, Amy, said, “the live squid slip their tentacles up into your nose when you’re not paying attention.”

      Justin smirked.

      “They like to make you work for your meal over there.”

      “Amy,” said Dawn, a slender woman with pretty features and close-cropped, dark hair. “We’re going to have to go there for our next trip!”

      She gave my mom a pat on the leg.

      “I don’t know,” my mom said. “I’m still recovering from our trip to Europe.”

      “That’s why we need to go somewhere more exotic next time,” said Dawn. “Different is good for the soul.”

      “Maybe we can even talk Tom into coming along this time,” my mom said.

      My dad raised a weathered hand and shook his head.

      “Nope, you girls go and have fun—farm work is enough excitement for me these days.”

      The waitress stopped by and took our orders. After she left, a small silence hushed the air. Justin and I exchanged a curious look—there was clearly something on our guests’ minds.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” said my mother, looking away with a smile on her face. “It’s just that Justin and you have been dating for a while now. And, well, you know.”

      “Mom?” asked Justin. “Are you all talking about what I think you’re talking about?”

      Dawn appeared for a moment like she didn’t want to say anything. But she finally opened her mouth and said her piece.

      “You two are so damn cute together,” she said. “And we all got to talking and decided that every day that passes without you two all good and married is a damn waste. Love like you two have doesn’t just show up around the block, you know.”

      I was more than a little surprised to hear all of this. I took a sip of wine and let their words roll around in my mind.

      “Dad?” I asked. “Are you thinking the same thing?”

      Dad pursed his lips for a moment as though he didn’t want to get involved.

      “Justin’s a hell of a guy—I have to admit. And I wouldn’t mind seeing you with a kid or two.”

      “Is Mr. Unsentimental himself thinking wistfully about grandkids?” I asked, an eyebrow raised and a smile on my lips.

      “I want you to be happy, is all,” he said. “And Justin seems like a man who’d be able to do that.”

      “You’re too kind, Mr. Fenn,” said Justin. “But Delaney and I are happy taking things one day at a time. If there’s one thing I learned during my time in the service, it’s that you can’t make anything happen before its time.”

      Dad nodded slightly, conceding the point. Mom soon changed the topic, and the subject of what was going to happen next between Justin and me was dropped. The conversation turned to a low whirl around me as the subject of marriage loomed in my mind. I knew that Justin was right, that we couldn’t rush things.

      After all, we’d only been dating for a few months, and there was so much going on in both of our lives that adding marriage on top of it would hardly be the smart thing to do.

      Right?

      But sitting there, the wine already swirling a bit in my mind, I couldn’t help but think about how much I wanted Justin to be my husband. I imagined him dressed in a sharp tuxedo, waiting for me in front of the altar, our friends and family seated all around us.

      I shook the image out of my head, returning to the present. Maybe Justin would want to marry me, maybe he wouldn’t. Either way, I resolved to be happy with what I had. After all, one moment you could be in a hotel bar having a drink with the most handsome man you’d ever seen, and the next you could be in the middle of the Australian outback, wondering where your next meal was going to come from.

      The rest of the dinner went wonderfully, and soon Justin and I were strolling arm in arm through the streets of downtown Dallas, the evening about as pleasant as I could hope for.

      “This is wonderful,” I said. “Just how it is.”

      “Glad you feel that way,” said Justin.

      As soon as the words left my mouth, however, I knew that I was simply saying those things aloud to hopefully convince myself that they were true. My parents and Justin’s mom had undone my carefully constructed rationalization processes for why I was “okay” with how he hadn’t mentioned anything about marriage. Now that they’d broached the subject, however, I was face to face with how I felt.

      I wanted to marry Justin—there was no denying it.

      But he’d said he was happy with how things were now. And in man talk, I knew that meant one thing: “you don’t want to screw this all up by getting married or anything, do you?”

      My eyes drifted toward the passing traffic, and a disappointed sigh slipped past my lips. I had to learn to be happy with what I had.

      “What do you say to some ice cream?” Justin asked.

      I nodded. Twenty minutes later we had vanilla cones in our hand. But the ice cream didn’t taste all that sweet.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Just a little tired.”

      He gave me a quizzical look.

      “Then why don’t we head back to the apartment. Might do you some good to get some rest. Busy weekend ahead.”

