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      12 years earlier...

      Today had wild adventure stamped all over it.

      Sam could tell from the mischievous glint in Tom's eyes. Apparently, he'd come up with the perfect excuse for why they weren't at Aunt Lilly's wedding.

      "It's simple. We tell them the car got stolen and the police found it here." Tom smiled wide at the ingenious idea, speeding up the car as they sailed down the dusty road.

      Sam laughed, shuffling in the passenger seat next to him. "Tom we live in Chicago. No one is going to believe that the police found the car here."

      He motioned to the mighty Mojave Desert that surrounded them, brown and desolate with Joshua trees and Desert Willow punctuating the sandy waves like ghost ships.

      "Course they will. It adds to the mystery and makes it more believable." Pete suggested from the back. He leaned forward onto Tom's seat, nodding at the suggestion.

      Jeff who sat next to Pete shook his head causing his dark locks to fall forward over his eye. "My story was more believable."

      Tom started to laugh tightening his grip on the Porsche's steering wheel. "What? We tell people you got kidnapped and we had to come and get you?" He leaned his blonde head to the side.

      It was the way that Tom was laughing that made Sam laugh even harder. "No one is going to kidnap you, bro," Sam stated. He looked at Jeff with his long hair he'd claimed was in fashion and his tie-dye cut up t-shirt, and ripped jeans. He was supposed to be going for the whole rocker look, being a big fan of Bon Jovi and the Red Hot Chilli Peppers. However, Jeff just looked wrong. If anyone saw him in the street, Sam was certain they'd think he was dressed up for Halloween or something. For a start, his thick bushy hair had grown out to the sides was starting to look like a terrible wig, he'd cut the holes in the T-shirt himself and did it all wrong, and the jeans that were supposed to be baggy looked like tights on him. He was too fat for the whole ensemble, and look.

      "Hey, I know." Tom beamed. "We can tell them you got kidnapped." His eyebrows arched mischievously as he pointed at Sam.

      "Me?" That idea was even worse and equally as ridiculous as telling people Jeff had been kidnapped. Sam was a big guy. Six feet four of solid muscle, he was proud of. "Look at me. What are you going to say? Someone drove up in a car and snatched me?" Sam couldn't stop laughing.

      Tom swatted at him and missed. "No. Just imagine it." Tom cleared his throat and put on his news reporter voice. "Sam St. John, the only heir to the St. John fortune was kidnapped today by a gang of angry activists. Fortunately, his cousin Tom Whitmore, being the brave soul that he is, was right there to save the day. He chased the perilous fiends all the way from Chicago to Vegas where he retrieved his beloved cousin who was traumatized by the whole event."

      Even God was laughing at that one. The whole car erupted with fits of laughter.

      "You guys are crazy?" Pete grinned shaking his head. "What am I going to do without you all?"

      It was a good question. Sam asked himself the same question too. From the rearview mirror, Sam could see the reflective look in Pete's eyes and knew exactly what he was thinking.

      Tom and Sam were cousins. They'd been close since birth, were the same age, and did everything together. They'd met Pete and Jeff in junior high and just graduated grad school. That was a lot of years to be friends. They'd been through life together, and it would all change after this summer. This was the last summer they'd all be together and who knew where life would take them.

      Even Jeff was getting a haircut in preparation to work in Europe and the middle east for a multinational law firm. Pete was going traveling for a year, and then he'd be working with his father in Switzerland on a new company their family had just set up there.

      Sam and Tom would be working together at the renowned St. John & Co, their family business that had been in their family for decades. They could share that excitement together, but he felt that they'd all drift apart as a group. As much as they'd try to keep in touch, Sam knew it wouldn't be the same. They knew it too, which was why they'd been going wild the last few weeks. It was the reason for this road trip that should have ended two days ago when they hit Texas. Instead, and despite Aunt Lily's wedding, they'd continued on the road with the overruling idea to go to Vegas. One last fling.

      That is however what they called last week's trip to New York, and the week before that when they flew out to Florida for a beach party.

      "We could meet up every year and do something," Sam suggested.

      "I like that." Pete nodded.

      "But right now we need an excuse. You guys are fine. It's our aunt," Tom chuckled.

      "How about the truth? This is her third wedding, and we were at the first two," Sam offered. They could just promise they'd be at the fourth.

      "You know our parents would kill us if we tell the truth."

      "What choice do we have?" Sam asked. While his mom would go easy on him, his father wouldn't be so forgiving if Sam lied and told his parents he'd been kidnapped. "And, we should probably cut back on the flings."

      "And act like adults? Can we at least wait until the end of the summer?" Tom shrugged smiling slyly.

      "If we do that we'll find some excuse to continue this forever." At least Sam was blessed with an ounce of responsibility. If they were all left to Tom's devises, they'd end up in prison. Last week they didn't just simply go to New York. Tom thought it would be more fun to take Pricilla the Pig with them - their college's football team mascot. It was definitely hilarious, but they got in so much trouble. They were all twenty-four, not sixteen and it was time to do away with those sorts of childish pranks.

      "Tom summer ends in two weeks. This has to be our last fling. We have to grow up."

      "I agree," Pete said. "My dad's still furious about last week."

      "Okay, we grow up then." Tom smiled. "We gro -" Tom's eyes grew as he turned and stared ahead of them.

      Sam was about to say something, but his words escaped him too. His words literally frazzled in his brain as he took sight of the beautiful girl ahead of them signaling for the car in front to stop.

      "I saw her first." Tom declared. Although Sam could hear him, and he was right beside him, his voice sounded very far away. It was Tom's nudge in Sam's side that brought him out of his reverie. However, the effect was only temporary. His eyes returned to the girl in front of them with her beautiful mass of brown hair flowing around her in the wind like a cape.

      She was the very best thing he'd seen all day and looked like a fantasy come to life against the desert and the cruel sun. The vision of her was only enhanced by the thick hazy air which hung about her like special effects created in a movie.

      "Stop gawking like some kind of freak, and I saw her first." Tom nudged him again.

      Sam tried to answer but was too mesmerized. He continued to watch as she backed away towards the side of the road that was just barely separable from the brown sand.

      As the car ahead ignored her and sped away, Tom slicked his hair back, grabbed that stupid mint spray he always carried from the glove compartment and gave his mouth a good squirt of it. To complete his attempts to fix himself up, he smoothed his eyebrows over quickly with his thumbs. Pete and Jeff both laughed at him. Sam would have laughed too if he hadn't fallen under the same enchantment.

      "Looks like the journey's about to get even more interesting," Tom declared, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief. "That girl is smoking hot. We're definitely stopping."

      If Sam weren't so taken with her beauty, he would have given some caution on picking up hitchhikers. Since he thought she was smoking hot too, he didn't protest. Her striking Latina features were paralyzing, and that bronze skin on her arms charmed him further as it glistened against the sun. Her frayed denim shorts complimented her equally golden legs, and the white tank top accentuated her large breasts. When Tom pulled over a few yards ahead of her, she ran to catch up. He lowered the window and stuck his head out to talk to her, resting his arm on the door.

      "Where you heading sweetheart?" Tom began. She lowered her head slightly to speak to him, pulling her black ruck sack closer.

      "Hi, I'm heading to Vegas," she replied.

      While the guys gawked at her, Sam looked away, thinking it was more civilized to look ahead.

      "That's exactly where we're going."

      "Is there any chance I could get a lift with you? I'm kind of stuck, and broke. I'd be really grateful."

      Sam glanced at her and noted the desperate look in her eyes.

      "Stuck and broke. So, you have nothing?" Tom asked.

      "No, I just need a lift."

      "Nothing comes free these days Sweetheart." Tom stated, as if he had some sort of ultimatum. "I'm sure with a body like yours you can find a way to pay me."

      Everyone knew Tom was a crazy ladies' man, but Sam didn't think he'd ever heard him say such a thing. Pete and Jeff laughed in the back like it was the most hilarious thing they'd ever heard, but Sam was completely repulsed. And so was the girl. She wrinkled her face in disgust and walked away.

      "What the hell was that?" Sam nudged Tom in his side.

      "Well if you don't try these things you'll never know," Tom laughed.

      "No, you can't say stuff like that. Look at her. She could be sixteen, or younger." He didn't think she was. She did look young though. Sam guessed late teens or early twenties. He felt bad as he watched her walking away. She put her hand out to stop another car that passed by them, but it just sped along. Tom set his hand back on the steering wheel and put the car back in gear to drive off.

      "What are you doing now?" Sam asked.

      "Going to Vegas."

      "We're just going to leave her?" His responsible side was kicking in.

      "Sam, we're not babysitters. I'm a sex crazed post grad twenty-four-year-old. Someone else can pick her up. She probably won't come with us now anyway."

      Pete and Jeff laughed, even more, sounding like a bunch of irritating hyenas.

      "What would you do if that was Sariah?" Sariah was Tom's fifteen-year-old sister.

      "Oh, you had to play that card didn't you?" Tom scowled gripping on to the steering wheel. There wasn't a thing in the world Tom wouldn't do for his sister. Sam watched Tom start the car up and smooth it down the road until they reached the girl. He then stuck his head out the window again and called after her. "Hey, sweetheart."

      She didn't even look.

      "Hey, girlie," Tom called out. "I was joking. Come with us to Vegas." She looked over and regarded Tom with caution. "I promise we're harmless. Especially this one here." Tom pointed at Sam and laughed. "He's my cousin. Think of him like a teddy bear, but with blonde hair. Seriously."

      When she looked at Sam something weird happened to him. Something he couldn't quite explain. It was the feeling he got as he looked past her beauty and stared into the depths of her chocolate colored eyes, holding her gaze. Something that looked like hope seemed to flicker within them, but was then surrounded by a wealth of sadness.

      As he looked at her, he just got this feeling that something was wrong. Yes, she was very beautiful, but being this close and seeing the dark circles under her eyes, the blotchiness in her skin, and slight bluish mark at the side of her head, he thought she looked like she'd been through something quite unpleasant.

      She must have decided that Sam seemed safe enough because she walked around to the passenger side of the car and got in when Jeff opened the door. When she sat down, she held her back pack close to her chest as if for safety.

      "Thank you. I appreciate it," she said in a meek voice.

      "Welcome to our merry band," Tom replied revving the engine and easing the car back on to the road.

      In the rear view mirror, Sam looked back and saw Jeff leaning towards her, completely invading her personal space.

      "So what are you doing in the middle of the desert?" Jeff asked her.

      "Nothing," she replied in a flat, almost dismissive tone.

      "Who does nothing in the desert?" Tom asked with an air of menace. "You aren't some kind of thief or ex-con are you?" He laughed.

      "No," she replied, her voice weak and emotionless.

      Sam wondered what her story was. Why indeed was she in the desert? He hadn't seen a broken down car or anything so she could have hitchhiked to that point, or maybe walked over from Golden Valley. He caught a glimpse of her in the mirror and took a second or two to study her as she focused out the window, away from Jeff's leer. She must have felt Sam's gaze on her because she turned and caught his eye. It was only briefly but was enough for him to see the glistening in her eyes as if she were about to cry.

      She looked back out the window quickly, as a tear ran down her cheek.

      "I'm Jeff. How about we get a drink when we get to Vegas?"

      Her hands started shaking when Jeff leaned into her, brushing against her shoulder. Another tear ran down her cheek when she tried to move further away from Jeff. When Sam saw her distress, he had to intervene.

      "Jeff. How about you leave our guest alone, and move over. She doesn't need your dog breath in her ear," Sam spoke up.

      "Hey, I don't have dog breath." Jeff protested.

      "Yes. You do, now move it. Don't make me come back there." Sam made sure Jeff could see the seriousness in his eyes as he looked at him through the rearview mirror.

      "You just got served man," Pete laughed.

      "Yes, by Sir Lancelot." Tom shook his head at Sam. "Forever waving the chivalrous flag."

      "Some of us have to." Sam retorted feeling a little annoyed at all of them. He was all for fun and flirting on a normal day, but there was a time to put jokes aside and notice when something didn't look quite right. Like now. He was actually surprised that he was the only one that could see it.

      He chanced another look at her and saw that she was already looking at him, but then she bit the inside of her lip and turned away. There was definitely a question in what she was doing out here in the middle of the desert, all alone hitchhiking, and clearly not wanting to share any form of details.

      Jeff started talking about gambling, which led Pete to start betting on how much Jeff would lose by ten o'clock that night. Very soon Tom joined in, and the rest of the journey was spent casting bets. They made it to Vegas over an hour later. It was two o'clock, and the streets were heaving with people. Sam could only imagine what it would be like when the nightlife took over.

      As soon as they pulled up in front of the Renaissance Hotel and started unloading their bags, the girl jumped out.

      "Thanks very much for the lift." She told them, swinging her bag over her shoulder.

      "Can't we persuade you to join us for a drink?" Tom attempted with his trademark smile.

      "Thanks, but I'll pass. Goodbye." She couldn't get away quick enough.

      "You know, that's the first woman to practically flee from me." Tom laughed, he came around to stand next to Sam as they watched the girl rush into the hotel.

      "I don't know how you could be surprised." Sam looked at him askance, then looked back ahead to see her going through the main doors. He hoped she had someone she could call, and that she'd be okay.

      "Oh well, plenty other fish in the sea," Tom chuckled.

      "Isn't there always with you?" Sam teased.

      "I'm just living it up while I can. You should be too."

      "Depends on whether he's on or off with Jessica," Pete remarked joining them.

      "Believe me. We are totally off." Sam smiled at the refreshing thought.

      "That's not off as in we're working things through and we'll be back together in a few days is it?" Tom gave him a serious look. "I don't care if Uncle Jeremey likes her or whatever, the woman is vile." He wrinkled his nose and shook his head.

      "She is, Sam. Like a fire-breathing dragon." Pete wiggled his fingers and bared his teeth.

      "Or a ghoul, but prettier," Jeff added.

      Sam laughed. "Okay, I get it. We're off, and I'm breaking up with her when I get back." He didn't want to talk about Jessica anymore.

      Even he had to agree that she was everything the guys described.

      Jessica was his on/ off girlfriend. They were however off more times than they were on. It was one of those situations where you were with someone because you knew them. They'd known each other their whole lives because their parents were friends.

      He and Jessica just sort of happened, and to be honest, he didn't even know how. They'd been going out for years, and she'd cheated on him at least five times. Five times that he knew of. He knew there were more times, but couldn't prove it.

      It was perhaps the most flimsiest excuse, but he only bothered with her because his parents thought she was perfect for him. He'd given her another chance weeks ago only to end up in the same situation, so it was one of his tasks to end it with her properly when he got back home. It would annoy his parents to no end, but they didn't really know what she was like. She'd always put on that good girl façade when they were around.

      Put simply, Jessica was one of those women who would always be attracted to men with wealth and money. Like Tom, Sam had never wanted for a woman by his side. But Sam was unlike Tom who flashed his wealth and looks around, charming women wherever he went. Sam was more than that, and he had big plans for himself.

      He'd always dreamed of working for his father at the company, and had worked hard for the opportunity. This wouldn't be the case where Sam would automatically get a position in the company just because he had the St. John name. He had to earn his stripes, and had proved he was deserving of his internship. Once he got through it, he hoped his father would give him more responsibility. He dreamed of taking charge of some of the smaller companies under the St. John umbrella one day. That was his goal. That was all he had on his mind. That and of course sailing. Absolutely sailing. That was a part of him, and he'd always make time for that. He and Tom were going to the Bahamas in two weeks. That would be their last trip for the summer, and he couldn't wait.

      "How about we start this fun weekend?" Sam smiled at them. They all howled with excitement and started making their way to the entrance of the hotel.

      "Let's drop off our bags and hit the casino first," Jeff suggested.

      Tom rested his hand on Sam's shoulder and leaned closer. "Hey cuz. Go wild this weekend man. No rules, no responsibilities, no nothing."

      Although Sam laughed, he thought he might just take his advice. It was after all one last fling.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Think.

      Lexie had to think. Things were bad, really bad, but she needed to stay calm and focused to be able to think.

      This was what happened when you didn't have a plan, but in her case, she just had to run. You couldn't make a plan when you had to run for your life. Adam would have killed her if he'd caught her. She saw it in his eyes. Rage and anger at her defiance of him. There was no mercy or anything human left. No trace whatsoever of the man she'd fallen in love with. The soulless monster she'd seen would have killed her without much thought. So, this was better.

      It was better to sit here in this hotel lobby without a plan and a cent to her name than be back in New York with Adam, or worse dead.

      Whichever way she looked at it the significant point was she was finally free. Free to live, and free from him.

      Her life had been complete hell with him, complete hell. She'd been with him for just over a year and a half, and in that time he'd managed to crush all her dreams, and all that she was. She still wondered how she could have gotten herself mixed up with someone like that. If Adam wasn't drunk or high on some drug, he was always in trouble with the law, or the most unsavory characters imaginable that he owed money to.

      That wasn't how her life was supposed to turn out. Lexie was a science scholar who'd graduated top of her class and received a scholarship to go to MIT. She was goodie two shoes Alexandra Ramone who was always either in the library studying, or spending her evenings shopping with her sisters. Now, at only nineteen years old, she'd ruined her life. She wasn't the scholar she used to be and no longer recognized herself. She'd dropped out of college, and while she was at it, she dropped out of life.

      Why couldn't she have had the courage to leave Adam months ago? No, actually she should never have been with him in the first place. For someone so intelligent she'd certainly made the mother of all mistakes by allowing a handsome face, and his stupid sweet talk to fool her. She allowed him to charm his way into her life and ruin it.

      In the beginning, he treated her like a princess, but as soon as she moved in with him and he had control over her money she became little more than a rag doll and a house slave to him. Someone he could bully and keep under his control. Why couldn't she have had the courage she'd had two nights ago to leave before? To leave before things got so bad. Why did she stay with someone like that? Someone who would give no thought to killing her. Lexie had such a bright future ahead of her, and a family who loved her dearly.

      Her stomach turned at the thought of what she did to her family, and the great worry she must have caused them. She could still hear her poor mother crying down the phone, begging her to come home. The same mother who worked two jobs so Lexie could live on campus. She couldn't even think about her already overprotective father who'd done the same, and her older sisters. She must have been such a big disappointment to them all. After all they did for her, she'd just disappeared on them. Disappeared, as if she never existed and like they meant nothing to her.

      What kept her going was this. She looked down at the folded piece of newspaper she'd been staring at for the last hour as she sat here. This was what gave her strength to leave Adam two nights ago. It was a picture of herself in the missing person's section of USA Today. The main number was for the San Francisco Police Department, but there was another number which belonged to her family home.

      She wished she could just call them, but she couldn't, couldn't bear it. That would take courage of a different kind, much more than leaving Adam. It was better to go home and face them. This piece of paper told her they hadn't forgotten her, and it gave her hope that maybe they could forgive her.

      All she had to do now was make it home. She was so close, just one more state to cross and she'd be there. She'd be in San Francisco. She'd traveled from New York to Phoenix on the last thirty bucks she had to her name. It was all she had left from waitressing at the Cozy Café. From Phoenix, she'd gotten a ride to Kingman and walked along Route Forty to where those guys picked her up.

      Her journey had begun from the minute she fled the apartment with nothing more than a half packed bag, the newspaper clipping and the clothes on her back. That was after she and Adam had the worse argument they'd ever had, which started because she told him she was going back to her family. When he pushed her down the stairs, and she hit her head on the banister, she thought she was going to die from the pain. However, when she saw him coming down the stairs after her, she knew she would die if he ever got his hands on her. It was that thought that made her run despite the throbbing pain in her head and the blood running down the side of her cheek.

      He chased her through the apartment complex and into the street, yelling, swearing, and calling her all manner of things. The last thing he said to her - to confirm her worry - was, "I'll kill you if I ever see you again." Then he only gave up the chase because he was too drunk to carry on.

      But he meant it, every single word. He used to push her around a lot and hit her. Killing her would be easy. Lexie ran that night and never looked back.

      Now, she had to be strong. She'd traveled for days, hitchhiked twice and was still alive. Hitchhiking was something that would normally terrify her. She'd been lucky to get two elderly ladies on their way back from a gardening convention on the first trip, but those rich guys were another story. Everything inside her told her not to get in their car. Especially after what the driver had said. She'd been apprehensive enough when the car stopped, and she saw it was full of a bunch of guys. Lexie wouldn't have gone with them if it wasn't for the one that seemed to be the most trustworthy. It was entirely strange to think about trusting anybody after what Adam put her through, but there was something about that guy that made her take the risk. It was something that made her look past his striking Hollywood good looks and deep sea green eyes. In the few seconds, she had to make the decision, she saw a friendly face and felt a comforting warmth that made her feel at ease.

      She figured in that moment it was either she took the lift, or took an even greater chance that she'd end up getting stuck on the road in the dark and the oncoming cold. Chances were she'd freeze to death in these shorts, or she'd die of starvation as she hadn't eaten in days. At least she'd been right to take the chance. But now she was here. She was in Las Vegas, needing to get to San Francisco with no money, or food.

      Lexie swallowed hard, and her stomach clenched as she noticed for the umpteenth time that the concierge had come by to straighten out the brochures on the wall unit. Each time he'd looked at her as he neatened each row and gave her a distinct look of scrutiny, assessing her. This time he gave her a harsher look, and she was sure he would ask her to leave if he came back next time and saw she was still here.

      Fear and confusion knotted her inside at the disturbing thought. Right now she needed to stay here until she came up with a sensible plan. She was feeling incredibly weak, famished from the lack of food, and stressed from the journey and the whole situation. She'd come inside here to think and take a break. She thought it would be easier to get to Vegas because there were more opportunities here to get her back to San Francisco. The choices she had were finding a job somewhere fast or hitchhiking again. She wasn't sure which was best. If she found a job, she'd be able to buy a bus ticket. It would mean being here longer and trying to get a place to stay for a couple of nights too. That was a lot to factor in with no money, but probably safer than hitchhiking. She just didn't know what to do and thought it best to take the time to plan properly.

      As casually as she could she crossed her legs over each other and reached over to the table beside her to grab a brochure, then she sat further back into the leather sofa and tried to steady her breath.

      Okay, she'd give herself another hour to decide what she was doing. It would be dark soon, and it was wise to have daylight on her side.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two thousand bucks. That was good enough for Sam, and all he'd lost was a hundred dollars. Last time they came to Vegas, he lost about five grand. Tom as always was on a super winning streak, Jeff had lost ten grand, and Pete was saving his money for the bar. While those guys were just getting started Sam decided he'd had enough gambling. They'd been playing at the Roulette table now for six hours, and he needed a break. He figured he would go back to the hotel for a little while, get something to eat and then link up with the guys a bit later.

      Actually, maybe it was better to call his mother first and explain their absence at the wedding. He thought he'd just come clean with the truth, even though Tom would be mad at him.

      As he walked past the reception area, his eye caught some sort of commotion in the lobby. He would have walked on if he didn't recognize the girl from earlier. A large security guard got her by her arms and was ushering her out despite her protest. She begged them to let her stay.

      "This lobby is for guests or people using our services. You are neither." The concierge admonished, enunciating every syllable of his words.

      Sam wondered what he should do. Earlier she'd said she was broke. So if she had no money where was she going to stay? He hadn't really given that much thought when they dropped her off. When the guard grabbed her arm roughly, and she winced in pain he knew he had to step in.

      "Hey," he cried walking up to them. "What's going on here?"

      The concierge and the guard only acknowledged him and released her because they knew who Sam was, or at least knew what his name represented. Aside from that, earlier he and the guys had spent over five grand between them to book the best rooms.

      "Sir, this girl is loitering in the lobby like some kind of vagrant. I'm afraid we can't put up homeless people."

      Sam narrowed his eyes at the concierge and looked over his stout frame and balding head. Sam thought about the man's words. Vagrant?

      How incredibly rude, he couldn't stand people like that. Those who were rich or used to serving the rich and thought they were better than others.

      "This is my girl," Sam declared staring the man down.

      Relief and surprise both filled the girl's beautiful face as she looked at Sam.

      "Oh God. I'm so sorry." The concierge's face colored fiercely with embarrassment and guilt. "I thought she was just loitering in the lobby." He stuttered

      "It's a lobby, who cares what you do?" Sam snapped.

      "She's been in there for more than six hours."

      Sam looked at her and noticed how tired and frail she appeared like she might faint.

      "Claire," he said the first name that came to mind. "Why didn't you call me?"

      "I... lost my phone." She played along.

      He looked back to the concierge and the guard. "Is this the way you treat your guests?" They might not have wanted her there, but there was surely a better way to deal with her, and not just throw her into the street.

      "Come on doll. Let's get out of here." He beckoned her to come, and when she did he took hold of her delicate hand which felt lost within his, and cold. Cold like she'd been walking outside in the winter without any gloves. "I'll deal with these jerks later."

      She looked pretty shaken up by that whole ordeal, so he ushered her outside, not bothering to look back at the concierge or the guard to see their reaction.

      He stopped when they got just outside the entrance by the revolving door. She stumbled then steadied herself by grasping on to the railing between the steps. When she wobbled again looking like she was definitely about to faint he caught hold of her just as her knees buckled.

      "Hey, I got you." He helped her sit down on the steps.

      "Everythings ... spinning." She stuttered clutching on to his t-shirt. He moved closer to her so he could help her to stay up.

      He noticed that unlike earlier her skin looked pale and clammy, and the dark circles under her eyes looked even more sunken in.

      "When's the last time you ate?" It occurred to him that she might not have eaten anything while she'd waited in the lobby, and they'd taken an hour to drive to Vegas. That was a good seven hours that he'd known of without any food.

      She shook her head, and a tear ran down her cheek. "Days ago."

      Sam widened his eyes at that. No wonder she was practically fainting on him. It was a miracle she'd lasted this long.

      He remembered he had a bar of Snickers in his jacket pocket, so he retrieved it and held it out to her to take. Everyone was always telling Sam off for his sweet tooth, but now it came in handy. She looked up at him with sad eyes.

      "Eat it. It's not fruit, but it will help." He offered, trying to make light of the situation.

      "Thank you." She took it, tore at the wrapper and shoved the whole thing into her mouth.

      Their eyes met for one awkward moment, but she looked down with embarrassment. When she started to shiver against the cold night air, he took off his jacket and spread it around her shoulders. The gesture seemed to take her by complete surprise.

      "Thank you." Her voice sounded tired and weak.

      He nodded and continued to watch her. His curiosity was building by the second, and he wanted to ask her outright what her story was.

      "So... if we're going to keep running into each other like this, you should probably tell me your name. Or else you'll have to stick with Claire."

      She looked up at him nervously with those liquid brown eyes surrounded by long sweeping lashes, "It's L..." somehow hesitation set in and she stopped herself from continuing. "Claire's not bad."

      She didn't want to give him her name. If that wasn't suspicious, he didn't know what was. Particularly since he'd just saved her from being thrown into the street.

      "Okay then," he agreed.

      The wind picked up her hair and lifted it away from her face allowing him to see that the blue mark he'd seen earlier was just the start of an angry looking bruise that reached back into her hair.

      "That's a mean looking bruise you have there," he noted, eyeing her with suspicion.

      Her eyes darkened with pain. "I should go. Thank you for helping me." She stood and pulled the jacket from around her shoulders to hand back to him.

      "You'll freeze in that top. Keep it." He held up his hands. "Where are you going?"

      She stared at him with wide, frightened eyes. "There." She pointed down the road to nothing in particular.

      "Where's there?"

      She frowned and then bit the inside of her lip as she brought her hand up to her temple. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she attempted to wipe them away, but more came.

      "Look, don't take this the wrong way, but are you in some kind of trouble?" He decided to just ask as it was pretty clear now that she was, and didn't have a clue as to what she was doing.

      She stared up at him with her huge brown eyes and bottom lip trembling and nodded.

      "Do you want to talk about it over dinner? It's on me." Well, he was involved now, and he might as well eat with her since he was going to grab something to eat anyway.

      She nodded.
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      Lexie tried not to eat like a pig in front of him but failed miserably.

      He'd taken her to a fancy diner and ordered a feast of double cheese burgers, curly fries, and extra, extra-large milkshakes. Even when she was full, she continued to eat because the feeling of being stuffed was so satisfying. She hadn't eaten this much since she left college. Most nights if she didn't eat at the diner she'd starve.

      It was great to finally have a hot, decent, delicious meal, but as the food began to work its nutrition into her the panic she felt earlier came rushing back, and she remembered how truly stuck she was. Lexie still didn't have a plan on what she was going to do. Waiting in that hotel lobby had got her nowhere. It just lost her time. Now it was night, and it was cold, and she was still in Las Vegas. Not moving forward, just standing still.

      Hitchhiking now would be more dangerous, and the chances of getting a job were probably slim, but they were still her only two choices.

      "Wow, I didn't expect you to eat all that. Dessert?" The guy offered.

      She looked over at him sitting across from her gazing at her with those extraordinary green eyes. He'd been so kind to her and offered a comfort she was desperate for. It was the kind of comfort you felt when you had someone to take care of you.

      Maybe she should have told him her name. At least then she might know his. In the trace of humor, she had left her crazy mind had decided on calling him Mr. Pretty Boy. Just because he was pretty to look at with those thick dark lashes, striking green eyes and shiny blonde hair that glistened in the lights. Lexie thought with those looks and his athletic physique, he was probably by far the most gorgeous man she'd ever seen in her life. And she'd just eaten like a little pig in front of him. Her mother and sisters would have certainly told her off if they were here.

      It might have seemed silly not to tell him her name, but she'd been scared and completely on edge. And... she was embarrassed and ashamed of herself. It was like she couldn't bring herself to tell anyone that she was the same Lexie - Alexandra Ramone - who'd won a scholarship to MIT, and then dropped out.

      Who did something like that?

      No, better to leave it at Claire. Claire could be anybody.

      "No, I think I'm okay now." She glanced outside as a bunch of rowdy people went past the window.

      If she was going back on the road, she should leave now. It would be a hundred times scarier than before, but she had to do it. She figured she'd spend an hour trying to hitchhike. If that didn't work she'd try and find somewhere to stay for the rest of the night, like another hotel lobby. Then tomorrow she'd ask around for a job and try and find a shelter.

      When the waitress came over to take their empty plates, the guy ordered a large chocolate Sundae and looked over to her. "Are you sure you don't want dessert? This place does a wicked Sundae." He offered a warm smile she found herself lost in.

      "Okay, thanks." She might have been full, but it was wise to accept since she didn't know where her next meal was coming from.

      "She'll have a medium." He told the waitress who added it to her notepad and scuttled away when she was called by the churlish man behind the counter. When Lexie looked back to Mr. Pretty Boy, he was already looking at her. He had that curious look in his eyes again, and she could tell he was waiting for her to start talking. They'd been here for a while now, and he'd tried hard to make conversation with her.

      "So, do you go to school or college?" He was trying again.

      She had to give him credit because Lexie had barely said a word between waiting for the food to come and then wolfing down the said food. He seemed to be genuinely interested to know about her. And, he seemed harmless. After what she'd been through she couldn't help her hypersensitivity around guys, even if he seemed harmless. So far he'd helped her out a lot, and fed her. Maybe it was ok to tell him a bit about herself.

      "I used to go to college."

      "Oh, which one?" He straightened up and looked eager for her to continue.

      "MIT."

      She didn't know if it was because she said it so casually, but he laughed. It was then she realized how ridiculous she sounded. And, he probably didn't believe her for one of two reasons. The first was that you never just happened to run into someone from the highly esteemed Michigan Institute of Technology hitchhiking in the middle of the desert, without a cent to their name. Secondly, he might have just thought she didn't look smart enough.

      There was an obvious possible third reason. Lexie had never looked the stereotypical type of person that might go to MIT, whatever that was. Back in high school people were always thrown by it because her sisters were boy crazy cheerleaders who loved shopping and doing their nails. People took one look at her and thought she was the same and were often shocked when they found out about her love for the sciences and computers. No one would guess it to look at her. It didn't help that Lexie loved to shop just as much as her sisters. She just was never the cheerleading, guy crazy type.

      "That's a good one Claire." He looked at her in complete disbelief. She deserved that since she hadn't told him her name. She did, however, find herself interested to know what he thought.

      "Don't you think I look smart enough?" she asked.

      She waited for him to say something like, "Oh no, of course, it's not that," but he didn't. Instead, he laughed even more.

      She shook her head at him. Again she'd been mistaken. He wasn't a nice guy. He was a jerk. A good looking jerk, but weren't they normally?

      Her cheeks felt hot from her embarrassment as she stood to leave. "Thank you for dinner." She wouldn't forget her manners.

      "Hey," he caught her arm and pulled her back. "You just ordered dessert."

      "Suddenly I don't want it anymore."

      "I'm sorry for laughing. It's a joke though right? Besides, look at you. You don't look like the standard geek with the terrible clothes, thick glasses and bad teeth in braces." He raised his eyebrows and nodded. "And the girl ones are supposed to have awful hair."

      It sounded funny, but she was in no mood for laughing.

      "Plus you look about sixteen," he added.

      "I'll be twenty next month, and seriously did you just say girl ones?" she snapped.

      He laughed again. "Come on. I just meant that the girl ones, don't normally look... beautiful." He offered a wider smile that displayed even, white teeth which contrasted pleasingly with his tanned skin.

      She stared at him in surprise, feeling her resolve break down. Did he just call her beautiful?

      It wasn't that no one had ever told her that before. Lexie had always been told that she and her sisters had inherited their mother's beauty. Whenever she visited Brazil, her Avo always said that Lexie and her sisters looked like different versions of their mother. However, it was usually Tamar, her eldest sister, who got the most compliments since she was literally the splitting image of their mother. As a result, Tamar was known as the beautiful one, Hayley the crazy and adorable one and Lexie was the smart one.

      This guy, who she just nicknamed Mr. Pretty Boy, had just called her beautiful. The irony in that was she didn't think there was a time in her life when she looked worse. Her hair was a matted mess, and she was pretty sure there were bugs in it. Her face... well she hadn't really seen that in days from the absence of a mirror, but when last she checked it was awful with its red blotchiness and uneven skin tone. And, she'd had red eyes. Her mother in her straightforward, no beat about the bush way of speaking would have said she looked like a bruxa, a witch, and even her father - who was kinder in his manner - would have agreed.

      Mr. Pretty Boy tugged at her arm. Her chest tightened as she realized he was still holding on to her and she was surprised to feel the scatter of nerves that raced across her skin, making her feel giddy as she looked at him. What was worse was the warmth that rushed over her when the corner of his mouth slid up into a sexy half smile. She pursed her lips together in an attempt to resist the effect he had on her.

      "Come on. You just ordered dessert so you definitely can't leave. Finish dinner with me." There was a gentle softness in his voice.

      He made it sound like they'd been on a date. She looked back to her seat and lowered into it. Lexie then looked back to him and narrowed her eyes. He may have charmed her into staying, but she wasn't going to allow him to believe she was dumb. Seriously, considering all she'd been through and the worries she had ahead of her it didn't matter, but it was in her nature to set people straight when they made certain assumptions about her.

      "You still don't believe me, do you?"

      He grimaced. "I come from a family of investment bankers. It's in my blood to be skeptic." He shrugged sheepishly.

      "Okay, ask me something?" she challenged.

      He thought for a moment and then smiled as if he just got some idea he was certain she couldn't answer. "Relativity. Tell me about that."

      "Relativity? I learned that when I was like twelve." She did, at science camp.

      "Well if you really know tell me."

      She straightened up preparing herself just like she used to before she had to do a presentation on a piece of research or project. Lexie was going to enjoy putting this guy in his place, especially with such an easy topic.

      "Einstein's theory of relativity described the invariance effects on the speed of light. Particularly the alteration of the meaning of space and time by the motion of an observer. It predicts phenomena like time dilation and length contraction. But it can't explain how the passage of time is tied to an increase in disorder, specifically allowing for theoretical time travel through wormholes, and different rates of passage of time based on velocity and acceleration." The excitement that filled her as she explained was unreal. She hadn't felt like this in such a long time that it practically filled her weak body with energy.

      The stunned look on Mr. Pretty Boy's face was classic. "Hmm..." was all he could say.

      "Shall I continue? There's a whole bunch of branch off theories, and I would have to take it right back to Isaac Newton and do diagrams. There always has to be drawings."

      When he didn't answer, she grabbed a napkin from the silver holder in the center of the table and retrieved her pen from the side pocket of her bag. She started writing out the mathematical formula to calculate speed, but he smoothed his hand over hers to stop her.

      "Stop already. I have no idea what any of that means. I don't even know what you just said." He held up his hands, laughing, "I believe you." He sighed and straightened up, looking at her with keen eyes. "What happened to you? Why aren't you still at MIT?"

      Talking about something she loved nearly made her forget her current situation.

      Nearly.

      She gazed into his eyes and felt in awe at the wealth of concern that exuberated from them. It had been such a long time since anyone cared about her, or looked at her like that. Lexie's hands tightened on the edge of the table and as she stared back at him she watched his concern turn to curiosity.

      "Hey, what are the chances of seeing me again? There's nothing like talking about your problems with someone like me. Unless..." he narrowed one green eye and stared at her thoughtfully.

      "Unless what?"

      "Unless the trouble you're in is that you killed someone and you're running from the law."

      She drew in a sharp gasp, hoping he didn't seriously believe that.

      He nodded. "Yes, that could be it." All she could do was stare. "And... I could be next, and you waited for me to eat too much so I'd be too full to run away."

      Lexie looked at him and really tried hard to keep a straight face in line with all the turmoil of emotions that swirled within her. But, she just couldn't, she burst out laughing.

      She actually laughed, and it resonated from a place deep within that used to be her. From the girl who always had a smile on her face. Always happy, always joking around with her sisters and her friends. Always laughing. The action felt foreign to her, and like she was hearing it from someone else.

      "Is that a ha, ha laugh, or a muah ha, ha evil, I got you now laugh?" He laughed too and actually rubbed his hands together.

      A tear ran down her cheek as she found herself feeling overwhelmed with the conflict of emotion that clutched at her insides. She tried to catch her breath to keep the tears at bay, although she knew it was useless. She covered her mouth as they came again and closed her eyes.

      How had she managed to get so lost that she lost herself? How?

      When she felt his warm hands cover over her other hand that rested limply on the table something soothing reached into her soul. The warmth of personal contact eased her ravaged mind. She chanced a look at him and saw nothing but tenderness and understanding within his eyes.

      "Hey. Is what your running from that bad?" he asked. His voice calm and gaze steady.

      All she could do was nod. The humor left his face and he tapped the top of her hand with his thumb. "Tell me what happened. Tell me what happened to you."

      She tucked a wayward strand behind her ear and pulled in a breath.

      "I... just got out of an abusive relationship." She'd never said that out loud. Saying it felt strange, and she couldn't believe she was talking about herself.

      Lexie didn't know how she could have been so wrong about Adam. That first night she met him in New York had seemed magical. But then maybe it would have to her young, inexperienced mind. He was six years older than her, seemed very sophisticated and intelligent, and completely mesmerized her with his confident, forward manner. She couldn't believe she'd been so wrong about him.

      "I think he would have killed me." She breathed. "I just ran, and never stopped." Her voice broke.

      A deep sadness washed over her handsome strangers face.

      "I'm sorry. Running was the right thing to do." He stated, a muscle clenched along his jaw.

      "I just wished I'd left sooner, or planned it better." She shook her head in dismay.

      "Where did you travel from?"

      "New York."

      "Wow. I take it that Vegas isn't your destination." He leaned his head to the side.

      "No. I'm, um... heading to San Francisco. Its home."

      "What about MIT? Are you going back in September?"

      She shook her head. "I can't. I'd love nothing more, but I can't. I got a scholarship, and I barely finished my first year." She'd met Adam during spring break.

      A few months after they got together Adam lost his job and asked her to lend him the money she had. He said he'd give it back, no problem, but he never did. She found work doing different jobs, but that didn't even cover a fraction of the money she needed to live on campus. That's how she ended up moving in with him. When she did things changed, he changed and became more violent, stopping her from going to her classes and having contact with anyone.

      "I met Adam before I finished my first year. I managed to do one month of my second year, and that was it. Going to classes made him angry, and eventually, it was safer for me to stop."

      She remembered the last time she attempted to go to class. He grabbed her and shoved her into the wall. She'd hit her head so hard it left a mark for days. Then he threatened to kick her out.

      "My mom found out I'd dropped out and tried to contact me and we had such a big argument. Well, it was me mostly arguing. I thought I knew what I was doing." She shook her head. "I worked so hard to get that scholarship. I wanted to go to MIT more than anything so that I could use my talents to change the world and save people's lives." The thought was almost laughable since right now she couldn't even take care of herself.

      "You still can." He looked at her like he really believed that. "Have you contacted your family?"

      Lexie shook her head. "I can’t. I haven't seen anyone in over a year. I put them through a lot."

      He narrowed his eyes. "A year?"

      "Yes. That's why I need to find my own way back home." Even if she had to walk.

      Knowing her family, as much as she'd thought they'd forgotten about her, she was certain they'd gone to Boston looking for her perhaps several times. They would have contacted everyone she knew and gotten the police involved. Adam hated the police of course with his bad dealings, and never gave his real name for anything.

      The only thing left for her family to do was put her name and picture in a newspaper and hope that she would see it. That was the level of desperation they'd gone through, and it just made her wonder what else they did to try and find her.

      "You know what my philosophy is? Do you want to hear it?"