      “Sure.”

      But wait—what busy weekend? Sure, we were going to be having lunch with the parents again tomorrow, but other than that we were all free. I put the thought out of my head as we finished our cones and headed back to the apartment.

      “Oh,” said Justin as he slipped his key into the lock. “We have a friend staying over for the weekend. I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked, shocked. “You invited someone over without asking me?”

      “I think you two will get along just fine,” he said, a playful smile on his face.

      He pushed the door open, and I let out a gasp at what I saw. Plopped onto the kitchen counter was an enormous stuffed koala bear, all cute and cuddly. I rushed to it and lifted the toy up.

      “Cute,” I said. “A little souvenir of our near-death experience?”

      “A gift from the family we met at the oasis,” he said, standing behind me. “We exchanged emails when you weren’t looking, and we got to talking. He asked if you and I were still together, and I said that we were. Then he told me that a great girl like you only comes around once in a great while, and I’d better make sure I kept you if I were lucky enough to get you.”

      Tears formed in my eyes as I looked the bear over.

      “So,” Justin continued, “he told me that he’d pass along a message for me. Check under his arm.”

      I gave Justin a curious look before turning my attention back to the bear. The arm was crossed over its chest, and I lifted it up to see the message.

      I dropped the bear as soon as I read the message. In lovely, cursive embroidery was written: “Delaney, will you marry me?”

      I turned on my heels to confront Justin, but I had to look down to see him. Justin was on his knee, a gorgeous, glittering ring in his hands.

      “You’re not going to keep the koala waiting, are you?”

      I couldn’t hold back any longer. Tears poured from my eyes, and my heart felt nearly ready to burst with joy.

      “Yes!” I shouted. “Yes, yes, yes!”

      Justin didn’t wait to see if I was going to change my mind. He stood up, slipped the ring on my finger, and placed his lips on mine. We kissed long and deep, and as we embraced, I opened my eyes just a bit to catch the sight of the stunning ring.

      “I can’t believe it,” I said. “I thought you weren’t even thinking about marriage.”

      “I may have let you believe that,” he said. “Sorry, but it makes the surprise more fun, I think.”

      Part of me wanted to give him a playful jab, but I knew he was right.

      We continued to kiss long and hard, holding each other tight. Before I knew it, our hands were moving all over each other’s bodies, first over our clothes, then under. I felt totally intoxicated by his touch, his kiss, his scent, his body, his everything. I wanted to be his now and forever, and for him to be mine.

      Justin clearly sensed that I had more in mind than a kiss. His hands slipping into the fold of my dress, he undid the sash in front and pulled it open, revealing the lacy black bra and panties that I had on underneath. I wasn’t about to let him be clothed while I was stripped down bare, so I quickly went to work on his shirt and tie. Moments later, his stunning physique was on full display, just how I liked it.

      “Wait,” said Justin, pulling away for a brief moment. “Maybe we ought to, you know, go all celibate until the wedding night. At least we can pretend we waited until marriage, you know?”

      I shook my head and smirked.

      “Can’t believe I’ve got a whole life of bad jokes to look forward to.”

      “You love it,” he said. “Admit it.”

      “Fine, fine,” I said. “I love it. And I love you.”

      He said nothing for a moment, looking at me with wide, clear eyes as if drinking in the sight of me.

      “And I love you too, baby,” he said.

      We went right back to kissing. A little more work on the clothes later and we were both good and naked. I glanced down at his full, hard member, ready to feel it inside of me.

      Justin lifted me up by the hips, setting me on the kitchen table.

      “You ready for it?” he asked, his voice that low and breathy tone that meant he was just as turned on and ready to go as I was.

      “You know I am,” I said. “And I’m going to go crazy if you make me wait another damn second for what I want.”

      He smirked.

      “You know I like to see you sweat a little first.”

      “I prefer to see you sweat,” I said. “While you’re on top of me.”

      “I think I can make that happen,” he said.

      Just when I was about to lose my damn mind, Justin grabbed his erection by the base, placed his head at my entrance, and effortlessly slid inside of me.

      “Oh, God,” I said, feeling every inch of him enter me until he was fully sheathed.