      "Yes." She tried to sound interested, although her insides were crumbling.

      "Things happen sometimes, and we all make mistakes."

      She waited for him to continue and add to it but he didn't.

      "So I should... accept that I made a mistake?"

      "Uh huh. You accept it, deal with it, and move on," he said with conviction. "Either that or you let it consume you."

      She understood his point, but she didn't know how she would begin to move on from her mistakes.

      Lexie offered a small smile and bit the inside of her lip. "Thank you so much for being so nice to me. And for dinner."

      "My pleasure. I'm really sorry for all that's happened to you."

      He gave her hand a gentle squeeze before releasing her. It was sweet of him to sympathize and sit here listening so intently, but she wasn't his problem.

      "Thanks. I should give this back to you." She shrugged out of the jacket. "And I should get going too." The fear of what lay ahead returned to her mind. At least she was full and feeling a lot stronger than earlier.

      "No, and keep the jacket. I gave it to you." He smiled. "I'm going to help you."

      "What?" She didn't understand what he meant.

      "I'll get you back to San Francisco."

      She stared at him and wondered if somehow she'd fallen asleep. She pulled in a breath when she saw him nod with enthusiasm and she blinked several times hoping she didn't indeed fall asleep.

      "What?" She had to ask again.

      "I'll get you back to San Francisco." He repeated. "If you're tired, I can get you a room somewhere nice, and then I'll arrange a flight for tomorrow, or we can go to the airport now. Your call."

      "You can't be serious." She was shaking her head.

      "I am."

      "You've helped enough, and it's all too much." It was.

      "Don't you think you've been through enough?" An easy smile played at the corners of his mouth drawing her attention to his handsome profile that kindled a sort of passionate beauty.

      She placed her hand on her heart and pulled in a steady breath. "But you don't even know me." Her voice withered.

      "I know you need help, and as an eagle scout I'm not allowed to ignore someone who needs my help." He smiled and nodded. "Especially a damsel in distress." The more she talked to him the more she realized he was quite a character. She liked him. It was nice talking to him and feeling the glimmer of hope he'd given her, but she didn't feel right accepting his offer. It really was too much.

      "I can't let you help me like that. It wouldn't be right."

      "It wouldn't be right for me to leave you to wonder the streets of Vegas. The place is called Sin City for a reason. Even if you were to call your family, you'd still need to be somewhere at least for tonight for them to pick you up. It's a lot quicker, and safer, if I help you. It honestly isn't any trouble."

      "Don't you have plans with your friends?"

      "Not exactly. We were kind of supposed to be at my aunt's third wedding. Our plans were open to change from about ten a.m. this morning."

      "Third wedding?" She had to ask.

      "Yes, it's her thing. Every family has one strange relative. We got Aunt Lily. I'm certain I'll be at her fourth wedding. So hey, what do you say?" He smiled. "Will you let me help you?"

      There was a twinkle in his eye. His help would mean getting home safely. Not having to worry about where she would sleep tonight and if she would be safe. The only real problem would be having to face her family.

      She nodded and said, "yes. I don't think I could ever thank you enough. You must give me your number so I can contact you to pay you back."

      "Don't worry about that."

      "But I have to -"

      "No. Honestly, don't worry about that."

      "Thank you." It was unreal that he was willing to help her like this. She would be indebted to him for the rest of her life.

      "No problem. So what do you want to do? Hotel or airport?" The warmth of his smile echoed in his voice.

      "Airport." It wasn't hard to decide. She just wanted to get home, and get there as quickly as possible.

      "Okay, airport it is." The waitress came over to them with their desserts which looked truly delicious with its abundance of chocolate. "Can we go after this?"

      "Of course," she laughed.

      "I love chocolate. Chances are I'll lose all my teeth by the time I turn thirty, but it's worth it." He gazed longingly at the giant sundae and smiled.

      She returned the smile.

      While they ate, she listened to him talk. He told her about investment banking and his excitement about his internship. He then followed that with his love for sailing.

      His light-hearted and carefree manner made her feel human again. And like any other nineteen-year-old girl talking to a good looking, normal guy, she hung on every word, savoring his company.

      "You ready to go?" he asked as she finished her last spoon of ice cream.

      She sighed and looked deeply into his kind eyes. "Are you sure about this?"

      "Come on." He smiled, standing tall and proud. Towering her petite height. She guessed he had to be at least six foot four.

      When they got outside and hailed a taxi, she marveled at how good it felt not to be alone anymore. Being with him gave her the strength to think about how she was going to face her family.

      The city was fully alive, and the lights that illuminated the strip looked as glorious as she'd always heard. She saw every color imaginable as they passed by in the taxi. Luminous greens, electric blues, ruby red, bursts of pure gold and showers of silver, and a fiery orange lit up the Himalayan, reminding her of the Golden Gate Bridge at night.

      Lexie couldn't believe she was going home. She simply couldn't believe it. This would be a new start for her. The whole time that she'd been with Adam and her escape from him had taught her a valuable life lesson. She promised herself that she'd never fall into that trap again.

      When they got to the airport, he surprised her further by booking a first class ticket for her on the next flight, which was leaving in four hours.

      "Let's go wait over here." He pointed over to the lounge and started walking in that direction. She followed and sat next to him on the bench nearest the floor to ceiling windows.

      "I'll never be able to thank you enough for all you've done for me. I'll pay you back as soon as I can." She offered, resting her hands in her lap.

      He laughed. "No, seriously don't worry about it. How about you focus on getting back on your feet."

      "You got me to Vegas, saved me from being thrown out of the hotel, took me to dinner, paid for the taxi here, booked me a first class ticket, and you stayed with me the whole time. I have to pay you back."

      She focused on him carefully as he shook his head and a slow easy smile crept along his sensual mouth.

      "It's a gift. Just accept it." The twinkle in his eyes warmed her heart. "We have a four-hour wait. Please don't tell me we're going to spend it debating about money." His smile widened.

      She pulled in a breath. "You're going to stay with me? For four hours?"

      He raised his brows and gave her an askance look, "This is Vegas, doll. Not Kansas. Look at that guy over there." He tilted his head inconspicuously to the right. Lexie looked and saw the guy he referred to. Decked out in full black and sunglasses with his hair slicked back with far too much gel, and a thick gold chain. "Looks like the kind of person who'd kidnap you and steal your liver. And that guy," he turned to the right slightly, raised his thick brows sharply and shook his head with distrust. "Looks exactly like the child catcher."

      The man did, with his broad felt hat and pointed nose. Lexie grimaced and looked back to Mr. Pretty Boy as she started to laugh. For the second time tonight the laughter came naturally from within. From the place that used to be her.

      "So yes, of course I'm waiting with you."

      Lexie was so overwhelmed by his kindness. She'd never met anyone like him before, and while she didn't know him well enough to establish his reasons to show such kindness to a stranger, she didn't need to know him to see that he cared.

      "Thank you."

      He tilted his head to the side. "You're very welcome. So ..." he paused for a few seconds and looked at her. "We have four hours."

      "Four hours, what are we going to do?" She was beginning to feel more comfortable with him and actually looked forward to spending the time with him.

      "Well, I seem to know a lot about the bad things that's happened to you. Why don't you tell me some of the good things? What do you like?"

      Wow, it had been awhile since she thought about what she liked. To answer that question, she had to think back, to just before she met Adam. When life had been great.

      "I like science fairs."

      "Of course you do." He chuckled. "What does one do at such a thing?"

      That question was like unleashing a child in a sweet shop. Lexie talked until she grew more tired. She was wondering when sleep would catch up with her. But, she didn't want to sleep when all she had left with her handsome stranger was a handful of hours. She remembered resting her head on the edge of the chair and saying something about fruit loops, and then she drifted into a deep sleep. The next thing she knew she felt her shoulder being shaken gently.

      As she opened her eyes she feared waking up in that dark old apartment Adam kept her in, only to find that the last few hours were a dream. Instead, she woke to find herself resting against Mr. Pretty Boy and staring up into his eyes. Being this close she noticed that his green eyes had hints of brown around the iris.

      "Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to fall asleep on you." She shuffled over feeling embarrassed. Lexie hadn't meant to fall asleep and hoped he didn't think she was rude.

      "It's okay." He smiled down at her. "Your flight's started to board."

      Her flight. She straightened and looked at him. So this was goodbye.

      She looked ahead to the gate where her flight number flashed in neon green. When she returned her gaze back to him, he was already looking at her.

      "So, this is where we part I suppose." He stated. He stood up and helped her get up. Lexie was desperate to go home, but she didn't want to say goodbye.

      "I've never met anyone like you before." She gazed up at him. "I wish we could have met under better circumstances. I'm not normally such a ... mess."

      He shook his head. "You're not a mess. There's nothing better looking than a person whose about to make a fresh start. But, yes it would have been nice to meet you under different circumstances." He turned up his smile a notch revealing a dimple in his left cheek that she hadn't seen before. "Maybe we'll see each other again."

      "Yeah." She beamed at the thought.

      "And, I'll take you somewhere better than the diner."

      "Really?" She smiled up at him in awe.

      "Yeah, just picture it. You and me at The Bellagio."

      "The Bellagio?" It was one of the best hotels in the world, and the restaurants were envied. Even she knew you had to book well in advance to make a reservation. It would be truly amazing to go there.

      "Uh -huh. You'd love it there. We could eat and dance."

      "I love dancing. That sounds amazing. Just like a real..." She got carried away in the vision and forgot herself.

      "A real date." He filled in. Her cheeks flushed, and she couldn't hide her embarrassment.

      Poor her, she could only dream of going on a date with a guy like him. Look at him with his arresting good looks and perfect physique that exuded masculinity and perfection. Lexie was certain the women he dated all either looked like models or Barbie dolls. He could do a hundred times better than her.

      "I'm sorry I didn't mean to imply that you were asking me out." She felt she should apologize.

      "Oh but I was, I just skipped the asking part since it was a fantasy." He smiled.

      "Oh, what? Really? Me?" She knew her face was completely red now.

      "Yes. Will you?"

      "Yes, of course." In her battered mind that had been through hell, she thought she could live a little in the fantasy that he'd just asked her out. She could pretend if only for a few seconds that everything was normal.

      "Cool. So back to the vision." He slipped his arm around her in a possessive gesture and held up his other hand as if he were pointing out something. "You, me, at The Bellagio on our date, eating whatever we want and dancing. Then we must have chocolate."

      The call to board the flight was announced again. They both looked to the gate and saw that the line of people boarding was getting shorter.

      He released her, reached into his pocket to pull out his wallet and took out a wad of cash rolled up. "Take this." He held it out to her, but all she could do was look at him in complete astonishment. "Take it," he said with more insistence.

      "No. It's too much." She shook her head.

      "It's two thousand dollars. It should be enough to keep you going for a while. Please for heaven's sake get a taxi when you get to San Francisco and get something to eat."

      She continued to stare at him in disbelief. When he saw her reluctance, he took her bag from her and stuffed it inside along with a pen. "You never know when you may need a pen." He handed the bag back to her.

      "I....'" she was shaking her head.

      "Come on you need to get on that plane." He slipped his arm around her again and ushered her towards the gate, stopping just before what remained of the line. "You'll be okay." He assured her.

      "Thank you so much for everything." A tear ran down her cheek. He lifted his hand to touch her face, wiping away the tears that continued to stream.

      "No more tears. Go and have a nice life, and get yourself back into MIT. You can still use your talents and abilities to change the world and save people's lives."

      She nodded. "I'll try." She supposed there was no harm in trying. It would be a dream come true to get the chance to go back there.

      "No. Don't try. Just do it."

      "Okay. I'll do it." She smiled.

      "Promise?"

      "I promise." As she gazed up at him, she found herself getting lost in his eyes again. He made her forget that just days ago she'd been running away from Adam and the torturous life she'd had. He made her forget everything and made her feel like any girl would who'd just met the most amazing guy in the world.

      Heat spread throughout her body as he ran his finger along her jaw. How could it be that she'd met the most amazing guy in the world and she was seconds away from leaving him?

      "Um." Her crazy imagination had taken over.

      "What?" he asked in a soft voice.

      "Would it... be okay to kiss you?"

      He smiled wide. "Yes, but only if I can kiss you since I was about to anyway."

      She smiled too. "Really?"

      He answered with a smile and reached for her to pull her closer. When his soft lips met hers, it sent sparks of electricity throughout her entire body. Slowly, she indulged on him as he thrust his slick tongue across her warm wet mouth giving her something she'd never had before. He tasted like desire and passion and...

      The announcement for the last call for boarding on the intercom broke them apart.

      He reached out to cup her face. "Take care of yourself."

      "I'll always be grateful to you." She had to let him know.

      He kissed her forehead and released her, stepped backward. It was time to go. Time to start over.

      He stared at her as she walked away. Before she turned the corner to leave for good, she looked back one last time just to remember what her handsome angel looked like.

      And then she left.
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      Twelve years later....

      

      Sam gazed at his father and groaned inwardly. He honestly wasn't ready to do anything too demanding, not yet. He'd just started to feel comfortable again with his work.

      "I think I'm needed here." He stated, lacing his fingers together. "I just started the restructure for the companies in Washington."

      He slumped back against the soft leather office chair and gazed across at his father sitting behind his large mahogany desk. Sam watched him steeple his fingers together with that tentative expression that was almost annoying at times. It was the expression he used when he'd come up with some idea he thought would be helpful to Sam in some way. He'd gotten that way after Sam divorced Jessica.

      He wished his father wouldn't blame himself for that, and for the way things turned out. And, he also wished his father would drop this crusade to help Sam fix his life. This new idea of his was one of those things. His father wanted to send him away on a project. Since the divorce, or rather since his accident, Sam had only worked around Chicago and Washington. Washington was the furthest he was willing to go and had no real desire to go anywhere else.

      His father knew this, and yet he felt it was a good idea for him to take on some project where he'd need to relocate for a while. That was how he'd began their conversation. In the old days when Sam wanted to get away from Jessica he would have jumped at the chance. She would have most likely celebrated too because it meant she could bring her men to the house while he was away.

      Right now, Sam wasn't in the right frame of mind for anything too strenuous. He wasn't himself - hadn't been for a long time - and was averse to being anywhere that was far from home.

      "Sam, you're suffocating here," his father stated, lifting his chin. "An opportunity like this would be good for you." He offered one of those encouraging fatherly smiles that said he was just trying to help.

      "Look dad. I don't want my personal life affecting my work. If you want me to go on a project, it has to be because I'm needed, not because it will be good for me." Sam eyed him with seriousness. He had to be real with him. They had a company to run. St. John & Co. was doing well as always, and Sam wanted it to continue to do so. He didn't want some opportunity just because it would help him in any way. There were plenty of talented, qualified people here that could go instead.

      "That is exactly what's happening here. I can assure you." His father held up his hands. "In fact I've held off on asking you to do too much because I wanted you to have the time to get back on your feet." He glanced over at the wooden cane Sam used and his green eyes filled with sadness.

      He ran his hands through his short-cropped hair and rested them on the back of his neck. "Dad, I think I'd be more comfortable staying here." That was a nicer, more professional way of saying he didn't want to go.

      "Son, your talents are wasted here." He leaned back and pulled in a steady breath. "As your father, I can't sit back and watch you slip away. But, as the head of this company, I have to send the best I have when I have a high profile business opportunity. I'm about to embark on an amazing acquisition and believe me when I say I need your skills. I need you. There is no way that I can do this without you. It'll be a waste if you aren't with me on this." His father really knew how to butter him up, and get him interested.

      "Okay, now you have my attention." Sam smiled, leaning forward with keen curiosity.

      In the past, his father had bought some very interesting companies, and Sam had the opportunity of working right alongside him. He enjoyed working for his father, always had, and had excelled here. Sam was one of the most qualified, and specialized, investment bankers in the country. His area of specialty was risk management and loss prevention. His father was in the habit of buying companies that were on the verge of going bust and fixing them up. The fixing up part was where Sam stepped in. He was like a bloodhound when it came to finding the source of a problem that could cause detrimental financial loss. There was nothing he couldn't fix. No loss he couldn't rectify. To hear that his skills were actually needed reeled him in like a fish attracted to bait. Even in his deep depression.

      "Dad, who'd you buy this time?"

      His father tilted his head to the side and smiled. "Cervantes."

      "You're kidding. Cervantes?" This was beyond interesting, and far beyond anything they'd ever embarked on. "Cervantes the research lab?" He just needed clarification, because of the shock that filled him.

      His father laughed. This was definitely something else. They'd always bought other investment companies, financial businesses, and property development companies, but never a research lab. And one of that prominence. It was the best in the world, but they'd fallen in serious trouble. On the news, Sam heard that they were being shut down and bought out by Silvermans.

      "Son, I couldn't resist. I'd been thinking about taking our company in a different direction for months now, and this was like the answer. Especially given the situation poor Cervantes found themselves in."

      Sam chuckled at that. Poor Cervantes. The facility was worth billions, and their scientists were priceless. They'd developed some of the most unique scientific developments in this century, and their future developments were far out of his concept of what science could do.

      A company like them were worth saving. He was definitely seeing why his father needed him. Only someone like him could decipher how a company like that could end up in so much trouble. Although Cervantes was worth billions, they'd mysteriously started going under months ago. The world was shocked last week when it was announced that they'd be shut down. To everyone else, it may look like it was just one of those unfortunate events that happened. Some may even think it was down to running out of funds and owing on existing debts, but that couldn't just happen to a company like that.

      Sam knew even before starting an investigation that the answer to most problems was theft. With this one, it would be high-tech theft and embezzlement on a very sophisticated level. He'd seen it all before. Often it was done by the companies most trusted officers and in such a unique way that ensured no one ever got caught. Sam had a gift for solving such problems and revealing those types of culprits. He'd just never done it on a research lab before.

      "What's the plan?" Sam asked.

      "I want to fix them and get them back to where they were before things got bad. They get to keep their name and everything." There was an inherent strength in his face.

      Sam looked at his father with deep respect. It was times like this when he truly admired him. He was a man who never indulged on wealth, and wasn't greedy for more. He used what he had for good, to do good.

      "Same name?"

      "Yes, that name has been around for a hundred years. It's an established business just like ours. There are some things in this world that need preservation. This is one of them. We run it, we fund it and keep it going. But first we need to fix it, and by we, I mean you."

      Sam released a slow, thoughtful sigh.

      "You even get to take Zane," his father added.

      Sam stared at him, realizing that he must have really needed him for him to allow Sam to take Zane. Zane wasn't exactly the most favorable person in his old man's eyes, but he was excellent at his job. He was also Sam's right-hand man, his best friend, and the only person who could keep him sane. The only person who had kept him sane through the hell of a life he'd experienced in the last twelve years.

      Sam rested back into the chair again allowing his eyes to drift to an old English fox hunting picture his mother had painted. It was right next to the other she did of the English countryside, very close to where she'd grown up. Sam had seen for himself that the painting had been a remarkable depiction. In fact, just looking at it took him back to days spent there as a child, and sailing along the English Rivera with his grandfather. All his mother's paintings had that striking, memorable effect. Particularly the pieces she kept for the family. Her other work she displayed in her galleries or sold on.

      Buying Cervantes was a good move on his father's part. It was a fantastic idea, and Sam felt bad that he couldn't be more excited. Especially since Cervantes was in San Francisco. Good old San Francisco.

      It was incredibly stupid of him but every time he'd thought about, or visited, San Francisco he found himself thinking of her.

      Claire.

      Even after so many years, he couldn't make himself forget her. His mind had clung to the vibrant memory of her and forbade him to forget. She was so alive in his mind that whenever he'd found himself in San Francisco, on business or in passing, he'd always look out for her. He looked for her in places he thought she might be. Although he didn't know how he could or would imagine that up since he didn't really know her.

      He also tended to think of her in his most depressing hours like when he was in a coma after his accident three years ago. To everyone, he was asleep, barely alive to the world. But to him, in his mind, he was stuck in that vision of them on that date he'd imagined up. Dancing at the Bellagio. It was a scene that played over and over again in his mind, and he'd had a hard time believing it never actually happened when he eventually woke up. She was the first person he asked for, but of course, no one knew who she was.

      It was only then that he told his parents about her. They must have thought he was crazy to hang on to her the way he had after only knowing her for a day, and particularly since he didn't even know who she was. Claire wasn't even her name.

      Over the years he'd never been able to stop thinking about her. He wondered how things turned out for her.

      Foolish youthful whims of fancy, his grandfather would call it. But it was the kind of foolish youthful whims of fancy he was glad he encountered. Sam could still remember her liquid brown eyes and luscious long hair. Her golden skin and beautiful face. He could still remember how she made him feel.

      Maybe he held on to her memory so tightly because his life changed drastically after he met her. He had Jessica to thank for that. She'd single-handedly ruined him.

      He knew his father needed him, but Sam was quite uncertain. Being here in Chicago meant being closer to Amy, his eleven-year-old daughter. Staying meant she was only a forty-minute drive away from him. Anywhere else could throw things out of sync.

      This wouldn't be like before the divorce when Sam could spend a few months in places like Hong Kong, or Australia. Jessica would give him any hassle she could conjure up to stop him from seeing Amy. At the moment she'd allowed him the last weekend of every month and sometimes that didn't happen. If Jessica decided she wanted to be spiteful because he offended her in some way or, she just didn't feel like being human then sometimes he didn't get to see Amy for months. Granted, that hadn't happened in a long time, but anything could set off a chain of events that would be to his detriment. If it were up to him, he'd ensure that she lived with him permanently. But that wasn't possible.

      Not being Amy's biological father meant that he had no rights. The divorce only enhanced that aspect. The problem was made even worse with his accident and lengthy recovery. That part, however, couldn't be helped. Sam had broken his back and had his left leg crushed. It was a miracle that he was even walking today. Albeit with a cane, but soon he wouldn't need that.

      "Son," his father's voice interrupted Sam's deep thoughts. He looked back to his father and saw that tentative look again. "Sometimes change can be a good thing. You really are suffocating here. Your skills and talents aren't being put to use. This is a great opportunity for the company as it will show that we can be dynamic and versatile. It will also be good for you because it'll put those mad skills of yours to great use. I don't do these things for myself you know." The corners of his mouth lifted into an open, friendly smile. "I don't need to. And you can't confine yourself to Chicago, or lock yourself away in your house forever."

      That's exactly how his life had been for the last three years. A confinement. It sounded bad, but it was what worked for Sam.

      "So slugger, what do you say? Can I count on you for this one?" His father could always count on him. No matter what, or despite whatever feelings Sam felt. He'd always help his father out.

      "Okay. I'll go. I'll be gone for a while won't I." His stomach tensed.

      His father nodded. "But, I've seen you work miracles before." His eyes sparkled with enthusiasm as he ran his hand through his hair.

      It was good his father believed in him so much, because right now Sam didn't have the energy he used to, to believe in himself. He was still confident in his work abilities, but his life with Jessica had changed him.

      He'd have to tell her about this and hope she didn't blow things out of proportion. To make things easier, he'd try to come back to Chicago to visit Amy, so as not to upset their arrangement.

      Sam didn't know what he was up against yet by venturing to Cervantes, but he would try to get the job done as quickly as possible. In his experience the bigger the company, the bigger the job, and the older, more established companies were usually a pain in the ass too. How it worked was he'd take over management for the time he was there and conduct his investigation. As these guys were in very deep trouble and investors would probably be jumping ship, he'd have his hands full. It was definitely going to be a big job, but if he gave it his all maybe he could be back by Christmas. Minus three weeks, that was practically a year. A whole year in San Francisco. Maybe that could be good for him.

      He may also be walking properly by then too. He was doing really well at the moment and didn't even use his cane at home. It was more of a precautionary measure. He tried not to overdo things for fear of doing more harm than good, like a few times before when he'd tried to fast track his healing. Maybe walking without his cane would make him feel better about himself. Like when he stopped using his wheelchair. He'd done extremely well for someone who'd been told there was a chance he'd never walk again. It had taken him a long time to get to this stage.

      He rose to his feet and reached for his cane.

      "When do I leave?"

      "Next week would be good."

      "Alright, next week it is."

      His father smiled. "Thanks, slugger, you've made my day kid."

      Sam nodded and offered a small smile. He was thirty-six years old, and his father still called him things like kid and slugger. It was fine. He supposed it gave him some form of normalcy.

      "Dinner at home later? Your mother's doing beef wellington and banoffee pie."

      "Wouldn't miss it." Sam gave a curt nod of farewell before he left.

      As he made his way to his office, he thought about what he'd tell Jessica. He wanted to say it in a way that didn't make her think he expected Amy to travel all the way to San Francisco to see him. In a normal arrangement that would have been normal.

      But nothing had ever been normal with Jessica. Both she and her family were the most despicable people he'd ever met, and his marriage to her was a sham. After he met Claire, he'd looked forward to breaking up with Jessica. He actually couldn't wait to get back to Chicago to do it, but before he could even get the words out of his mouth, she hit him with the news of her pregnancy.

      It was Jessica that suggested they get married, and quick too so it would look like she'd gotten pregnant on their honeymoon. She didn't want to look anything other than the perfect image she'd portrayed to everyone. Sam should have said no. He was never really the romantic type, but he'd always imagined getting married to someone he was in love with. If he were probably a little firmer, he wouldn't have fallen into the trap she and her family set out for him. They all knew Amy wasn't his from the beginning, but they allowed him to believe it for over eight years, find out in the worse way possible and then set about a chain of events that led to an accident that could have taken his life.

      He pulled in a deep breath as he entered his office, clearing his mind. It was best not to think about it. Thinking about the past never did him any good, and right now he needed mental clarity to stay focused. Working on Cervantes was going to be hard and more than anything a challenge for him. He needed to do his research and get to know how things ran there before making any decisions to use his normal processes. This wouldn't be like the financial businesses he'd previously worked with.

      Zane burst through the door with his trademark smile, the moment Sam sat behind his desk. He was still sporting the tan he got from his vacation to St Tropez last week. And still looked like he was on holiday with his short black hair slightly ruffled, Bermuda shorts with coconut trees splashed all over it, and a long sleeved cotton shirt that lay open at the top to purposely display his bronze chest.

      Sam rolled his eyes at the sight of him. "What are you dressed as Zane?"

      "Forget about my clothes. Please tell me you said yes?" Zane loomed in on him like a predator stalking its prey. He shut the door behind him and sauntered over, sitting on the edge of Sam's desk.

      Sam grimaced and shook his head. Of course, Zane already knew about Cervantes. Zane knew everything, and always before Sam. He must have known about it all from yesterday. And yet he went to Sam's house, played pool, ate dinner, and said nothing. For that, Zane could wait for Sam's answer. Sam turned on his computer and ignored Zane.

      "Hey, come on man. Don't leave me hanging."

      "I don't know what you're talking about." Sam didn't even look at him.

      "I just saw you hobbling away from your father's office."

      Sam shot him a sharp look. "Hobbling?" Zane could be so disrespectful sometimes.

      "I'm just messing with you. So tell me, did you speak to him?"

      "I did," Sam returned his focus to the computer screen. He typed apartments in San Francisco into the Google search bar.

      "And?"

      "And, the least you could have done is give me a heads up."

      "Heads up. No, no. I'm the trusted advisor. Old Man St. John asked me not to say anything until he'd spoken to you. I was just following orders. He simply ran the idea past me. Heads up guy was Tom. You couldn't trust his mouth to keep shut."

      Sam rolled his eyes again, but couldn't help but think about Tom. Sam hadn't really seen him since his accident. Tom left the company and decided to go traveling. That was what he told everyone, but Sam knew better. There was something not quite right with Tom, and it worsened after Sam's accident. Having him around would have made things easier because Sam had always relied on him for strength. Tom, however, had other things on his mind, and Sam didn't have the energy to find out what that was.

      That was when Zane really stepped up, and he was right. Zane was the trusted advisor. Tom was heads up guy. If Tom were here, Sam would have known about this whole Cervantes thing before the thought of purchasing had even entered his father's mind.

      Zane could have still told him though. He knew what it could mean with Sam's situation. At least he would have had some time to prepare his mind.

      "And what?" Sam replied wrinkling his forehead.

      Zane flung his hands open and hopped in the chair opposite the desk. It bobbled on the impact.

      "Dude give me a break. Okay, so your dad spoke to me yesterday because he wanted to see if I'd go." Zane blurted out. "Truth be told, he knew if I was going you'd go too. Think of me as a pet. I would just simply need to exist, and keep you company."

      Sam had always found Zane interesting. Zane had always got by on his play hard and work less view of life. He was ten percent work and ninety percent play and did the bare minimum work required in that ten percent. However, that work was top quality and second to none.

      Zane had done his internship with the company at the same time as Sam and Tom. Tom and Zane got on straight away because they were practically the same person, with the same sorts of interests and mannerisms, and they both used to drive Sam insane. He'd gotten on well with Pete and Jeff too whenever they arranged a meetup. Zane became that guy that everyone liked. Most of all for Sam, Zane kept him from going insane. Sam would have relied on Tom for that, but he'd started acting strange after Sam married Jessica. He begged Sam not to do it, but Sam didn't listen because he felt it was the right thing to do. He never knew if it was his resistance to heed Tom's advice why their friendship faded, but things certainly changed after that.

      "Zane this will be unlike any other project we've done. You can't just simply exist while I do all the work."

      Zane's face lit up. "Great, so we're going."

      "Did you even hear me?"

      His eyes grew openly amused. "Sam this is perfect. I'll have to get a new car. I can't drive a rental while we're there. No way. Who knows how booked up I'll be with all my dates."

      Sam sighed and rested back against his chair. He wasn't in the mood for this. Either Zane hadn't heard a word he said, or he was annoying him on purpose.

      "This could be perfect for you too. But you'd need to change this." Zane pointed at him and grimaced.

      "What do I need to change?" Sam thought he was pointing to his face.

      "Actually it's everything." Zane motioned his hand at Sam and circled it around. "Change everything and do something with yourself."

      Sam reached for his cane and lunged it at Zane. It just missed his chest as he ducked to dodge it and started laughing.

      "In case you didn't notice, I'm not in the mood for your crap. I'm being serious Zane."

      "Me too. Just think of it, all you need to do is make a few tweaks. We're going somewhere where no one will know how boring you are." The teasing laughter returned to his eyes.

      Sam didn't need to make any tweaks to anything, and he wasn't boring. Admittedly, he didn't really do much in the way of fun these days, but that was because he was always working and preferred to use his spare time to rest and work out. It was bad enough that he was worried about walking properly again, but it would devastate him to completely let himself go. Even when he was wheelchair bound he still lifted weights. Working out took his mind off things. Especially since he couldn't do the one thing he wanted to do, sailing. He hadn't done that in years. It actually felt like a life time.

      Sam grunted, "you're a real ass you know Zane."

      "Yes," he gave a dismissive wave of his hand. "We know I'm an ass, but I'm an ass that states the obvious. You are boring, and you totally need to loosen up. Who knows how long we'll be gone for. There's no harm in having a life. Anyway, I took the liberty of sorting out everything, so all you need to do is pack."

      "Everything like what Zane?"

      He spread his arms out wide. "Everything. I got you a great apartment near Cervantes, a Porsche like the one you have now, and registered you for physio."

      Sam simply stared at him and huffed. He wanted to snap and ask how he knew Sam would accept the offer to go but decided against it. Zane knew him well, just like his father did. Also, in all honesty, Sam was grateful he didn't have the hassle of sorting out any of that stuff himself.

      "I'm good aren't I?" Zane smiled proudly.

      "On occasion. I'll book our tickets then. Maybe we can aim for Wednesday." That would give him some time to plan and speak to Jessica.

      "Wednesday sounds good." Zane nodded. "And Sam..." he suddenly looked serious. Sam focused on him. "Don't worry about Amy. I know it's complicated, but it'll work out. You'll see. Besides a change of scenery could be good for you. It could be healthy, for your mind."

      Sam offered a small smile. This was what he meant, Zane was the only person who could keep him sane. He understood him. Zane returned the smile and left.

      Maybe Zane was right. Perhaps Sam could approach San Francisco with an open mind. He had his fears with Amy and Jessica, but perhaps leaving Chicago for a while could be healthy. Maybe... a change of scenery could indeed be good for him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lexie looked at Gina and Tim and saw the worry in their eyes.

      A few weeks ago everyone was still trying to keep up the positive vibe and carry on as normal, but morale hit ground zero the minute it was announced that Silvermans would be purchasing Cervantes and the facility would be shut down.

      Lexie had been devastated by the news. She'd worked at Cervantes for eight years, and the place was like a home to her. It was more than sad to think of, and she couldn't believe that such a world renowned organization could have crashed in such a terrible way. Last year when their dire financial situation was made known she felt that they'd bounce back. Every company had gone through some sort of trouble at one time or another. She just never thought it would come to this. With Silvermans purchasing, Cervantes would most likely become a parking lot or luxury apartments. That is what they did, and it grieved her to think that her Cervantes would suffer the same fate.

      As she sat in the board room with all the other heads of department and their assistants, Lexie wondered what else they could be told. What was even the point of this meeting? Everyone was in the process of packing and making arrangements for their research. Being told they were shutting down pretty much summed everything up.

      It was Simon however that had called this urgent meeting an hour ago, and he was already ten minutes late. Lexie had a lot to discuss with Gina and Tim, and waiting here wasn't helping any of them. They needed to come to a decision on what they were going to do with their research projects. Particularly, Prometheus. They had a lot of projects going on, but Prometheus was the priority.

      She'd worked with Gina and Tim right back from their days at MIT and devoted the last two years to working on a piece of revolutionary technology that would take medical advancements into the twenty-first century. They called it Prometheus because it was the first of its kind to be successful in using nanotechnology in the human body to treat coronary heart disease. It was a device the size of a matchstick designed to be inserted into the chest cavity. It worked by releasing a dosage of nano bytes at intervals to repair the walls of the heart. They were a breath away from getting FDA approval. When it was announced that Cervantes was in trouble, they worried about how that would affect their research. They had big plans for it.

      "I don't know how much more of this I can take." Tim hissed, leaning towards Lexie.

      "Me too," Gina added. "It's actually wearing down my nerves." She gathered a lock of her long thick curly hair and started twisting it around her thumb. It was a nervous habit of hers, but Lexie noticed that in the past week Gina had taken to pulling out a few strands of her hair when she reached the end of the curl. If she kept that up, she'd have no hair left.

      Lexie knew exactly how they felt because it was how she felt too. She dared not allow her hands to venture towards her hair like Gina because instead of pulling out a few strands here and there, the suspense and craziness would make her rip out everything. Instant baldness.

      "I don't know why we're even here and Simon is late. I don't need to be told when we have to leave. I'm guessing it's soon." Gina's eyes filled with tears.

      "I agree," Tim said nodding. A lock of his thick blue hair fell forward onto his forehead as he adjusted his bone rimmed glasses.

      Lexie looked about them, at the others around the table who had started to talk amongst themselves. Everyone looked quite troubled.

      "Let's wait another ten minutes." Lexie offered. Realistically she was in full agreement with them, but as their department head, she had to be the one to keep things together and set the example. Simon trusted her in this way.

      It was true he had a tendency to be late, and this was probably the worse time to make people wait, but she knew him and knew he would only ever call an urgent meeting if it was truly undeniably urgent. She'd known him for years and had seen the length he'd gone through to keep this company going. What was more prevalent than that, and personal for her, was he'd helped get her life back on course when he gave her the chance to get her scholarship back at MIT.

      He was the dean at the time she took the plunge to go back, and he'd been the resonating voice in awarding her scholarship, and later her Ph.D.

      When he became in charge of Cervantes, he selected her, Tim, and Gina to run the bioengineering facility. They all owed him.

      Her, more than the others, so she would wait for him and hear why this urgent meeting had been called.

      "Okay, ten more minutes." Tim bit the inside of his lip and Gina winced leaning forward onto the table.

      Tim was just about to say something when Simon came through the door. Simon was smiling. Smiling was good since he hadn't smiled in weeks. He was also dressed in his normal business wear. Since word got out about Silvermans, he'd taken to more casual wear and deteriorated into an unkempt character she didn't recognize.

      Today he'd shaved, and his salt and pepper hair was back to looking sharp, a little like Frank Sinatra. Simon had always had that nineteen sixties suave about him, and the energy too.

      "I'm sorry I'm late guys. I apologize. I do have some excellent news however." He beamed.

      Lexie straightened up on hearing that and hope sparked within her.

      "What is it?" Audrey, from pharmaceuticals, asked. Everyone stared at Simon with great expectancy.

      "We've been saved!" He cried heartily throwing his hands up.

      Everyone cheered at the surprising news and started clapping. Lexie's heart soared and that hope she felt burst into joy.

      "How?" Tim asked.

      "St John's & Co intercepted the sale to Silvermans. They bought the facility outright." Simon answered with a wide smile of approval.

      "St John's & Co, the investment company?" Lexie asked with narrowed eyes. She didn't exactly keep up to date with the financial world but from what she knew she wouldn't have thought St John's & Co would be interested in a research facility. Then again it was Cervantes. They must have snapped it up because of the potential that lay with the place.

      Simon nodded. "The very same."

      Lexie returned his vibrant smile. What did it matter who saved them? The point was they were saved, and that was the very best news she'd had in a while. She pressed her hands to her cheeks as the excitement rippled through her.

      "What will happen now?" Gina asked.

      "A lot," Simon stated. "We'll set up meetings when we know more, but for a start, there will have to be a thorough investigation. We need to know where things went wrong."

      That was perfectly understandable. Lexie would have loved to know that herself. There was a lot that didn't add up. She didn't like to make assumptions or gossip, but if anyone were to ask her she'd say that she thought something odd had gone on.

      Alan Cosnett, the chief financial officer, and Rachel Sherry, the senior accounts manager had left a few weeks ago. Those two were literally the be all and end all of the company's financial affairs. However, Alan and Rachel were too close for her liking. The company had no restrictions on office relationships, but it could be frowned upon if those two people in the relationship were married to other people.

      Lexie had seen enough evidence at work socials and other run-ins to tell her that those two were definitely having an affair. That, of course, was their business, but Lexie suspected there were other things amiss with them. Things to do with the company finances. Lexie was certain that others must have suspected it too. The research they did here was worth billions and had brought in tons of money. It was a complete mystery to her how they could be suddenly not making any profits and in debt to a majority of their investors.

      A cautious expression crossed over Simon's face. "Your new boss will be conducting that investigation... and I suppose he'll make whatever changes he sees fit."

      New boss? "What about you?" Lexie asked, hoping this all didn't mean Simon was leaving.

      Simon smiled. "Think of it as an additional role. I'll still oversee the lab and the running of all the research and projects, but St John's will take over the company and all our financial affairs."

      Lexie watched Simon as he spoke, thinking that that was going to be strange for him. He'd always been in charge of everything.

      "You'll have a CEO as well as a president." He continued. "The important thing is that our hard work and years of research and development can continue."

      That was truly the most important thing. Everyone cheered again on hearing that.

      Lexie had been besides herself with worry for weeks. It was hard to plan anything when nothing was certain. Now they had that chance.

      While everyone around her got into deep conversation with Simon about the news and their projects, Lexie settled back against her chair and took a moment to breathe and appreciate what had happened. She was relieved that things would be okay and that she didn't have to worry about finding another job. Now things could go back to normal. Or, as normal as it could be for her.

      Cervantes was like a refuge for her where she was happy doing what she loved most. When she was at MIT, she imagined getting the chance to work somewhere just like this. It was only when she started working here that all her training, knowledge, skills, and abilities came to fruition. She'd accomplished so much in the time that she'd spent here, actual achievements that her family could be proud of.

      Making her family proud of her again had been a goal that fueled her for the last twelve years. That, and trying to change the world and save people's lives. Lexie might not have been able to change the world yet, but she certainly had saved people's lives. When she thought about that it made her feel good. It made her feel like it made up for her past, even just a little.

      It was always in these happy moments that she remembered her handsome stranger in Vegas who took the biggest chance on her. She knew without question that if it weren't for him her life would have been very different today. Lexie met him at a time when she'd lost all hope in herself and had thought herself worthless. He made her believe that even with the mess she'd made of her life she could still fix things and put herself right back on track. She'd just wanted to get back to her family and make amends with them. But promising him, she'd get back into MIT helped her make amends with herself. Her life in that area was onwards and upwards from there, and she'd taken every opportunity with the fierce determination to succeed.

      Success for her had come too by avoiding guys like Adam. For her, no one would come close to her Mr. Pretty Boy. What a name she'd given him. It was laughable now, but in all seriousness, if she dated anyone she was remotely interested in they'd have to at least have one comparable quality to him. And, that was a hard ask.

      Lexie still hadn't met anyone remotely close to him, and it didn't take a genius to figure out that guys like him only came around once in a millennia. That she'd come across him was down to luck. God had literally sent all the angels in her direction that day for them to meet.

      She always thought of him when she did something good, or something good happened. That was how her mind chose to keep the memory of him alive for her, and that always rejuvenated her mind with strength and inspiration.

      "Lexie. You alright?" Tim beamed at her.

      "I'm great." She smiled at both him and Gina. "I don't know what to do first. We have so much work to do."

      They were swamped, and she needed to let the rest of her staff know what was happening. Out of the thirty-man team, she had working on various projects, there were only twelve left. The others had left weeks ago.

      "How about we go to Fratelli's and get some triple chocolate shakes," Tim suggested. It was their favorite hangout and just five minutes away from Cervantes.

      Gina nodded. "I need giant pancakes drenched in maple syrup and hazelnut chocolate spread. I'm going to need that before I can even think about work."

      "Agreed." Lexie smiled. All of that sounded like exactly what she needed.
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      Sam groaned and rested his head against the sofa. He gazed up at the swirly patterns on the white plaster ceiling above him. It was the same pattern that ran throughout the apartment.

      He really wasn't in the mood for this fundraiser. Nope, not at all.

      They'd been in San Francisco for a few days now, and he'd rather spend the rest of time sorting out his stuff and unpacking. He'd also preferred to start fresh at work on Monday, rather than party with the people he was supposed to be investigating and reshaping.

      Tonight they were going to be celebrating at a fundraiser that almost didn't happen if the purchase had gone ahead with Silvermans. He thought he'd made enough effort on his part by encouraging them to run the fundraiser and he even donated a million dollars to their sponsored charity. It didn't mean he had to take part.

      Jessica had sounded edgy days ago when he spoke to her about him coming here. She didn't argue or say he couldn't see Amy like he anticipated, but she sounded edgy. Almost like she didn't want him to go, and that was weird. When he told her he'd come back once a month to see Amy she asked how he would manage if he got too busy. He, of course, assured her that he would be able to, and she seemed okay with it.

      He just wished he didn't have that irritating feeling that something was up. Like things weren't okay, even if they appeared to be.

      Sam turned to Zane as he came into the living room. "Zane - "

      "No." Zane interrupted, holding up his hand and shaking his head.

      Sam grimaced. "You don't know what I'm going to say."

      "Yes, I do. You're going to tell me you don't want to go, again." Zane looked annoyed.

      Sam simply looked at him. Yes, that was exactly what he was going to say. "I don't want to go. You should go. I can meet you later for the actual meeting."

      They were meeting with the board of directors and investors at nine. It was more of a social gathering than a meeting, but they'd be talking business. Sam was okay with that, to him it was the chance to introduce himself properly and start the process of rebuilding their relationship, and trust.

      "Sam," Zane tilted his head to the side and gave him a thoughtful look. "This is a perfect opportunity for you to meet people. We're the new guys, and we're going to be investigating their company, we need to build trust with them too. The worse thing is creating tension and uncertainty. You go, meet the people, and establish a relationship with them."

      Sam sighed with frustration, hating that he had to admit that Zane was right.

      "Okay. Fine. But please no antics."

      "No antics." Zane chuckled, lifting his shoulders and holding up his hands.

      Sam picked up his charcoal gray jacket off the back of the sofa and shrugged into it.

      "While you make nice with the people I shall be scouting out the ladies," Zane added with a wicked glint in his eyes. "Smart women are the way forward for me, or at least till we go back to Chicago."

      "We're here to work Zane. I don't want any extracurricular sexual activities.'

      Zane laughed. "Sam chill out man. Seriously, in fact maybe even take a page from my book. How are you going to date if you act like Father Dowling all the time?"

      "I'm not here to date." Sam retorted, cringing at the thought.

      He frowned and walked over to the wall to ceiling window that overlooked the city. He leaned forward and rested on the bar that ran across the middle. It was cool to touch.

      Sam wasn't interested in dating, and he didn't know when he would be again. It wasn't that he didn't want to. It was just hard... and there was too much to think about.

      Above all that, he didn't know if he could get past all the pain he'd gone through with Jessica and the trust issues. It was the same day that he found her in their bed with the pool boy that they got the call from Amy's school informing them that she'd collapsed in the playground. It was later found that Amy, then eight years old, had a problem with one of her kidneys and might have needed a transplant. Even though Amy started responding to treatment, the doctors did tests to find out which parent was the closest match just in case. It was when they got the tests results back that he found out he wasn't Amy's father. All the while when Jessica looked worried he'd assumed it was because she was frightened for Amy's life.

      The news destroyed him and it was made worse with the revelation that Jessica and her parents had known the whole time. The whole time they were married and before that too, and she couldn't even tell him who the father was. She didn't know. Those were her words exactly.

      That night was the last time he drank alcohol and the last time that he walked properly. He'd drowned his sorrows with several bottles of wine and ended up crashing his car in the bottom of a ravine. Not only could he have killed himself but he could have killed someone else too. He didn't even know how the accident happened. One minute he was in a bar, the next he was waking up in the hospital with doctors telling him he'd been in a coma for four months. It took him well over a month before he could piece things together and separate his mind from that dream world he'd existed on. When he did, he filed for a divorce the first chance he got.

      Sam looked at the hazy reflection of himself in the window and pulled in a steady breath. There would be no form of dating for him. He was still too bitter, too caught up in the years wasted with Jessica and loving a child that would never be his.

      "Sam." Zane came up to him. "Open mind. It couldn't hurt to have one."

      Open mind?

      "Yeah, sure." Sometimes it was easier to just agree with Zane. Otherwise, they'd be here all night arguing. Sam just wanted to get tonight over with and get to work. The sooner he was back in Chicago, the better. San Francisco seemed like a nice place, but he couldn't possibly think what would be here for him to have an open mind about.
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* * *

      "Your skin has calmed down so much. Here, I recommend the mineral foundation." Hayley slid the golden bottle containing the foundation across the granite kitchen counter towards Lexie. Her hazel eyes sparkled with excitement. The way they always did when she'd designed a new remedy or beauty product that worked.

      Lexie picked it up hardly wanting to wear any with the way that her skin was already glowing. She looked at her reflection in the hand mirror and smiled. Hayley was amazing, truly amazing. There was no skin problem she couldn't fix and work her magic on.

      Lexie's face had broken out with the worse stress spots she'd ever had. It was down to all the uncertainty at work and then all the craziness this past week to get everything in order so they'd impress the new boss when he started next week.

      Since she wanted to get back on track with the Prometheus trials and concentrate on her goals for it, she didn't want any more obstacles. She wanted to meet the new boss, ensure he found no fault with anything, and then carry on with her work. Simple.

      She currently had a thousand patients on the trial at a separate facility near San Jose. They were all patients with severe cardiac disease. Since being on the trials, they'd stopped taking medication because they didn't need it anymore. Their FDA liaison was thoroughly impressed and ready to give them approval based on those results. However, Lexie wanted to extend the trials for a little bit longer, just so they could see how the patients would respond to higher dosage levels. While Tim had been ready to accept FDA approval now, Lexie had bigger things in mind for the project. She didn't just want to use it as a treatment for failed organs to maintain them, she was going in for full regeneration. Or at least some. And not just for the heart. She was thinking of the brain and curing neurodegenerative disorders like Alzheimer's. The sky was the limit, and Lexie was feeling pretty excited about it all.

      She'd worked hard this week, and this fundraiser would be her reward. And, now she could look forward to going with a zit free face, thanks to her amazing sister's miracle cure. It was the first real event the company had hosted for months, and Lexie loved a reason to dress up in her finest. She was always in her work clothes. Which, although looked classy, never had the same flair or excitement as a cocktail dress.

      She'd taken the day off and spent it with her sisters, shopping, and pampering at Hayley's beauty salon.

      "Have your hair down it'll carry off that dress even more.' Hayley advised. Tamar nodded moving over to them with a tray of sandwiches she settled in front of them on the counter.

      Lexie wore a cute little Calvin Klein original. A simple sleeveless silky black dress with an empire line decorated with diamantes. Without further encouragement, she loosened the bone colored butterfly clip that held her hair together and gave it a shake.

      "Perfect." Tamar giggled tossing her own dark locks over her shoulder. "Now eat up. I did the best I could with what you have. Woman, why don't you have cheese?"

      Lexie laughed. She didn't have time to do any food shopping this week. Her cupboards were on the verge of emptiness. Tamar always made sandwiches when she was at Lexie's. As with everything Tamar did, they were always the best, and even though Lexie was on her way to a grand dinner at the fundraiser, there was no way she'd pass on one of Tamar's sandwiches. Tonight she'd made chicken and avocado with chili mayo. Hayley was the first to dive in.

      "Are you sure I can't convince either of you to come?" Lexie asked. She would definitely enjoy their company. She reached for a sandwich and started munching away.

      "I would, but I have dinner with art guy."

      "Really?" Lexie narrowed her eyes. Hayley had outrightly called that guy a weirdo who needed to get a life.

      "Tamar made me feel bad. She said if I continue criticizing every guy that's interested I'm going to end up like the cat lady."

      "It's true," Tamar laughed. Lexie giggled too, thinking about the cat lady who lived on the next block with her fifty cats. She didn't know how one person could tend to fifty cats.

      "And you'll have this one to join you." Tamar pointed one perfectly manicured finger at Lexie.

      While Hayley laughed, Lexie placed her hand on her heart and stared at Tamar with rounded eyes. "Me, oh no I'm far too pretty to be a cat lady. Hayley on the other hand..." Lexie teased. Hayley didn't give her the chance to finish.

      "Hey, Miss Lexie. I'm the beautician here. If I were you, I wouldn't insult me while I'm doing your make up." Hayley growled bearing her teeth like they were fangs.

      "Oh for heaven's sake," Tamar laughed.

      "And you Miss Perfect," Hayley pointed the makeup brush at Tamar. "I could put laxatives in your tea. See how impressed Jay would be then." Hayley wiggled the brush.

      Jay was Tamar's husband, and he was perfect. Literally perfect. He was super gorgeous, took care of all of them, and all you had to do was look at him to see how much he loved Tamar. There was always this twinkle in his eye, like a spark when he looked at her. In all the time they'd been together, now ten years, there wasn't a day when Lexie hadn't seen that spark.

      Tamar deserved that. She was the best. Lexie knew she was busy, but she'd put whatever she was doing on hold to hang out with them today.

      "You better not. Anyway, I can't go Lexie, Jay and I are going over the club accounts. We've been doing extremely well for the last few months, and I want to introduce some new things," Tamar explained. She owned a club, with a restaurant on the same complex which their parents ran.

      Both were amazing, but their parents had turned that restaurant into a piece of heaven with their blend of South American recipes they'd gathered from their Brazilian and Colombian roots. They all made it so the food and music could keep a person there forever.

      "The place is already happening. What more could you need?" Hayley asked. She opened up her makeup box and unfolded the compartments. Lexie got excited at the sight of all the colors on the eyeshadow palette. She'd requested a smoky eye look with a hint of silver just in the inner corners. Hayley would know exactly what to do to make her look stunning.

      "I want to mix up weekends. Sure it's a South American club, but I want to draw in more people. I was thinking of getting a band in on a Friday night and making it more main stream music. I wanted to try it for one night a week and see what happens."

      That was an absolutely brilliant idea. One that Lexie was sure would bring in even more people. Tamar had opened the club three years ago. At first things were slow but eventually, it picked up and really took off.

      "I love it," Lexie commented.

      "Yeah?"

      Both Hayley and Lexie nodded.

      "It would be great to see you both there with decent guys. Well, Hayley can be excused because at least she tries. You, on the other hand, Lexie are another story entirely." Tamar rolled her eyes.

      "I'm not." Lexie defended. This was her least favorite subject. Her sisters would always go on at her for not dating, and when she did date, they would find all sorts of faults.

      "Yes you are, I don't understand why you target dorks."

      "I'm a dork."

      "No you aren't a dork, you're super intelligent. And for a super intelligent woman, I don't get why you pick the worst of the bunch."

      Tamar had never met Adam. He was the worst of the bunch. Lexie shuddered inwardly at the horrible memory of him. From time to time he surfaced in her thoughts, and she'd have to push him right out of her mind. She was never able to tell her family what happened with Adam. They knew she left him and found her way home, but that was it. She could tell they suspected more but had waited for her to tell them. To this day she was still unable to find the strength to truly explain it all.

      "She means Ed." Hayley filled in, wrinkling her nose.

      "What's wrong with Ed?" Lexie asked, although honestly she knew before either of them commented what they were going to say. As far as dorks went Ed was definitely of the dorkish variety. But, he was an extremely nice guy. Nice guys didn't cause trouble, steal your money, shove you around like a rag doll, push you down the stairs, or tell you they'll kill you the next time they saw you. Nice guys were... nice. Safe options. They may not always look good, but then she guessed she couldn't have it all. The only person with the full package came into her life for one day.

      "Ed thinks he's your boyfriend," Hayley stated matter-of-factly.

      "He isn't," Lexie said quickly.

      They were close a while back and had been on a few dates over the past year. Okay no, that wasn't quite correct. It was better to say they'd dated. Or were dating. Lexie didn't know how best to put it. Realistically Ed probably had every right in truth to think he was her boyfriend.

      He'd been traveling a lot on business with his accountancy firm, but when he was in town they'd meet up for dinner and a movie, or any other event that interested them.

      "Maybe so, but he doesn't know that." Hayley assessed.

      "He's just a nice guy that I like hanging out with," Lexie replied looking back at them both.

      "And he's so into you that he would let you string him along forever," Tamar scolded. "Trust me. If he thinks he's your boyfriend, and he isn't you need to let him go, and please for heaven's sake, please start dating real men."

      "Fine, I'll tell him. But I'm too busy to date anyone." She thought she'd tell them straight to stop them from being on her back twenty-four seven.

      Hayley rolled her eyes. "Don't worry Tamar. I'll just mail order a date for her." She smiled with an air of mischief, rubbing her hands together.

      Tamar started to laugh.

      "No, you won't." Lexie protested. She knew what Hayley was like and she was by no means joking. It was what she did last year for their friend's grandmother who'd just lost her husband of sixty years. It was so inappropriate.

      "Yes, I will. In fact, I am. I think I'll choose between a hot latin lover to spice things up or a hunky athlete. Don't worry little sister I'll hook you up."

      "Hayley please can you just do my make up." Lexie seriously hoped Hayley would put that idea to rest.

      The problem was her sisters weren't exactly wrong. Lexie actually went out of her way to never go out with a guy she was even remotely attracted to, which is why she ended up with the dorks.

      She'd been doing very well for herself over the past few years with her work and didn't want to ruin things. Like before. Back then she was doing well too, and that one mistake with Adam messed things up so very badly. More than anything it messed with her mind and her heart.

      While she may have been young and foolish, she knew that she'd loved him. For most people when they thought back to their first love they had good memories. All she had was pain and terrible regrets that assailed her.

      Lexie knew Adam was in the past and more than a decade had passed with all its chances for her to move on, but she was still quite affected by it all.

      Maybe... one day her feelings would change, and she could open her mind to the possibility of dating someone she actually liked. To feel excited to see that person and think about them all the time and know that they were thinking about you too. And to kiss... well it wasn't hard to imagine what that kiss would feel like. She didn't have to try hard to recall the magical kiss she'd shared with Mr. Pretty Boy. To this day she'd still thought it was unreal.

      What were the chances of meeting someone like him again?
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* * *

      Lexie arrived at the Parisian Hotel fashionably late. She'd lost track of time while Hayley finished her make up.

      She'd planned to be here at least an hour ago so she could have dinner with Tim and Gina. Now it looked like she'd be just in time for the speeches. This year the company had chosen to raise funds for Help the Homeless so a shelter could be built and a program put in place to train people to get jobs. With the financial state the company had been in things didn't go as planned to fundraise, but she heard their new boss had put up a million dollars to support their cause and made it possible for them to continue with tonight's festivities. That definitely put him in her best books.

      If she weren't so rushed off her feet, she would have done some research on St. John's & Co. to see who the new guy would be. She just didn't get the chance and honestly didn't think it was that important when compared to all she had to do. While it was good to have a face to a name, especially since she'd most likely have a lot of dealings with him in her role, she figured she'd meet him soon now that she was here. Better to meet in person. She imagined up someone that looked like Simon, maybe in that age group too or a little older, but probably a bit fatter and with a long white beard. Like Santa. Someone nice enough to donate a million dollars for an exceptionally good cause. She was sure she'd get on really well with him and like everyone else he'd love her research.

      Lexie sped up once she stepped out of the elevator. Maybe she could catch the last of dessert. She could hear the soothing Jazz music filtering out of the function room, filling the corridor once she approached. She stopped briefly, just before she neared the corner to give herself a quick spray from her mini Chanel number five. She loved that just sprayed smell, and this was her absolute favorite.

      She started walking again and tried to stuff the perfume back into her bag. It was as she was trying to fit it into the little side pocket next to the two lipsticks that were already bulging out that she walked right into a man. Collided was more the word because she bounced off him and dropped her bag, spilling all its contents on to the marble floor. She would have fallen over too if she hadn't braced herself against the side of the wall.

      "I'm so sorry." She gasped, apologizing first, because she knew that was completely her fault. She wasn't looking where she was going at all.

      She bent down quickly to retrieve her stuff from the floor.

      "Are you ok?" he asked.

      She was too consumed with gathering her things to look up, and just managed to grab her pink lipstick before it rolled underneath the door to the fire escape. That one was also by Chanel, and it was her favorite. She would have hated to lose that.

      It was only when she turned back to the other things before her that her eyes took in the smooth, wooden end of a cane as he kneeled to help her. And she felt so much worse. She just bumped into a man with a cane.

      "I'm..." she began as she looked up, but her voice literally dissipated, leaving her as shock paralyzed her entire body, freezing her in place.

      She must have hit her head, or possibly fallen asleep, or something because inches away from her knelt her handsome stranger who had rescued her twelve years ago.
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      Lexie's heart hammered in her chest, and she couldn't breathe.

      She couldn't believe it.

      Lexie knew that it couldn't possibly be him, but yet... it was. The shocking truth slammed into her full force.

      He barely looked older than he was the day she met him. If anything, he was even more handsome older. His maturity emitted from the well-tailored suit he was dressed in and the sharp, shorter hair cut he had as opposed to the boyish blonde locks she knew him with.

      She would have been more inclined to believe she'd fallen asleep if he hadn't been staring back at her with the same shock she felt.

      Lexie gazed into his eyes, at the unusual mixture of emerald and specks of amber. She remembered that the color also varied too depending on what light you were in.

      It was him, but how could he be here? A wave of emotion rushed over her at once, and she had to struggle hard to keep herself together.

      "Good Lord. There she is. I thought you weren't coming." Simon's hearty voice broke into the moment, but Lexie dared not to look away. She was too afraid that if she as much as blinked Mr. Pretty Boy would disappear. And this would be a dream.

      "Nice one Sam, that's definitely the prettiest person you've run into today. You might want to talk at some point, though. Staring is just as weird here as it is in Chicago," said a good-looking, dark-haired man who stood next to Simon. Lexie only looked away because of the name he said.

      He said Sam.

      When she looked back to him again, she noticed he'd settled the cane next to him on the floor.

      "This is the young lady I've been telling you both about all night." Simon beamed proudly. "Dr. Alexandra Ramone."

      Something sparkled in his beautiful eyes. It looked like pride and excitement. The side of his mouth lifted into a smile, and he reached across for the cane, standing up without its assistance. Lexie rose too barely managing to stand against the trembling in her knees, and the scatter of nerves that raced throughout her body.

      He put out his hand to shake hers. "Hi ...Dr. Ramone." His voice was filled with wonder and awe. "I'm Sam, Sam St. John."

      She didn't think she could physically take any more surprises for the rest of the night, but here was another thrown at her. Sam St. John. As in St. John's and Co.

      He was Sam St. John.

      Lexie had to push past her light-headedness and force her hand to move to shake his. That warmth she felt years ago came rushing back on her the moment she touched him, and it stole her breath away.

      "Hi." She was surprised she could still speak against the myriad of thoughts that raced throughout her mind.

      Her eyes landed on the cane at his side and then back to him as she wondered what had happened. Her hand trembled at the thought, and he tightened his grip on her as if he could sense her thoughts.

      "Bad leg, but it's getting better," he explained. "I just have this in case I need it." He lifted the cane.

      "I'm sorry." She didn't think she could form more complex words or sentences. Anything more than a word or two would have been a useless babble.

      "Simon's told me so much about you. Really great things." Sam released her hand and looked over his shoulder. "This here is my assistant Zane Bardot."

      Lexie looked across to Zane who was already looming over with his out-stretched hand.

      Lexie shook his hand too. "Hi."

      "Shame we have to dash," Simon stated. "We're on our way to a meeting, but we'll have Monday to get to know each other better."

      Lexie didn't know how to react. She wanted to act casual and act like that was perfectly fine but when she looked back to Sam something inside her wanted to hang on to him.

      She'd just found him, and now he was leaving.

      Sam... that was his name. His name was Sam. Sam St. John, and he was here.

      "Monday," she managed.

      "Monday," Sam repeated. "Great to meet you, Dr. Ramone."

      "Lexie." She said quickly. "Everyone calls me ... Lexie." Finally, she got the chance to introduce herself.

      "Lexie." He said thoughtfully. Emotion lingered in his tone. "See you, Monday Lexie."

      "See you Monday." Her voice echoed her own longings.

      Simon started talking about share values as he casually led Sam and Zane towards the door. Lexie watched Sam go, trying her best to keep control of her emotions and to stop herself from calling out to him and telling him to stop because she wanted to thank him and let him know that he was the reason she was a doctor.

      Just before he went through the door, Sam glanced back over his shoulder and winked at her. She tried to smile, but all she could do was stare.

      When he went through the swinging doors, and it closed behind him her knees finally gave, and she had to rest her hand against the wall to keep herself from falling over.

      Did that really happen?

      She looked ahead again to the door as her head buzzed. It all seemed like something she'd dream. Her heart seized in her chest, and she couldn't breathe against the feelings that swelled within her.

      She never thought she would see him again. Lexie used to dream about what she would do if she ever did. She remembered how badly she'd wanted to thank him and let him know that she turned her life around. All she'd done was pray and hope that somehow, where ever he was he'd know how truly grateful she was for all he did for her.

      And how he made her feel. That was something else. Something else entirely.

      She needed air.

      No. Actually, she didn't think she could be here, at this party. She was in too much shock.
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      It was the shock of seeing her that threw Sam completely off his game. That was the only explanation he could come up with on how he'd ended up at this meeting instead of being with her. Shock.

      To be honest, he thought he'd strayed into a dream again when they bumped into each other. However, within seconds he quickly realized it was no dream. It was real, and she was real. In his dreams, she never looked surprised to see him, and the real life twelve years older version of her was a million times more beautiful than the girl he met all those years ago.

      Her beauty captivated him just like it did back then, but this time the pull was worse. Her beauty was intoxicating, like a balm on his wounded soul. It wasn't until Simon spoke that he'd fully realized what had happened, and who he was really looking at.

      What were the chances of seeing her again? What stroke of luck had crossed his path to enable him to find her?

      This was an unimaginable coincidence. Completely unimaginable, and a more than pleasant surprise. Who knew that his father's purchase of Cervantes would lead Sam to the woman who'd filled his dreams for the last twelve years.

      And look at her. She was a doctor, an accomplished scientist and head of her department. As Simon talked about her earlier in the evening, Sam had been intrigued. He would never have guessed that Simon was referring to his Claire.

      No, it wasn't Claire. It was Lexie.

      That was her name. Finally, after so many years he had her name, a full name too. Dr. Alexandra Ramone.

      A new and unexpected warmth surged through him. He didn't know how he could have left her, or how he'd lasted through the last two hours of this meeting knowing she was in the same building. He should have made up some excuse to stay with her. Instead, he'd come here and had to force himself to remain professional as he met with the company investors.

      Despite his useless mind, he gave an excellent speech, and by the end of the meeting, he felt he'd sown the seeds needed to accomplish the mission, but it was two hours of going crazy as he thought about Lexie.

      Sam couldn't have been more relieved when the meeting came to an end and had decided that there was no way he was going to wait till Monday to see her again. There was no way. He was going to see her now.

      Simon was the last to leave. As they walked out of the boardroom, he engaged Zane in a discussion on golf, the only other thing besides women that Zane could talk about forever.

      "Next Saturday then. I'll sign you up at the finest club in San Francisco," Simon gushed.

      "Excellent man. I'm going to definitely enjoy my stay here," Zane replied.

      "I'll see you gentleman on Monday. This is late even for me." It was verging on eleven thirty.

      Sam offered a friendly smile. "Have a good weekend Simon. Tonight was great. We're just going to catch what's left of the party."

      Zane looked over at Sam so quickly he thought he'd snap his neck.

      "Great idea," Simon smiled. "Have fun."

      Sam returned the smile. The minute Simon turned his back Sam dashed in the opposite direction. He didn't even use his cane and was practically running.

      "Sam, what the hell? Wait up." Zane called after him. He caught up with him at the elevator that led back down to the ballroom. "What's going on?"

      "I need to find Lexie," Sam told him as he pressed the down button on the wall.

      Zane narrowed his eyes at first then a wide smile lifted his face. "Excellent. I'm so glad that open mind talk set you straight, and what a great choice. You just might have a chance with her."

      "Zane, no. That's ..." he didn't know what to say, and the stupid elevator was still five flights away. If only he could run down the stairs.

      He started to feel flustered, and the more he thought about it, the more he could have kicked himself for not arranging to meet up with her after the meeting. What must she have thought?

      "A word of advice, try not to talk about business. Also, I already checked, and they don't have any restrictions on office romances, and neither do we so you're good to go." Zane carried on.

      The elevator came, and they went in the moment the doors opened.

      Zane carried on talking on their way down. Sam would have stopped him if he wasn't so consumed with wondering what Lexie thought. He couldn't believe he knew her name, or that he'd seen her. Never mind about the part that they'd be working together. When they got back to the ballroom, he scanned over the crowds of people, looking for her. She'd just arrived when he saw her so she should still be here.

      "Sam." Zane tugged on Sam's arm. "Take it easy on your leg. You're walking without the cane."

      Sam didn't even realize he was actually carrying the cane as opposed to walking with its aid. His leg felt fine, but the last time he took such a chance he ended up in pain for weeks.

      "Help me look for her."

      "Okay," Zane replied. He looked slightly puzzled but still left to look around.

      Twenty minutes later revealed she'd left. His heart sank at the revelation. Feeling disappointed with himself, Sam made his way back out to the corridor where he'd run into her. Zane caught up with him there.

      "Sam, this is very strange. You don't do strange. What's this about? I don't think I've ever seen you like this." Zane commented. Sam took off his tie.

      The only people who knew about Lexie were his parents, and that was only because he'd come out of his coma delirious and totally disorientated asking for Claire. It wasn't that he wanted to keep her a secret, that wasn't his aim. He'd just wanted to keep the special bond that happened between them to himself, and right now he didn't know if it was appropriate to tell Zane about her.

      As Zane stared at him with concern, Sam realized that he had to tell him something.

      "I... knew her a long time ago." Was the best thing he could think of.

      "But you acted like you just met."

      "I know." It might have been silly, but that was the first time that they'd officially met with names exchanged. Also the circumstances in their first meeting were very sensative. She was running away from an abusive boyfriend and trying to get back to her family. 

      Suspicion filled Zane's eyes.

      "It's a long story."

      "A long story?" Zane folded his arms over his chest. "Fortunately we have all night. You have to tell me this long story of yours." A sly look washed over his face. "Especially if this could lead to you coming out of your uber hard shell and hermit lifestyle? I'd bet she would be perfect to bring you back to reality. A good roll in the sack and -"

      "Zane." Sam didn't let him finish.

      "What? Come on man she's hot." Zane stared blankly with his mouth open and eyes narrowed.

      "We're friends," Sam stated.

      "Friends? Sam, I had to remind you to speak when you were with her. You can't tell me you didn't think she was hot."

      No. He couldn't tell Zane he didn't think that because he did. But he also wouldn't agree either. Regardless of what happened in the past, and that was next to nothing, things had changed and time had passed.

      He was her boss, and she was this super amazing doctor he'd heard nothing but good about. There had to be a level of respect and professionalism.

      "Sam, you have to tell me more."

      "No."

      "No? Come on. This is me. You can tell me anything." Zane narrowed his eyes.

      "Can I just tell you some other time?" Again that was the best he thought he could do now.

      Zane just stared at him. "You're serious?"

      "Yes."

      Zane grimaced and sighed. "Okay fine. So what now?"

      "Can you get me an address?"

      Zane's mouth dropped. "Tonight?"

      It was too late, wasn't it? As much as he was desperate to see her, he couldn't just go to her house now unannounced. "Tomorrow, early."

      "You seriously aren't going to tell me anything? I thought I was your best friend man."

      "You are. That's why I know you'll understand." Sam smiled at him and tapped his shoulder before he walked back down the corridor.
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      Lexie drove straight to the club last night and was fortunate to find both her sisters there.

      They were exactly what she needed and were completely intrigued to hear about Sam.

      It wasn't until the early hours of the morning that she got back home and found it hard to sleep. When she did manage to drift off her radio woke her up along with a call from Hayley letting her know she'd stop by later when she finished with her clients. Tamar also messaged to let her know she'd join them for dinner.

      They tended to hang out on the weekends anyway, but usually they went out or visited their parents. Lexie figured that they knew she'd want to stay in today. They were both very intuitive that way and had the habit of knowing what she wanted even before she asked.

      Right now Lexie lay in her bed snuggled against a mountain of pillows. She felt drained and lacked the desire to do more than think about Sam. She couldn't believe she'd ran into him and that it was him.

      How was she supposed to wait till Monday to see him? It was only two days away, but it felt like forever.

      It crossed her mind to try and find him, but she didn't know if that was the right thing to do. He was Sam St. John after all. She was certain his weekends were filled with all sorts of things. He could be busy with work or doing something for fun. He could be busy with his family. Maybe he was married and had kids. She didn't know. There was no reason why he wouldn't be. There was absolutely no way that a man like that was single, and she didn't even know why she was thinking that. If she weren't in so much shock, she would have laughed at the Santa image she'd conjured up last night before seeing him. Sam looked nothing like Santa.

      Last night Hayley had wanted to look him up on the internet, but Lexie couldn't do it. It was hard to explain, but it just felt weird, and she wanted to find out about him in a natural way, not from reading about it. For once her sisters had understood and hadn't insisted.

      One thing was certain, and that was she had to compose herself and get her act together. When she saw him on Monday she couldn't just stare and act like the forlorn nineteen-year-old she was when he met her. She had to be Dr. Alexandra Ramone, not Claire who could be anybody.

      She decided to get up and get dressed. She reached for a pair of frayed denim shorts and a tank top because it was hot. Then she made her way into the living room and threw herself down on the sofa in a mental huff. She just couldn't believe he was Sam St. John.

      Lexie had always heard about the St. Johns, everybody did. It was like knowing who Bill Gates was, or Richard Branson. You knew they were incredibly wealthy and you knew them from pictures, but you didn't exactly know what their children looked like. Unless if they were popular, or had done something significant.

      Back when she met him, she'd thought he must have been rich to take her to dinner, book her on a first class flight to San Francisco - as if it were nothing, and then on top of that give her two thousand dollars in cash. And the jacket he'd given her, which she still had - yes she still had it - preserved in plastic on top of her wardrobe, like she was one of those oddballs. That jacket was Armani.

      Sam wasn't just rich. He was incredibly wealthy. She remembered him saying something along the lines of him being the fourth generation in his family to go to Princeton, and that he came from a family of investment bankers. It never occurred to her then that he could have come from one of the wealthiest families in America.

      Both Tamar and Hayley had been completely dumbstruck when Lexie revealed his identity. Hayley had even asked her if she was sure it was him.

      Lexie rested her head back on the sofa and sighed. Maybe she should go out. She could hit the stores and get her mind off things. Shopping always helped. She could get some new shoes or something. Or earrings. Jewelry usually took her mind off things.

      The thought sounded nice but she was in full house mode, and in the mood to go back to bed.

      The doorbell rang loudly interrupting her thoughts. Good, Hayley was here and seemed like she'd forgotten the keys again, or maybe she had so many goodies she couldn't put the bags down to search for the keys in her purse. Lexie glanced at her cat shaped clock on the kitchen wall. It was nearly noon. She hadn't expected Hayley so early, but it was good she was here. It would be good to talk.

      Lexie rushed to answer the door, hoping Hayley brought more chocolate.

      As she swung the door open, she opened her mouth to ask about the chocolate, but the words escaped her at the same time the air left her lungs.

      It wasn't Hayley with her bags of goodies who stood before her. No, not at all.

      It was Sam.

      Lexie clutched her hand to her chest swallowing hard as she stared at him in complete disbelief.

      Sam was here. At her apartment, here.

      "Hi." He looked a little uneasy. "I'm sorry to turn up at your door unannounced, and um... uninvited," he began.

      All she could do was gaze at him. He looked more like himself now. Dressed more casually in a gray long-sleeved t-shirt that was rolled up his thick biceps and dark jeans, he looked more like the guy she knew.

      "I... just wanted to see you." He continued, sounding even more uncertain. It probably didn't help that she hadn't moved from the spot. And she was still staring at him. "I hope that was okay."

      As the surprise of seeing him sunk in, it released the hold it had on her, and she mindlessly threw her arms around him doing exactly what she always planned to do if she ever saw him again.

      "Sam," she breathed as air filled her lungs once more loosening the constriction. He held her tight lowering to meet her properly, and she buried her face against his chest, locking herself within his embrace. It was hard to not think of the last time he'd held her this way as his fingers brushed the bare skin of her back from where her tank top had lifted away. It was only once they'd pulled apart that she realized that tears were streaming down her cheeks.

      "Hey." He reached out and cupped her face. "Don't cry." His voice was just as soothing as it was years ago.

      "I just can't believe you're really here." She told him. "Or real."

      "I am," he replied with a small smile, his voice reaching her everywhere.

      Her thoughts all night had drained her energy, and now she felt overwhelmed. Lexie looked him over with happiness, and her eyes landed on the cane he rested against the door frame. Instantly, she felt bad for throwing herself on him the way she did.

      "I'm so sorry I forgot about your leg."

      "It's fine. I'm good. Seriously. Think of it as a prop. It makes me look cool." He smiled. She was glad he still had the same sense of humor. "I'm sorry I didn't meet with you properly last night." A thoughtful look crossed over his handsome face.

      Lexie gazed at him, surprised by his apology. She shook her head. "It's okay, I understand. You had a meeting."

      "It should have waited." A small smile of enchantment touched his lips. "I guess I was surprised to see you."

      She continued to look at him. It was hard to stop.

      He looked at her too, and his lips slid up into that sexy smile that instantly made her heart flutter. "So, Dr. Ramone, can I come in?"

      "Oh." She gasped and snapped out of her reverie. "Yes of course, yes. I'm so sorry." She had completely forgotten that they were still at her door. She returned his smile. "Sam St. John, you may come in."

      "My name doesn't have the same ring to it as yours." He laughed as he came inside. Lexie closed the door and turned to look at him, dabbing at the tear patches on her cheeks. "You're a doctor."

      "And, you're Sam St. John." She pointed out.

      He shook his head. "I didn't do anything to earn that name, Dr. Ramone." He enunciated her name. "At least now I can stop thinking of you as Claire."

      She couldn't believe that he'd even thought of her at all. "And I can stop thinking of you as..."

      Thank God she stopped herself. She widened her eyes and bit the inside of her lip. Mr. Pretty Boy had become so common place in her mind that it seemed normal.

      "What? Oh gosh, did you think my name was something like Bob, or Archie or..." he narrowed his eyes for effect and wrinkled his nose. "Cuthbert."

      And just like years ago, Lexie burst out laughing.

      "No. I can honestly say that I didn't think your name was any of those." She continued to laugh.

      "Okay. Good, cos those are the worse names ever. Maybe Bob isn't too bad, though. You have to tell me what you were going to say."

      "No, no. I actually forgot." She shook her head.

      "Lies. You were totally going to say something." He insisted.

      She looked at him and thought what the heck. If anything it would be funny.

      "Okay, remember I was only nineteen and eleven months old, and I hadn't made the best choices in life."

      "You're killing me here with suspense," he laughed.

      "Mr. Pretty Boy." She revealed and brought her hands up to her cheeks when she saw his reaction.

      "Mr. Pretty Boy? You're joking, right?" He seemed to think she was until she shook her head. "Mr. Pretty Boy?" He narrowed his eyes to illustrate his dislike and surprise.

      "It was the hair and the lashes." She tried.

      "Oh God."

      "It's true. Very pretty." She nodded with a smile. He shook his head at her and laughed.

      It was true. He did have the longest lashes she'd ever seen on a guy. Long, thick lashes that surrounded his vibrant eyes. But she'd keep the part about his eyes to herself for now.

      "Okay, let's do this again properly. Third times the charm. Hi, my name's Sam, and you are?"

      "I'm Lexie." That definitely felt like a charm.

      "Good, now we know who we are." He smiled. She nodded, still unable to believe he was actually here.

      "And again I have forgotten my manners. Do you want to sit?"

      "Love to," he smiled.

      She led him into the living room where they sat down together on the sofa. It was hard to believe that not even ten minutes ago she'd sat in here dying from her thoughts. Now he was in her apartment sitting next to her with his prominent masculine presence. It made him look out of place amongst the lilac decor and lace trimmings around her cushions.

      "What happened to your leg?" She had to ask because she'd wanted to know since last night.

      "It's a long story, but the short version is I was in a car accident." His face went grim.

      "Oh my gosh. That's terrible," she gasped. "Are you okay?"

      "It was a while ago. I'm okay now I guess. Hoping to be cane free very soon." His face brightened at the suggestion.

      

      Sam said it as if it was nothing, only to play down how life threatening his accident had been. He looked at the wealth of concern that spread through Lexie's beautiful face and decided that was as much as she needed to know. He didn't want to come here and spend the time talking about depressing things.

      He was happy that he'd decided to come and see her, and even more happy that she seemed thrilled to see him. It was amazing how comfortable she made him feel, and how he felt like he could just step away from the hell his life had been for the last twelve years.

      "I'm so sorry. It grieves me to think that something like that happened to you." She reached over and rested her delicate, smooth hands over his. The contact spread warmth over his entire body, and he marveled at how fascinating it was that she could still have the same effect on him after all these long years.

      "It's okay. I'm fine, and right now I'm really eager to hear all that's happened to you." He sat up straighter. She laughed, and he remembered how much he'd liked that sound when he'd first heard it. It reminded him of happiness, and how he'd been back then when he'd first met her.

      "I don't know where to start. So much has happened. As promised I got back into MIT." She smiled wide revealing perfect white teeth.

      He remembered that promise well and was glad she'd kept it.

      "Good, good." He nodded.

      "I got my scholarship back and when I did my Ph.D. things kind of took off from there." Her large brown eyes twinkled lighting up her bronze skin. She settled her arms in her lap drawing his attention to her smooth legs. She was wearing denim shorts similar to what he'd last seen her in.

      "Change the world and save people's lives," he stated, reminding her of the goal she'd had back then. She nodded, and the meaningful look on her face showed him that it was still her goal.

      "I try."

      "Your family must be very proud."

      "They are," she smiled.

      "I certainly didn't realize that you would be part of the group of world class scientists I've been hearing about for the last few days."

      She brightened on hearing that. "Thank you."

      "So what's it like being head of Bio-engineering at Cervantes?" He thought he'd bring the conversation back to the present since the past was such a delicate subject. He didn't want her to feel uncomfortable.

      Excitement lit up her eyes. "Unreal. I love it, probably too much as I'm always thinking of the next project," she smiled. "My friends and I are constantly pulling off some crazy things, particularly in medical rehab."

      "I've heard." He remembered Simon's prideful talk of her last night. He'd actually sounded more like a proud parent than her manager. "And I couldn't be more impressed, or proud."

      Her face brightened even more as he said that. "Thank you. And thank you for everything. I don't think I can thank you enough."

      "You have. No more thanks needed, forget about it." He didn't want her thanking him forever and thinking she owed him anything, especially since they were going to be working together.

      "It's a little hard just to forget. I'll be grateful to you for the rest of my life."

      "Lexie no." He shook his head. "I don't want you to be. You worked hard, and you did great."

      "Thanks."

      "No more thanks," he teased, waving his hands.

      "Okay, okay." She held up her hands and laughed.

      "So that's work. How about life?" He'd already zoned in and saw that her ring finger was free of a wedding band.

      "Work kind of is life." She shrugged sheepishly.

      He understood. Work was life for him too. He spent the occasional evening out with Zane playing pool, but that always ended with Zane picking up the easiest woman he could get his hands on and leaving Sam to himself.

      "Boring huh?" She grimaced tucking her hair behind her ear. "I do like shopping though and the occasional sugar coma."

      He laughed. It was nice to meet this version of her. "Sugar coma?" It made him think of his own chocolate obsession.

      "Basically chocolate on chocolate. Maybe with some toffee and caramel."

      "You had me at chocolate." He smiled. She held his gaze for a few seconds and then smiled as she shuffled to bring her knees up on the sofa.

      "What about you? The last time I saw you, you were talking about your internship. And now I work for you." She chuckled.

      "Life's funny isn't it?"

      "It certainly is. I wondered over the years what your life must have been like. I imagined you getting married with a bunch of kids and living in a house with a white picket fence." Her smile widened, full of life.

      He laughed trying not to sound too sarcastic.

      "Well, I guess a version of that did happen." He pulled in a deep breath wondering which way he was going to paint his disastrous marriage. "I got married and we had a child." That wasn't his. "But we've been divorced for over three years now."

      She genuinely looked sad for him. "Oh. I'm really sorry."

      "Don't be. We shouldn't have gotten married in the first place. But hey. My little girl who isn't so little any more is nearly twelve. Her name's Amy. We never had a house with a white picket fence, but that does sound real homely." It did. He could imagine himself having a house like that perhaps in an alternate reality, with a woman who loved him and maybe a bunch of kids.