      Justin’s expression tightened as he held fast inside of me. His hands moved down my body, starting from my shoulders, down my breasts, finally coming to a rest on my hips. Once there, he held me in place, the huge muscles of his shoulders flexing and tensing as he prepared to give me the onslaught he knew that I wanted.

      His thrusts were slow at first, allowing me to savor every last sensation as he moved inside of me. I rested my head on his shoulder as he penetrated me, taking in his rich, delicious scent, my hands fixed onto the solid muscles of his back as they worked, tightening and loosening.

      After a time, his pace quickened. Soon, he was driving into me with pneumatic force, filling me up over and over again, the power of his erection making me feel as though I was being split in half in the best way imaginable. Minutes into the session and an orgasm was already forming deep inside of me.

      “You’re gonna make me…” my eyes winced shut. “Oh, Justin. You make me feel so damn good.”

      “Yes, Delaney,” he said, his words coming out in a hard grunt. “So fucking good.”

      His hands locked onto the soft curves of my hips, his member entering me at a pace that absolutely stupefied me with pleasure, my body moments from the release I desperately craved.

      Then, it happened. My body tightened up as though being coursed through with electricity. I dug my nails into Justin’s back, moans pouring out of my mouth. The orgasm exploded through me, the pleasure like nothing else. Justin came next, shooting his seed good and deep.

      Slowly, our orgasms faded, and Justin and I were reduced to a conjoined pile of sweaty, heaving flesh.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he said between breaths. “But my little friend was watching.”

      I was confused at first, my senses still reeling. Then, I looked in the direction he was pointing and saw that the koala had been looking right at us the whole time.

      “What a little voyeur,” I said.

      Justin reached over and spun the bear around.

      “Only one Aussie in this place gets to ogle this girl,” he said. “Well, half-Aussie.”

      I laughed before pinching Justin’s cheeks in my hands and giving him a hard kiss.

      “I love you so damn much,” I said.

      “And I love you. I can’t wait to say it again when we’re married.”

      “Hmm,” I said, looking away.

      “Something on your mind?”

      “Just thinking about how now we have to get everything planned. It’s going to be a lot of work.”

      “True,” he said. “But I’ve only got one demand.”

      “Oh?”

      “The honeymoon isn’t anywhere near the outback.”

      I laughed and kissed him again, my heart filled with more love than I’d ever known.

      

      
        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Sign up to Layla’s mailing list and be the first to know about all her new releases!]
          
        

      

      
        I hope you’ve enjoyed Justin and Delaney’s story. Sign up to my mailing list and be the first to know about all my new releases!

        

        Layla x

        

        CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          His Baby Secret

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        Time for a tease!

        

        Up next is the first chapter of His Baby Secret, the previous book in my new series, Once a SEAL, Always a SEAL

        

        Happy reading!

        

        Layla x

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright 2018 by Layla Valentine

        

        All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part by any means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the explicit written permission of the author.

        

        All characters depicted in this fictional work are consenting adults, of at least eighteen years of age. Any resemblance to persons living or deceased, particular businesses, events, or exact locations are entirely coincidental.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        

    
    






          Hannah

        

        June 2011

      

    
    
      Hannah narrowly dodged a splashing drink as Ronnie Kurtz staggered by. For the host of the party, he didn’t seem all too concerned about keeping his parents’ house clean. At this point, though, he was probably drunk enough to forget about the fact that his parents would, at some point, return. The mess of the house, the stickiness of the countertops and tables, and the accumulation of plastic cups and snack food crumbs and puddles of pool water on the tiled floors would be a problem for the Ronnie Kurtz of tomorrow.

      And, judging by the state of Ronnie Kurtz tonight, Hannah was pretty certain that tomorrow’s Ronnie Kurtz would be pretty pissed. If he could see past his hangover.

      If this was what it was like to be rich, Hannah would take a hard pass. What was the point of accumulating all these nice things, just to not care about them? Something shattered in the next room, and Ronnie’s distinctive, gasping laughter was some of the loudest. Case in point. If she had a house this nice, she’d take care of it and the things inside of it. She wouldn’t invite her entire graduating class for a wild house party while her parents were away; that was for sure.

      Well. Her foster mom, anyway.