      "Amy must miss you a lot, with you being here."

      "Yes, but I'll be in Chicago as often as I can while I'm here."

      "Chicago." She said thoughtfully. "That's where you live?"

      He nodded."But I'll be here for a while. I have a lot of work to do at Cervantes."

      "It'll be good to have you around." Her eyes sparkled.

      "Thank you. So... what about you, did you get married?"

      She laughed. "No. Me no. I barely date. I've been seeing this guy on and off.  He's an accountant and away a lot. He's okay." Her voice hinged on uncertainty.

      "Well that's good," he replied, admittedly feeling a little disappointed. It was no surprise though that she was seeing someone, whether it was on and off or all the time.

      They started talking about work again and must have spent a good hour talking before the doorbell rang.

      "That must be my sister, Hayley. She'll be thrilled to meet you." Lexie said standing up.

      Sam stood up and rested on his cane when she went to answer the door. It was probably time to leave now. He was certain he'd taken up enough of her time.

      "I brought tons of chocolate." Sam heard.

      "Hayley come in I've got to introduce you to someone." He heard Lexie say.

      "Who? Please don't tell me it's another one of those bug-eyed Barney's and ..." Hayley stopped talking when she came into the lounge and saw him. Sam noted the stunned expression on her face.

      She and Lexie looked almost identical. They could have been twins. Hayley might have been an inch or so taller, but both were athletic slim and seemed to have the same taste in color. Pink and lilac. Lexie's apartment was covered in it, and Hayley wore dark jeans with a knitted lilac jumper that had pink frays on the edges. Very bohemian.

      "Hayley this is Sam St. John. Sam this is Hayley."

      " Dios mío," Hayley gasped and held her hand at her chest. She then glanced over to Lexie who smiled and nodded.

      "Hi," Sam said.

      "Hi." She still regarded him with surprise. "It's a real honor to meet you, Sam."

      "You too."

      "And you're far better looking in real life than your pictures on the net." She smiled and nodded, while Lexie's cheeks turned red.

      "Hayley." Lexie hissed.

      "It's true," Hayley turned to Lexie and grimaced. "You forgot to mention he was good looking."

      Sam found it funny and tried not to laugh for Lexie's sake as she didn't look very impressed at Hayley's comments.

      "Hayley."

      "She didn't." Hayley turned back to Sam. "All Lexie said was you were very cool." She commented then she turned to her sister with a sly look on her face. "But she conveniently forgot to tell us Sam's hot. Seriously, you should see the kind of creatures my sister usually associates with, let alone dates."

      "Hayley." Lexie winced looking completely mortified. Her whole face turned red.

      Sam had to laugh, and now he couldn't help but wonder about the sorts of creatures Lexie dated. What a way to put it.

      "I'm sorry Sam, pay no attention to her. My family also have a way of speaking their minds in the most inappropriate way." She chided. Both he and Hayley started to laugh.

      "You'll have to come and meet the rest of us." Hayley beamed. "Mom and dad will be thrilled. And our older sister Tamar will hug you to death. Tamar runs this restaurant/club called Bastique. We're always there."

      "Sounds like fun. I'll definitely stop by and meet everyone." Sam chuckled. "I should probably get going. Great to meet you, Hayley."

      "Likewise Sam." She smiled. "Likewise."

      "I'll see you out." Lexie offered.

      They walked towards the little corridor that led to the door.

      "Thanks for coming to see me." Her brown eyes twinkled.

      "It's been great." He told her. It had been. Something in him felt better like it had improved somewhat just from seeing her.

      "Yeah." She nodded agreeing.

      "See you Monday." He said.

      "Yes, Monday. Can't wait to work with you." She looked excited.

      "Me too. I have to warn you though. I'm a little different at work." Maybe that was putting it mildly. He was super strict. He had to be in his line of work.

      "Really?"

      He nodded. "Yes, I'm a tough cookie to crack."

      "Okay Mr. Tough Cookie," she laughed.

      "No, Lexie, no Mr. Tough Cookie.' He shook his head.

      "Okay, Mr. St. John."

      "Not that either. You, call me Sam."

      "Okay, Sam." He liked the way she said his name and the way she looked at him with such admiration. He allowed himself to gaze into her warm brown eyes that reminded him of rich chocolate. Just for those few seconds, something awakened in the depths of his heart that had been closed off to the world. It was an odd feeling.

      "I'll see you Monday." He told her, and with that he left. As soon as he was out the door, he heard Hayley talking on the other side, and Lexie started telling her off.

      "Hayley you are so gonna get it," she chided.

      "What? I didn't say anything wrong. I assumed he was a geek from what you described." Hayley retreated. Sam had to listen.

      "Hayley you assume everyone that went to college is a geek."

      "Well the man is hot, and the cane is a good look."

      "Please don't hit on him again."

      "I wasn't doing it for me," Hayley started to laugh.

      They must have moved to the next room as their voices faded. He shouldn't have listened in, but it felt good to do something out of his norm.

      He started walking down the corridor and couldn't help the excitement he felt for the week ahead. It was the first time in a long time he'd looked forward to anything.
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      Zane was giving Sam that inquisitive calculative stare again. He'd been doing it all afternoon. Impatient to find out what happened with Lexie this morning.

      Sam managed to evade the questions when Zane first arrived at his apartment, and he enlisted them in work to distract him. But Sam knew he wouldn't be able to get around Zane forever.

      He watched him out of the corner of his eye as Zane made a show of dropping the file onto the coffee table. It was all for attention, he then cleared his throat loudly and started slurping equally as loud from his can of Dr. Pepper.

      Sam sighed, shook his head, and looked over at him, giving him the attention he sought.

      "Oh good. I was just about to throw this cushion at you." Zane grimaced pointing to the leather cushion he'd leaned against on the sofa.

      "Why Zane?" Sam simply asked as if he didn't know he was dying for information.

      He gaped at him. "Don't why me. I want to know about Lexie. This is torture." His brows pulled together in an agonized expression.

      "Well, now you know how it feels to be me. You always torture me," Sam retorted.

      "For your own good. This is not good for me. I don't get why you're being so secretive. It's making me crazy." Zane grimaced, shaking his head.

      Sam wasn't being secretive. He was just trying to process things in his mind.

      He was still reveling in the fact that he'd found Lexie and was trying to get his head around it. There was no way, not in a million years, that he thought he'd ever run into her again.

      It had been awhile since he'd found himself thinking about a woman this way. He wasn't used to it. No one had had him thinking of sweet laughter that warmed your insides, and created instant happiness. Or skin so soft it felt like feathers, and luscious, velvet smooth thick hair that reminded him of a rose garden.

      Sam couldn't say stuff like that to Zane. That would be like shooting himself because not only was it a bad idea to be thinking about Lexie like that, it also wasn't good for him. Years had passed, life had happened, and they were different people now. She was even in a relationship.

      It was that kiss that caused all the trouble. If they hadn't kissed, it would be different. The kiss gave them some connection. It was, however, something he'd just have to forget. If anything, going to see her only helped to resonate the grand illusion he'd created about her, and now that chapter of his life was kind of closed. It saddened him to think of it that way, but it was the truth. Everything he'd created was just an illusion his mind crafted to help him get through all the bad things life had thrown at him.

      "There's nothing to tell Zane."

      "Are you seriously going to keep me in suspense?"

      "There's nothing to be in suspense about," Sam replied fumbling with the edge of the bottom file on the stack. "She's just a friend."

      "What kind of friend?"

      "The normal kind."

      "I've never kept a woman as a friend before, it just sounds weird." Zane narrowed his eyes contemplating the absurdity.

      "Well, she's just a friend." Although usually, you didn't tend to kiss friends the way he'd kissed her. Or think about them the way he had. But that was, as his grandfather had put it, a bad case of youthful flights of fancy. Sam had just acted like any young man would in the presence of a very beautiful girl who needed help. Now he had to wake up. Forget about all of that and put his mind to work.

      Cervantes was indeed going to be a very big project, and he was going to be busy. The anticipated challenge did, however, intrigue him.

      "Zane, she was just someone I used to know. It's a massive coincidence that I've run into her again, a good coincidence, but things are different now."

      "Is she single?" Once again Zane wasn't listening to him.

      "No, she isn't."

      "Oh, so that's what this is about. You like her, but she's taken."

      "No," he sighed, but even as he responded he wondered if there wasn't some element of truth to Zane's comment.

      "Uh huh. I pushed a button." Zane threw his hands up and straightened with a smile. This was the problem of trying to preserve your feelings around people who knew you. It was difficult when they knew you so well, worse when they had the inquisitive nature of Zane.

      "Zane, drop it okay." Sam would prefer if they stopped talking about it now.

      "How taken is she?" Still not listening Zane rested his drink can on the coffee table and looked at Sam with mischief in his eyes. "Is she taken as in living with a long term boyfriend? Taken as in engaged, or taken as in she's dating someone."

      It was none of the above. He remembered how uncertain she'd looked, and she said she was seeing the guy on and off. If Sam told Zane that, he'd go wild with the idea and drive him even crazier than he already was.

      "She's taken, Zane. End of story. Doesn't matter what category she fits in. Besides..." Sam took a moment to think. Even if she wasn't taken, and he did like her, which okay he admittedly did - but then he always had - it wasn't the right time for him. He wasn't in a good place in his mind. Being in San Francisco was a big step for him, but this was different. "I'm just not ready for anything like that now."

      At that revelation, Zane's expression softened, and understanding filled his eyes. He looked like he was going to offer some kind of pep talk, but Sam intercepted it.

      "And we have serious work to do." Sam pointed out resting back into the sofa. It was best to talk about work. That was the pressing issue now. Now that he'd browsed over a few things he wished he'd spend more of last week doing more research. He should have gotten movers to set up his apartment while he got on to working and research. "I think we need to liaise with the St. John's team on this."

      He had his team of experts back in Chicago who assisted him with complex cases. Since he was a little out of his depth on this one, he thought his father would understand if he drew on their resources.

      "What have you seen?" Zane knew from the mention of the team that the job was going to be hard.

      "Too much."

      "Anything stand out to you?"

      "Yes."

      "Who?"

      Sam smiled. Zane knew that question would always be who when it came to him.

      "The former chief finance and the accounts manager. We need all their account reports. Not just from the database but paper files and all dealings in the finance department. I want everything, and we need to go back as far as we can and investigate anyone else who worked closely with them. Honestly, right now everyone in that finance department is under suspicion."

      "Damn Sam, we haven't even been here a full week yet. But I agree, my suspicions lay with them when I heard they'd left."

      Sam nodded. He didn't directly set out to suspect people on a whim, he went with deep gut instinct first and then tried to prove himself wrong. He'd never been successful in proving himself wrong, so he always went with gut instinct first.

      "The next big thing is company expenses," Sam stated. From what he'd seen so far, the investigation was going to be the easy part. Big changes had to be made, and generally, people don't tend to like change. Especially where they'd been given various privileges and benefits for a long time.

      Simon was a nice guy, but Sam felt the man had allowed too much free reign of everything, he was also too trusting.

      Zane bit the inside of his lip. "I was going to mention that."

      When he hadn't been trying to ask Sam about Lexie, Zane had busied himself with going over the company expense reports.

      "What have you found?"

      "I guess you know they have no money." Zane tilted his head and reached for the file he'd thrown down earlier. "But their spending like they do. And when I say spending I mean spending."

      "How much?"

      "It's not hundreds."

      Sam brought his hand to his chin. He'd been looking over the general reports as well and saw that they were surviving on investor money. Only on investor money. For all, they did as a company the profits had been going to pay staff and maintain the facility.

      He didn't want to make a start by cutting costs and making drastic changes, but he was going to have to if he wanted the company whipped in shape. He promised the investors a strong company they could put their trust in, and he was going to give it to them. He needed everyone working together to find a way to make money again, and capitalize on what they already had, even in its simplest form. When things got better, then they could talk about allowing some flexibility. Sam might have been good at spotting problems, catching thieves and rebuilding fallen companies, but what he could never guarantee was getting back money that was stolen. That was something that was out of his control. Most times the thieves would have spent it on lavish homes and other things.

      "Do you want to know who the biggest spender is?" Zane looked a little uneasy and again Sam's gut instinct kicked in.

      "Please don't say Lexie."

      Zane nodded.

      Great.

      Zane opened the file and flicked to the sheet showing bioengineering's expenses. When he held it out to Sam, he saw that the figures branched into the thousand-dollar mark. All of them, and there was a lot.

      "What's their department like in comparison to everyone else?" If everyone spent the same then that could be justified. But Zane's expression told him differently.

      "They spent the most. Pharmaceuticals is second."

      "Have you seen anywhere where costs can be cut?"

      "No but I have an idea, and I'm going to suggest that you tread softly on this."

      He'd never done that before and couldn't treat Lexie any different to anyone else.

      "I can't tread softly because I know her." Sam shook his head. That just wouldn't be fair.

      "I get that. But that's not what I meant. Bioengineering is the department that makes the most money, and I mean serious amounts of money. Their work alone pays the majority of staff."

      Sam's mouth dropped.

      "Look at this other file here." Zane passed him a green folder.

      Just a glance over the first page revealed that Zane wasn't exaggerating in the least. Their synthetic limbs project alone had brought in just over a billion dollars from customers like rehabilitation centers, other research labs, and the government.

      Close to that was their artificial organs project of whom their biggest customers were the armed forces.

      As he scanned over the page, he became further impressed, but pride swelled within him for Lexie. She'd done so well for herself and wasn't kidding about changing the world and saving people's lives. This report told him she definitely had. He was happy that she'd gotten the chance to accomplish her dreams and have such a remarkable impact.

      Now for the hard part. They had to cut cost somehow or balance it.

      "See what I mean?" Zane stated. Sam looked up at him.

      "Costs have to be cut."

      "They do, but we can't piss them off." Zane rested back against the sofa. "If you think that file was impressive wait till you see the file on their prospective projects. The money that could come from that department alone is unimaginable. We can't pee on people like that. They'll leave. Then we'll be screwed."

      "Okay, I'll try not to pee on them." Sam laughed. "Any further suggestions?"

      Zane nodded. "Their Prometheus project is a signature away from getting FDA approval. It's going to be the first use of nanotechnology by anybody in the world in the human body. It looks good to go to me, but their doing further tests and trials. I suggest trying to find a way for them to speed things up. FDA approval means sales. Those sales could fix everything. Maybe we could meet with them and discuss it all. We can also go through all the files and agree on what costs can be cut. Then we can talk to them about that too."

      Sam nodded, that was a terrific idea. He thought it would be good too to meet with all the heads of department on a one to one basis.

      "Let's schedule in meetings with each head. I'll start with Lexie first."

      "Oh, she gets first pickings does she?" Zane gave him a cheeky smile.

      "The occasion calls for it." Sam shook his head at him. "How many more files do we have?" He changed the subject back to work quickly.

      "Those boxes, and a few spreadsheets." He pointed to the boxes in the corner. There were five of them, and they were big.

      Sam sighed. It was going to be a long weekend. And, possibly a very long week.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was Monday. Finally, it was Monday.

      Lexie had set her alarm for six a.m, but she'd been awake since about four thinking about Sam.

      When her alarm eventually went off, and the radio clicked on with Stevie Kane's Feel Good Hour of power songs she got out of bed, deciding to get breakfast. She didn't need to leave the house till after eight, but she wanted her mind awake and ready for the day.

      She ate whole-wheat cereal, toast with grape jelly, and a stack of pancakes. And then had some more cereal. It was nerves. She tended to eat more when she was nervous. She was wondering what today was going to be like, and what it would be like to work with Sam. She tried to get in professional work mode, but her head was filled with him, and she was looking forward to seeing him again.

      Instead of her usual shower, she opted for a relaxing bath where she soaked in Hayley's zingy lemon zest bath formula that chilled her right out. This was perhaps more of an evening thing, but it hit the spot perfectly giving her the zing to start the day.

      Feeling light and revitalized, she changed into a simple black business dress, chose her favorite pair of heels and left her hair down, loose and wavy.

      It was eight forty when she got to the lab. Tim and Gina were already there.

      "Hey, we missed you Friday night." Gina smiled wide on seeing Lexie.

      Lexie had completely forgotten to message them about Friday.

      "Oh, I'm so sorry. Something came up," Lexie replied. On a normal basis, she told them everything. Apart from her sisters Tim and Gina were her very best friends. However, she'd never been comfortable enough to tell them about her past, and all that had happened to her. Telling them about Sam would lead to that, and she wasn't ready to venture down that path yet. Maybe one day, but just not yet.

      Tim ran his hands through his hair. It was black today. Just normal black, and he too looked very businesslike.

      "Your hair looks so Average Joe Tim, are you okay?" She smiled at him.

      He returned the smile and propped himself on the edge of the desk by his workstation.

      "I figured we won't give the new boss a shock with my ever changing color spectrum," Tim commented with a curt nod. "I'll ease him in gently. Then get back into my old colors."

      "I don't think he'll mind what color your hair is." Lexie gave a reassuring smile. She didn't think Sam would be like that.

      "Well from the emails we got this morning it's probably a good thing."

      "Emails?"

      Tim nodded.

      "Yes... emails." Gina widened her eyes and sat next to Tim on the desk. "The new guy wants to meet with each department and get more information on the work we're doing. Changes are going to be made in line with the new budget." Gina leaned into Tim and reached for a lock of her curls to twirl the ends.

      Lexie shuffled out of her jacket and logged on to the nearest computer. "We're not normally included in the budget." They couldn't be because of the kind of work they did. They had to have whatever funds they needed at their complete disposal whenever they needed it. It was why they'd done so well over the years.

      Of course, she could understand the need to get more info and make changes, especially with the situation the company had just come out of, but projects like theirs, Prometheus in particular, couldn't be budgeted. Budgets caused delays.

      "It's kind of looking like we're included now," Tim answered. He bit the inside of his lip when Lexie looked over at him.

      She sat down and found the emails in question. There were two, both from Sam. The first was an introductory email introducing himself, Zane, and some other people from St. John's & Co. He went on to further explain that aside from the investigation taking place certain changes would have to be made and a new budget put in place to bring them back to the successful company they once were. He then explained that he'd be meeting with each department today to discuss everything. The next email was a schedule. Bio-engineering was first on the list, and they were scheduled to see him in an hour.

      Lexie got this odd, almost uneasy feeling as she finished reading and looked over again at Tim and Gina.

      All the excitement they had last week seemed to have left them, and she understood why. There was something that felt off. In the wake of all the excitement, they hadn't considered what sort of changes could be made to their own department. She just thought because they were the best at what they did, things would pretty much stay the same.

      "Any thoughts?" Tim asked.

      "It's my lack of thought that's actually worrying," Lexie replied, sitting back in the chair and allowing it to bounce under her weight as it curved to accommodate her posture.

      "Here, here," Gina smirked. "I wish there were more said, but I guess that's why he wants to meet. I think we're in for some changes we might not like."

      Lexie nodded agreeing. She ran a tight shift as it was and she was down by eighteen people. The first thing she was hoping to ask for is more staff. Before the whole crisis happened, they were all set up to make the adjustments to the Prometheus trials to increase the dosage on the severe patients. That would take time and require keen observation. They would be out of the office a lot and at the care facility.

      "Should we go grab some coffee."

      She needed hot chocolate. Coffee would make her jittery and send her nerves through the roof.

      They decided on the staff café due to limited time and stayed there for a while discussing what they were going to say in the meeting. They did their best to preempt the issues that could be discussed. However, the combination of seeing Sam, and wondering what changes he was going to make made her thoroughly anxious by the time their meeting began. Accompanying Sam was Zane, thankfully Simon, and Janine. Lexie groaned inwardly at the sight of her. She was one of the secretaries here, but on first glance, anyone would think she was a stripper, or something, with her tacky dress sense, over the top makeup, and super platinum blonde hair. Not to mention that if there was any kind of gossip going around, or office romance talked about, her name would always come up.

      Lexie guessed Janine was Sam's secretary. Of all the one's available she wished he'd chosen someone else. Somebody like Mags would have been perfect. Mags was in her late sixties and on top form with her job would have been more suited, in her opinion. But then that was Lexie's opinion, and she could have been biased because Janine was young - early twenties young - and very beautiful, despite the over the top makeup and everything else. Compared to Janine, Mags was ... well, she had that grandma look with a massive beehive do, wore linen tunics and orthopedic shoes. Maybe Sam picked Janine for obvious reasons.

      Lexie took them to the meeting area where they sat around the table. Sam straightened in the chair and focused on her. Straightaway she noticed that he wasn't looking at her the way he normally did, or rather from what she'd grown used to in the times that she'd seen him. He just looked very businesslike and looked at her as anyone else would in a business meeting.

      "I've heard a lot of good things about this department. I know you're pretty much the backbone of this company. This meeting is just to go over a few things and discuss areas where we need to make changes. Before we do that. I'd really like to hear more about you're plans for your Prometheus project. I understand you're very close to getting FDA approval."

      Even his voice sounded different. At least he was cutting to the chase. Lexie tried to compose herself as she looked at him, and tried not to notice how good he looked in his ash gray suit and white shirt. Or, how the specks of green in his tie matched his eye color.

      She drew in a mental breath, pushing aside her thoughts on him and started explaining how Prometheus worked and the plans she had for the increased dosage trials. Talking about the project eased her nerves because this was her thing, her element. The thing that she did best, without question. When she noticed Tim relax next to her, she realized she'd done a good job.

      Sam appeared impressed too. She couldn't tell what Zane was thinking because he kept looking at Gina. Simon as always seemed proud. Janine, she didn't bother looking at because Lexie didn't really care what she thought. Besides she appeared to be doing her job of taking the minutes for the meeting.

      "That all seems fantastic. From what you've described it sounds like the project could get approval now. Is that not a possibility?" Sam asked.

      Lexie felt her eyes widened slightly as the question worked its way into her mind and realization dawned on her. She didn't know why she didn't see it before.

      Their department was indeed the backbone of the company, so if they could make money of Prometheus, then that would be the aim. The company obviously needed to make money so it made sense that the push would be on looking at what they could make money on.

      Lexi noticed the uneasiness in Simon's face. He looked like that because he would have never asked her something like that. He trusted that she'd planned everything the way it was required. When Lexie didn't answer Simon cleared his throat, turned to Sam and said, "if I may, we often allow more time in accordance with what the project needs."

      Sam glanced over at him. "Of course. I understand that completely but it just looks like it could be ready for approval now. That would be a massive benefit to us in the way of sales. I just want to understand what the holdup is." He looked back to Lexie.

      All eyes were now on her. She and Tim had had this discussion months ago, and when they checked everything out, they agreed that it was best to wait a bit longer so they could get the maximum benefit of the current trials.

      "We need to see how the patients will react to the increased doses of the nano bytes and if any potential problems arise. At the moment the dosage is quite small but effective. Trials at a higher dose, at a steady rate, is in our best interest," she explained. "I estimate that we should have full FDA approval in eight to twelve months with the plans we have."

      "The higher dosage you're proposing doesn't seem to be that much outside of what the FDA are willing to approve. It's just five percent more."

      The FDA were willing to approve ten percent more than the dosage they were currently using in the trials to allow them flexibility in their research. Sam had no doubt seen that and thought why not capitalize on it. Lexie, however, actually wanted the FDA to approve fifteen percent more. She didn't have any results or definites yet, but she had her own theories which she had always drawn on. Every scientist wanted to know what could happen if certain boundaries were pushed, and nanotechnology had done exactly that. There were all sorts of research that was being conducted around the world, and they'd been successful in achieving great results. This wasn't something that needed to be rushed because the company needed to make money. It was delicate and sensitive, taking the time they needed now to figure things out would far outweigh the need to make money. Besides they had other projects that could be used to drives sales.

      "It's not just five percent. Its fifteen, and that could be the difference between achieving good results and phenomenal results. At the moment the results we're seeing is assistance in repairing damaged tissue, but maybe we could achieve full regeneration. It is my belief that ten percent would just kick start the significant changes we hope to see. It's great, but I don't think it would be enough for what we hope to achieve. If we get FDA approval now that would limit us and we wouldn't be able to trial an extra five percent in the human body. We'd have to take it back to lab stage and tissue samples. Our plans were to trial at the higher end of the dosage and then push for the extra five. I'm not guaranteeing full regeneration, but I think we could be close."

      "What if fifteen percent is too much? There must be a reason why the FDA have set it to an extra ten percent. Doesn't that suggest they might already think that's enough?" Sam asked, his eyes sharp and assessing.

      Simon looked as uncomfortable as she was beginning to feel. Lexie had never been questioned in this way before, not even when she was just starting out. She clenched her jaw. She'd always been given the space to formulate her own work. Her talents were always trusted. If anything, people were always intrigued to see what she'd come up with.

      "No." Tim offered, seeing that she was floundering. "We're all a bunch of theories at the end of the day. The approval dosage is only preliminary based on what has been universally deemed to be safe, and in conjunction with our findings."

      "Isn't that all the more reason to work with what we already have?"

      Tim sat up a little straighter and stared Sam down. "No." Came his simple reply.

      "Why's that?" Sam eyed him with curiosity.

      "I've worked with Dr. Ramone for ten years. If she thinks that a fifteen percent increase in dosage may make a significant difference, then I trust her to try and test that theory. That's the way we work here."

      Sam didn't seem to like that answer, but Lexie appreciated it. Tim gave her a curt nod when she looked at him.

      "Okay. Well, it's great that you work so well as a team, but this is what I'd like you to do," Sam focused his attention back on her. "Run your trials at the FDA maximum allowance of ten percent extra. We'll then review in ten weeks if there are any significant differences."

      Lexie narrowed her eyes at him. "Ten weeks?" That definitely wasn't enough time.

      "Your reports suggest that you see differences in a two to three-week span. Ten weeks should be plenty of time to make a judgment call."

      Zane shot him a sharp look as he said that, while Lexie felt as if a rug had been dragged from under her feet. She was too startled by his comment to offer any objection.

      She'd been caught off guard and blindsided by Sam with his magical green eyes, long lashes and stupidly great hair. When he said he was different at work, she didn't expect this at all.

      "What do you mean by judgment call?" She straightened up against her chair.

      "Lexie, why don't we see how the trials go and take it from there." Simon intervened. The withered look he gave her told her that he would have loved to say more but couldn't, he was powerless. They all were. Sam was in charge now and could basically do whatever he wanted.

      It was clear that judgment call meant he'd authorize the FDA approval with or without her agreement.

      "Okay." She pursed her lips tightly together and tried to remain calm. "What about the changes you spoke about earlier? Is there anything else that you'd like?"

      Sam raised his eyebrows slightly at her tone. "Why don't we focus on this project for the moment. I'm aware that your team didn't previously fall part of the company budget. It will now, but I'm certain we can be flexible depending on what you need." He said that like he was doing her a favor.

      "And staff? I'm down by eighteen." She was done talking but had to ask the question due to necessity.

      "Unfortunately we can't recruit anyone at the moment, but we can review that in ten weeks."

      Lexie widened her eyes. He couldn't be serious. "I can't operate at the level expected with that many people gone."

      "Well, you - "

      "We'll see what we can do." Zane interrupted, giving Sam that sharp look again. "I'm sure we can juggle people around from other departments till then."

      "Yes. We can do that." Sam agreed.

      All she did was stare at him. An awkward silence filled the space between them until Simon pretended to clear his throat.

      "Well, I guess that wraps it up." Simon did his best to sound positive. "We'd better move on to pharmaceuticals." He offered a soft smile.

      They stood to leave, and all Lexie could do was watch Sam as he left with the others. He didn't even look back as he went through the door.

      She'd started the day off so well, but now her brain just felt frazzled, and the shock of defeat held her immobile.
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      "Hungry and tired." Sam declared flopping down into his chair. He hadn't eaten since breakfast, and it was nearly four.

      "Yes, monsters often are, after they suck people's dreams from their souls. Do you require actual food, or should I get Dr. Morrison in here so you can fire him? Shutting down his research was just the appetizer." Zane narrowed his eyes at him.

      Sam sighed with frustration. He didn't think he'd done anything wrong. Dr. Morrison had a live bee farm in the building. He claimed it was research, but they were clearly pets.

      "Zane, I didn't shut down his research. I just told him the funds needed to be directed elsewhere. Plus, this isn't a pet store. I'll arrange for the bees to be moved to a safe location."

      "They weren't pets. Don't you watch the news? Something's happening to bees, if we have a lab where we can do whatever it is they do in a lab, maybe we can help the problem. Sam, we need bees."

      Maybe so but he was still convinced they were Dr. Morrison's pets. The man had names for them.

      "Also you're a stupid idiot. What the hell was that with Lexie?" Zane snapped. Sam knew he was just waiting to get on to that subject because of the absolute mess that meeting had been.

      They had two more department heads to see, and he was certain that they'd be just as mad at him like all the others, Lexie included. She, of course, was the one that bothered him the most. It was never his intention to offend her at all, and while he definitely respected her opinion, he thought she was being difficult light of the circumstances.

      Zane grimaced and shook his head at Sam. "Thank God for my Italian roots. It overcame your brutish ways when we needed it. You," he pointed at him. "You're one of those men who are cold like fish."

      "I'm not cold," Sam defended. Zane was completely exaggerating.

      "Are you kidding me? Tell me you at least know you didn't handle that meeting well. Please."

      Sam sighed. Of course, he knew he didn't handle the meeting well, and Lexie looked like she hated him. He walked over to the wall to ceiling glass window that overlooked the lower levels. His office was on the eighth floor with Simon's, and the finance department. From here he could see the bioengineering department on the fifth floor. If he leaned a little to the right, he could just about see the inside of Lexie's office within the lab.

      Sam had promised himself that he wouldn't treat her any different to everyone else, but he had to agree that he'd been a little too harsh even by his standards. And, it should have been him that suggested the idea of juggling around staff so that she could have more help. Instead, he'd been the prime example of how not to do something, even if he thought she was being difficult.

      Last night he hadn't been able to stop himself from thinking about her, and that wasn't a good thing for him. To go against his fascination with her, he'd promised himself that he wouldn't get too involved. Maybe today nerves got in the way, and he just messed up. He guessed though that after this morning's meeting she probably wouldn't speak to him ever again.

      "Zane I couldn't treat her different to anyone else."

      "When I said tread softly, I thought you'd know what I meant, but you treated her worse than everyone else."

      "It wasn't that bad," Sam smirked, then took a moment to try to remember what he'd said.

      "Sam, you questioned her research management. You said specifically that you wanted to know what the holdup was. You actually said hold up. Then when she explained you glossed over the entire explanation and told her, yes told her how to work. Then you put an ultimatum on it. When last I checked you didn't have a Ph.D. in Bioengineering." Zane gave a sadistically sarcastic laugh. "My friend not only did you set this poor woman up to hate you, but you have no people skills. I thought that you'd at least take a common sense approach and remember that they've been doing their jobs for years, bringing in serious money under her management, if she was opposed to our suggestions then we, you should have found another way."

      Oh God. Zane was right.

      A wave of apprehension swept through him forming a knot of tension in his stomach. "If you felt that way, why didn't you say more?" Sam had clearly been a big ass and made a fool out of himself. "You don't have to follow my every command."

      "Yes, I kind of do. Especially when you give orders like you did today. If I said something, it would have undermined your authority. Sam, you know this. Where the hell is your head at?"

      He wished he knew. "I should go and apologize."

      Zane shrugged and smirked. "I would let the flames burn out first before approaching her again. Also, I wouldn't go unless you're willing to change your suggestion. She seemed pretty adamant that she wanted to do things her way."

      "I would like to see what they can achieve in ten weeks, and I seriously can't hire anyone until then." He couldn't, unless if it was out of his pocket, which he would do but that wasn't how business worked. He'd do it for her though if it came down to that.

      "Well, you'd better stick to your guns and work on looking at who you can shift around to give her more staff. I'm off."

      "Where are you going?" He thought they were going to eat lunch together.

      "The florist. I have to try and find a long stemmed English rose."

      Sam narrowed his eyes. "What on earth for?"

      "Dr. Gina Foley." Zane brightened.

      Sam looked at him quizzically. "Did I miss something?"

      "Don't you usually? While you were busy playing ogre, I couldn't take my eyes of the beautiful desert rose with the warm dark skin that reminded me of..." Zane thought for a moment with a dreamy expression. "A Mocha."

      Sam rolled his eyes. "Zane, we have to be professional. We're here to work."

      "Sam, I am professional. I need a break, and it's in my Italian blood to chase a beautiful woman, unlike you my cold fish friend. I can't say that I'll be joining you in a nursing home where you'll be alone with nothing but memories of the hot Latin woman you let get away from you. I will visit though with all my grandchildren."

      The imagery was sad, but Sam couldn't help but laugh. "Grandchildren?"

      "Don't laugh Sam. We don't know. Gina might be the mother of my four children. I can see it now, the girls will have her beauty, and the boys will have my charm and wit."

      "Okay, Zane. Sounds like you got things all figured out."

      Zane nodded. "I do, don't I? Now you should. Maybe try to tap into your British side. They say things like bless you, and call people love. They also like their tea. It's calming, maybe try some Earl Grey or chamomile. Bye." Zane waved over his shoulder, and he left.

      Sam was about to slouch even further into his chair and wallow in his sorrows, but Janine came in. The hair on the back of his neck immediately stood on end as he watched her. He could see that she'd reapplied her lipstick again, for the umpteenth time. When he met her this morning, he knew straight away that she'd had work done on her lips to make them fuller. Jessica had the same thing done, several times. Janine reminded him of Jessica in many ways. It was all the surgical enhancements on her whole body. Not that he looked purposely or tried to guess. She just had that in your face look that allowed you to see what you shouldn't be looking at.

      Like now, she'd loosened yet another button on her barely there beige top that was almost the same color as her skin, all an attempt to put more cleavage on show. Lexie was so different. She had so much class and a finesse about her that he liked. Earlier she'd managed to look like she was ready for business, but her beautiful hair flowed in long graceful, playful waves about her shoulders. She also had that pink gloss on her lips that made them sparkle.

      "I've organized all the reports. These are all the letters I need to be signed." Janine cooed pushing out her chest as she held out the foolscap folder towards him.

      She was one of Zane's ideas. Sam wanted Mags, but Zane insisted on Janine. He said she'd make things interesting. Sam didn't need interesting, and with the day he'd had he just wanted things as easy as possible.

      "Thanks." He took the folder from her.

      "If there's ... anything else you need, let me know." It was the look she gave him. Hot and sassy, and oozing sex appeal that outrightly told him she wasn't talking about work. He was used to women like her, who threw themselves at him because of who he was and what he had.

      "Thanks, but I think I'll be fine." He nodded politely, and she left, leaving behind a trail of expensive perfume. That too smelled like something Jessica would wear. Janine must have topped that up as well for it to smell so strong.

      Sam swiveled the chair around to face the glass wall. He returned his focus to Lexie's office again and thought he could see her. He felt bad about earlier and thought he'd look into getting her some staff the first chance he got. He just hoped she wasn't too mad at him, and that he still had some level of friendship with her.
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* * *

      "So if you're not saying no, are you saying yes?' Zane asked Gina.

      Lexie had just walked into the office and beheld the spectacle of Zane beside Gina's workstation on bended knees asking her out. Gina was looking back at him with utter surprise on her face.

      Tim was over in the corner by his desk eyeing Zane up dangerously. Tim's hair was red today. It was good to see him back to his old self. She thought he looked a little like The Joker. Knowing him, he was probably aiming to make a statement because what happened yesterday was nothing short of some outlandish joke from hell.

      Lexie walked over to Tim and handed him his cup of coffee. Since she was coming in later this morning, she offered to do a Starbucks run. She'd gotten her usual triple chocolate hot chocolate but with three shots of hazelnut syrup and extra cream. It was basically a walking heart attack.

      She figured if she did have a heart attack she could inject herself with nano bytes. Maybe she could have a little accident and inject herself with a hundred percent of the dose. Who knew, it might give her the superhuman abilities she'd need to get through the next ten weeks.

      "Thank you," Tim said and bit the inside of his lip as he continued to stare at Zane and Gina.

      "What's going on here?" Lexie asked him in a low voice.

      "This absolute moron has been here for the last half hour, taking up our precious time by trying to ask Gina out."

      When Lexie looked back over Gina caught her eye and widened hers slightly.

      "Do you think she'll say yes?" Lexie whispered. She couldn't see what reason Gina had to say no. Zane was gorgeous, GQ gorgeous, and Gina looked shocked because not many guys like him asked her out. It was because she was always stuck in this lab. Pretty much like Lexie. Unlike Lexie, however, Gina didn't have any excuse to be stuck here. She was beautiful and smart and should have a date every night of the week. Work didn't need to be Gina's life.

      "He's a spy," Tim hissed

      "What?"

      "Big cheese must have sent him down here to spy on us. The next thing we know we'll all be pitted against each other like in the war." Tim had the tendency to overreact.

      "I don't think he's a spy. I don't think..." What, that Sam would do that? The truth was she had no idea what Sam would do. Yesterday kind of boomed that out loud and clear. She didn't know him and shouldn't assume what he would, or wouldn't do.

      She'd had the worse night ever, as worry over Prometheus overwhelmed her. Not to mention that they'd all left here super late last night because they were brainstorming ideas and hadn't come up with anything. On her way out yesterday she'd heard a lot of disgruntled talk going around from the other departments. Sam had extended his firm hand to them too.

      "Did you hear that Dr. Morrison was told to get rid of his bees?"

      Lexie narrowed her eyes. "What? He's had those for five years."

      "Well, apparently Mr. St. John didn't like the look of them. Dr. Morrison handed in his resignation this morning, and he's taking his bees with him. He was trying to develop a new variation of honey with enhanced antibacterial properties. Somewhere else will have him now."

      Lexie's mouth dropped. Dr. Morrison had worked with Cervantes well before any of them. He'd been here close to thirty years. Sam must have well and truly upset him for him to resign. Lexie understood how he must have felt. If they weren't working on something so spectacular, Lexie would most likely leave too. Sam had questioned her methods and her plans. He'd had no regard for what she wanted, and she was totally unimpressed by that. It was like telling your doctor how he should treat you when he was the professional best placed to conduct the treatment.

      She knew he had a business to run, but she didn't appreciate the way he treated her. When she went home last night, she had to wonder if it was because of the past. Did he still see her as the desperate girl he'd met on the roadside who was badly in need of help?

      If so then her team was suffering for it. She hated to think that it was that.

      "And this here guy is a spy." Tim narrowed his eyes looking back to Zane.

      She observed Zane and remembered how he'd been so focused on Gina throughout the whole meeting. It was he that suggested getting help from the other departments, and he'd genuinely seemed surprised by Sam's comments.

      "He doesn't seem like a spy." She decided to say.

      Their attention was drawn back to Gina when she laughed. "You do realize that I'm a geeky scientist and you're... whatever you are. It's like high school quarterback meets chess club." Gina chuckled. She held a beautiful long stemmed rose to her chest and tilted her head to the side, allowing her long dark curls to drift down her shoulders.

      "And you are by far the sexiest geeky scientist I've ever seen with your amazing wild curls and beautiful golden eyes."

      Tim and Lexie both exchanged looks. Zane took Gina's hand and kissed it.

      "And skin that reminds me of chocolate, which now I know feels unimaginably soft like fine silk from China."

      This guy was good.

      "China?" Gina asked, dazed.

      "Place of the finest silk in the world. Go out with me, goddess."

      He really was good, Lexie thought with a smile.

      "Okay," Gina replied. That answer required no further encouragement.

      "Great. Pick you up at six." Zane gave her hand one last kiss and then stood up to go. He stopped as he got to them and smiled. "Hey Lex and," he looked Tim over. "Joker, but in a very cool way. Love the hair."

      He winked at Lexie before proceeding towards the door.

      "He can burn in hell, that's what," Tim smirked. "I do the comic book references round here. Lex." He mimicked his voice. "How damn original. You should have insisted that he call you Dr. Ramone. Or the next time he might just call you Lex Luther." He waved his hands at Lexie and then turned on Gina. "And you, you should have said no to his Armani wearing ass."

      "Tim, why should she say no?" Lexie snapped back. "Gina go on your date and have fun. You deserve it. And make sure you tell us all about it tomorrow."

      "No, what's wrong with you two?" Tim blazed. "We are in a crisis here, and you're here fraternizing with the enemy."

      "He's not the enemy. Sam St. John is," Gina replied shaking her head.

      As their leader, Lexie should have said that he wasn't, but she didn't know if she really could say that.

      "Yes, and that's his second in command. They're playing with us." Tim remarked angrily.

      "So you don't think he could be interested in me?" Gina asked coming over. She looked hurt by the thought.

      "No, I'm not saying that."

      "Gina I know he's interested because he was totally making eyes at you during the meeting yesterday," Lexie giggled.

      Gina blushed. "Oh, you saw that too."

      "Guys, please. This is serious. Okay, go on your date or whatever, but it doesn't change the fact though that we are being played." Tim ranted.

      Lexie stared at Tim trying to work out what he meant. "Okay Mister, explain."

      Gina leaned onto the desk gearing up to listen while she sipped on the cappuccino Lexie bought her.

      "They want to see what we can achieve in ten weeks with the little resources we have. He's read the reports on the project and our department. Of course, he would, so he'd be armed to give us orders. He knows we're good and it anyone can achieve the impossible it's us." Tim explained sounding incredibly frustrated.

      "We shouldn't be expected to hurry our processes along just because we're good." Gina shook her head. "Being good should have better rewards. I'm still not sure how we can organize all this."

      Lexie rested against the wall and looked at them both. She wasn't sure how either, and it didn't sit well with her that the decision was going to be taken away from them in ten weeks.

      "Tim," she pulled in a breath. "I didn't thank you for sticking up for me yesterday. I was totally floundering, and I think I would have lost it."

      She knew herself. Lexie was a meek-natured person, but if anyone ever questioned her intelligence and judgment, she would set them straight in a way that they'd never think to do it again. It didn't matter who it was. It was her mistake not to be prepared for yesterday and think about the possible things that could happen with an acquisition of a company.

      "No problem. You know I'll always be there to support you." Tim nodded.

      "Me too." Gina smiled.

      She appreciated hearing that. Last night she'd wondered if her own desires had gotten in the way of what they could achieve. There was always the chance that she could be wrong with her theories. Then she'd cost them time.

      Getting FDA approval in the first instance was hard enough. She didn't want to go through the whole preliminary trials again when all she needed was another couple of months to a year. One year of research could save years of pre-trials. It was something she felt very strongly about, but she needed their thoughts too as they were all in it together. This wasn't just about her.

      "You guys always support me. Maybe that's a problem. What do you guys think we should do? Tim, a few weeks ago you wanted us to get the FDA approval now. We all discussed it, but we all ended up agreeing with me. Do you still believe we should go ahead?"

      He smiled down at her and ran his hand through his hair. "No. I don't."

      "Even after yesterday? We can't run successful trials in ten weeks with the staff shortage we have. I don't see how."

      "We can. It's us. I may have wanted to get FDA approval before with what we have now, but Lexie, this department has run seamlessly on your watch for years. I'd never admit this in court, but you're by far more creative than me. You see outside the box. Always have."

      She smiled on hearing that. Compliments like that didn't come easily from Tim. Especially when he was a total genius.

      "Thank you. And you Gina."

      "You know I'm with Tim on this. I want what you want."

      She was grateful for their support and reveled in the shared moment of admiration. "You guys are the best."

      "We know." Tim smiled.

      "So, that leads to the question of what we're going to do. How about running a small test on two hundred people?"

      "Sounds like a plan. It's a decent size. We could use the ones that responded to the treatment the best. A higher dosage on them should have quicker effects." Tim nodded.

      "Yes. We could try them at the extra ten percent with the aim that if there are any significant changes, theory has it that an even higher dose would have astounding results." Gina added.

      Lexie smiled, loving the way they could think together. "Exactly. Then we shall hopefully be able to convince Mr. St. John that we need the time we want to push for a higher dosage approval."

      "I like it."

      "Now for our work here." Lexie sighed looking over to the filing rooms and research rooms. There was a lot of work to be done, and they were already behind. "There's a lot. Even if they give us help it won't be the same." And it would take time to train people.

      "We'll have to split. But is that okay? We've kind of always worked on Prometheus together so we could all take credit." Tim offered.

      Lexie's mind was already coming up with the resolution. "We all already have credit."

      "No offense Lex, but I'm calling dibs if we end up creating a bunch of super humans." He laughed.

      Gina smacked his arm. "This is no time for jokes. Dr. Strange."

      "Hey, I do the comic book references." Tim reminded again.

      Lexie smiled at them. "You guys should do the trials." They deserved to. They both deserved to focus on what they loved doing and not get drafted into doing anything else.

      "Us?" Tim looked surprised. "You don't want to go, or even rotate it?"

      She shook her head. "No, it would take more time. We need to get back on track, and the sooner we cross this bridge, the better. I'll take care of things here." And do the work of eighteen people plus her job. Oh, the fun.

      "You're sure Lexie?" Gina asked. "There's so much to do here, and I know you. You won't leave till the work gets done."

      "It's okay." At least she didn't have a life to worry about. Her work was her life so it seemed fitting that she should practically live here.

      "How about we check back here each day to see if you need help." Tim offered quickly.

      "Yes," Gina agreed. "We'll all work together on this. I just need to factor in a few spare hours for my date." Gina laughed.

      Tim frowned. "As long as your fraternizing doesn't become sleeping with the enemy then I'm alright with that."

      "Tim chill out, and that is none of your business." Gina folded her arms and pouted.

      "It's not Tim." Lexie agreed wrinkling her nose.

      "Hey while we're on the subject, I think now would be the best time to break up with Ed." Tim beamed looking at Lexie like it was the very best idea he'd ever come up with. "It's simple just say you now officially have no time for him."

      Lexie winced, everyone seemed to have their own opinion on poor Ed.

      "Yes, it's perfect." Gina agreed nodding firmly.

      "Why are we talking about Ed?"

      "Because that guy is so lame and boring." Tim furrowed his brows. "I know you can find a better boyfriend."

      "He's not my boyfriend. We barely dated."

      "Lexie, you can't be barely dating someone for two years." Gina pointed out. "I think at that point your involved."

      Two years? Lexie had it at one, but ...she supposed it was indeed around two years.

      "Okay. I'm on it." She moved away from the wall and made her way up the stairs to get to her little office where she could indulge on her sugar before her hot chocolate got cold. Ed wasn't even on her list of priorities right now, but she'd break up with him the first chance she got. Right now she had to focus on her job here and all the things she needed to get done.
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* * *

      Cool jazz music filled the room. The chilling, rhythmic tones took Lexie's mind to a scene from one of the classic movies she loved so much.

      Like... Casablanca.

      It was a sunny Saturday afternoon, and she was stretched out on Tamar's plush leather sofa with thin slices of cucumber's over her eyes. She had her fingers crossed that they'd drain the bags from underneath them and reduce the puffiness like Hayley said they would.

      The deep massage Hayley had given her earlier had loosened some of the knots in her back and eased some of the tension as well. It would work for a while, but if she continued with her crazy schedule, she'd ultimately need a new body. Or a rejuvenation chamber.

      Hayley was on the other sofa, and Tamar sat in the armchair with her feet bubbling away in a massage bath. All three of them were dressed in white robes with their hair wrapped up in fluffy white towels allowing the self-heating ginger and shea hair mask Hayley made to condition and strengthen their hair.

      "Anything else girls?" Jay asked. He'd been taking care of them all afternoon, serving up his own version of their dad's famous South American cocktails, which consisted of pineapples, grenadines, passion fruit, coconut cream, and grape juice.

      Lexie turned slightly and shuddered when her back muscles twinged. "A new back," she replied. She saw that Jay was laughing at her when she removed her cucumber slices.

      It was funny, but it wasn't really. Unknown to them all, Lexie had slept at work for the last five nights and the week before she'd worked every day.

      "I'd say don't work so hard but you won't listen," Tamar commented running an emery board over her glossy nails. Her hazel eyes filled with concern as she stared at Lexie.

      Lexie tried to straighten up but got even more attention when she winced as another sharp pain shot through her back.

      "I'll grab you a hot water bottle," Jay smiled.

      "Or a new back indeed if you've got one in the cupboard," Hayley added shaking her head. "That was a deep, deep, tissue massage I gave you. It should have worked. The fact that it didn't say's a lot."

      The last two weeks had been the ultimate definition of terrible. While Sam had gotten some additional help, they weren't experienced enough to do the jobs she needed to be done. That meant she had to get her more experienced staff to take the lead on the other projects while she did the administrative work like writing all the reports and reviewing test results.

      Tim and Gina were true to their word and had been there too helping, but it was all getting too much for all of them. Lexie felt like she was on the verge of a burnout. A massive burn out.

      "It's work." Lexie met her accusing stare.

      "Really?" Sarcasm poured out of her voice. "How about taking some time off and join me in my world." Hayley nodded. "You could help me with my Spa retreat."

      "Spa retreat? When did this come about?" Tamar looked excited. "It sounds amazing."

      "Thank you." Hayley sat up now, beaming. "Well, I had to step up my game now that I have two very successful sisters and our angel brother in law."

      Jay rolled his eyes. "Does that mean you want another drink?" he teased.

      "Well since you're offering, how could I possibly refuse. Could I have some extra coconut?"

      "Yes, ma'am. Let me get you one too Lexie."

      "Thank you," Lexie replied.

      "What's going on with you Lexie?" Tamar asked, focusing on her when Jay left them. "You seem to be working more than usual."

      "And you look awful," Hayley added raising her eyebrows.

      Lexie slumped back into the cushion, too weak to argue. What she needed was sleep. She planned to go to work tomorrow for a few hours, but maybe she should stay in and catch up on sleep.

      "Mom's been asking about you," Tamar stated.

      Lexie groaned. It was because she hadn't answered her mother's calls yesterday and this morning. She'd better go see her tomorrow then or else she wouldn't hear the end of it.

      "She's wondering if you're getting enough to eat," Hayley laughed.

      "I'll see her tomorrow," Lexie told her. To be honest she could do with one of her mother's grand Sunday meals and some motherly love.

      "We'll be there too. Be prepared for a feast. She said you looked like you were starving when she saw you last, and it didn't help that you went AWOL last weekend."

      Tamar and Hayley exchanged sly glances, letting her know they'd been talking about the other subject on their minds. Sam. They'd tried to ask about him several times in the week.

      "What?" She asked the question although she knew what was coming.

      "We're just wondering about a few things?" Tamar cooed, fluttering her long lashes.

      "Like what?" Lexie prodded in a sing-song voice

      "Weeelll. Ed for example. I noticed you ignored his call earlier and on Wednesday when we went out to dinner. And on Monday when I met you for lunch." Hayley filled in with a crafty smile.

      This was the problem with having observant, definitely, don't miss a thing, sisters. Lexie winced. It wasn't that she was ignoring Ed, she just couldn't deal with him right now. And she was supposed to be breaking up with him too. That required tact and sensitivity. She couldn't do either right now.

      "Would this have anything to do with Sam?"

      And there it was, the main subject. Tamar and Hayley started to giggle, or cackle more like. Like witches.

      Lexie closed her eyes tightly. She didn't want to talk about Sam. All of this craziness at work was because of him, and his high, and mighty attitude. She hadn't seen him since the meeting. That was nearly two weeks ago now. Since she didn't know what to expect from him, she thought it best to keep her distance, and he certainly hadn't made any form of effort to see her either. It was pretty clear he didn't want to know her in any other way other than professional. Despite the front, she put up, deep down she was disappointed. She'd spent so many years thinking about him, putting him on this pedal stool and comparing every potential guy to him. Now, this had happened.

      "I don't want to talk about Sam."

      "Lexie," Tamar said giving her a knowing look once she opened her eyes. "That is ridiculous. You know not to mix business with pleasure. He was just doing his job."

      They were all aware of what had happened, and while they hadn't taken sides, they'd been more understanding towards Sam.

      "It's unreasonable," she protested.

      "Are you for real? The guy comes along and does his best to save the company you love so much from going under. Your project alone is worth only God knows how much, of course, he was going to ask you to speed things along."

      "That's not the point," Lexie argued.

      "The point is, you thought he'd be different with you," Hayley grinned.

      "No." Yes... she had, but she'd never admit it. Sam treated her as if she was ordinary that day. As if she was his... employee, and since she actually was, she needed to remind herself of that and move on.

      "Okay, so if it's a no, then you should go see him." Tamar leaned forward and picked up her cocktail. "When there are problems at work you address the situation and try to fix it."

      So she was supposed to go see Sam and let him know she was on the verge of death because she was working too hard? The Sam she saw in that meeting would most likely tell her she had to wait it out until the full ten weeks had come and gone. She had eight more weeks to go. How on earth was she going to manage if she felt like this now?

      "It's fine. Things will work themselves out," she replied, looking away.

      "And I suppose you're going to let the hot guy get away from you?" Hayley smirked. Lexie looked back to her. She had that sly expression on her face again. "Tamar you should have seen him. The man is gorgeous. Like Hollywood gorgeous. Ahh like that Swedish actor we both loved off a few years back." Hayley gushed dreamingly.

      "Really." Tamar's eyes widened.

      "And you should have seen the way he looked at Lexie."

      Lexie frowned at her and rolled her eyes. "Hayley, you're seeing things again."

      "This is my observation, and it was correct. I'd say the same in court."

      Of course, she would. This was Hayley.

      Tamar's smile widened. "Are we ever going to meet Sam?"

      No. Not with the way things were going.

      "I don't think so," she replied.

      Her phone started to buzz on the carpet below her. Since she could see it was Ed again, she decided to let it ring out like she had earlier.

      Tamar and Hayley were both looking at her as she straightened up.

      "Are you ever going to break up with Ed?" Tamar tilted her head to the side.

      "It's on my to-do list."

      "The longer you leave it, the worse it'll get."

      Lexie knew that, but once again had to push Ed to the back of her mind. She wished she could push Sam there too, but he always seemed to resurface when she tried.
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      He'd watched her every day. Or, rather what he could see of her from his office.

      Sam noticed that Lexie rarely ever left the lab. She'd only leave to get food a few times in the day, and she was here until late. In fact, most evenings when he left he noticed that the lights were still on in her office. It was like that the last two nights when he'd left at around seven.

      "Enjoying the view?" Zane came inside with a bunch of files tucked under his arm.

      "I'm just taking a break," Sam answered. It wasn't entirely a lie he'd been looking through the documents the investigation team gave him, and now he was taking a break.

      "By watching the object of your affection from afar?" Zane laughed.

      Sam moved away from the wall and sat down in his chair, pulling himself right up to the desk.

      "Why don't you just go see her?" Zane asked.

      "I will when I get a chance." And the courage. It was laughable. Him building courage. He was Sam St. John, courage flowed through his blood. Except when it came to her.

      The problem was, even though he knew she was mad about the whole thing with her project, he wouldn't just be going to see her for work purposes.

      "You have a free half hour at two."

      "She might be busy then."

      Zane laughed again. "I'm sure you've noticed that she's always busy."

      Zane came over with the files and set them in front of Sam. "These are the new investor contracts. Everyone is legit. But you can glance over them again for comfort."

      They'd attracted a number of new investors as their share prices had stabilized. In just two weeks Sam had seen some changes that would definitely put them in a better position in just a few weeks' time. That had come from his firm hand on the place. It was good, but he'd upset a lot of people, not just Lexie.

      The other people he could deal with, but when he thought of her, it bothered him. And since it bothered him, what he needed to do was get his ass in gear and just go see her. Maybe he could go later. Like maybe just before he was ready to go home.

      The rest of the day was spent in meetings that kept running over. He didn't even have time for that half hour break. It was typical that that would happen the day he decided he'd see her. At nine that night he found himself seated behind the desk with another bunch of files in front of him from the investigation team. They were doing some serious work and had gotten everything back to him that he'd requested. Now it was just a matter of looking through their findings. Probably not at this hour though.

      "I thought you were leaving." Janine came into his office without knocking. Her sugar syrup voice enunciated each syllable of her words. He groaned inwardly as he lifted his head and regarded the bright smile that lit up her face.

      He was hoping she'd left. Last Friday she'd stayed back with him till late. He didn't know what the hell she thought was going to happen between them but she actually seemed surprised when he left after they finished going through all the documents.

      His time with her just got more irritating with each day that passed. And her clothes had gotten shorter, and more revealing, too. To him, it had reached a point where he was seriously considering speaking with human resources to revise the dress code to make it more work appropriate.

      Today, Janine wore a mini skirt with a zip that went from the bottom to the top. When she sat, there was no question on whether or not she wanted him to see what kind of underwear she wore. Sam looked away before he could. He was sick of it now. Her and her clothes. The blouse today was just as bad as the skirt with its sheer white lace that revealed an electric pink bra. Everything was so low cut that he didn't know why she'd even bothered to wear clothes. And, now she was giving him that seductive look again, and it was so blatant that he had to look away.

      "I'm leaving in a minute," he replied. The files could wait till tomorrow. He wasn't in the mood for her tonight.

      She smiled at him with her glossy red lips. "We should have dinner." She suggested moving closer to him.

      "I have plans."

      "Well, maybe tomorrow."

      "I'm busy tomorrow too." He got up and shrugged into his jacket.

      "And the next day?" She chuckled. Maybe she thought he was enjoying this game of hers but he'd really rather she didn't try.

      "Janine I'm not going to have dinner with you." His flat tone surprised her. Up until now he'd been nice and accommodating of her feelings, but this had to stop.

      "Why not? I'm sure one little dinner wouldn't hurt you." She cooed. "I promise I'd make it all worth your time." There was that blatant sexually suggestive look again.

      That was it for him. As good as she'd been at her job so far he decided that he'd have to get a new secretary the first chance he got. The clothes were one thing but practically throwing herself at him was another.

      "Good night Janine," Sam said, completely dismissing her. It was better not to say anything else. He grabbed his cane and left, leaving her to her thoughts.

      On his way out he noticed again that the lights were still on in Lexie's lab and he hoped that she wasn't still here. He stopped by the elevator and gazed ahead wondering what to do. There was no way that he could justify leaving when there was a chance she was still here. It was after nine now.

      On that thought, he took the elevator down to her floor and made his way to the lab. As he pushed the door open, he saw her sitting in front of one of the computers on the upper deck by her private office. She rested back against her chair and held an ice pack to her head.

      She didn't hear him come in because she was talking to Tim on a video call. Sam could see Tim's image on the larger monitor just in front of her. Not wanting to interrupt, he hung back and stood by the steps where he waited till she finished.

      "So I have good news and great news," Tim announced. Sam watched him run a comb through his green hair. Since he'd been here, Tim had had his hair every color of the rainbow. Zane called him The Joker, and the name was fitting as he did tend to look a little DC comic bookish.

      "I could really use either of those right now," Lexie replied. She sounded exhausted, and ... "I think I'm sick."

      Sick. That was exactly what he thought.

      "Gee, I wonder why. Lexie, did you even go home last night?" Tim chided.

      "I was too tired to make it to the door, and right now my head feels like its gonna fall off." She groaned.

      Guilt pulled at Sam's insides to hear that. He'd heard she worked hard, but under no circumstance was it okay for her to be so overrun that she had to sleep at work.

      "I'll come and pick you up," Tim offered.

      "No. There's too much to do," she replied weakly. "Hit me with the news. It'll give me energy."

      Tim sighed eyeing her with concern and set his comb down. "Okay, the good news is Nordstrom are having a sale and Gina managed to reserve that cute dress you wanted last time you guys went shopping."

      Lexie laughed at that. "That's amazing news. I'll have to get the shoes to match. Is the great news that the shoes are on sale too?"

      It was nice to see this side of her. He'd never heard her talk about everyday things she might like, like clothes and shoes.

      "Nope. The great news is that you are an absolute genius. We did some scans on my batch of patients, and the images show quite conclusively the early stages of tissue rejuvenation. I did some comparative tests with the results from last week and I'm happy to conclude that our hypothesis was right. Correction, your hypothesis." Tim laughed.

      Lexie sat up straighter and gasped. "It worked?"

      "Not just worked. Lexie at ten percent extra the tissue starts to rejuvenate, repairing themselves. My theory is that a higher percentage of nano bytes could assist in full rejuvenation of collagen and other proteins allowing the tissues to repair completely. I've never seen anything like this. We have to definitely push for the fifteen percent, if not more. This could be some kind of mad breakthrough Lexie. Think Alzheimer's be gone. If we can rejuvenate tissue in the heart. Think about the brain. Actually, forget that, think of the future. How about those super humans we talked about?" Tim's excitement reverberated across the sound system.

      Sam was excited too. He'd never heard anything like that before, and he was already thinking about what their research could mean.

      "That is truly fantastic." Lexie beamed.

      "It is. I'm doing the reports today. I suggest you go home and get some sleep."

      Lexie rested back against the chair rubbing the icepack over her forehead. "I'll just finish what I'm doing then I'll go."

      "You better. You look terrible."

      "Okay doctor." She laughed.

      "Get yourself better doctor." Tim smiled then he was gone.

      Lexie groaned as she rolled her head to the side. The movement made her accidentally drop the ice pack. She leaned forward to try and retrieve it but struggled. Sam left his cane by the barrier on the stairs and rushed up to her to pick it up. It was only then that she saw him.

      The heavy lashes that shadowed her cheeks flew up as surprise filled her face. She looked sick. And drained out. Shadows darkened the soft skin under her eyes and her usually vibrant bronze skin was ashen and pale.

      "Thank you," she said as he handed her back the ice pack. "Please don't tell me you're here to usher me out of the building for being here so late." A cautious expression filled her face.

      "Being here late, or never leaving?" He gazed at her. "And you're sick."

      "I'm too weak to argue Sam."

      "We don't have to argue. We can talk." He offered a hopeful smile. She gazed up at him with those warm eyes and pulled in a soft breath. "If you were having problems you should have told me."

      "You knew I was down by eighteen people from the start. You must have known I'd have all sorts of problems."

      "But I arranged help to assist you." He did that straight away.

      She grimaced shaking her head. "Five admin staff, Sam? I had eighteen scientists, graduates from MIT and Colombia, some of whom were doing their Ph.D's. I didn't just need help with paperwork. I needed replacements."

      "Okay, I'll get you replacements."

      "Why couldn't you have done that in the first place?" She straightened up.

      Because she rendered him unable to think straight and make sensible decisions. That was what it boiled down to, but he would never tell her that.

      "There was a lot going on Lexie. When I first got here, everything was a shamble. Anyway, we can talk about replacements another time. Right now you need to go home and take care of yourself. Your health comes first, and is more important than being at work."

      "I have a lot of work to do." She rested the ice pack down on the desk near a notebook and a pen.

      "Well, I'm your boss, and I'm telling you, you need to go home and rest. And don't come back until you're all better." He didn't know what made him think it was okay to say that. He found out all too quickly that it wasn't by the sharp look on her face.

      "It certainly is nice to know you care about your employees." She shot back in a flat tone and turned away from him as she gathered the notebook, pen and some other pieces of paper that were nearby. "I'd certainly better do as I'm told, or else I might not have a job in the morning."

      Sam groaned inwardly, mentally kicking himself. He deserved that. He did. That was exactly how he'd treated her. Like an employee, and that was what was wrong here. "You aren't just an employee."

      "Yes, I am."

      He held her gaze for a moment when she looked back at him. "No." He refused to allow her to think that. "Lexie -"

      "Sam it's fine." She interrupted him and shook her head. "It doesn't matter. It doesn't matter anymore. We're good here. See look, I'm taking my stuff, and I'm going."

      Anymore. Hearing that grabbed at his heart and it was like he felt the magic in the connection they'd shared slip away from his grasp.

      "It does matter." He attempted, but she was just shaking her head.

      "I'll just go." She picked up her bag and was just about to walk away when he caught her arm. He didn't want her to leave believing she didn't matter to him.

      "Lexie, you aren't just some employee. I didn't mean it like that. I care about you." He released her arm allowing it to fall to her side.

      "Where've you been Sam?" She held his gaze with that look again. "I can totally understand how busy you must be, but if you cared, and if I wasn't just some employee I would have seen you before now. Especially since you knew how unimpressed I was at our meeting."

      "Lexie." That was as far as he got. He honestly didn't know how to respond to that. Nothing in what she said was wrong.

      She looked away from him, walked over to the coat stand to retrieve her jacket and left without another word.

      His heart sank as he watched the empty trail she left, long after the swinging doors stopped moving and settled back in place. A new anguish seared his heart as the emptiness he felt before coming to San Francisco returned and it was only then that he realized that the happiness he'd experienced in finding her had kept him going. Even if he hadn't seen much of her, she'd kept him going. If only he'd been able to tell her what she meant to him.
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* * *

      Lexie rolled over and brushed her nose against the soft satin of her pillows. She snuggled against the comfort and relished the coziness. She was in her bed, her own bed. Not perched up against the desk in her office, or curled up on the floor.

      She reached for the pillow and hugged it, enjoying the lavender and citrus scents of the new fabric softener she went wild with weeks ago when she washed her bed linen. This felt good, and she could stay here in this comfort forever.

      Pointing her toes out made her realize she still had on her tights. She never went to bed with her tights on. She usually hated the way they'd feel once she'd snuggled under the covers. She lifted her head and forced her eyes open.

      It was still dark outside, and it was raining. Lexie glanced at the red neon digits of her alarm clock and saw that it was six. Then a strange thought occurred to her. Was it six a.m, or p.m? And... what day was it? She felt like she was missing parts of her memory. Like that time when she drank too much at her cousin's wedding.

      When she sat up and saw that she was still dressed in her work clothes the memories all came back to her, and she remembered she'd seen Sam.

      When she got home that night, she was so sick and burning with fever that she'd just retreated to her bed. She was in such a bad way that she couldn't even think about the look of despair that filled Sam's eyes as she'd spoken to him. But, now she remembered and she felt a twinge of guilt for what she said.

      Maybe it was because she wasn't feeling well and had such a bad day until she'd spoken to Tim. She'd been at work since she left her parents on Sunday and was feeling thoroughly annoyed. Maybe it was all of it and when she saw him and he told her he cared she just couldn't imagine that to be true. Yes, it was her own fault for deciding to never leave the lab, but things were so busy that she'd had to take drastic measures.

      Despite all of that she had to remember what Sam had done for her, and if it weren't for him, she probably wouldn't have had those goals today. On that thought, she sat up and reached for her bag on the nightstand. She retrieved her phone from the side pocket and gasped in utter shock when she saw it was Friday, and it was six a.m. How the hell had she been asleep since Wednesday night?

      How ridiculous. It was madness that she could have been so tired, and she didn't even feel that hungry. Her body must have taken on some sleep for survival mode. At least she was feeling tons better, and there was no trace of whatever fever had taken over her days ago.

      On her phone were messages from Tim, Gina, her parents, and sisters. Her heart sank when she saw ten missed calls from Ed and a couple of voice messages she knew would be from him too. This was getting harder with him. His calls were increasing, and she was so engrossed with everything that she didn't have the brain capacity to think about how she was going to break up with him. She'd have to call him tomorrow or better yet go see him. Right now she had to sort herself out then head to work.

      She thought that maybe she'd go see Sam today too, and just talk to him. Of course that was if she could see him with his busy schedule. She wanted to talk about Tim's discovery also and see what sort of flexibility he'd allow with the project. From what Tim had said she was certain that even Sam would see the need to continue their research for a longer period of time.

      She got to work just after ten because she wanted to take it easy and not rush. She was eager to talk to Tim and Gina to see what else they'd come up with. Hopefully, they'd have some spare minutes to have a good catch up session.

      Lexie opened the door to the lab and stopped in her tracks when she saw them both sitting at their desks. And, from the looks on their faces, she knew without asking that something was wrong.

      "Guys. Hey. I'm so sorry I was away." She thought an apology was in order first.

      "No apologies needed. You were sick," Tim replied. She noticed his hair was normal black today and he looked ordinary.

      "How are you feeling?" Gina asked with concern. She came up to her and gave her a quick hug.

      "I'm better, but I can see something's going on here. I thought you'd be at the clinic," she said tentatively.

      Tim nodded slowly and glanced over at Gina, whose face clouded with uneasiness.

      "What's up?" Lexie asked as casually as she could manage.

      "You should sit," Tim stated grabbing a chair and wheeling it over to Lexie.

      Being told that was never a good thing, she'd prefer to stand, but since he'd brought the chair over she sat.

      "We haven't been able to do anything over the last two days because our funding has been paused for review," Gina explained in one breath.

      Lexie straightened up immediately and gasped. "What do you mean paused?"

      Tim sighed. "Literally paused. All funded programs have been paused for review. As our clinical trials are classed as a program, we were included. I tried to get it sorted yesterday but as we're at the top of our budget finance couldn't authorize the release of more funds."

      "The only way they can release more funds is to apply for an earlier review," Gina added with a sarcastic smile.

      Lexie couldn't believe what she was hearing. She looked from Gina to Tim, saw the helpless looks on their faces and felt furious at the situation.

      Sam might just be doing his job, but they couldn't work like this. She couldn't work like this.

      "How long will that take?"

      "About a week or two, but with everyone going berserk it may take longer. The school internship program has been affected too. Everything."

      Lexie's eyes widened, and she could only stare back in astonishment as she gripped on to the edge of the chair.

      "Did you see Simon?" She felt her composure slipping.

      "He couldn't do anything." Tim shook his head. "It would need authorization from someone higher than him. And we need an appointment for that."

      Lexie winced and put her hand to her head as it started to pound. She didn't want to be angry at Sam, but she couldn't help it. She just couldn't. It was anger and frustration mixed together. They'd all worked so hard to get to this point, and now this. Lexie was their leader, and right now she had to do something. But what?

      She thought about it as Tim and Gina watched her eagerly. Then an idea crossed her mind. She winced at the craziness of it, but it was perhaps the best idea she could come up with right now. The situation was enough to make anyone leave, and realistically they could. However, in the spirit of doing their research, they couldn't just leave. Theoretically, while they'd come up with the idea and devoted the last couple of years of their lives to it, Prometheus belonged to Cervantes. However, the device was no good to the company if they didn't know how to use it. Herself, Tim and Gina, were the brains behind it and wouldn't just leave because it meant too much to them.

      But, maybe they could shift things back in their favor. Sam said she should ask for help. So that was what she was going to do, just throw a spin on things a little.

      And if it didn't work then she'd have to deal with that separately.

      "Do you guys trust me?" she asked calmly.

      Tim narrowed his eyes. "Yes, of course, we trust you." He looked at Gina. "Gina, you trust Lexie right?"

      "Yes." Gina nodded.

      Lexie appreciated hearing they did. "I have an idea. Just remember this. A substantial amount of the profits made by this company comes from bioengineering. From us. We're the brains behind that, and between the three of us we've come up with the impossible and the unimaginable. Investors know that. Everyone knows that. Are you listening?"

      "Oh yeah, and I think I can see where you're going with this. Check you out with your bad self." Tim smiled wide, and energy sparkled within his brown eyes.

      Gina smiled too and nodded. "I think I can see too."

      "Good. Get your things and come with me," she instructed.

      They didn't question her. They both just went off to get their bags and jackets. While they did that she took out her checkbook and wrote a check for two thousand five hundred dollars, and made it out to Sam St. John. That was for if the plan didn't work. That should cover the money he gave her and the plane ticket. It was twelve years too late, but better late than never. She should give it back to him anyway. It was long overdue.

      Her heart twisted as she wrote it but she ignored her heart. All her stupid heart had ever done was get her in trouble and prevent her from thinking properly.

      She joined Tim and Gina by the door when she finished and made their way to the management floor.

      Janine was at the workstation in front of Sam's office wearing her usual tacky clothes. "Do you have an appointment?" she asked, but Lexie just looked at her and walked right by without answering, with Tim and Gina in tow.

      Lexie pushed Sam's door open. He was inside talking with Zane who immediately brightened at the sight of Gina.

      "I'm so sorry," Janine said rushing in front of them. "They just rushed past me. I'll get rid of them."

      Lexie turned and focused on Janine, folding her arms as Janine actually tried to make a move towards her. "It would be a big mistake to even try to touch me right now." Lexie sneered, with the way how she felt she was surprised fire hadn't spurted from her mouth and incinerated Janine.

      "Janine, could you please leave us?" Sam intervened.

      Janine narrowed her eyes at Lexie but left as instructed. Once she had, Lexie focused her attention back on Sam.

      "What can I do for you guys?" Sam asked. Zane kept himself reserved.

      She pulled in a breath and stood a little straighter. "In light of the current situation, we have decided that we can no longer work under such stringent controls, so we quit."

      There, that was the plan. What she was doing was completely screwing him over. Like she said to Tim and Gina, their department made the majority of profits for the company. If they quit, she was certain that a lot of damage would be caused. Profits would fall, investors would most likely pull out, and only God knew what else.

      The shock effect she was going for worked like a charm. The blood drained from Sam's face, and he looked pale.

      "You guys can't quit." Zane blurted.

      "We just did," Tim replied. Lexie was happy for his support considering they hadn't actually discussed this.

      "You can't quit," Sam said, but now he looked like he was trying to remain calm.

      "I'm afraid we have to," Lexie said pointedly.

      "That's it, no discussion?" His eyes pleaded with her. "Lexie, this isn't talking to me and telling me what you need."

      "No, I know, and you're right. But I can't do that either. I can't come running to you every time I have a problem. I'm the head of this department, and I need to be in charge. We have never wasted money, and we literally can't work under restrictions like the one's you set."

      "Let's talk about this." He offered, but she shook her head. There was no talking. She was going in for setting out terms. "You're an integral part of this company."

      "If we were so important then we should have been treated better. We'll think about staying if, and only if things go back to the way they were. I mean everything. No reviews, or deadlines for anything. You just leave us alone to get on with our work."

      There was a look in his eye that caught her attention. It was hurt and seemed to have sprung from her telling him to leave them alone.

      She walked right up to his desk and placed the check in front of him. He looked down at it and then back to her sharply.

      "Lexie."

      She shook her head to stop him.

      Zane watched him with curious eyes and looked at them both, but she didn't care.

      "If you can't agree to those terms and this is goodbye, then I thank you for everything. I'll give you till the close of business today to get back to us on your decision and put back absolutely everything the way it was. If we don't hear from you, we'll assume you won't meet our terms, and we'll walk."

      Enough said. She didn't think she could have put it any better, and she thought she'd been fair. She turned on her heels and walked out. Tim and Gina followed.

      "Gina." Zane rushed up to Gina. "We're still on for tonight though, right?"

      "Of course, see you at eight," Gina replied with a smile.

      If Lexie was in a different mood, she might have made some wise crack about that, but right now she wanted to get as far away as possible from this place.
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* * *

      Zane walked back to his chair laughing. Sam looked at him wondering if madness had finally overtaken him. Or maybe it was Sam that had gone mad and was imagining Zane laughing.

      "What the hell is so funny Zane?" Sam snapped, tensing his muscles as his pulse slammed in his neck.

      "Oh. This isn't a funny laugh. It's a we're screwed laugh. Or you. Me, I just follow orders. It's not my fault if they're bad, or of I'm not listened to."

      Sam cursed under his breath. What a mess. This was by far the worst project he'd ever worked on, and it was because he'd allowed his feelings to get in his way of judgment. If he'd tapped into his gut instincts from the start, his instincts would have told him to leave bioengineering alone because they were practically carrying the company. But no he thought it would be better if he included all departments in his plans for change and redevelopment. He thought that was fair. But sometimes it wasn't about being fair. It was about doing what was practical. He'd gone about everything the wrong way.

      And what was worse was Lexie didn't want to know him anymore. When he didn't see her yesterday, he was happy she didn't come in. He'd planned to see her today, whether that was just going downstairs or to her apartment. He'd wanted to clear things up and talk with her about what he could do to make things better at work. Now, look what had happened.

      He looked down at the check in front of him and thought back to the day he'd first met her. He thought about that whole day, and how he felt all these years. Those feelings came rushing back to him, and he knew now that he'd go completely insane if he truly lost her.

      He wouldn't allow it, and this thing he was doing by keeping his distance had to stop too.

      "Zane. Cancel all the meetings today and go over the departmental reports again. Decide on which you think contribute to the business, keep the others under review. Reinstate the funding programs, and I'll go sort out whatever Bioengineering need."

      Sam got up to go, but Zane stopped him.

      "Let her cool off," Zane advised. "How about you just give her a few hours and then go see her."

      Sam sighed. "I have to see her now."

      Zane rested a supportive hand on his shoulder. "You really care about her, don't you?"

      "Yes," Sam answered without hesitation.

      "Then trust me. Let her cool off. You need to take a moment too. Besides, she was pretty clear on wanting everything absolutely put back the way it was before talking to you. We need to do that first, before you see her."

      He was eager to just see Lexie and sort this out now, but since he'd been guilty of not listening to Zane before, he figured he'd do it now. He sat back down and leaned on to his desk in frustration.

      "What's this about?" Zane looked at the check.

      Sam reached for it and pushed it into his pocket.

      "I can't talk about that now. I really can't." Sam shook his head.

      "Okay."

      Sam was surprised that Zane wasn't going to insist, but he was grateful at the same time.

      Zane moved closer and sat on the edge of the desk. "You know you're going to have to tell me about whatever this thing is you have with Lexie at some point, right?"

      "Yeah." Sam agreed, but a wave of sadness washed over his heart at the realization that that thing he had with Lexie, whatever it was, didn't exist anymore. He killed it.
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      Lively South American music filled the club creating an exciting and energetic vibe. It enveloped Sam and filled every inch of his body as he entered Bastique. Since Lexie wasn't at home his search for her had led him here.

      Now that he was here he wasn't sure if coming was a good idea. This was where her family would be, and she would have told them all that happened.

      It was still early. Four o’clock early, but there were quite a few people scattered around at the tables eating.

      He stopped at the entrance and scanned the room looking for her.

      "Welcome to Bastique, table for one?" He didn't even notice her come up. He went to answer, and the words let his mind. She approached him with a brilliant smile on her face. But wait...It wasn't Lexie.

      As the petite woman stopped in front of him, Sam realized this must be Lexie's other sister. She looked just like her though, stunning and beautiful. The only difference was in eye color. Hers were hazel. Lexie's were that rich chocolate brown that lured him into an unbreakable enchantment.

      "Oh. I'm sorry I'm looking for Lexie," he replied. Although he was cautious of being here, and of what her family may think, he just wanted to find Lexie and talk to her.

      "Really?" She looked him over with deep curiosity. "You have a name?"

      "It's Sam." He hoped like hell she wasn't going to give him a piece of her mind, or worse kick him out. She seemed a lot more robust than Lexie like she wouldn't stand for any nonsense.

      "Oh, Sam," she said with surprise and smiled, to his relief. She put out her hand to shake his and he took it. "It's great to meet you, finally. I'm Tamar, Lexie's eldest sister. She's just at the bar with the rest of our family. You're lucky to catch her she's not normally here so early on a Friday. Right this way."

      "Thank you." Sam thanked his lucky stars for the welcoming. It didn't seem like Lexie had made her family aware of the current upset.

      He followed her around the corner where he could see them all sitting around a wooden topped bar counter that curved into an arch.

      An older man and woman stood behind the bar with amused expressions. Sam guessed they were Lexie's parents because of the striking similarities, although he would say that she looked more like her mother than her other sisters.

      A dark haired man, around Sam's age, stood next to Lexie's mother mixing cocktails, while Lexie sat next to Hayley.

      "Lexie you're crazy. That's too much sugar." Hayley was saying. On the counter in front of them were the largest glasses he'd ever seen in his life. They were both filled with some kind of thick blue and pink liquid.

      When Tamar stopped and put her hands on her hips, he stopped too. She shook her head in dismay as she gazed on at them then leaned closer to Sam and said, "It's safer to wait till they finish. Those two are crazy when you put them together. I don't even know what that is their drinking." Tamar chuckled.

      "Okay." Sam offered a small smile watching in fascination

      "You both have far too much sugar, and Maria you continue to give it to them." Lexie's father scolded them all. "Jay put the syrup away."

      Lexie and Hayley both started to giggle, reminding Sam of two little kids.

      Hayley giggled. "Papi, where is the Fijian spice?"

      "Don't ask me about that loco Ed spice. I threw it away." Lexie's father snapped. "You know I hate that stuff just as much as I can't stand him and -"

      Lexie interrupted before he could continue. "Dad give poor Ed a break, do you have chili?"

      Sam wondered if Ed was Lexie's boyfriend. It was just the way she acted just now that made him think that. As her father pushed a little pot of chili towards her, Lexie used a teaspoon, scooped out some and then gave it to Hayley.

      "You first. That's way stronger than Fijian spice." Hayley shook her head.

      "Okay, chicken." Lexie teased. Again Sam marveled at watching how she was in a normal setting just being herself.

      Lexie put the spoon in her mouth with the chili. It couldn't have tasted that great, but she took it like it was nothing then followed it with a big gulp of the blue and pink drink.

      "Hmmmm." Lexie marveled. "Some Like It Hot meets Casablanca."

      At that, he smiled because he loved classic films.

      "You girls are loco." Said the dark haired man, her father, referred to as Jay.

      "Give me that." Hayley grabbed the spoon and was just about to dig in when she spotted Sam. "Hey chica, looks like you got company." She tapped Lexie's shoulder then waved at him excitedly. Sam waved back.

      The shock on Lexie's face was evident as she turned and saw him, and her cheeks flushed red. All the attention was on Sam now making him feel very aware of his presence. He was used to speaking to hundreds of people, and he'd never actually knew what it felt like to be affected by nerves until just now.

      "Hi everyone." He thought he should speak first since they were staring.

      Lexie rushed up to him before he could get their answers. "You're here. What are you doing here?" She didn't exactly sound thrilled to see him.

      "I'll leave you two to talk," Tamar said with caution when she saw the tenacity of their conversation.

      Sam waited until Tamar walked away to join the other before he took hold of Lexie's hand and pulled her towards one of the empty booths in the corner. He needed to talk to her without everyone listening, and without the curious stares.

      At least she followed him without any protest, that he was glad for.

      He released her hand and pulled in a breath gearing himself up to talk and hopefully win her back. "I went to your apartment but you weren't there, and then I remembered this place."

      "Yes, but you could have called." She looked a little on edge, but he'd take that edginess over the emotionless woman he'd had earlier in his office. "Or, get Janine to call me. I'm sure she could get hold of an employee list from HR," she added with distaste.