      “What’s in that cup?” Harvey demanded, snagging it away from Hannah, who hadn’t heard her twin coming. “It better not be booze, Hannah Newell, or so help me God, Marnie will find out about it.”

      “You’re the one who stinks of booze, not me,” she informed him, taking her cup back. “Mine’s just soda.”

      “Don’t tell Marnie,” Harvey said immediately. “I can handle my liquor.”

      “If you don’t leave me alone, I swear I’ll tell Marnie,” Hannah said, one hand on her hip.

      “You are the worst tattletale,” Harvey groused. “Seriously. I don’t even know why you came to this party if you’re just going to be a pooper.”

      Her twin had had a little too much to drink; that much was apparent. And the reason she’d come to this party? Because she was treating it like the last time she’d see any of these people in her life. They’d all walked across the stage just that morning, high school diplomas in hand. It was nostalgia, or something close to it, because Hannah generally avoided big social gatherings like this.

      The only people she cared about in this town were Harvey and Dominic. They’d been dubbed the Three Musketeers by teachers and Marnie (Harvey and Hannah’s foster mom), plus Dominic’s parents. Their friendship group had other names—high school kids weren’t as nice about two twins who generally didn’t socialize outside of Dominic. The older they got, the crueler the rumors. Like about just how good a friend Dominic actually was to the twins, and whether there was something freaky going on.

      It was laughable, really. Or, it would be. Whenever Hannah complained about it to Harvey, he promised it would be something she’d laugh about when the three of them were older. Idiot kids being idiots. That’s why they attached themselves to Dominic—because all the rest of their classmates weren’t worth their time.

      Dominic had similar notions. “Screw them,” he’d say helpfully, pulling Hannah down the halls as she stared hard at groups of kids whispering and laughing at them.

      At least they would never have to walk those halls again. That part of her life was over.

      The thing that was still very, very present, though, was that the rumors had been at least a little right. Not the part about freaky twin stuff—yuck. But Hannah had been coping over the years with a rather debilitating crush on Dominic.

      It wasn’t as if anything had ever happened between the two of them. A lot of the time, Hannah felt like she was the third wheel of the Three Musketeers, that she was always tagging along with Dominic and Harvey. But things had changed in high school.

      She couldn’t put her finger on it. Puberty, maybe. Dominic finishing a growth spurt over the course of the summer that filled out his frame, muscles now fitting his height. Hannah filling out, too, in places no one had ever told her to consider. Sometimes, they caught each other staring. It was never as awkward or embarrassing as Hannah thought it would be. Dominic just made her feel…comfortable. Like she could be herself.

      And the self she was right now longed for him. For something more.

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything in your drink?” Harvey had been peering suspiciously at her for the duration of this reverie, apparently. “Where’s Dominic?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook herself, looking around. It had been Dominic’s idea for them all to go to the party, and Hannah had seen him only in fits and snatches. “You know, if you keep drinking, I won’t have to tattle to Marnie. Your hangover tomorrow will do that for you.”

      Harvey seemed to consider this. He really was capable of reason when he wanted to be. It was just that the four extra minutes of life he had on her, having come out of their biological mother first, gave him some sort of inflated sense of duty. Like he felt he had to be an older brother to her, even if the “older” part was just those four minutes.

      The protectiveness could be stifling. Was stifling, when it came to Dominic. Hannah wasn’t sure whether it had more to do with Dominic’s hulking presence or the fact that, at the age of eighteen, Hannah was legally in control of her own destiny—whatever Harvey wanted for her be damned. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Harvey confessed to wanting nothing more than to lock her in a cage and throw away the key, to keep her away from the rest of the world.

      It went without saying that she’d never really dated anyone. It was impossible, always flanked by Harvey and Dominic. She’d always comforted herself with the notion that she didn’t want to date anyone in the first place. None of the guys she was graduating with, anyway.

      Minus Dominic.

      “Let’s go swimming,” Harvey said, tugging at her arm suddenly. “Screw it, right? We’ll never have to see these people again. And who knows the next time we’ll have access to a pool this nice.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Hannah said. “You’re—okay, wow.” Her shoulders sagged in resignation. She wished it was the first time she’d seen her twin shuck off his clothes right in the middle of everything, but it definitely wasn’t. At least he had his swimming trunks on underneath his cargo shorts.