      "No." He shook his head deciding to ignore the way she said Janine's name and the whole employee thing again. "I had to see you." Things may have been tense between them, but he needed her to listen to what he had to say.

      Sam took the check from the inside of his jacket pocket and tore it in half as she watched. "First of all, I won't accept this. I gave this to you. That day was a very important memory for me, and I'm not going to let go of it."

      That was probably the first right thing he'd said to her in weeks. He watched her beautiful oval shaped face fill with color, and something changed in her eyes. It was like he'd opened some kind of door she'd closed on him to protect herself.

      She gazed up at him and pulled in a breath. "I will never forget that day either. I owe you everything. But, that was a long time ago, and we're different people now."

      "No." He shook his head. "The only difference is time and place. But, we're still the same people. We sat in a booth at a table just like this." He pointed to the booth next to them with red leather seats and a wooden table between it. "And I was nervous as hell to talk to you because you were the prettiest girl I'd ever seen in my life, and you completely bamboozled me and put me in my place with your explanation of relativity, which still fries my brain. But anyhow..." He was nervous because he allowed his feelings to take over.

      Feelings that had been shut down since that day so long ago.

      She watched him, looking eager for him to continue, so he gathered confidence and did. "I shouldn't have treated you like an employee because you aren't. And, I'm sorry for all the craziness at work and that you and your team suffered unnecessarily for it. Of course, you can have all the things you asked for, and a raise." He thought he'd throw that in for their troubles. They all deserved it.

      Her perfectly arched eyebrows lifted on hearing that. "A raise?"

      "Yes. But, there is one term I can't accept."

      She narrowed her eyes at him. "Which one?"

      He thought for a moment then said, "I can't leave you alone." Sam knew he was walking a dangerous path by going down this road, but he still proceeded. This whole thing with her had the danger of crossing over into that territory he avoided. The territory where he actually had to open his heart and accept that he might get crushed. But it was her, the girl he never imagined seeing again, and there was something about her that changed his rules. There was something about her that made him want to take the risk.

      She looked at him and took a moment to consider his words, then said, "does this mean something like weekly catch up meetings to see how Prometheus is going?" She eyed him curiously but with a smile in her eyes. "Because if that's what you mean, you can speak to Tim."

      "That's not what I mean."

      "Then what do you mean? It's a little hard for me to imagine anything else given the fact that I rarely saw you in the first place." The pointed look she gave him told him she was giving him the chance to state his intentions.

      "I want to know you." He didn't think he could have made it any clearer. "How about we start over?"

      "Again?" She laughed.

      Good, she was laughing. "Yes. And I heard that scientists are very forgiving people. The girl ones are anyway." At that, she laughed even more. Just like she did back then.

      "The girl one's? You still say that?" She smiled.

      "Not so much, but made you laugh. So can you stop hating me now, please?"

      "I didn't hate you. I thought you were a jerk at times, but I didn't hate you."

      "Isn't that the same thing?"

      She shook her head and gazed up at him with that warmth in her eyes.

      "Well, that's good to know."

      She gave him that contemplative look again. "Do you want to meet my family, properly?"

      He smiled at her feeling like the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders. "I'd love to meet them."

      That made her smile again.
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* * *

      "I don't know if I should have any more of this." Sam grimaced shaking his head roughly as he swallowed the drink Lexie had christened The Casablanca.

      Lexie laughed at the face he made like he was about to pass out from the sugar rush.

      "Don't have anymore." Her father winced looking at her mother with disapproval. She'd made the drink, and had given Sam the biggest glass they had.

      When her mother and father found out who Sam was, they'd welcomed him to no end and gave him the Maria and Dante Ramone special treatment where everything was overdone and over the top. That treatment had gotten better and better as they got to know him over the last two hours.

      Sam also seemed to like them too, and he'd settled in quite quickly as if he'd known them his whole life. Lexie was impressed with the way he was able to talk to everyone and share in whatever interested them. He was even able to talk beauty treatments with Hayley because his mother went to the spa on a weekly basis. When he started talking about soccer with her father and Jay, Lexie knew then that he would be in their good books forever.

      And her... well, as she listened and observed she was thinking about the conversation they had when he got here. He took her mind back to the day they first met, and the way she felt about him then. She was completely stuck on the revelation that he thought she was the prettiest girl he'd ever seen in his life, and that he'd been nervous to talk to her. It intrigued her to know what he'd thought and felt back then and totally melted away the bad mood she'd been in about the turmoil at work.

      Earlier when she'd come here, she'd decided against telling anyone about what happened. As proud as she was for putting her foot down, the whole thing was quite upsetting, and as she was waiting to hear from Sam, she wondered if it really was goodbye. Aside from being shocked when she first saw him, her heart had soared with an unexpected joy she never anticipated.

      "Sugar makes you happy." Her mother said in response to her father's accusing stare.

      "It's pure sugar," her father scolded. "He'll lose his teeth before his forty just like your father."

      "At least we're not drinking all the alcohol." Hayley laughed. "Cos that would be so much worse, and I'd be pouring the bottle down my throat." Hayley wasn't joking. She was a demon when intoxicated.

      "Oh look," Tamar said holding up a bottle of Fijian Spice. She was behind the bar and had just found it behind a few bottles of other spices on the shelf.

      " Dios mío, throw it away," her father gasped. "And someone tell Ed to stop bringing it here or I will."

      Lexie shook her head. Her father couldn't stand Ed, and poor Ed in his usual way had believed that her parents loved the spice. Every time he came, he'd bring a bottle. Lexie used it in drinks to give it a kick, but it had an acquired taste that not a lot of people liked.

      Her father suddenly turned to Sam and asked with a questioning stare. "Do you like Fijian Spice?"

      "I don't know. Never tried it. I tend to prefer fresh peppers. Jalapenos, chilies, roquitas, malaguetas." Sam nodded. Lexie gleamed at him as he said that then watched as her father's face slide up into a satisfying smile that lifted his frosted mustache right up. Another tick for Sam, Lexie thought.

      "You know malaguetas?"

      "Yes. My mom is an artist, and she travels the world. She loves spicy food and is always in South America," Sam smiled. Lexie was fascinated to hear that. He'd never mentioned that before.

      "Oh wow." Lexie's mother beamed. "I'm from Brazil and Dante's from Colombia. We blend our spices like we blend our language. Has your mother been to Brazil?" Her mother asked with bright eyes.

      "Several times. And when she's there nothing is better than Alex Atala’s restaurant."

      When they heard that her parents both exchanged curious glances, and Tamar and Hayley did that sisterly sly look thing Lexie couldn't stand. Even Jay widened his eyes looking thoroughly impressed.

      Alex Atala was one of the most famous chefs in Brazil. Her parents loved anything by that man and had purchased all of his cookbooks. In fact, in honor of him, they did one of his recipes every week here in the restaurant.

      "And she has all his cookbooks, Escoffianas Brasileiras is like her go to guide, " Sam added as if he hadn't impressed them all enough.

      No. Wait... Lexie was wrong.

      What he did next utterly mesmerized all of them in its fullest sense. Her mother said great stuff in Portuguese and Sam responded by saying. "Obrigado." Meaning thank you in Portuguese. Then, he started talking in Portuguese. Since Lexie's Portuguese was terrible, she didn't have a clue as to what he said.

      And, as if that wasn't impressive enough he turned to her father and translated in Spanish, showing he knew that people spoke Spanish in Colombia and Portuguese in Brazil.

      As Lexie's Spanish was even worse than her Portuguese, she didn't bother trying to decipher what they were talking about. Whatever it was had her parents and everyone lapping it all up as he charmed them all.

      "Son, you can come here anytime, and to our home too." Her father nodded.

      "Thank you," Sam replied with that dazzling smile Lexie loved so much.

      Lexie bit the inside of her lip when her parents looked at her. Her mother, in particular, was giving her that look of complete approval that immediately sent her nerves into overdrive.

      "Okay, I think we're gonna go to a booth on the deck." She told them. It was the VIP section, perfect to get away from the stares.

      "We are?" Sam asked.

      "Yes." So she could have him to herself, and also to avoid what was coming. They all liked him and were truly impressed. The minute her family got her alone they would pounce on her. All she would hear was how perfect Sam was. And poor Ed, as much as he tried, would get the third degree, especially from her father.

      "Have fun guys." Hayley cooed as Lexie took Sam's arm and ushered him away from them.

      She took him to the furthest booth, the one that overlooked the dance floor below them and gave them complete privacy.

      "What'd I do?" Sam laughed.

      "Nothing, just be too perfect." She shook her head at him.

      "You think I'm perfect?" His eyes lit up.

      She did but wouldn't tell him, especially not with that smug expression on his face.

      "No, but they do."

      He pretended to sulk. "And you don't?"

      She kept her eye on him as she slid into the booth.

      "Come on, not even a little bit?" He teased.

      "Okay, maybe a little, tiny bit." She smiled.

      He sat down so that he was on the curve of the seat facing her. He threw his jacket over the arm of the chair and leaned his cane at the side. She'd wondered if he still needed it since he appeared to walk with ease.

      He rolled the sleeves of his shirt up his firm biceps, immediately looking more casual. Her eyes were drawn to the solid muscles that ran along his arm. How hadn't she noticed that before? Maybe the cane distracted from the obvious fact that he was in amazing shape and clearly worked out. Ed didn't look like that. He was thin and lanky and had no form of muscle on him at all.

      "I was enjoying that discussion with your family." His voice pulled her from her thoughts.

      "Yes, but you came here to see me, and they know more about you than I do. Also, why is your Portuguese and Spanish better than mine?"

      A slow, easy smile slid up the corners of his lips and reached his eyes as he shook his head. Watching him set the butterflies off in her stomach, sending them flittering all over her body.

      "No way."

      "Yes. I don't speak either one. Why didn't you tell me you did?"

      "Wait. So what you're saying is you actually didn't understand a word of what I said to your parents? Like when you talk about science." He laughed.

      She couldn't help but laugh too. "Yes like that. I don't have room in my head for languages."

      "I speak ten different languages."

      Her eyes widened at that. "Really?"

      He nodded. "I'll teach you to speak Spanish and Portuguese.'"

      "I'd like that." She smiled at him thinking that would be quite interesting. "Have you ever been to Brazil or South America?"

      "I have, but I didn't spend much time on land."

      She remembered him talking about sailing when they were younger. She remembered how much he loved it.

      "You sailed there." She filled in.

      He nodded with reflection and seemed pleased that she remembered. "Several times."

      "That's so cool." She'd never met anyone who sailed.

      "Thanks."

      "What else don't I know?" She smiled sitting up straighter. "Your mom sounds cool."

      He nodded. "She's English, and she loves doing anything you can categorize as art. From oil paintings to sculptures. Anything. She can be a little too eccentric at times with her Feng Shui, and crystal balls. But she's cool."

      Lexie laughed at that.

      "If she met you the first thing she'd do is tell you what color your aura is, and my dad is probably not much different. People see him when he's all professional and business-like, but I swear they both act like they're still in college."

      "Is that where they met?"

      "It certainly was."

      His parents both sounded nice.

      "So, am I to assume that the Casablanca and Some like it Hot drinks are named after the films?"

      He'd noticed. She winced. "I'm a total geek. Yes. They are from the films."

      "I love classic films," he replied to her surprise. She would never have guessed that.

      "You, really?"

      "Oh yes."

      "Well Sam, you seem to be full of surprises."

      "I guess so. So, what's your favorite classic?"

      This was where their conversation truly came alive, as they found the first thing they actually had in common. They talked about every classic film ever made, and by talked she meant delved into as if the films were made just for them. Or, like they weren't films at all, but actual occurrences that had happened and they knew all the characters.

      Talking to him like this transported her to when they'd first met, but this was different. They were different, and there was no limit on how much time they could spend with each other. They talked for hours as if they were trying to make up for the last twelve years and she enjoyed spending the time with him.

      The club music grew louder as the Friday crowd rolled in, and the atmosphere became more party-like. It didn't stop them from talking though.

      "So what do you think of San Francisco?" She hadn't asked him that yet.

      "It's lively." He smiled looking around. "I haven't been anywhere yet, except here. I thought I'd miss home a lot more, but realistically I only miss not being closer to my daughter." There was something in his tone that got to her. Something reflective and sad.

      She'd never asked before, never had the chance, but she wondered what his situation was. She wondered about his ex-wife, and what she was like. She wondered what kind of woman she was. What kind of woman would interest a man like Sam?

      "It must be difficult."

      "Yeah, it's weird being so far. But then again I didn't get to see her that often when I was in Chicago."

      "Really? How often did you see her?" She automatically assumed it must have been because he was busy at work.

      Until he answered, "I was allowed, once a month." It was all there in his voice. The sadness and longing.

      "Allowed?"

      "Yes, allowed."

      That must have been awful. She couldn't imagine having a child and seeing them once a month. What kind of woman would allow her child's father to see them only once a month? Was that even legal? Sam wasn't some drunk junkie with a bad attitude.

      Lexie suddenly felt a little awkward for asking when she noticed the uneasiness in Sam's eyes. She felt bad for making him talk about it. The situation was obviously difficult.

      "I'm sorry, you don't have to talk about it. I shouldn't have pried."

      He brushed her elbow lightly. "You aren't prying. It's good to talk sometimes. My ex and I have the worse relationship ever. I do my very best not to see her. At first, she tried to be spiteful and not let me see Amy at all, and then when Amy started rebelling against that she allowed me once a month." He explained.

      A troubled expression filled Lexie's beautiful face. It was hard not to watch her, even more so when her reaction came because of her concern for him. Sam could always tell when someone genuinely cared. In his world few people did. He found that a lot of people only acted like they cared because of who he was. Either they pretended to care because he was wealthy, or because they felt he could do something for them. Lexie wasn't like that.

      

      Sam was trying to explain his situation without giving too much away. He probably shouldn't have said he was allowed to see Amy once a month. That was like opening the door for questions. Questions that pained him too much to answer. He trusted Lexie to tell her about his situation, but it was just that it was hard for him to talk about.

      "We talk a lot, and she's into acting, and always telling me about her plays." Better to talk about the good things.

      "You must be so proud of her." Lexie smiled.

      "Very. She's a good kid." A good kid who deserved better. The accident and divorce had taken its toll on her. Amy was nearly nine when it all happened,

      "She sounds great."

      The music got even louder signaling the entrance of the band. They started with a mellow paced song.

      "I love this song." She beamed staring ahead of them.

      Sam stood up and put his hand out to her. "Then come on, let's go dance."

      She looked surprised. "Your leg. I wouldn't want to -"

      He interrupted. "I'm fine. Exercise is supposed to be good. So, will you dance with me?" He stretched out his hand to her.

      In the dim light, he could see the color that rushed into her cheeks. He'd seen it a few times today and thought it made her even more beautiful. There was no way, especially with the earlier events of today that he was going to pass up an opportunity to dance with her. How often had he dreamed of doing this? They might not be at the Bellagio, but they would be dancing.

      She took his hand and stood, smiling up at him. "I'd love to."

      As he placed his hand on the small of her back heat spread across his palm and radiated along the nerve endings right up his arm. It rushed throughout his body making him feel fully alive.

      He navigated her through the crowd and found a clear space to dance amongst other couples who swayed to the soothing music. It had been awhile since he'd done anything like this, any of it. Dance and have fun with a beautiful woman. He slipped his arms around her tiny waist and allowed himself to relish the feel of holding her.
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      Lexie was grateful for the cover of the darkness and the flashing club lights. She hadn't been able to stop herself from blushing, or her head from spinning.

      They were only dancing, just simply dancing. So she shouldn't feel like this. Lightheaded and so dazed she had to focus to move.

      The heat of his gaze bore down on her as they swayed to the enchanting music. Lexie risked allowing her eyes to journey up to his beautifully sculpted lips and up to his equally beautiful eyes. The corner of his sensual mouth slid up into a grin as he focused on her lips and paused there for a few seconds. It reminded her of how he looked before he kissed her. The thought instantly revived the memory of how the world seemed to stop when his lips touched hers. Lexie was sure her soul had left her body that day, and she was taken to a higher plane of existence. Just the thought of it roused her with passion and made her feel like melting.

      She wondered if he ever thought of that too, or what he was thinking now. The thought made her blush even more. He looked back up to her eyes and held her gaze, hypnotizing her with his penetrating stare that she didn't want to break, not even for a second.

      But she had to. Her knees were... They felt weak like they might buckle beneath her, and if she didn't look away, she knew she'd crumble. She'd never met anyone like him before. Never met anyone who could have such an effect on her, and even after so many years. Logic told her that it was a little farfetched since she'd only known him for one day when they met. But it was how she felt.

      They danced to the music, enjoying it. Enjoying each other's company and this... Closeness.

      After a while, she felt that it was time he rested his leg and went back to the booth. Glancing over at the clock on the wall above the DJ pit she saw it was ten past ten. She supposed Sam would go soon because he'd been with her for hours. The thought of saying goodnight, and him going saddened her. Then it would be Monday before she saw him again. At work where they would be back to their professional selves.

      "I'm sorry I've kept you out so late. You must be exhausted." He chuckled running his hand through his hair.

      She shook her head. "I'm fine. Honest."

      "I also haven't seen you eat."

      She hadn't eaten since this morning. Too much had happened today. She was the kind of person who had to remember to eat when she was busy or stressed.

      "I haven't. What about you?"

      He took out a box of Tic-Tacks and shook it? "Some people call this food right."

      She laughed and shook her head. "No one I know."

      An idea popped into her head, and before she could think about it, she said it. "You should come back to mine. I can whip up the best fajitas you ever tasted." Reality left her mind when her emotions took over, and as soon as she spoke, she wished she'd kept her mouth shut. Clearly, she wasn't thinking, at all. He'd just spent what? Nearly six hours with her. What made her think he'd want to go back to her apartment for food, at this time of night?

      He leaned forward, his eyes sparkling with interest. "Fajitas are my favorite. But I can't have you slaving over a hot stove for me at this hour." He smiled clasping his hands together.

      So this was goodnight. It was fine. She'd be fine. They had a great night. She hadn't enjoyed herself this much in a long time.

      Her disappointment, to her embarrassment, must have been obvious because he straightened up and said, "unless... If you let me help you make them. Now that would be like me cooking for you too." His smile brightened.

      She couldn't hide her excitement. "That sounds great," she beamed.

      "Good. Well, let's go."

      An hour later they were at Lexie's apartment. They sat comfortably together on the large sofa talking about food while reruns of The Honeymooners played in the background. They'd just finished eating what was left of each other's Fajitas. Sam wasn't joking about letting him help. He made hers, and she made his.

      Since poor Sam looked like he was doing his best to stay awake, she thought she'd let him go home soon. It would be cruel to deprive him of sleep. But first, she felt some hot chocolate was in order. It would finish the night off perfectly.

      "I know what we need." She could quickly whip up her grandmother's special Mayan blend. As she moved to get up, he took her hand and covered it with both his.

      "Hey, we agreed that I would be helping if there was anything to be made."

      "I don't think you can help me with this one. Unless if you have the ancient Mayan recipe for my grandmother's hot chocolate." She smiled.

      His eyes brightened at the mention of chocolate. "You had chocolate here this whole time and didn't tell me?"

      She laughed, remembering how much he loved chocolate. "I was saving it for the right time."

      "Okay, you go do whatever it is your doing. That sounds amazing." His green eyes sparkled.

      She smiled at him. "First give me your hands. Let me make sure I get your blend right." She knelt down in front of him. He held out his hands to her, looking fascinated.

      "I feel like you're going to tell me about my future." He sounded slightly nervous as she touched him.

      "No. I can get Hayley to do that. She thinks she's psychic. Right now I'm going to make you the best hot chocolate you've ever had in your life."

      Her hands were so soft against his. Soft and magical. Just like everything else about her. It was enough to put a man who'd been working since four a.m into some kind of enchanted trance where he just couldn't say no. Or leave her side. Sam should have gone home hours ago. Yes, he'd decided against the caution he wanted to take with her, but now he was swimming towards the deep end, allowing the currents of attraction to reel him into her. And he wasn't resisting.

      He blamed the dance. Maybe he could have found the willpower to leave her before that, but as soon as he touched her, his mind left him. It didn't help that he was super exhausted. As they'd danced earlier, he found himself uncontrollably staring at her lips, and her all over, with the tempting memory of how sweet she tasted and how irresistible she smelled.

      Sam knew he was in trouble when he couldn't control his mind. The lack of control and tiredness allowed the attraction he felt for her to take over.

      He found himself thinking that he wanted to escape the horrible, lonely life he'd lived for the last twelve years. Just for one night, he wanted to escape his world and live.

      "Cinnamon and spice." She decided, lifting her head after she analyzed the lines across his palms. "That's you."

      "What's you?" It interested him to know. Just like everything else about her.

      The corners of her delicate mouth lifted into a sexy smile. "Floral and aromatic."

      She released his hands and rose in one fluid motion, carry off the charm she held over him with ease. He watched her like a cat would, watching its prey as she sauntered off towards the open plan kitchen. His eyes took in every part of her. The sleekness of her shoulders, the distinct curve of her tiny waist, the firmness of her toned behind. How was he supposed to help himself? He just couldn't bring himself to leave her just yet. He'd suffer for his decision later. He knew he would, but again she was worth the risk.

      A few minutes later she returned with the hot chocolate. He took one sip and completely agreed that it was the best hot chocolate he'd ever had in his life. The cinnamon intrigued him while the spice mixed with the thick sweet chocolate, taking him to another plane of existence. He closed his eyes and savored the taste. The feeling reminded him of her, intriguing and mesmerizing.

      "Was I right?" she asked excitedly.

      "This is the best hot chocolate I've ever had in my life." He confirmed. She looked pleased with herself. "Come on sit back down."

      She sat next to him, closer this time. As he drank he listened to her talk about chocolate and when he finished he rested his head back on the sofa and turned to face her.

      "That was amazing."

      "I'm glad you liked it," she said.

      With heavy lids he watched her beautiful face light up. "Lexie, I can't move." His eyelids grew heavier.

      "Rest." She said softly. That was all he heard before he drifted into a deep sleep.
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* * *

      Lexie knew she should feel worse for keeping Sam with her so long he fell asleep, but she didn't. She knew she should probably wake him too, but she wasn't going to do that either. Instead, she grabbed her most comfy blanket to cover over him and retired to her room to leave him to sleep.

      How often had she thought about him over the years, and wondered where he was? For tonight she had the privilege of having him here with her, in her apartment.

      What an interesting day she'd had. She turned out the lights and got into bed, too intrigued by Sam to end the night with sleep. She loved that she'd gotten the chance to find out so much more about him. Now she really, and truly felt like she knew him and everything about him captivated her. Her phone buzzed as a message came through from Gina thanking her again for today. Earlier Lexie had called her and Tim to let them know all that happened. Well, not all. Just the business parts. She didn't mention anything about Sam being with her, and she wasn't going to do that now either.

      She sighed to herself, as she thought about Sam again. Lexie still felt the same way about him. The same way she felt all those years ago. Was that crazy? The last few weeks had left her questioning herself, but now she knew that her feelings never left her. Tonight only enhanced them, and she wasn't sure that it was a good thing, particularly since ... Well, realistically he was out of her reach. Sam was CEO of Cervantes and his father's right-hand man at St. Johns & Co. He was a very important person, and she worked for him.

      And not just that, over the years since Adam she was very careful to protect her heart. An attraction was one thing, but allowing it to take over her mind and sense of logic was another. Sam was like the exception to everything. He bypassed the rules of logic.

      So she needed to be careful. It was wise to be cautious, and careful. That way she could still enjoy his company and be level headed about the way she felt about him.

      She fell asleep on that thought and woke up early the next morning with the plan to make him a great breakfast. She pulled on her lazy day pajamas as she didn't think Sam would appreciate her walking around in her underwear.

      He was still asleep but had shuffled around on the sofa, so he was lying on his side. Poor guy, he must have been super tired. At least he looked comfortable with the blanket tucked under his chin. Deciding not to disturb him, she started on the breakfast and thought about what she could plan for the day.
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* * *

      The smell of amazing bacon, eggs, and herbed sausages teased Sam out of a deep slumber. It stirred his senses and made him smile.

      Was he at his parents' house? He wasn't sure. That was definitely his mother's cooking he could smell. Sam opened one eye followed by the other, but was still quite unfocused. He turned his head and observed the surroundings. White leather furniture, a brown coffee table in the middle with knitted costers. Pink and lilac things here and there.

      This wasn't his parents' house. A glimpse of long silky brown hair caught his attention along with the subtle scent of vanilla. Then he saw two long graceful legs moving around the kitchen, and his eyes trailed up the rest of the body of its owner.

      Lexie. Oh, this was another dream. Here she was Claire.

      Her smile widened when she saw him and made her way towards him with a skip in her step. The sunlight spilled through the window bathing her in its light. Any moment now he'd wake up, until then he'd savor each second to admire her. It had been awhile since he'd dreamt about her. He focused on the tiny curve of her waist that pink slinky top she wore caressed each curve gracefully, just the way he would if he could touch her. Her ample breast bounced lightly revealing that she didn't have a bra on underneath. The slight outline of her nipples confirmed that and made him hard with the thought.

      "Sam," she said his name with a smile. One that reached her eyes.

      "Hey." His voice sounded groggy. She lowered to sit near him on the sofa at the same time that he sat up and reached for her, slipping his arm around her waist. It was strange, this felt real. She felt real. "What's going on?" Confusion set in.

      "I'm so sorry. You fell asleep. I didn't want to wake you, so I did my best to make you comfortable." She said in a nervous babble. This... wasn't a dream. He stroked her waist to confirm it, and her cheeks warmed to that beautiful color that he loved.

      It all came back to him now, and the reality saddened him. This was real life. Here she was Lexie, and she wasn't his. He drew his hand away, feeling silly for forgetting himself and touching her like that.

      "No, it's me who should apologize. I should have left before I fell asleep. I'll just go get my things."

      She laughed and rested her palm on his chest stopping him before he could move further. "Are you kidding? I'm not letting you leave. I made the most amazing breakfast for you."

      "For me? Lexie, you shouldn't have. Or, you should have woken me up to help."

      "That was last nights' rule. It's Saturday now." She cooed, eyes shining with excitement.

      "Oh, so Saturday has a different set of rules?"

      "Hmm hmmm." She nodded vigorously.

      "What are they?"

      "They are, say yes to Lexie if you're not busy today," she replied hopefully.

      Okay, this was one of those times when he should say no. He needed to go back to his apartment and ... Well, he was certain there was something he could busy himself with.

      Like physio. He needed to sort out another appointment. He'd only been gone to register and meet his new doctor when he first came to San Francisco. His leg was actually feeling like it was at that point when he could give up the cane. With all he'd done this week his leg hadn't bothered him once.

      She rested her arm down next to him. The movement caused the slightest shift in her breast giving him a little more view. Damn. She was going to make saying no or saying anything at all hard. He was hopeless. If she crawled in here with him now he couldn't say that he would stop himself from stripping her down and devouring her.

      "Are you busy today?" she asked.

      "No," he replied. At least he said the word. Just not in the context he intended. Booking his appointment would just be a one-minute phone call. It wouldn't take up the whole day.

      "I was thinking we could go to the cultural festival. But first to the marina." Her eyes lit up with excitement.

      "The marina?" Sam's eyes widened at the prospect. The thought of going to the marina and watching the boats coming into the harbor was possibly the only thing that could cut his distraction from her body.

      "Yes, It's about an hour away from here." She gave him a hopeful look. "I don't know much about sailing, but it has every kind of boat you could imagine."

      That's it. He was convinced now that she was the perfect woman. How was he supposed to say no and go home? And go home to what? An empty apartment?

      "Yes, absolutely. Let's go." He was excited now.
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* * *

      "I look like a surfer dude," Sam complained next to her. The wind swept into her car and tousled his hair.

      He hadn't wanted to wear the same clothes he'd been in since yesterday, so Lexie lent him some of her cousin, Todd's, clothes. She'd chosen a light blue Quicksilver t-shirt and a pair of faded jeans. They were the exact same size. Todd was in the Marines and always stayed with her when he was visiting because Tamar was too bossy, Hayley was too radical and crazy for his liking, and her parents would smother him with food. He kept a stack of clothes with Lexie for whenever he visited. Today they came in very handy.

      "You look cool," she giggled.

      "I'm not so sure about that." He did look cool. More like a regular guy. He was just too used to being suited and booted all the time.

      They got to the marina in next to no time because the road was pretty clear of traffic. As they got out, she took pride in watching Sam's eyes light up as he saw the boats. He walked directly over to a bay of sailboats and rested onto his cane.

      "Mine looked just like that." He pointed to a large white one with turquoise blue and sea green sails. It was magnificent and perfect in its design, blending in with the sky and the sea with its colors. "I wanted to sail around the world."

      "You still can."

      He looked across at her and gave her an appreciative smile.

      A weathered looking old man wearing a black T-shirt and Bermuda shorts emerged from inside the boat adjacent to the one they were admiring and observed them. Lexie watched as he lifted his hand to his face, shielding it from the bright sunlight.

      "Morning. Are you looking to buy, or to hire?" The man asked placing a battered looking Dodgers cap onto his head.

      "Are these available to buy?" Sam asked straightaway looking interested.

      "They sure are. Want to check it out?" The man smiled.

      Sam didn't need to be asked twice. Immediately, they made their way on board the boat Sam liked. It was even more gorgeous on the inside and spacious too. Sam look quite fascinated with it.

      The man joined them a few minutes later. Up close Lexie could see that his skin looked as if it had had far too much sun and took on a leathery look. He smiled at her revealing a missing side tooth and a golden one at the front. He looked like a pirate. Lexie wondered if that was the look he was going for.

      "What do you think?" He asked Sam.

      "She's a beauty," Sam replied.

      "And perfect for the six flags race next summer. There's a number of people preparing for it in the marina."

      Lexie didn't know what that race was, but Sam sure did.

      "I used to compete," Sam reminisced.

      "Well, you'd have plenty of time to prepare. My sons are taking part. They do it every year."

      "Depends on my leg," Sam told him. "You know what the sea can be like on a bad day."

      "Suppose so. Tell you what, take my card, talk it over with your Mrs. and get back to me when you're ready." Lexie blushed uncontrollably as Sam chuckled, taking the business card from the man. "I'm sure she'll agree that this here boat is a thing of perfection. Don't miss out." Sam turned to her as the man walked off.

      "So Mrs. do you like it?"

      She laughed. "It's definitely a thing of perfection."

      "I'd buy it in a heartbeat if my leg was better."

      "Your leg seems better and better every time I see you." She told him.

      "It does feel better. I'd love to be able to sail again. Lexie... thanks for bringing me here." He turned to face her and lightly brushed his thumb against the side of her face, stirring her nerves.

      "The pleasure is mine," she replied.

      "Should we look around for a while?"

      She nodded with excitement.
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* * *

      Sam couldn't remember the last time he had this much fun. It was so long ago he'd forgotten. He was glad he'd allowed himself to be a slave to attraction today and didn't say no to Lexie. Apart from robbing himself of spending more time with her, he would have robbed himself of a truly amazing day.

      They had a fantastic time at the festival where a blend of different cultures from all over the world came together. They went to food tastings where they both ate far too much, watched all kinds of performances, and played games. It was really enjoyable. But, he had to admit that the highlight of the day for him was going to the marina.

      Sam hadn't stepped on a boat in three and a half years. That was how long it had been. Lexie had breathed a new life of thought into him at the prospect of sailing again, and now he was thinking about it.

      He'd had such a great day with her. However, on the drive back to her apartment he noticed that she'd gone quiet on him. She seemed to be deep in thought about something and was still like it when they got back. She loosened her hair from a ponytail, and he watched the vast mass of silk wash over her delicate shoulders, covering the straps of her floral summer dress.

      He leaned his behind against the edge of the kitchen worktop while he watched her setting her bag down with a few of the things they'd bought at the festival. When she finally turned to him, she gave him a little smile, but her eyes looked troubled.

      "You ok?" he asked.

      "Just tired."

      Of course. She must have been, and she'd only just gotten over being sick days ago. It was time for him to leave and allow her to get some proper rest. Besides, he needed to go home and gather his thoughts.

      At the very least Sam needed to go home so he could get away from this magnetism that pulled him towards her and threatened to break down all the barriers of reasoning that should stop him from wanting her.

      "I'm gonna go and change. I'm sure my clothes must be more than ready by now." He pointed towards the laundry room. Earlier she'd insisted on washing his clothes and drying them so they'd be ready for when they got back.

      She'd thoroughly taken care of him, giving him more care than he'd had since he was a kid living at home with his parents.

      "Yes, I hung them over the heated rack. Let me know if you need anything pressed." She offered.

      "Lexie why don't you relax and go put your feet up. I'm okay." He smiled at her. "I'll go get ready, and you let me know if I can do something for you before I go."

      It was the least he could do.

      

      Lexie watched the lazy smile she'd grown accustomed to inch across Sam's handsome face. Then he left the room, without his cane, and turn the corner into the laundry room.

      What was the matter with her? Just last night she'd warned herself about being careful with him. Now she couldn't stop thinking of ways to keep him here longer.

      She'd thought of dinner earlier, but it wasn't the right time to ask. But maybe now she could. She could have dinner ready in an hour, and they could watch an old movie or something. Yes, that was a good idea.

      She waited for five minutes then rushed down to the laundry room. She knocked on the door before entering, and only did when he told her to come in.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him about dinner and launch into what she could make, but the words turned to mush in her brain as she stared at him. He had on his shirt, but it was unbuttoned revealing a super toned, tanned, six pack attached to a wide well-developed wall of a chest.

      Running from the left of his chest and trailing down to the end of his waistband, near his happy trail, were Japanese letters tattooed in thick black ink. Lexie swallowed hard wishing she could go back outside and come back in again with a straighter, more prepared face. It would also help if she could find her voice. If only ... she didn't have a weakness for a man with tattoos.

      She thanked her lucky stars he'd been folding up the Quicksilver t-shirt and didn't see her juvenile demise gawking at him. He ran his hands through his hair when he looked at her then started to fasten his buttons.

      "Um...you um... have tattoos." She pointed out.

      He looked down his chest. "Oh yeah, these." He smiled. "College. I went a little wild."

      "Really?" She couldn't imagine him going wild.

      "Yeah, it was bad. My friends and I were terrible." He laughed. "Anyway, these I remember getting." He pointed down his chest drawing her gaze back there. "This one though I can't remember." He undid the button he'd done, turned his back to her and shrugged out of one sleeve to reveal an equally toned back with a full-size Chinese dragon tattooed across it. "Way too much alcohol and I'm pretty certain came about as a result of some kind of prank."

      She couldn't help herself. It was the blackness of the ink against his taut muscles and the intense definition of the creature. She felt herself move towards him, her brain so far away that it could no longer function. She reached out and touched him, coming into contact with hard muscle as she traced the outline of the design right down to the curve of the tail that ran along the lower side of his waist. At that moment he tensed and caught her hand in his.

      He turned to her but didn't let go off her hand, his eyes darkening as he gazed down at her. Standing this close to him was overbearing, and she found she could no longer keep her thoughts together.

      "Do you... have any?" he asked, adjusting his arm back into his shirt sleeve.

      Her with tattoos, the thought was laughable with her fear of needles and pain. But she needed to say something cool.

      "No, um," think Lexie, what else was cool? "Piercings." She decided to say. Her ears were pierced, and she'd braved the pain of that. But he didn't think she meant her ears. People didn't usually tend to refer to standard ear piercing as piercings.

      "Where?" He asked with that sexy grin.

      "You can't see it." It was one of those times when she wasn't thinking first before she spoke. Now her imagination was running wild without her brain because that was somewhere else.

      He narrowed his eyes looking at her mischievously. "Belly button."

      "No."

      Curiously he looked down to her crotch in deep fascination, and she realized with horror what he must have thought.

      "No, it's my nipples." She blurted too quickly in an attempt to bring his eyes back up. Lexie didn't know what made her say that. Again she wasn't thinking, and now instead of looking at her crotch he was staring at her breasts, which she supposed was only a fraction better.

      "Really," he said with deep fascination. His eyes never left her breasts.

      Desire pulled at her insides and tightened her groin from taking in the way he was looking at her. "Sam."

      "Hmmm."

      "You're staring at my breasts." She pointed out.

      "What? Oh." He looked back up to her face, "you seriously have nipple piercings?"

      She decided to come clean. "No. I was joking...my ears are pierced." She replied on a nervous breath.

      He reached out to the side of her face and smoothed her hair behind her ear to reveal the tiny diamond studs in her ear. His hand lingered at the edge of her throat as he shifted his focus to her eyes.

      "Sam," back to dinner. That was a safer thought. "If I asked you to stay for dinner would you say yes?"

      His gaze intensified and weakened her knees.

      "As much as it's say yes to Lexie day, I'm going to have to say no."

      "Are you busy?" She couldn't hide her disappointment. He twirled a lock of hair around his fingers and trailed it down the side of her throat. His eyes darkened once more.

      "No, but thanks to you I need a very cold shower to get the image of your breasts out of my head." He replied with a lascivious grin. She offered a small apologetic smile.

      "I'm sorry. You could have a cold shower here. There's plenty of cold water. In fact, sometimes I have no hot water."

      Realization seemed to have hit him. "You don't want me to leave." He stated.

      She sighed and shook her head. "No."

      "Lexie, realistically, if I stay for dinner, then I'll still be here tomorrow, and it'll be harder for me to leave."

      "Harder?" She regarded him with hopeful eyes seeing he was attracted to her, but wondering if he really felt the way she did. Like she couldn't be without him.

      "Yes. Then I may stay forever, and you'd have to make me hot chocolate every day." He tried to joke.

      "But I wouldn't mind, and it would never be boring, we could watch old movies and eat fajitas, and I'd sail around the world with you." She babbled. She wasn't sure how she'd flair out sailing around the world, but she would try. That last statement seemed to take him aback.

      "Don't tempt me."

      "So, you can be tempted?" She asked optimistically. To her surprise, he looked her over and momentarily froze at her breasts before he looked back up to her eyes.

      "You mustn't try." His voice was barely above a whisper.

      "What would happen if I did?" She couldn't help her curiosity, and she couldn't withstand the intense need that washed over her entire body. He ran his finger along the edge of her collar bone and leaned closer and lowered towards her so that his face was inches away.

      "You really want to find out?"

      "Yes." More than she'd wanted anything else in her life. Sliding his finger under her chin, he moved her face towards his.

      Lexie remembered this part. It was fresh in her memory, kept alive by her dreams. She closed her eyes to prepare herself for his delicious lips, remembering exactly how he tasted. He slanted his lips over hers, taking the breath out of her lungs and making her go limp from the effect. He tasted just like the first time. No... this was a million times better, maybe because she craved him. Craved him like nothing else. His tongue sent shivers of desire throughout her, leaving her mouth burning with fire, and she drank in the intimacy of him. The impact of his kiss sent her spinning into the swirls of ecstasy. When he slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her closer, she allowed herself the pleasure of reaching up to the thick muscles of his shoulders, up the back of his neck and into his gorgeous hair. Her skin blazed from the heated passion that consumed them and the ringing in her ears was almost deafening. It didn't help that the door bell had started ringing too.

      The doorbell?

      No, she thought as the sound broke them apart. Who could that be?

      Hayley and Tamar had told her they'd be busy today and her parents wouldn't just turn up. Neither would Tim or Gina, so who....

      Oh.

      It dawned on her with the weight of a ten-ton truck.

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      Ed. She just had a feeling it was him, and she felt terrible that she'd totally forgotten about him and worse that she hadn't broken up with him yet. She hadn't given a second thought to him all this time she'd been with Sam. What kind of person was she?

      "You ...should get that," Sam told her when the bell rang again.

      "Yeah." She couldn't even look at him as she walked out of the room. The bell sounded a third time before she opened it revealing that it was indeed Ed. With the biggest smile on his face, he held out a box of Godiva Chocolates, her favorites. In his other hand, he held a shopping bag.

      "Hey. I thought I'd surprise you. You are such a hard person to get a hold of." He beamed.

      As she beheld him, she could feel her eyes filling with tears and had to blink several times to hold them back. Ed came in and put the shopping bag down by the door. He started to say something and stopped mid- sentence as he peered over her shoulder.

      "Oh. I didn't realize you had company."

      Her face heated as Lexie turned to see Sam. He was dressed properly and looked more like a casual version of himself at the office with his shirt and jacket back on.

      "I was just leaving. I'm Sam, Lexie's friend. We work together."

      "Oh hey. Nice to meet you." Ed looked a little thrown by Sam's presence and probably his appearance too. The two together were distinct opposites. Ed with his thin, lanky body who looked like he would be more at home in a small town library, and Sam... well Sam always looked like he'd just stepped out of a Hollywood film. He'd be the hunk that was chosen to make all the ladies melt. "I'm Ed. Lexie's boyfriend."

      She had to struggle not to cringe. Just from that intro, she could tell that he'd been thrown by Sam's appearance. Ed had never introduced himself as that before, and it just made everything that happened five minutes ago so much worse.

      Sam chanced a look at Lexie. His eyes were still that darker shade of green.

      "Good to meet you," Sam told him.

      Lexie looked like some kind of cheater. Ed wasn't her boyfriend, and it was her fault for not setting him straight. She'd acted so loosely with Sam, flirting with him, kissing him, and tempting him telling him she had nipple piercings. And then there was Ed who thought they were in a relationship.