      “Doesn’t everyone wear their swimsuits under their clothes?” he asked, apparently confused that she hadn’t tossed her shorts and camisole into his discarded pile of clothing.

      “Not all of us,” she sighed. “I’m going to go change.”

      Harvey answered her with a whoop and a running charge that ended in a splash somewhere beyond the sliding glass doors that had stayed open all night. Hannah shook her head and wandered through the house, trying to find the staircase.

      Honestly, who needed all these rooms? Ronnie was an only child. He and his parents were the only people who lived here. Did they really need bedroom after bedroom? What did they do—rotate sleeping in each bed?

      That wasn’t a bad idea, maybe. It would save them from wearing out mattresses. At home, Hannah’s mattress was the same worn twin bed she’d had when Marnie had taken her and Harvey into her home. It sagged in the middle, now, kind of like a taco shell. Usually, Hannah was pretty good at convincing herself that it was less like a sad taco, more like a nice hug—arms around her as she was going to sleep.

      Sometimes, Dominic’s arms.

      She picked a door at random, not sure which bedroom she’d stashed her backpack in, and opened it, only to catch a huge eyeful of Dominic’s—well, Dominic’s everything. The way his muscles stood out boldly on his body, with biceps, shoulders, and pecs absolutely bulging.

      The moment crystallized in her mind, time slowing as he turned and her hand gripped the doorknob. She’d made a mistake. Hannah had only been trying to find an empty bedroom to change in. And out of all the freaking empty bedrooms in this place, she’d picked the one Dominic had been changing in.

      It was a beautiful mistake, though, Hannah believed. Dominic’s dark, tousled hair. The sparkle of his eyes, catching the glow of twinkle lights strung up around the pool outside. The considerable size of his—

      “Hannah!” Dominic yelped, unceremoniously yanking his swim trunks up over his hips. That was more than enough to break whatever spell she’d fallen under.

      Hannah whirled around—that should’ve been her first inclination, not to stand there like some kind of pervert—and slammed the door shut.

      Was there a prize behind door number one? Heck, yes. The view had been downright gratuitous. But had it been meant for her? No. Definitely not. It didn’t matter that she’d had a crush on Dominic for years, now.

      In the end, he was Harvey’s best friend. That’s all he was. And if she ever did anything, ever acted on any of those feelings surging in her, things would never be the same. Probably in the worst way imaginable—the permanent dissolution of the Three Musketeers.

      She leaned against the door, trying to slow her breathing, willing her pulse to return to its normal pace. She couldn’t believe she’d seen that. Couldn’t believe she’d gawked at it, and that Dominic had caught her at it. Maybe they could just agree to never speak of this to each other, or anyone else, ever again.

      “Hannah?”

      Dominic said her name more softly this time. And yet, the sound of it made Hannah jump nearly out of her skin. Well, that, coupled with the fact that Dominic had opened the door she’d been counting on to keep her upright. Instead of tumbling to the floor, though, she stumbled into Dominic’s strong arms, partially collapsing into his bare chest.

      All of him had been bare mere seconds ago. She’d even caught a glimpse of something she’d only ever had the audacity to dream about. Now, though, she was flushed and humiliated and clumsy and still—still!—turned on by the man in front of her.

      Because that was what Dominic was. Not the boy she’d grown up with. Now, he was all man. Every single mouthwatering inch of him. He’d turned eighteen a few months before she and Harvey had. They were all adults now, their high school days behind them.

      “You okay?” he asked, holding her loosely as she straightened, trying to prove to herself more than anything else that she was capable of standing on her own two feet.

      “Just lost my balance,” she said lightly. Briskly. Like she could—if she simply wanted to bad enough—shake all of this off and proceed as normal. “Listen, I’m sorry for—”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      For the first time, Hannah got herself to look up into Dominic’s eyes. They were dark, darker than they usually were—the pupils wide, interested, bottomless. They made a shiver run down her spine.

      “I’m…okay.” She struggled to regain her composure, even if it was a lost cause at this point. “I didn’t see anything.”

      He seemed to mull that over for a long moment. Did he think that was the truth? Would he buy it? Or would he call her out for the blatant lie Hannah knew it was?

      “I wouldn’t have cared if you did,” he said finally.