      "Well, I won't take up anymore of your time. Lexie, I'll see you Monday." He offered a smile, his business smile.

      "See you Monday." She hid the disappointment in her voice well this time. And kept herself together as she watched him leave and walk back into reality.
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      "Where have you been?" Zane's shrill voice echoed throughout the apartment as Sam stepped through the door. Foot tapping and arms folded, he reminded Sam of an overbearing girlfriend, except with a five o' clock shadow and wild messy hair. "Do you know how worried I've been. I was just going to call the police and report you missing."

      Sam tried not to laugh but couldn't help it.

      "This isn't funny. Sam, it's Saturday evening. Saturday evening. You're normally tucked in bed by now with your pop tarts watching some flaming old movie. And me, I have a life. I'm not normally here waiting on you hand and foot, tearing my hair out with worry."

      "Zane I'm sorry. I was busy."

      "I called the office, and the janitor said you weren't there. Don't lie to me, and tell me you were somewhere like... the library." He rolled his eyes.

      Sam shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it on the sofa. He couldn't focus on Zane right now. As a matter of fact, he didn't think he could focus on anything besides Lexie ever again.

      He kissed her. And that wasn't the only thing he'd planned to do to her. At that moment he'd never wanted a woman more than he'd wanted her. It was like something primal had taken over and made him lose control. Kissing her was like breathing new life into his soul. But, it was a very bad thing that he'd done.

      Sam shouldn't have kissed her. It wasn't as if he didn't know she was seeing someone. Regardless to how she'd explained her relationship, he knew she was in one.

      "Hey, I'm talking to you." Zane was furious. "And, why was your phone off?"

      Sam wasn't aware of that. See what this woman did to him? Who knows who could have been trying to reach him. Amy, his parents, Zane. It actually wasn't funny.

      "You could have been kidnapped." Zane shrieked. "You'd better tell me right the hell now where you were."

      Yes, Sam had to tell him. Aside from needing to get it all off his chest, he genuinely felt sorry for being unreachable.

      "I was with Lexie. Last night I went to her sister's club, then I spent the night at her place. We spent the day together too, and then I kissed her seconds before her actual boyfriend turned up at her house and caught me there." That was a good summary.

      Zane simply gawked at him and then burst out laughing. "Now that's funny. I would have believed the library story more."

      "If you don't believe me call her. Call her and ask."

      At that Zane stopped laughing abruptly and the humor on his face was replaced by shock. Sam sat down on the sofa, grabbed a stress ball and started tossing it up and down.

      "It's true?" His gaze burned with intensity

      "I wouldn't lie to you." Sam pointed out. Zane rushed towards the sofa and propped himself down.

      "Okay. This is ridiculous. I've been patient for long enough. What's the story with you two?" He demanded.

      It was time to tell him, and again it would be good to talk.

      Sam pulled in a breath before he began, and once he started talking, he found that the words just poured out of him. He told Zane everything. Not just about how he met Lexie but how he'd felt about her all those years ago, and how he'd thought about her. He even told him how she got him through the time he spent in a coma. He'd never told anyone that part.

      Zane listened, really listened, and Sam was glad he didn't appear to think the whole thing was outlandish. After all, who felt like that about anybody after knowing them for only one day.

      Today just confirmed his feelings for her. And now he definitely knew it wasn't a case of illusions or flights of youthful fancies.

      It was real.

      He waited for Zane to comment when he finished talking, but he didn't say anything. Instead, he grabbed the closest cushion and started hitting Sam with it. "Jerk! You told me she was a friend from grad school, and you just said you wouldn't lie to me. What is the matter with you?"

      "Hey." Sam held up his hands to block the hits.

      "Don't hey me. Are you crazy or something? Go back to her house now and tell that guy he can't have your woman."

      "Zane that's crazy talk." Sam couldn't help but laugh as he evaded another blow from the cushion.

      "Me crazy? Are you kidding?" His eyes were wild. "How the hell could you meet someone like that and end up with Jessica? And what are the chances of running into her donkeys years later, and you're not doing anything about it."

      He was about to protest but realized once again that Zane was right.

      Sam pulled in a deep breath to try a clear the confusion that clouded his mind.

      "Zane we were in a different place back then." Or, at least she was. She needed to find herself which she did. "And we're in a different place now." This time it was him that was trying to find himself.

      "That's a load of bull. Tell me how it's different."

      "I have Amy and Jessica to think about, and more importantly Lexie isn't mine to take." Even though she felt like his. That part was still an illusion. "I shouldn't have kissed her. I got carried away." He definitely damned well had.

      He'd never met anyone in his life who could rob him of his sense of logic and reasoning with just a mere touch or a look. Lexie could render his ability to think clearly completely useless. When he was with her, he couldn't say no to her, and he felt like he never wanted to leave her.

      "But you saw her first. And might I point out that, she shouldn't have kissed you if she was so serious about this other guy person." Zane nodded with affirmation.

      Sam didn't actually consider that, and now that he thought about it Lexie didn't even appear to remember Ed until he turned up. She didn't act like someone who was involved, and he knew she wanted him just as badly as he'd wanted her. He saw it in her eyes when she asked him to stay, and when she asked him if he could be tempted. It was all the more clearer when she agreed to see what happened if he was tempted. Sam bit the inside of his lip and looked down at the dark gray carpet beneath his feet.

      But, that wasn't reason enough to justify anything. Ed came, and Sam left. Ed had a place in her home. Sam did not.

      Lexie wasn't a Jessica. A sweet, pure spirit existed within her that made her compassionate, loving, and everything that was good. She wasn't the kind of woman to cheat, and Sam shouldn't turn her into one. He knew what it felt like to be the one on the receiving end. The kiss just happened because of their past and what connected them.

      "I just have to leave it alone Zane. I'll apologize on Monday, and pretend it never happened." That was all he could do.

      "Sam I appreciate your one of the good guys, but I'm going on the basis that I haven't seen you like this in years. She must mean something to you. You're seriously telling me that if you had a chance with her, you wouldn't take it."

      That was just the problem he didn't have a chance. But if he did... that would be another matter.

      Entirely.
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* * *

      The church on Pacific Avenue usually opened their large wooden doors at nine. It always seemed like a good place, with all the clergymen welcoming their members and visitors with that good old Christian warmth that reminded you of how people tended to be at Christmas. With that spirit of good cheer to all men.

      It looked like a place where you wouldn't be judged too harshly. So maybe instead of heading to Hayley's salon, Lexie should be gearing herself up to go and see a priest. She could confess her sins and hope that God would forgive her for the way she treated Ed. Maybe he would see that she was still a good person and that she was sorry.

      She would say how sorry she was and make it her duty to break up with Ed properly. Instead of cheating on him.

      Cheat.

      Just the thought of the word cheat made her drive past the church and continue on to the salon.

      Lexie was a cheater, and one of those people who had no regard for anyone else besides herself. She might not have set out to be like this, but that was how she'd become.

      And what was worse was the more she thought of Ed, she remembered how annoyed she was that he'd robbed her of the time she could have spent kissing Sam. Thinking about kissing Sam only led to remembering his amazing body and all those tattoos, and the way he held her and kissed her as if he was going to devour her.

      If you were truly sorry for something then surely you shouldn't still desire it, or pine over it. That was why there was no way she could go into the church. God would take one look at her and strike her down with lightning. She'd be a pile of ash before she could even reach the church steps.

      The smell of hair dye and roses greeted her as she pushed the door open to Be Beautiful, Hayley's salon. It was full for a Sunday morning. Even Ms. Drusilla was here getting her silver gray hair styled in her favorite bouffant up do. Hayley and Tamar were at the desk in the far corner laughing hysterically about something. It was Tamar who spotted Lexie first.

      "Lexie. Oh my goodness come here." Tamar giggled. Hayley looked like she was up to no good.

      "I'm going over ideas for the spa retreat. What do you think of this guy? He says he has a special set of skills." Hayley chuckled. Mischief lurked within her honey colored eyes as she turned her computer monitor towards Lexie revealing a naked Italian man on the screen with a fireman's hat covering his crotch. Tamar and Hayley both erupted into another round of giggles.

      "I just emailed him back to let him know that it's not that kind of spa retreat, but I'll keep his name on my records." Hayley dabbed at the corner of her eye as a tear emerged.

      "She means her personal phone book." Tamar teased.

      It was funny indeed, but all Lexie could offer was a weak smile. "Hey, can I talk to you guys? In private." Lexie asked. Hayley and Tamar both looked at each other exchanging curious glances.

      "Of course, let's go to my office," Hayley offered, pointing behind the pink Japanese screen.

      Hayley's office smelled like a mini spa on its own with the relaxing aroma of sandalwood, jasmine, and roses. Incense sticks burned near the window while scented candles dotted the corners. Her desk was tidy with neat stacks of paperwork near her computer, and her chair was covered in glittery pink fur. This office was Hayley's place of Zen, and the atmosphere helped to calm Lexie down a little.

      "So what's up? It sounds serious," Tamar asked, she looked concerned.

      Calm over. Return panic, and guilt.

      "Something happened yesterday, and I'm not sure what to do," she began, twiddling her fingers and thumbs. She'd had no sleep last night, and her tired brain was finding it difficult to formulate the right words.

      Yesterday was a complete eye opener. Of course, she totally needed to break up with Ed. But then there was Sam to think about. He was a separate matter.

      She liked him a lot. Of course, she always knew that but had pushed her feelings aside because she thought it was the right thing to do, especially at work. Spending time with him had ignited everything she felt for him and raided her of her brain, making her forget things she should remember, like Ed.

      "What happened?" Hayley shrieked with wide eyes.

      "I... kissed Sam." She confessed bringing her hands up to her cheeks. "I cheated on Ed."

      Her sisters were her dearest friends, but they could never be serious when she needed them to be. Like now, they both burst into a fit of laughter that truly annoyed her.

      "Honey to cheat on Ed, you do realize that he would need to be your boyfriend first." Tamar pointed out.

      "Tamar he is." She remembered how Ed introduced himself to Sam. "We've been seeing each other exclusively for two years, he comes by the restaurant to help out. He visits mom and dad. That's a boyfriend."

      Hayley sighed, but she was still on the verge of laughter. "Okay, you're right. You just never gave Ed the boyfriend title. Now, this has happened, it's time to put things into perspective."

      Lexie was surprised that Hayley was the first to see things her way.

      "I should have set him straight ages ago, and let him know how I felt." Lexie huffed.

      "There's nothing wrong with giving a relationship a trial period. Yours was just longer than most." Tamar said leaning onto the edge of the desk.

      "Yes." Hayley nodded in agreement. "I would have given up the ghost a long time ago. Seriously girl, and that excuse of always being busy is so lame. No matter how busy you are in whatever it is your doing if you like a guy then you like him. It shouldn't have to be a chore to be with him."

      Tamar came closer and offered a supportive arm around her. "Also you still have a choice. It was just a kiss when you think about it."

      Just a kiss? Lexie's knees wobbled at the memory of how she kissed Sam. That was no mere kiss. He practically made love to her mouth.

      "If you want to be with Ed, be with Ed. If you want to be with Sam, well you know what you have to do," Tamar smiled, and Hayley nodded agreeing.

      Lexie wanted Sam. She'd always wanted Sam, but she didn't exactly have much choice in that department either. Ed, on the other hand, was a No either way. He was a No from the start, and that's why she should have put a stop to their relationship long ago.

      "I don't want to be with Ed." She shook her head. "I've been planning to break up with him for weeks. I just couldn't find the time. Now I look like a big fat cheater." A small tear ran down her cheek. This really was getting to her.

      "Lexie you aren't a cheater, and you aren't big or fat." Tamar giggled rubbing her shoulders. "Honey, sometimes these things just happen. The point is you're going to fix it."

      "I am, but I'm certain that Sam must think I'm a cheater. You should have seen his face when Ed told him he was my boyfriend." Lexie winced as she remembered it all.

      "Ed said that?" Hayley narrowed her eyes. Lexie nodded. "Lexie, I'm not going to be all gentle like Tamar. You know me, and if it had been me, I would have set Ed straight right there and then. Sure he may think you're his girl and all, but you don't exactly see each other. You've never even introduced him to us as your boyfriend. It sounds to me like he was trying to assert himself because Sam was there." Hayley shook her head with annoyance.

      Lexie agreed, but it didn't make kissing Sam right.

      "If you're that worried, you should talk to Sam," Tamar advised.

      She had to talk to them both.

      "Yes, talk to Sam and ditch Ed. So, now that's decided can we please hear about Sam." Hayley grabbed her shoulders and pushed her towards her pink fur covered chair. The fur tickled Lexie's neck as she sat down.

      "Is he a good kisser?" Tamar swirled around on the desk to face her, eyes wide with excitement.

      "And what else did he do?" Hayley asked with a saucy glint in her eye.

      What had Lexie gotten herself into? There was no point fighting. They would never let her leave until she told them absolutely everything. So she did.
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* * *

      Lexie pulled in a deep breath as she entered the labs. She'd been going over in her head what she'd planned to say to Sam. She got in early so she could have time to herself to think properly. Tim and Gina weren't coming in till after nine, so that was good too. The lab would just be hers for a good half hour or so.

      She had to find a way of seeing Sam today. She supposed she had to make an appointment. Or she could message him. She had his number now.

      No, this had to be done in person.

      Feeling heated again she filled up a glass with water from the cooler and downed it so the coldness could chill her out. It was working until she saw the lab door swing open and Sam came inside.

      "I thought you'd be in early," Sam stated as he approached her.

      Her breath caught at the sight of him. She really wasn't prepared to see him yet, not at all. It was funny how she'd been planning to see him, but never contemplated the possibility of him coming to see her.

      Lexie looked him over fully. No jacket today, just a white shirt with a dark patterned tie. The sleeves of the shirt were rolled up slightly on his forearms.

      "Hi." She managed. Nerves inched up her spine as she watched him, remembering the feel of his lips on hers. She would love nothing more than for him to come over to her and kiss her again. And she would kiss him too, running her hands all over his glorious muscles.

      Lexie pulled in a breath to break her crazy thoughts. She needed to get her mind together and focus. He came closer and stopped a few paces away, resting on his cane.

      "I wanted to apologize for Saturday," he said, getting straight to the point.

      She bit the inside of her lip. Lexie didn't want him to apologize. He didn't do anything she didn't want.

      "You didn't -"

      He didn't let her finish.

      "I was out of line." She didn't want him to be sorry for the kiss. Or anything. He looked quite uneasy as he continued. "I shouldn't have kissed you. I knew you were seeing someone, but I just lost ... Well, I just got carried away. I guess I just became that crazy guy I used to be when I first met you."

      She stared at his handsome face, at the light green of his eyes, his sharp chiseled features, and the perfection of his tempting lips. He was like a fantasy come to life. Was it wrong that she noted that he wasn't saying sorry for the kiss because he thought it was a mistake? That was a good thing, right?

      "It's my fault too. I wasn't thinking," she replied. But, that sounded so much like she was saying she was sorry it happened. A flicker of something speckled his gaze. "Ed's um..." She couldn't think of anything to say that didn't sound bad. She didn't think it would sound good to say she wasn't serious about Ed, or that she didn't feel the way she felt when she was with Sam. Either of those just felt disrespectful.

      "Ed's your boyfriend." He filled in, nodding with understanding.

      "No, he's not my boyfriend." She said that a little too quickly. A curious look washed over his face. "I mean we..." What could she say? The more she thought about it, the guiltier she felt. She'd strung poor Ed along having no intention of having an actual relationship with him. Now faced with this dilemma she was trying to explain things, so Sam didn't think badly of her, and so that he knew she was available. It all sounded bad.

      "He's not your boyfriend?" His eyes held her in place, and she watched the green darken just like it did days ago before he kissed her. "Lexie. He said he was."

      He looked at her as if he was desperate to know the answer.

      "It's complicated and confusing," she attempted, but still couldn't find the right words.

      He narrowed his eyes and rested his cane against the desk as if he didn't want to be associated with it. Then he stepped closer to her with an air of strength and confidence.

      "How confusing? It's either he's your boyfriend, or he isn't. If he isn't then..."

      She stared at him, eager for him to continue. Her breathing constricted and her pulse quickened the longer she waited.

      "Then what?"

      He pulled in a breath. "Then, I would have to rethink my apology."

      "You aren't sorry?" She searched his eyes, paying attention to his reaction.

      He reached out and held the ends of her ponytail that rested in the crook of her elbow. "That depends on your answer." His silky voice held a challenge, and his eyes searched hers with fervent ardor.

      He loosely twisted the end of her hair around his finger and looked back up to her. The energy that pulsed between them grew denser by the second.

      "He's not my boyfriend," she breathed.

      He moved even closer and her breathing now stilled. She watched him rest his other hand on the wall so that his arm was above her. Her eyes then met the intensity of his, and she wanted nothing more than for him to kiss her again.

      "Then I'm not sorry." He breathed lowering towards her. The strands of her hair fell from his grasp and settled against her elbow as he released it to inch across the flat of her stomach, running his finger along the waistband of her skirt. The gesture weakened her defenses and awareness, pulling her into the temptation that drew her to him. Lexie reached out and pressed her hand against the solid muscle of his chest, remembering the feel against her palms as she molded herself against his lean body.

      "Do you want me to be sorry I kissed you?"

      She shook her head slowly. "No."

      He moved down to her cheek and brushed his lips across her skin scattering her nerves and fueling the desire that pooled low within her. She slid her hands up the wall of his chest and rested at the top of his shoulders just as he planted his lips at the edge of her jaw and kissed her there.

      "What's the story with Ed, Lexie?" He whispered into her ear.

      She didn't think she could talk as emotions overwhelmed her, but she had to. She had to fight against the force that drew her to him. His lips were seconds away from hers, and Ed's face popped into her mind at the mention of his name. "He thinks he's my boyfriend."

      He moved back and stared at her for a few seconds before reaching out to touch her face. "I see."

      She released the strained breath she'd been holding on to. "I have to break up with him. Sam ..." her gaze tangled with his. There was nothing more she wanted than this kiss right now, but for once she had to remember Ed. She didn't want to feel any guiltier than she already did. "I don't want you to think I'm the kind of person who cheats."

      "I would never think that about you." His eyes still had that deep green glow. "Lexie..." he thought for a moment before continuing. "I've thought about you every day for the last twelve years, and if there was a way for me to have found you I would have done so in a heartbeat." Her eyes widened at that declaration. It never crossed her mind that he would have thought of her too over the years. "And, just like before you drive me crazy with one kiss. Let me know when Ed doesn't think he's your boyfriend." He released her and stepped back.

      She was about to say something when she heard a slurping sound. They both turned to see Tim and Gina standing at the door, watching them in complete astonishment. Tim's hair was the same color blue as the slushy drink he slurped up, and Gina's mouth was wide open. The soft color of her brown skin looked a little flushed.

      "Tim, Gina," Sam said with a polite nod. Lexie watched Sam. He didn't seem phased at all. She, on the other hand, felt hot from the embarrassment and the heat that spread through her from being so close to Sam.

      "Boss man," Tim replied. Gina continued to stare. Sam retrieved his cane and gave her one last look before he left.

      The minute the door closed behind him Tim and Gina rushed up to her ready to be filled in.

      "What the hell was that all about? Don't tell me that's how you got him to agree to our proposal, and give us a raise." Tim looked worried and freaked out.

      Lexie was still weak from the wild sexual charge Sam gave her, and she found it difficult to speak. She was stuck on thinking about all that Sam had said.

      "Lexie," Gina said her name hastily and looked at her with wild eyes. "Did you sleep with him?"

      Sleep with Sam? The thought made her feel weaker, and she felt her cheeks grow even warmer. A chair. She needed to sit down. She grabbed the nearest one and lowered into it placing her hands on her cheeks.

      "This is your fault." Tim snapped at Gina.

      "How is it my fault?" Gina smacked his arm.

      "It's because of you and that Casanova Zane. You've filled Lexie's head with the same ideas."

      "No," Lexie spoke up cutting Tim off.

      Gina looked back to her, now looking quite concerned. "I get it he's gorgeous, but you can't do things like that." Gina was saying. "Lexie please tell me you didn't."

      "I didn't."

      "Then what happened? And, don't you dare say nothing. I feel like we just walked into the twilight zone."

      She looked from Tim and Gina and decided that maybe it was time to tell them about Sam. And everything else.
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      "What happened?" Zane asked raising his eyebrows as Sam went back into his office. He stared at him with an intense focus.

      "Nothing." He walked over to his chair and sat down leaving Zane gawking at him.

      "Are you kidding me?" Zane looked annoyed. He'd given Sam this whole pep talk before he went to see Lexie. He would have seen her anyway, but Zane insisted on going as early as possible so that he wouldn't get stuck for time with the full day of meetings they had planned.

      "Zane, I can't be near her." Because it took every ounce of strength he had not to grab her and strip off that white wrap over top she wore that gave him a good enough peek of her perfectly rounded breasts.

      "What happened?" he asked more insistently.

      "I nearly kissed her again." Sam winced, cursing himself. He went to see her with the aim to apologize. That was all. Simple. But being told Ed wasn't her boyfriend threw that chance he so desired right at him, throwing his emotions into turmoil.

      "Nearly? Why didn't you just do it? How the hell hard is it to just kiss the woman?"

      "Because Ed thinks he's her boyfriend." Sam snapped.

      "What the hell? What do you mean he thinks?"

      "It means they've been seeing each other. She doesn't think it's serious, but he does." Sam understood. He didn't like it, but he understood it. At least he knew she planned to break up with him. "I can't do anything until she's not with him. It wouldn't be right."

      "Sam, you could have at least asked her to lunch or something."

      "No. I'm serious I can't be near her." He held up his hand and shook his head.

      Zane's expression softened, and he chuckled slightly. "Bro, I'm not going to lecture you, but sometimes it's no bad thing to give into temptation. A little indulgence is good for the soul."

      No, it wasn't. Sam's thoughts were all over the place. He didn't just want a little indulgence he wanted it all. He wanted her. He sighed and rested back against the cool leather of his chair. There was a lot to do today, and he needed to calm down and focus to do it all. The problem was he didn't feel like he could be here right now.

      He'd managed to squeeze in a physio appointment this afternoon. After his experience on the boat Saturday he'd decided that he had to take his situation in hand. He wanted to be himself again and feel like the adventurous man he used to be. He wanted to be able to dance with Lexie for hours if he ever got the chance to, and not stop because he was worried about his leg.

      "Is there any chance you could manage the meetings today? I think I need to work from home." That was perhaps the best solution.

      "Take whatever time you need. I'll hold the fort." Zane smiled.

      "Thanks."
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* * *

      Sam managed to bring his physio appointment forward and headed straight to the clinic when he left Cervantes. It worked out better this way because he knew when he got back to the apartment he'd have the rest of the day to himself.

      The clinic was located in Bernal Heights, so it took next to no time to get there. On arrival Sam noticed quite a few athletic looking people working out as he'd passed through to get to the physio suite.

      Within five minutes of waiting, Dr. Menson came to get him and took him to one of the X- ray rooms so they could see how his leg was progressing. Sam was no doctor, but from what he could see on the screen his leg looked better than when he'd last had an x-ray several months ago. He was, however, anxious to hear what Dr. Menson had to say.

      "Hmmm." Was his only comment after looking over the results. He adjusted his thick rimmed glasses on the bridge of his long nose and raised his gray brows as he turned his focus back to Sam.

      "What's the damage?" Expressions like "hmmm," and looks like that, were never usually good. Maybe Sam had overdone it last week.

      "None. Tell me a bit more about your current care. We received extensive notes from Chicago that showed you did a lot of therapy years ago but this decreased recently."

      "To be honest, I don't get around to doing much. I lift weights and walk around without my cane sometimes, but I've been really busy." He explained.

      Dr. Menson chuckled and shook his head. "You corporate types are always too busy. Fortunately for you, it looks like you can lose the cane." He gave Sam an encouraging smile.

      Sam straightened up and stared at him. Was he seriously saying he didn't need the cane anymore? "Really? I don't need it anymore?"

      Dr. Menson shook his head. "Nope. All the muscle tissue has healed, the muscle development looks healthy, the bones are strong but would be stronger if you didn't rely on that cane so much. Stop using it today and see how you feel. If there's any pain, which I doubt you'll experience, opt for resting rather than support."

      And that was the very best news he'd had all year. He'd come so far, from the wheelchair to this. He could be himself again. Now all he needed to feel complete was Lexie. If only she were his.
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* * *

      Lexie fidgeted with her hands on the table, playing with the gloss over her nails. She wasn't looking forward to this at all.

      It was amazing what could happen from one week to the next.

      Last Friday evening had been amazing, and she'd had a magical time with Sam. They'd sat in the club together getting to know each other more, dancing, and talking about the movies they loved.

      This Friday Lexie sat in The Spire, waiting for Ed to arrive so she could break up with him.

      She was early too, with the aim to prepare herself and rehearse what she was going to say to him. She'd chosen a sort of private area where their table was to the corner of the restaurant. It was unlikely that there'd be an argument or scene between them, but she just wanted to make sure she was comfortable enough to say what she had to say.

      Lexie wanted Ed to understand that while she thought he was a great guy she couldn't be with him. She'd desperately wanted to do it earlier in the week just to get it all out of the way, and off her chest but he was away on business. He got back last night, so this was the first opportunity.

      "Hey, beautiful."

      Oh no, he was here already.

      Ed slipped into the chair in front of her with a radiant smile on his face. He looked so happy to see her and like he'd made an effort with his hair and clothes. Unlike the usual casual attire, she'd seen him wear, he had on a suit and his short black hair was freshly cut and shaped.

      "Hi." She drew in a deep breath to steady her heart and brought her hands together to stop them from shaking.

      "I've been looking forward to seeing you all day," he beamed. That made her feel even worse.

      Perhaps a restaurant wasn't the best setting to do this in. Maybe they should have met at the park, or goodness, maybe she should have asked him to meet her at her place. That would have been a better idea.

      "Have you ordered anything yet?" he asked.

      Food. No, she couldn't eat when her stomach felt so queasy. "No."

      As if on cue the waiter came over to take their drinks order. While Ed ordered a glass of wine, she got some lemonade. He started looking over the menu while she pretended to look at hers. Maybe she could do this another time. Like tomorrow, or on Sunday. She could invite him to her apartment where they could both be comfortable and talk.

      "Hey babe, you seem all tense. Is everything alright?" Concern filled his eyes, and he reached across the table to cover her hand with his.

      Lexie gazed at him wondering how best to proceed. It was the wrong venue, a terrible venue, now that she thought about it, but she didn't know if she could wait. Waiting was what got her into this mess, and it wasn't fair to him.

      "Not really Ed. This was why I invited you here tonight." She needed to be brave. As bad as the venue was, breaking up with him now was the right thing to do.

      He sat back in the chair moving his hand away, and his dark brown eyes grew heavy with anticipation. "What's wrong?"

      "I wanted to talk about us," she began. "You're a great guy and you -"

      He held up a hand and stopped her abruptly. "I get it..." he held her gaze and sighed before he continued. "You want to break up. Don't you? Please don't continue." He looked sad and embarrassed.

      She felt awful and guilty. "I have to continue because you are a great guy. I just feel that we're on different levels and it really is me not you."

      He smirked. "Lexie, did you have to patronize me with the " it's not you it's me" line? Really?" He was upset. "I know I was away a lot, but I tried with you. I tried to be what you wanted. I tried with your family."

      "I know, and I appreciated everything you did. I've just felt like this for some time now." Oh, she didn't know who told her to say that. If he was just upset before, he was most assuredly angry now. His nostrils flared, and his eyes blazed.

      "Some time now?" He enunciated every syllable with a raised voice that elicited a few curious glances from people at neighboring tables, and the waitress that was going past. So much for thinking they wouldn't cause a scene. "What do you mean by you've felt like this for some time now? Like how long, a week, a month... Months?"

      She didn't know why she expected a decent conversation where she'd tell him how she felt and he'd accept it. "It's been months Ed," she confessed. In truth, it was actually the whole time she'd been with him, but there was no way she was saying that. "I can see your angry with me."

      "Lexie. If you felt like this months ago, you should have let me know." His eyes glossed over and she could see the hurt deep within them. "You shouldn't have let me live in false hope that we were getting on well, and might have some kind of future. You could have let me out early. I wouldn't have treated you this way as if you don't matter. What was I ever to you?" He pushed his napkin and menu to one side. "Don't bother to answer that."

      In all the time she'd been with him, he'd never, ever behaved this way. She'd really hurt him, and he was right. Everything, even before what happened with Sam, seemed to lead her to this point. She should have let him out early.

      When they met, she liked him enough because of his kind and gentle ways. After Adam, Ed was like a blessing. But there was never that strong attraction between them. Not like with Sam.

      She felt so ashamed of herself for the way she'd treated Ed. He didn't deserve this. Lexie was about to tell him how sorry she was but he didn't let her, he just got up and walked away.
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* * *

      Yesterday was supposed to be the last day, at least for this week, that Sam stayed behind at work. But what he'd found was too intriguing to leave till Monday.

      He'd been going over the latest report from the investigation team and seen that they'd found a number of things that didn't quite add up. Entries on the system of profits that didn't match what went into the business accounts. He'd spent the last three hours going through those account records, and since he'd suspected Rachel and Alan from the start, he focused on their recorded activities. He started with Rachel and found so many errors with her work that he spent the whole time on her. When compared to the reports the team found he saw that her account entries on the system over the last few months didn't match at all.

      This was indeed the eureka moment he'd been waiting for, and now he could get the team to focus on her activities and do more work on Alan. He was guessing the investigation would lead to some offshore account where the money was being siphoned. Occurrences like this usually did.

      Okay, that was it. Time to go home. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was nine. Definitely time to call it a night. He wanted to fit in an hour at the gym before he got too tired. Since his trip to the clinic, he'd taken to doing more exercise and adding more toning exercises to strengthen his leg. He also thought he might go back to the marina tomorrow and check out the boat prices. It also couldn't hurt to find out a little more about that race next year. Who knew what could happen between now and then? It would be great to take part, and he thought he could at least make a goal of it to train.

      He placed the paperwork in a large envelope, marked it for the attention of Lesley Pierce, his lost prevention expert then grabbed his jacket. Out of habit, he walked over to the glass wall to glance down to the fifth floor to check on Lexie. He'd been doing that all week before he left as it was the most trustworthy way to see her. Earlier, the lights were all off in her office, but to his surprise, they were back on.

      He hoped she wasn't working too hard again, or leaving too late. He didn't want her doing that again, but it was looking like she might be there. They hadn't seen each other since Monday. They'd sent the occasional message here and there but nothing more than casual talk. He figured if and when she wasn't with Ed, she'd let him know.

      Sam left his office deciding he'd leave her alone and got all the way down to the ground floor before he changed his mind and went back up to the fifth.

      It couldn't hurt just to check. After all, it was really late, and he didn't want a repeat of the other week when she was sick. He walked into the lab then took the stairs to her private office where he found her asleep at her desk, head down and arms folded around her.

      He noticed that she wasn't dressed for work, but more like she was going out in the sleek looking black dress she wore with sequins going across the back. They highlighted the bronze tone of her skin, enticing him to touch her.

      He traced the outline of her slim figure, skimmed the delicate shape of her face and felt a deep tug of desire as he continued to watch her. She looked so peaceful he felt bad to disturb her, but he couldn't leave her in the office to sleep.

      Sam kneeled beside her and gently rested his hand on the smooth skin of her back. He didn't think he'd ever felt skin so soft as if it would just melt on contact. He tapped her lightly and waited till she stirred.

      "Lexie." He spoke softly so as not to startle her. The sweet feminine smell of vanilla filled him as he lowered closer to whisper her name in to her ear. He then watched her eyes open slowly and focus on him. Although there was a sparkle on seeing him she looked troubled, and her eyes glassy as if she'd been crying.

      "Sam." She breathed his name and reached out to touch his face as she straightened up.

      "Please tell me you aren't working late again." He offered.

      She wiped away a tear that escaped her beautiful eyes.

      "Hey, what's the matter?"

      She shook her head and looked quite sad.

      "Did something happen?" He was worried now and glad he stopped by. Clearly, she wasn't okay.

      An uneasy expression filled her face and her brows knitted together. "I just broke up with Ed."

      He held her gaze and just looked at her. She looked very sad, and he instantly felt guilty. If she truly wanted to break up with Ed, she wouldn't be sitting here crying. It wasn't as if poor Ed was a bad person. He just happened to have the woman Sam wanted. This was his fault. He'd ruined their relationship.

      "I'm sorry, this is all my fault." A weight settled on his heart as he felt worse.

      "No, it wasn't your fault. It's mine. It's been a long time coming. I shouldn't have been with him in the first place." She put her hand to her cheek and wiped away another tear. "I never had any feelings for him, and I made him believe we were something we weren't. I just thought I'd try because he was a nice guy. Not like..."

      She paused and gazed ahead with huge, troubled eyes as if something had switched off in her mind.

      "Adam," he offered. She looked back to him quickly probably surprised that Sam remembered the name. She nodded with reflection. "Do you want to talk about it?" he wasn't sure if he was crossing the line, but he felt he should at least offer.

      She looked down at her hands and knitted her fingers together, seeming to contemplate what to say. "I tried to be extremely careful after Adam. That's how I ended up with Ed. He was nice to me, and he treated me well."

      "That's not a bad reason to be with someone." Jeez, Jessica may have lied to him, but if she'd treated him better, he would at least have something good to say about her.

      "I should have told him how I felt sooner. He didn't deserve to be treated that way."

      He thought she was perhaps one of the most caring and sensitive women he'd ever met.

      "Lexie, it's understandable to feel bad, but ... it's done now, and now he can move on with his life. You did him a favor by telling him and not allowing him to live in false hope. The last thing you should be doing is sitting here in misery." He offered a small smile.

      She gazed at him, looking deep into his eyes, contemplating his words. "You're right."

      "So hey, it turns out it's Friday night, again. Have you eaten yet?"

      She smiled wanly and shook her head.

      "I swear to God I'm not trying to be presumptuous or taking advantage of the situation." He held his hand to his heart making her smile. "But how about we grab something to eat, and I'll take you home."

      "I'd like that," she said. He put out his hand to help her up. As she stood, she looked about them then back to him. "Where's your cane?"

      "That old thing. Don't need it anymore." He smiled.

      She gasped looking excited and happy for him. "Oh my gosh. That's fantastic. Oh, Sam, why didn't you tell me? When did this happen?"

      "It was only Monday."

      "I'm so glad. You look like yourself again." She commented. It was great to hear that. He was beginning to feel like himself again too. Not just like before the accident, but before he married Jessica. Like when he first met Lexie, and life had any number of possibilities. Everything was exciting and new, and he'd felt like he could have done anything.

      "Sailing." She beamed with a wide smile that brought out the color in her cheeks. "Does this mean sailing?"

      He was touched that she thought of that. "I hope so. Still, want to come?"

      Her smile widened. "Just say when."

      "I'll hold you to that." He was trying, trying hard to be casual with her. Trying to act like being near her wasn't driving him crazy inside.

      "I'd love to go."

      They looked at each other for a few seconds and he wished he knew what she was thinking.

      "Come on let's get you out of here."

      They went to the pizzeria on Main Street and talked like they did last week, but there was a noticeable awareness between them. He took her home like he promised, but he stopped just before they got inside the main door to the apartment building.

      "You won't come up?" Concern washed over her face.

      "It's better if I don't." It was. He didn't trust himself. In fact, he knew that the minute he got a chance he wouldn't even question kissing her now.

      She looked nervous. "There's lots of hot chocolate." She offered a gentle smile.

      Sam shook his head. "I wouldn't be going up for the hot chocolate." Under the streetlights, he saw her cheeks flush that sweet dusty rose color he liked so much.

      She brought her hands together and looked up at him. "Sam, I didn't think you were presumptuous or taking advantage of the situation earlier, and as you know, Ed no longer thinks he's my boyfriend."

      Hope flickered in her eyes as he reached out and touched the smooth edge of her cheek. "I've disrespected Ed enough, and out of respect that you guys just broke up it's best we part here."

      "Part?" She looked worried

      "For tonight. Part for tonight." He clarified quickly. "I don't trust myself with you." He savored the feel of her skin as he touched her. "And, I'm finding it very hard not to kiss you right now." Her lips parted and her beautiful eyes rounded.

      "It would be okay to kiss me," she breathed.

      The most he could offer was a smile. "I ... shouldn't." Even though he was dying to. "You should have some time." He couldn't believe he managed to say that.

      "How much time?"

      "Just enough."

      She was making it harder by looking at him like that, with so much desire and want in her eyes.

      She held his gaze for a moment then said, "Sam... I never stopped thinking about you either. And I wished I at least knew your name. I would have found you in a heartbeat too."

      At that, he smiled. "Well, then we shouldn't keep each other waiting longer than necessary."

      He let go of her but then lowered to kiss her forehead. That was okay, and as much as he would allow himself tonight.

      Sam turned and walked away before he changed his mind, and he forbade himself to look back at her.

      At least now he knew where he stood.
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* * *

      As soon as Sam walked away, her senses returned to her, and she could see that he was right. Out of respect for Ed, she should have some time to be broken up. It was a penance for not breaking up with him sooner. Despite her crazy feelings for Sam, it was the decent thing to do. She just wondered how much time was needed.

      "Time." Hayley shrieked in disgust wrinkling her nose. "Are we still talking about time and Ed? Sometimes I wonder if we're seriously related." She held her hands out.

      Tamar shook her head completely agreeing with Hayley. Lexie didn't know why she thought they would agree with her, they never usually did. She'd filled them in on what was going on days ago, but them being them, insisted that more than enough time had passed.

      It was Wednesday evening, so nearly a week since she last saw Sam. Tonight she'd decided she needed quality time with her sisters, so they went to Mangetsu for dinner. It was their favorite Japanese restaurant.

      "It's been five days. Add two more, and that's a week. What is wrong with you people?" Tamar asked, her straight black hair glistened under the bright restaurant lights.

      "You work at the same place. Why haven't you gone to see him yet?" Hayley narrowed her eyes at her.

      "It's a weird situation," Lexie said resting her arms on the table.

      She felt much better about Ed now and was able to push all thoughts of him aside. She was truly single again, and all she could think about was Sam and the wild sexual charge that sparked between them every time they were together.

      "Honey, you're the one whose weird," Tamar expressed spearing her last piece of ebi katsu. "It wasn't even like you had a proper relationship with Ed."

      "I wouldn't have given any time at all." Hayley huffed. When Lexie told them what Ed said to her at the restaurant Hayley believed he should have seen the break up coming.

      "Me neither. And you guys need to get it together." Mischief flickered in Tamar's eyes.

      Lexie grimaced at her, knowing the look meant her brain was already conjuring up some crazy plan. "Tamar, I don't know what you're thinking, but whatever it is I can't do it."

      "I'm just getting started. Lexie, you have to do something. The ball is in your court."

      How was the ball in her court? Surely, it was in Sam's. She'd wanted him to go up to her apartment, she even asked and yes, as bad as it was she was dying for him to kiss her. She even told him it was okay to kiss her.

      "He knows I broke up with Ed and it's me who whose waiting for him?"

      Tamar and Hayley both shook their heads.

      "Lexie," Tamar began in that let me give you a lesson about men tone. "Sam knows you like him. He feels bad that you guys kissed when you were technically involved with another guy. He's being respectful by giving you and Ed a chance to be broken up because he didn't want to be associated with the reason why you broke up. If he pursues you, then it would seem like he's still being disrespectful, but if you pursue him then your letting him know that you've had enough time to get over your grief with Ed."

      Lexie just stared at her and pursed her lips together. As the explanation sunk in and made sense she frowned. Why did she have to be so clueless when it came to men? The ball was indeed in her court, but what should she do?

      "Well... I can't exactly throw myself at him." Lexie laughed, thinking the idea absurd. But the look on her sister's faces told her that that was exactly what they thought she should do.

      She was about to dispute the idea, but then it occurred to her that throwing herself at him was literally all she could do. The question was, could she? She'd never really been the make the first move kind of girl, or make any kind of move type, but if she wanted Sam, she would need to branch away from her comfort zone.

      She'd need to see him. At work, it was difficult because he was always so busy.

      Her phone suddenly buzzed on the table bringing her out of her thoughts. Tamar and Hayley eyed it curiously and moved closer towards her. Lexie grabbed it before they could see the message preview. She knew it wasn't her parents because they hated cell phones and as for texting, well that was a big no, no.

      She looked at the phone and smiled when she saw that the message came from Sam.

      "Who is it?" Hayley slid right up to her. Tamar rushed from the other side of their table and squeezed in next to her.

      "Some Like It Hot or Maltese Falcon. I've seen Some Like It Hot three times already this week." Tamar read it out, and she and Hayley started laughing. "This guy couldn't be more perfect for you sis."

      "What are you going to say?" Hayley asked with dreamy eyes.

      Lexie sat still, savoring the thought of getting the text. "I don't know." She smiled to herself.

      "Oh my gosh. Give it here." Hayley snatched the phone right out of her hands.

      "Hayley, what are you doing? Give it back."

      Lexie reached for it, but Hayley elbowed her in her chest knocking her away. Tamar flew around to Hayley's side and surrounded her preventing Lexie from getting near. Her sisters were just as bad as each other. Who knew what they would write. Maybe she wouldn't even be able to go back to work and face Sam ever again.