      “You…wouldn’t?” What did that mean?

      “I’m not ashamed of my body.”

      Oh. She couldn’t help the rush of disappointment through her veins. Of what he could have said, instead of that.

      Dominic leaned closer. Another inch and they’d be near enough to kiss. He smelled faintly of sweat and of the musk of deodorant. There wasn’t a trace of the vodka-laden punch everyone was getting drunk on tonight, ladling it out of bowls and soup pots throughout the house.

      He hadn’t been drinking. And neither had Hannah. There wouldn’t be any excuse, then, if something happened. And she really, really wanted something to happen. She just couldn’t name it, and wasn’t sure what it would be.

      “And maybe I wanted you to see,” he said, the words murmured and husky.

      “You were just as surprised as I was when I barged into that room,” she pointed out, but it was an empty accusation. The energy between them was electrifying, the delicate blond hairs raising on her arms.

      “Hannah, I just want to say…I’ve always thought you’re beautiful,” Dominic said, a tiny furrow wrinkling the skin between his dark eyebrows. He looked like he was struggling with coming up with the right words. “I just thought you should know that I—”

      “Dom? Hannah? Where the hell are you two?” Harvey’s voice floated up the stairs and Hannah leapt away from Dominic as if an unseen force had propelled them apart. “You’re not going to make me hang out by myself with all these losers, are you? Of course I didn’t mean you, Ronnie; this is an awesome party.”

      “Better go,” Hannah murmured, spinning toward the stairs. “Don’t want him to…”

      To what? Catch her with his best friend? Catch them doing what? They weren’t doing anything suspicious, were they? They were just talking. Dominic was just telling her she was beautiful. That was perfectly normal, right?

      No. It wasn’t. Hannah knew it wasn’t, but she didn’t want to be right about that. She didn’t want whatever was happening between her and Dominic to be over—this strange, shared, private moment.

      “Hannah, wait a second.” Dominic captured her wrist in his strong fingers, and his voice was low enough, urgent enough, to make her stop.

      When she turned, nothing could have prepared her for what happened next.

      The kiss.

      It was everything she could have imagined and nothing like what she imagined. It was more, making her heart rise in the prison of her chest, making something deep in her stomach stir and coil.

      Dominic was good at kissing—really good. His lips were firm, his tongue present, but not overpowering. Hannah felt like it was all she could do to try to keep up, to ride the wave of desire rushing inside of her, to grip the hard muscles of his arms. God, when did he get so fit? She knew he worked out—knew that his family basically expected him to serve in the military at some point—but these biceps still surprised her.

      Well, the biceps, and this toe-curling kiss.

      “Hannah? Dom?”

      Hannah gasped into Dominic’s mouth. She’d been so caught up in the sensation of his lips on hers that she’d forgotten Harvey was just at the bottom of the stairs, looking for both of them. Harvey couldn’t see them like this. Couldn’t know. But she was having a hard time backing away, Dominic’s hand woven into her blond hair like it belonged there, cradling her head.

      “Don’t get your panties in a wad!” Dominic called back to Harvey, breaking the kiss suddenly. “I’m coming.”

      “Seen Hannah?” came Harvey’s reply.

      Hannah opened her mouth to respond, but Dominic clapped his hand over it. “She just found a room to change in.”

      “Get your ass down here, then,” Harvey said. “I’m bored as hell—Ronnie, this isn’t about you. Seriously. I’m really thankful you invited everyone. This is really nice.”

      Dominic gave Hannah an apologetic, effortlessly handsome smile as he uncovered her mouth, lightly stroking his thumb over her bottom lip before lowering his hand.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied quickly, hoping he wasn’t apologizing for the kiss. “You’d better go. You know how he is.”

      “See you out there on the battlefield,” he said, flashing her one more brilliant grin before trotting down the stairs.

      It was all Hannah could do to stagger back into the room and sit heavily on the bed before her legs gave out on her. That kiss—God! She wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve that, but she’d have to figure it out. Because she wanted it to be more than a one-time thing. If anything, that single point of contact made her hungry for more. Greedy for the feeling of Dominic’s lips on hers.

      Hannah wasn’t sure if she should be turned on or worried. As she found her bag and changed into her bikini, she had to settle on somewhere in between both.
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