      "How about I say, hey Sam both those films are lame. How about I come over and we play roll around in the sack all night, and all day too if your game." Hayley giggled.

      "No, give it back. Please don't say that." Lexie winced. This time Tamar held her back with her surprisingly strong arms.

      "Add to it. I have the perfect pair of crotchless panties for the occasion." Tamar laughed wickedly. Their debacle was creating attention and people around were looking.

      "Guys I'm not joking," Lexie argued, trying to get past Tamar.

      "Neither are we." Hayley scolded. To Lexie's horror, she started typing.

      Lexie frowned at them both. God, please, give Hayley a heart. Let her not be typing any of those things.

      "Send." She handed over the phone with a witchy cackle. Lexie scrolled to the message. Her heart was beating so fast she thought it would pop out of her chest. To her massive relief, God did give Hayley a heart, or a good portion of one. She'd actually written:

      Hey, Sam. Give Some Like It Hot another go. Maltese Falcon would be more enjoyable if you watched it with someone. Why don't we plan to watch it together?

      It was very tame for Hayley. The phone beeped again with Sam's response before Lexie could comment. Tamar and Hayley gathered beside her to get a better view.

      "I like that plan better." Sam's message read.

      Hayley and Tamar did their trademark laugh and high five.

      "Now you have to say when," Tamar offered, her hazel eyes bright with excitement.

      "Yes don't just leave it open," Hayley added.

      "I don't know when he's free. What if I make suggestions and he says he can't do any of them?" Lexie winced. This was why she was never good at making any form of first move.

      "Okay, my turn," Tamar snatched the phone and started typing. Again before Lexie could see the message it was sent.

      "Must you guys keep doing that?" Lexie swatted her as she took her phone back.

      "Needs must," Tamar pouted.

      Lexie read what she wrote. Plain and simple were the words "just say when." She had to give her sister credit. Tamar was smooth.

      "And now the ball is in his court." Tamar smiled.

      She supposed a lesson or two from her sisters couldn't hurt. Seconds later Sam messaged back "I definitely will," bringing a smile to her face.

      "But you have to go in the court to play the game," Hayley added. "And for heaven's sake woman look the part. Dress up more."

      So, she was still left with throwing herself at him. She laughed at the thought of it all but now thought maybe she could. She would gear up herself and do it tomorrow. The only thing that could stop her was nerves.

      

      Or Mags.

      

      Mags could stop her, with her thick rimmed black frame glasses and a large beehive up-do. She'd taken over from Janine at the start of the week. Lexie heard Janine had been relocated to archives.

      Lexie had always had a deep respect for Mags, but she knew the woman had some super strict ways. Old school marm strict. Deciding to be brave Lexie had ventured into the court, and she was going to try to play the game. She started out at Simon's office to check in with him then used the excuse of being on the floor to casually make her way over to Sam's. Unfortunately, Mags intercepted guarding the path to Sam's office like St. Peter did at heavens gates.

      "He's busy all day," Mags stated stiffening up her face.

      "All day?"

      "Lexie, unless if you have an appointment or something seriously important, then I'm afraid Mr. St. John won't be able to see you." Mag's southern drawl was even more pronounced when she was annoyed.

      Lexie sighed. She couldn't believe she needed an appointment just to see Sam for five minutes. Maybe she should go back to the drawing board and rethink her strategy. Or, think up something seriously important.

      "Okay," she told Mags and made her way back to the labs.

      The next day she returned with a file she needed signing off. When Mags looked at the file, she looked even more annoyed than yesterday.

      "This is an order form. You have authority to sign this off for your team." Mags huffed.

      Lexie hadn't thought of that and honestly didn't think that Mags would inspect the file first.

      "I need to talk with him about the changes in the types of materials we need to order," she lied, trying to be creative.

      "Again, he's very busy." Mags blinked behind her glasses and turned her lips into a scowl.

      "Can I make an appointment then?"

      "Can't you see Simon about this?"

      Oh, Mags was definitely a hard cookie.

      "No," Lexie said pointedly.

      Mags focused on her computer and tapped the tab key. "He's block booked all of next week."

      All of next week.

      "What about the week after?"

      Mags looked back to her. "The earliest I can book you in is six weeks from today. What time should I schedule you in?"

      "Six weeks." This was ridiculous.

      "You'd best better see Simon then hey?" Mags gave her a blunt smile that wrinkled the corners of her eyes. It reminded Lexie of the Grinch when he smiled. Scary.

      This was fruitless, and Lexie was beginning to look silly. "I don't want to see Simon. I just need to see Sam."

      "Lexie, I don't know when you got to be on a first named basis with Mr. St. John, but I assume you're an intelligent girl. We're in the middle of an ongoing investigation here. I don't have to remind you that Mr. St. John came here to fix our problem. He doesn't have time for you ladies and your flirty clothes."

      Flirty clothes? Was Mags being serious? Lexie was dressed no different than she would on any other day. Sure she added more perfume, and okay the skirt was new. But her salmon pink blouse was work appropriate.

      "Mags you misunderstand."

      Mags stood up and straightened sharply. "Lexie, I may be an old boot, but I wasn't born yesterday. Now run along." The Texan drawl was super heavy.

      Run along. Lexie had never felt so humiliated. And annoyed. She turned on her heel and left. When she went back to the lab, she evaded Tim and Gina's curious looks. They'd been asking about Sam too every chance they got, and it was all getting a little too much for Lexie.

      As the ball was in Sam's court, it couldn't have hurt for him to contact her again. She understood he was busy so it may be difficult, but anything would have been better than nothing.

      Maybe it was best to back down and let things take whatever course they were meant to take.
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* * *

      Sam had seen Lexie talking to Mags. He'd caught a glimpse of her through the glass panel on the door during Carlingford's presentation.

      He'd wanted to contact her yesterday but time got away from him. He'd had one meeting after another and work spilled over late into the night. By the time he got home, he just collapsed into bed. Today looked like it was going to be just as bad and he was going to Chicago this weekend to see Amy in one of her stage shows.

      If he wasn't careful Lexie would either lose interest or think he had, so he approached Mags the first chance he got.

      "Mags, how's everything going?"

      Mags greeted him with a friendly smile tipping her head briefly in reverence, the way most southerners did.

      "Picture perfect. All meetings are scheduled in for next week, your letters and reports are done. I've even arranged everything so that you get an hour's lunch and get to leave by six." She smiled proudly.

      He nodded with complete approval. An hour's lunch and leaving by six sounded amazing.

      "Thank you. Mags you are an absolute star."

      Her smile widened, displaying her pearly white teeth.

      "Tell me Mags. Was that Lexie I saw talking to you earlier?" He tried going for subtle and even rolled up the sleeves of his shirt to make it seem as if he was only mildly curious.

      Mags rolled her eyes. "Shivering biscuits. I swear to the good Lord that I never expected a bright girl like that to follow sheep."

      Sam was from Chicago where people tended to talk a little plainer, so he had to really listen when her southern drawl was at its height, more so when she started referring to biscuits and sheep.

      "Oh, what um sort of sheep was she following?" Sam asked with a wide grin.

      As Mags grimaced and tsked, the deep wrinkles in her forehead became even more pronounced. "It's a good thing you're too busy to notice all the young women after you. I have to fend them off daily."

      Interesting, she must have been right because he didn't notice anything of the sort. Or, it could just be that his mind had been too much on Lexie to notice.

      "Are you sure they didn't just need me? Lexie could have needed me." It was more inconspicuous to keep the casual conversation going.

      "Sam you're the CEO. All these girls have managers and assistant managers that can sign whatever document that needs to be signed or report that suddenly needs to be looked over by just you. For heaven's sake, Lexie is head of her department with free reign over pretty much everything. What on God's green earth could be so urgent that she'd come up here two freaking days in a row to try and schedule an appointment with you?" While she shook her head, Sam was wrenching inside.

      He couldn't believe Lexie had tried to book an appointment with him.

      Mags rattled on. "Anyway, I know you aren't like that, so I told that Lexie the same as I did everyone. To take her flirty clothes and run along. You got work to do." She looked so proud of herself. Without thinking, Sam winced and put his hand to his temple and felt the vein pounding beneath his fingers. It was bad enough that he hadn't been able to keep in touch, but for Mags to fend Lexie off like she was some school girl, well that was just bad.

      "You should have seen her. It was so obvious she was just trying to see you."

      He had to fix this. It was his own stupid fault for taking too much time to give her time to be broken up. Screw time and Ed. Sam owed him nothing, and sometimes being too considerate was a bad thing.

      He had to see her, but when? He had an international teleconference at six fifteen so was more than likely looking at a very late finish.

      What about now? No, he had to get back and prepare for his next meeting. And that was quite important because it was with the loss prevention officer. After he had sent his report to him last week, and they sent Rachel an email asking her to meet with them they found out that she'd gone on holiday, abroad. They weren't even told where abroad. Just abroad. It didn't take rocket science to figure out what was going on.

      Sam spent the rest of the day trying to work as hard as possible and keep things tight so he could squeeze in ten minutes to run down to see Lexie. With his efforts, the opportunity presented itself later than he hoped, just before the teleconference call. Through his office window, he could see her coming out of her lab with her bag, ready to go home for the day. Adrenaline kicked in, and he dashed to the elevator, hoping he'd get to her before she got in the other one next to it.

      Luck happened to be on his side. She stepped into the adjoining elevator at the same time he got out, and he managed to grab the door just before it sealed itself with her on the inside.

      "Sam." She beamed with that sparkle in her eyes that he'd grown used to.

      Warmth washed over him as he looked at her, and he could no longer deny himself of this woman who made his heart beat and his blood sing through his veins. He wanted to talk but the first thing he saw was her lips, and he remembered how she tasted. It was a taste that could keep him going back for more even after twelve years.

      Sam moved with the force that drew him to her, and when he took hold of the delicate curve of her beautiful face, she moved to him too, meeting his awaiting lips with the same passion and longing that fueled him. They kissed each other greedily allowing the passion to overtake them and all that mattered was right now. They were finally together. Finally.

      As his thoughts faded and he felt himself lose control he slowed the kiss and pulled back, holding back and reminding himself that they were still at work and they were in the elevator.

      "I can't wait any longer." He told her, lifting the ends of her hair.

      Her cheeks turned that warm rose color. He swore she got more beautiful every time he saw her. "You don't have to." She smiled up at him.

      His spirits soared on hearing that and excitement sparked within him. He reached up and cupped her face. "Are you sure?"

      "Yes," she replied with emphasis and smiled.

      He wondered how much trouble he would get into if he ditched the conference call and just left with her now. Maybe he could say he was sick and Zane could handle it all. The idea appealed to him the more he looked at her, but he realized it wouldn't be fair to the Japanese investors who were setting up in their office at only God knew what time in Japan. It would never go down well to explain that he was far too distracted by the beautiful woman standing next to him to think logically. The meeting was going to start in five minutes.

      "I -"

      The elevator started moving, and he released her just for a few second so he could press the help button. Earl, the building engineer, came on immediately.

      "Hey Earl, it's Sam. I need another one of those special favors again. Can you ground us for two minutes?" Maybe he couldn't miss the meeting, but he could be late.

      Earl's laugh boomed across the intercom. "Sure thing boss."

      "Thanks, Earl. I owe you one."

      Sam turned back to Lexie who had an amused expression on her face. "Do that often?" she giggled.

      "Only twice." The first time was when he dropped all her paperwork he'd prepared for a meeting and needed time to assemble it all. The next was when he needed to escape for a few minutes. "I'm sorry, this is my desperate attempt to spend time with you," he acknowledged.

      She reached out and pressed her dainty hand on his chest. "It's much appreciated."

      "Thanks for trying to book an appointment to see me."

      Her cheeks flushed again, and she looked at him with bashful eyes. "Oh, that, um was probably so high school." She pushed her silky hair behind her ear revealing the delicate line of her neck.

      "No," he shook his head. "It wasn't." He moved closer and kissed her, deciding they could kiss and talk at the same time. Sam wanted to savor what few minutes he had. "I promise you won't have to do that again." He spoke against her lips.

      She smiled looking up at him. "When can you see me?" She twined her arms around his neck and searched his eyes with excitement.

      "Next week. I'm in Chicago this weekend with Amy. Monday may be a little crazy as always, but I'll come and find you. Not here though." He shook his head.

      "Not here?" Her eyes searched his.

      "I want to spend time with you properly."

      "Okay."

      He kissed her sweet smile and decided he was done talking. Her delicious lips were calling to him, and he had to answer. Desire pulled at the base of his stomach, and he wanted her more than anything else he'd ever craved in his life. For these few minutes she was finally his, and he savored having her all to himself.

      Sam had to force himself away from her as the elevator doors sounded, signaling that their time was up.

      "I'll call you," he promised and kissed her again as the doors opened. He didn't even care that Mags was just making her way across to the exit and nearly bumped into the revolving doors as she spotted them.
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      When Sam reached Chicago the only thing that could take his mind off Lexie was Amy.

      As he sat amongst the audience in the theater watching her act as Kathy Bostock in Whistle Down the Wind his heart swelled with pride at the talent she displayed. She was absolutely amazing, and it was evident that the hard work she'd put in, had paid off. He knew for sure that years from now he'd either be watching her in some movie or on Broadway.

      His mood turned sour when he saw Jessica after the performance. He met her and Amy backstage near the dressing rooms. Although he'd spoken to Jessica several times, he hadn't seen her in months, and her presence still had that blood-curdling effect.

      Amy rushed up to him the minute she saw him. Her long curly blonde hair bounced with life as she moved.

      "Dad, you're walking without your cane," she cried throwing herself into his arms with the biggest smile.

      Nothing compared to the feeling he got when he held his little girl in his arms. It was indescribable, and sometimes it overwhelmed him that he could love a person that much.

      "Does this mean we can go sailing in the summer?" Her bright blue eyes went wide with excitement.

      "Yes baby girl, it certainly does. Are you up for being my navigator?"

      She raised her hand up to her temple and stood to attention. "Yes Captain," she giggled and hugged him once more.

      "Sweetheart you were amazing."

      "Thanks so much," she beamed.

      He was all up for ignoring Jessica but didn't want to be rude to her in front of Amy. At least she hung back to give them some space.

      "Jessica." He gave her a polite nod when he eventually acknowledged her.

      She offered a small smile against her plump lips that looked like she'd just had work done on them. "It's good to see you back on your feet," she stated.

      "Thanks."

      "You ... look like your old self again." A speck of hope flickered within her ice blue eyes. "Are you joining us for dinner?"

      He narrowed his eyes at her. Who was she playing at? They didn't talk like this. They were more about minimal conversation. And as for dinner? The answer was no. He wanted to get back to the hotel, order a pizza and call Lexie. He already had plans with Amy for tomorrow, and as much as he wanted to spend every chance he got with her, he wanted as little contact as possible with Jessica.

      "Please dad and then I could introduce you to my friends." Amy jumped in before he had the chance to refuse. Her little face lit up at the possibility. "I haven't seen you in weeks. We would just be making up time." She pleaded.

      He didn't want her to beg. She shouldn't have to. And she was right. It was well over a month since he'd last seen her.

      "Okay, I guess I'm coming to dinner then." He smiled down at her.

      "Yay."

      Amy looked ecstatic, but it was actually Jessica's reaction that surprised him more. She appeared to be quite happy that he was joining them. It puzzled him, but he decided not to waste time thinking about it. If she was happy with him being with them that worked fine because all he wanted was to see Amy. Nothing else about Jessica concerned him.

      When he got back home that night, he noticed how strange the house felt. Like it belonged to someone else, and he was just visiting. It was weird since he'd lived here for more than twelve years. That night he found it hard to get comfortable and only felt at ease when he spoke to Lexie.

      The next day was great with Amy. They started out early, heading to the local diner for a super mega mountain of pancakes drenched with maple syrup, then headed to the beach to spend the day there. Like always it was hard to say goodbye but this time thinking about Lexie got him through and gave him strength.

      He returned to San Francisco on Sunday night in haste, eager to see her. He caught a glimpse of her on Monday at work but had to hold back for the plans he had for them later. He simply couldn't wait.
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* * *

      Lexie tucked her hair behind her ear, doing her best not to disturb her perfectly straightened hair. She and Hayley had been sitting by the bar in the club for the last hour, talking and drinking virgin mojitos. As much as she enjoyed Hayley's company, she was starting to wonder if she was ever going to see Sam today. He'd messaged her earlier to let her know he'd meet her here as soon as he could.

      It was nearly eight so the night was still sort of young and with the way how things were at work, and it being Monday, there was a chance he'd left late.

      "Lexie, you are practically glowing." Hayley giggled.

      "Am I?" Her cheeks warmed.

      "Yes, like a light bulb. Are you nervous?"

      Lexie nodded. She was a mixture of nerves and excitement.

      "You shouldn't be."

      "I just want it to be perfect."

      "I can see that. You even wore heels." Hayley laughed as she admired Lexie's feet in the daring black leather six inch Louboutin's. Lexie rarely wore heels. "Good idea. I guess you'd need to be at least three inches taller to kiss Sam whenever you want." She continued to laugh.

      "I know." Lexie couldn't believe herself. She'd been acting so girly since Friday. Thinking about her hair, makeup, her clothes. It was nice to be like this for a change. Just normal. She'd worked so hard over the years that she'd forgotten what normal was. It was refreshing to step away from her comfort zone and give herself permission to have a life. She couldn't wait to see Sam.

      "I've never seen you like this." Hayley expressed in awe. Her wavy hair shook as she laughed. "It's nice."

      "Please, just tell me I look okay." She sighed and smoothed out a non-existent crease on the front of her black halter neck top. She also adjusted her crystal pendant so that it was centered.

      Hayley suddenly got this sly look on her face and said, "I think I'll leave that job for someone else. Have fun and remember safe sex."

      Lexie's cheeks burned. "What?" She was confused. "Hayley, does that mean I look okay? Hayley?"

      Hayley grabbed her drink and hopped off the stool, laughing to herself. "Lots of safe sex." She smirked before sauntering off.

      Before Lexie could call after her again, a strong hand smoothed around her waist and held her. She turned and found herself staring up into Sam's handsome face. His gorgeous eyes beamed down at her as if he was looking straight into her soul. The light was just bright enough to make out the hints of hazel within that had always fascinated her.

      Butterflies filled her stomach instantly, and it was a good thing she was sitting because her knees felt weak. He kept his hand at her waist, which now radiated heat into her stomach. It increased by the second when his thumb came into contact with her bare skin at the point where her top tied around her waist. He decided to stroke her skin there, and it was all she could do to remain composed.

      "You look beautiful." Were his first words, his eyes never leaving her.

      "Thank you." She managed. "So do you." He wore a white long sleeved T-shirt that made a perfect show of his mile-wide chest and the definitive muscles in his arms.

      Her eyes widened as she realized her reply. "I mean you look great too." He looked better than just great, but it was the best word that she could think of right now.

      Hold on... she just realized something else. How long had he been standing there? Had he heard what Hayley said? She could feel her face turning red, and her heart beat speeding up.

      "Oh my, gosh, did you hear what Hayley said? She didn't take her medication today." That was the best excuse she could come up with. Lexie needed to have some strong words with that Hayley.

      Her pulse quickened as she noted Sam's reaction. He looked like he'd definitely heard every word, and when she thought about it, Hayley would have made it her duty to say something like that at a time when he could hear.

      With a sly grin, he lowered to her lips and gave her a much-needed kiss. As his luscious lips molded to hers, her body weakened under the enchantment of him. She liked this part. The part where the heat that washed over her body turned into fire and blazed within her.

      Sam pulled away slowly to gaze down at her, taking her hands into his. "Ready to go?"

      Excitement filled her with fresh energy as joy blossomed within her. "Yes. Where are we going?"

      "You'll see."

      Like a puppet, she moved when he put his arm around her and ushered her through the crowd.

      "Well, well, look at this." Said a familiar voice just before they got to the door. There were a lot of people around, but it was very clear that the comment was aimed at them. "Lexie and Sam, the supposed work friend." And that confirmed it.

      They both stopped, turning to see Ed behind them. He looked... drunk. And terrible. Stubble darkened most of his face, and his clothes looked dirty. Lexie's sucked in a breath at the sight of him.

      "You know it was so stupid of me," Ed slurred, swaying as he tried to balance himself. "I should have realized what was going on when I met you, Sam." Ed babbled, his voice now sounding raspy. He pointed his finger at Sam.

      "Ed -" Lexie tried to speak, but he cut her off.

      "Don't speak to me." He held up his hand and shook his head. "Don't, not ever. You are the worse person I've ever met in my life. Insensitive, selfish, vile. The worse."

      Lexie froze as he gave her a cold, dark stare that penetrated her and gnawed at her, making her feel like she would crumble.

      "Be sure to tell him what you're like." He laughed cynically and continued to shake his head.

      "You need to stop now," Sam warned, releasing her.

      "Make sure he knows you aren't worth wasting time on. Or worse, falling for. You're nothing," he shouted. "Nothing."

      He was about to continue his tirade but didn't get a chance because Sam's fist sent him straight to the ground. Sam punched Ed so quickly that Lexie didn't see it happen. Then Sam rushed at him and grabbed him by the collar of his jumper, lifting him high. She'd never seen Sam angry. She didn't even know he could get angry like that, or punch someone.

      Ed tried to free himself from Sam by attempting to punch his stomach but Sam tightened his grip on him, and he pushed him towards the exit.

      "We'll finish this outside," Sam yelled. By this time all the people around them were looking on and parting to make way for them.

      "Sam," Lexie called him, but he wasn't responding. He was caught up in his anger and looked like he was about to kill Ed.

      Thankfully, Jay and two bouncers came rushing over. Jay held on to Sam's arm while one of the bouncers took Ed. It was only when Sam looked at Jay and saw that it was him that he released Ed.

      "Bastard, you stole her from me," Ed cried.

      "She was mine first." Sam declared shocking them both. While Lexie knew what Sam meant, Ed looked confused. "Count your blessings you just got saved. You better pray I don't see you again." He glared at Ed with burning contemptuous eyes.

      "Get him out of here," Jay told the bouncer that held Ed. "You cool?" He turned back to ask Sam.

      Sam nodded adjusting his fingers on the hand he'd punched Ed with.

      "You sure?" Jay asked because Sam still looked quite angry.

      "I'm fine," Sam told him then focused his attention back to her.

      Her throat tightened, and her heart raced as deep humiliation washed over her in full force. Ed's words struck her, paining her to her soul, robbing her of the happiness and excitement she'd previously felt. Sam took hold of her shoulders and held her, but she was too numb to feel the warmth she usually felt from his touch.

      As she gazed up at him, her mind went back to the day they met and the mess she'd been in then.

      Ed called her nothing.

      Adam had too. In fact, that was his favorite thing to call her. Along with worthless. Not worth time, not worth energy, not worth the food she was fed, not worth love. Nothing.

      Ed was the second man she'd been with to call her nothing.

      She noticed the wealth of concern that filled Sam's eyes and thought of how her heart would shatter if he ended up thinking she was nothing too. As a scientific person she thought if two people had thought it, a third was a sure thing to follow.

      Lexie was so heartbroken when she realized Adam was wrong for her, but her heart would be irreparable if Sam ever hurt her. It would be worse with him.

      Unlike Adam or Ed, the feelings she had for Sam were ...

      In all honesty, she'd never felt like this about anyone else. The walls of her chest tightened as it all dawned on her. She couldn't do this. Lexie looked up at the beautiful, amazing man before her and realized she couldn't be with him. Lexie never had a chance twelve years ago, and she didn't have one now.

      "Lexie. Are you okay?" Worry filled his eyes.

      "I have to go home." Her voice sounded faint.

      "Lexie, Ed was drunk. People say a lot of crap when their like that. You shouldn't take any notice of him." Poor Sam, he wore his heart on his sleeve, but that would change the minute he realized she wasn't worth anything at all.

      "I..." she was shaking so much she couldn't talk. She just shook her head and moved out of his grasp rushing outside where the blast of night air hit her. He followed her and took hold of her arm just before she was about to break into a run. The tears were coming, and she didn't want him to see her cry.

      "Lexie -"

      "Sam, just let me go. This thing with us isn't ... It's not going to work." She couldn't believe she just said that. What was worse was the hurt that flashed through his eyes.

      "Why are you saying that? Lexie that makes no sense. None of that stuff Ed said was true."

      "Yes, it was," she nodded. "All of it. Sam, what are you doing with me?" A tear ran down her cheek. "You could do so much better. If it wasn't for you, who knows where I'd be today. Maybe still stuck in Vegas. Cleaning or waiting tables, or God... stripping or -"

      "Stop. I wouldn't have let that happen to you." His eyes searched hers desperately.

      Her cheeks burned in remembrance, and the blood began to pound in her temples. "You helped me, and you didn't even know me. Sam, I'm just a person who you took pity on." He looked at her like she'd just slapped him in the face. Saying "pity" may have been harsh, but it was true. "You were always out of my league, and out of my reach. And I was always nothing." She released the breath she'd been holding on to.

      "Lexie."

      "No." She shook her head and pried his fingers off her arm. "No."

      He released her fully from his grasp, giving her the chance to run away before the tears truly came.
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      "Hi sweetie." His mother's voice sounded as mellow on the phone as it did in real life. It was the kind of dulcet tone that soothed a troubled mind.

      It was just what Sam needed right now.

      His mother had always had that effect on him, and could always make him feel better no matter the problem. Her call was most welcomed, as Sam had just stepped into the dark, lonely apartment when his cell phone rang.

      "I just wanted to check on you because you've been working so hard. I was hoping you'd be out." She commented with a soft laugh. "Not at work out, but out having fun."

      "I'm at the apartment." And at the rate he was going he'd be curled up in bed with pop tarts and classic films until retirement.

      He was having a hard time processing what happened with Lexie, and he was mentally exhausted. It felt like he'd lived a whole lifetime in the last few weeks. So much had happened. So much to either drive him away or keep him from her. But, he had to admit that this last thing with Ed infuriated him the most. He was so angry right now that he had a good mind to find that idiot and beat the hell out of him. It wouldn't change anything, and it would be wrong because the guy was completely weak in comparison to Sam, but it would have certainly put him in his place.

      The thought of putting him in his place was tempting, but what superseded that idea was Sam's worry over Lexie. He wanted to go and see her.

      He regretted letting her go and had wanted to go after her, but wasn't sure if that was the right thing to do. He didn't know if she needed to get away from him because she needed time to herself, but what was worse was allowing her to believe she was nothing.

      "Honey, did you hear what I said?" No, he hadn't even realized she was talking.

      Sam sat on the arm of his sofa, gazing ahead at the cascade of city lights through the windows.

      "Sorry. I'm just a little distracted."

      "That's okay. I was saying I got you Belgian chocolates." There was a smile in her voice. Chocolate would have been good now. He could almost taste the rich, creamy texture.

      "That sounds perfect."

      "I'll send them over to you. I miss you kid," she chuckled.

      "I miss you too."

      "So, what's the matter. I hope Zane hasn't been up to his usual craziness."

      He wished it was Zane this time. At least Sam knew how to deal with him.

      "It's not Zane." He pulled in a breath and looked over to the glass wall, focusing on the vast array of city lights. "Do you remember that girl I told you about? Years and years ago, from Vegas."

      "The one that got away." She sighed.

      "I found her." He filled her in on everything that had happened. "Do you think I should just allow her the space she needs to cool off. My life isn't exactly perfect." His life was still a mess. Being in San Francisco was just a buffer, but when he returned to Chicago the truth of reality would all come rushing back on him. It almost did over the weekend when he was there. If his house felt like he was a visitor then, after just being in San Francisco for weeks, imagine what it would feel like in a few months' time.

      And, it wasn't just the house. It was everything with Jessica and Amy. And now Lexie. The last few weeks taught him that he was ready to move past the pain Jessica caused him. But, only with Lexie. That was a scary thought by itself since right now she didn't want to be with him.

      "Sweetie, will leaving it as it is help you?" It was a practical question. With a simple answer.

      He didn't need to think that hard to respond. "No." Leaving things as they were would be worse for him. Everything changed for him when he came to San Francisco and found her. And, he couldn't just be friends with her.

      "We don't know what she went through before you met her, but it doesn't sound good." Her voice took on a sympathetic tone and reminded him of how Lexie looked whenever the past was brought up in any form. Even if it was hinted at. He remembered when they first met and she told him she'd just got out of an abusive relationship. Back then he stopped himself from imagining what harm could have come to her, but he was thinking about it now. "Those kind of scars don't just heal up on their own. I'm sure her past will always haunt her."

      Sam thought of how distraught Lexie was earlier. She no longer resembled the confident scientist who was head of bioengineering at a state of the art research facility. The same scientist who could put a top CEO in his place and make him agree to her terms if he wanted her and her team to work for him. No, tonight Lexie had regressed to that frightened nineteen-year-old girl he first met.

      "Sam," his mother continued. "If every man she's ever been with made her feel like nothing then it's no surprise why she's scared to be with you."

      "I would never make her feel like that." He wouldn't dream of it. "I've never met anyone like her." He said more to himself. He'd wanted to take her to the marina tonight. To look at the boat he was planning on buying. It was a stunning Abeking and Rasmussen twenty-five-meter motor-sailor with grand white battened and spinnaker sails. He wanted to share that excitement with her.

      "Well for heaven's sake my dear boy, don't let her get away, again." She laughed.

      He wouldn't. He didn't think he could, even with the complications his life had. Amy was the essence of his heart and Jessica would always be an obstacle, but he couldn't let his problems prevent him from being with the one woman he'd thought about for the last twelve years. He didn't know how long he'd be in San Francisco but he'd be damned if he'd spend the time he had left regretting that he didn't take whatever chance he had with Lexie.
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* * *

      Lexie spent the whole night crying.

      She'd cried until she felt numb. Numb from the thoughts that clouded her mind and weakened her with self-pity. As a general rule, she always tried not to think about the past too much. It was the one thing that was guaranteed to wear her down and break her, as it stirred up feelings she wanted so desperately to lay to rest.

      Every now and again there would be something to trigger a memory. Usually, she could push away the guilt and the low self-worth that accompanied it, but tonight had been by far the worst. Ed's words had awoken all those horrible feelings she had and added to her scarred mind.

      She hated that she'd been with Adam and all that she'd put her family through, she hated that she hadn't been up front with Ed about her feelings long ago, and most of all Lexie hated that she couldn't be with Sam.

      Every time she thought of Sam her heart ached.

      She wanted nothing more than to be with him, but this was best. It was better to be hurt now, than when he realized she wasn't worth his time.

      Not only that, there was a lot to think about when it came to Sam. Things she hadn't considered past her intense feelings for him. Like that he lived in Chicago and was only here temporarily. The day would come when he would have to leave for good and go back to his life there. Then what?

      Lexie went into work the next day with a heavy heart deciding she'd lock herself away in her office and do reports.

      She put on her brave business face as she went inside the building, and hoped that this was one day Tim and Gina hadn't decided to come in early. They were both excited for her yesterday, and she didn't have the energy to tell them what happened. She was nearly an hour early so hoped to just be by herself for a while.

      But she didn't get the chance.

      She opened the door to the lab and found Sam there. He was standing at the window with his back turned to her. It wasn't until the door opened fully that he turned to face her. Lexie's heart stilled as she watched him and she clutched at her purse as a wave of emotion washed over her.

      "Hey." He spoke first, a tentative expression played on his face. "Do you ... want to come in?"

      Well, at least he was talking to her. He looked so hurt last night that she considered he might not.

      Lexie pulled in a steady breath past the constriction in her chest to calm herself and her racing pulse. She swallowed hard as she went inside and closed the door behind her, anxiety building. As she watched him, she wanted nothing more than to throw herself into his arms so he could hold her and kiss her until she felt better. But that was a comfort she had to push out of her mind.

      "We need to talk, Lexie."

      What should she say?

      If she wholeheartedly wanted to put a stop to everything right now, she should tell him that there was nothing to talk about and say it was better this way. But seeing him now face to face, and feeling the way she did about him held her back from saying that.

      His expression grew serious. "I... should have gone after you."

      "But," she began, but he stopped her.

      "No. Please, let me finish. Lexie, I know even without you telling me, that you've been through a lot. That you went through a lot before I met you. But, you can't put me in the same category as everyone else." He really focused on her now and stared deeply into her eyes as he said, "I'm not Adam, and I'm not Ed. I'm not like everyone else because I know you."

      His words pulled at her heart and gripped her in place.

      He walked up to her and stopped just a breath away. "Ed definitely didn't know you, or else he would never speak to you the way he did. Drunk or not." Sam offered a confident smile. Lexie couldn't stop the small tear that rolled down her cheek. Sam reached out and cupped her face, making her skin tingle from his touch. "And Adam... well all I know is that he never treated you right and if he knew you like I do, you'd have no reason to leave him. You're Lexie, and there are at least a hundred things I know about you that makes you amazing. You are way out of my league, but I'm still going to try my luck. Because you are everything."

      She pulled in a sharp breath at his words. No one had ever said anything like that to her before. Her hands shook as she covered her mouth to keep from crying, but she couldn't hold back the tears that shook her. Sam came closer and pulled her into the safety of his embrace. Holding her like she belonged to him.

      "Thank you." She muttered against his chest.

      "No. Thank you." He rested his head against hers and stroked the small of her back.

      "I'm so sorry about last night Sam," she cried.

      He moved back a little so he could gaze down at her. "There's nothing to be sorry about." He smiled. "Should we start over again?"

      "Again?" she asked weakly, trying to smile. He nodded. "Which part are we going to start at this time?"

      His face brightened. "Last night where I said are you ready to go, and then you said..." he paused giving her a chance to fill in and play along.

      "Where are we going?"

      She giggled when he tweaked her nose.

      "You'll see. I have a meeting at ten, but I'd love for you to meet me at the marina at one." He released her and pushed his hands into his pockets as he leaned casually to one side.

      "The marina? At one?" She narrowed her eyes at him.

      "Yup."

      "What about work?"

      "We're going to be away this week."

      It was crazy for her to even contemplate being away for a week, but him? "But you're so busy."

      "Lexie I'm going to be busy for the rest of my life, and so will you if you continue to work for me." He sighed and widened his eyes. She laughed at the thought. "I think we could both do with the break. I've made arrangements for our work to be taken care of. All you have to do is meet me at the marina at one."

      "Why are we going to the marina?" She wondered what he had planned.

      "You'll have to come and find out." He backed away with a cheeky grin. She watched him as he walked towards the door and stopped. "You'll need to pack a bag too. It may be wise to go home and pack now."

      Pack a bag, and go to the marina. Had he bought the yacht? He winked at her before leaving.

      She sighed and rested onto the edge of the workstation, thinking about his words. Lexie was in complete awe and felt that if he thought she was everything maybe she could try to be what he saw. Maybe she could take small steps to mend that part of her that was damaged.

      On that thought, she left and went back to her apartment. Since it was still very early, she went back to sleep for an hour. When she woke up, she felt rejuvenated, and a new found excitement worked its way through her.

      She got dressed in more casual clothes. A simple black tank top with a short blue wrap skirt. Lexie then packed her travel bag with an assortment of things since she had no idea what she was going to be doing.

      Sam had said a week, but did that seriously mean they'd be with each other for the week? Her cheeks warmed at the thought, but she was truly excited to spend all that time with him.

      When she finally left, she stopped at the salon first and was glad both Tamar and Hayley were there.

      "My gosh. There you are," Tamar gasped.

      "We were just about to go to the lab." Hayley stepped in. It was a good thing the place was free of clients because they had a tendency to overreact and cause a scene when they were worried. "Didn't you get our calls?"

      Lexie hadn't actually looked at her phone. "No, I'm sorry. I've had a rough night."

      "Jay told us about Ed," Tamar offered. "And we knew you weren't with Sam because Hayley saw him leaving without you."

      "Yeah. Things got totally messed up." It was only when they heard the somber tone of her voice that they calmed.

      "Let's go to the coffeehouse, and you can tell us what happened," Hayley suggested.

      She planned on telling them anyway and wanted to spend a bit of time with them before leaving. Besides, she could do with the pep talk that would go along with it.

      Within five minutes they had her sitting comfortably in the coffeehouse, with a steaming mug of hot chocolate decked out with marshmallows and chocolate sprinkles. Just like when she was little. Lexie was lucky to have them. They always took such great care of her.

      She told them about meeting Sam at the marina first, but before they got too excited, she told them everything else that had happened. She needed to because it was the first time ever that she wanted to talk about Adam. She didn't plan to, but she realized that it was something that had to be discussed, especially with her sisters. 

      "Adam affected me again," she muttered. A lump formed in her throat and she clutched onto the edge of the table looking down at the multi-colored vinyl print on the tablecloth. "When Ed called me nothing, it brought back painful memories of Adam. He used to call me that, a lot."

      Lexie looked back up to her sisters to see that both had straightened up and had stopped drinking their coffee to look at her. Adam was a name rarely uttered between them. His name was only mentioned when she said it. Like she was signaling permission to talk about her past. Sometimes she was grateful for the respect they gave her, but at other times, she just wished they'd tell her what they were thinking. It wasn't as if her sisters held back their thoughts on any other topic. She'd bottled up her feelings on Adam for years, and she supposed it was easier to forget it. But it wasn't. What happened to her wasn't something that could be forgotten.

      "So you thought if Adam and Ed thought that, maybe Sam would too?" Hayley offered, her brows pulling down in concentration.

      "Yeah, it definitely seemed to be a trend."

      Tamar sighed and considered her with a thoughtful expression. "I don't think Sam could think that about you, Lexie. I think I speak for everyone when I say the past is exactly that and you can't dwell on it. You learn from it. The good and the bad. You're in a good place right now, and you seem to really like Sam. Just open your heart and mind to the newness of this."

      "Yes and forget that jerk Ed too. He'd better hope I don't see him," Hayley said pointedly.

      "Me too." Agreed Tamar. "Lexie," Tamar's expression returned to its prior concern.

      "Yeah." She focused on her, on the wealth of emotion that filled her expression, and brought her hand to her cheek.

      "You know you can talk to us about anything, right?"

      Lexie nodded. "I know." Like always it was difficult to find the words to begin. For the few times, she'd attempted to talk about Adam she'd always failed for that reason.

      Tamar gazed at her and templed her long elegant fingers as she leaned forward onto the table. "We have an idea about what happened between you and Adam, and I understand that it may not be something you want to discuss with us, but we're here for you when you're ready to talk."

      "I'm ready," Lexie replied, quickly then brought her hands up to her cheek.

      Tamar and Hayley both exchanged curious glances then looked back to her.

      "You are?" Hayley asked.

      Lexie nodded and clasped her hands together in an attempt to calm herself. Yes, she was ready. Perhaps if she'd shared her feelings more to the people she trusted she wouldn't have been in this position now. And maybe she wouldn't have even been with Ed. Last night told her she was far from over the damage Adam caused. Her emotions were deeply suppressed, and she couldn't hide behind work forever. Eventually, everything would come to a breaking point.

      Lexie stared at them both and saw nothing but love in her eyes. From one to the other, Tamar and Hayley both gave her that warm look that told her she would always have them, and they would always be there for her when she needed them.

      She was still so sorry for her behavior back then, and when she thought of what she put her family through, she felt ashamed. Lexie couldn't imagine what terror she would have gone through if any of them went missing for over a year. She wouldn't be able to function.

      "I can't forget how I hurt you all, and I did that for a man who treated me so badly. He had no respect for me, and..." Lexie fumbled with her fingers and looked at the eagerness in both of them that urged her to continue. "He... used to hit me all the time and push me around. That night I left was the worst, I think he would have killed me if he caught me."

      Hayley immediately sucked in a breath the minute Lexie finished and started crying. Tamar came around and sat next to Lexie, putting her arm around her and pulling her towards her chest as she cried too.

      "I wanted to come home, but I was scared."

      Tamar kissed the top of her head and stroked the side of her face.

      Hayley was still crying, so Lexie reached out her hand to take hers.

      "I'm so sorry for everything," Lexie told her.

      Hayley shook her head and settled Lexie's hand on the table to cover it with both of hers. "Don't apologize," she began. "And stop feeling bad. We're all happy to have you here with us. Adam was an absolute jerk. Ed should never have happened. Just write them off, and start over. Start over Lexie."

      "It's the only way to put the past behind you," Tamar added. Both she and Lexie straightened up.

      Lexie nodded in complete agreement. As usual, they were right. She could either let her bad experience with Adam consume her life - which would mean he still had power over her - or. She could just wipe the slate clean.

      "We think Sam's a great guy for you," Hayley noted with a small smile that made her brown eyes twinkle.

      "Sam's a great guy," Lexie remarked, thinking about what he'd said to her earlier.

      Tamar glanced at her watch and smiled. "You probably should get going. Be sure to text us and let us know what kind of trip this is likely to be."

      "And if the sex is good," Hayley added in her usual trademark way. Tamar started to laugh.

      Although they both still looked quite troubled, Lexie saw they were trying to regain the usual carefree manner they exhibited with her. They'd most likely break down again when she left. Especially Hayley. She appeared tough, but there was a softness to her that she couldn't hide.

      "Hayley, I'm certain it's not that kind of trip," Lexie replied, feeling herself blushing.

      "Oh please. He booked you off for the rest of the week and told you to pack a bag. Sounds like sex to me."

      Everything sounded like sex to Hayley.

      "Just make sure you have good lingerie," Tamar added with a sly grin.

      "I do, but not for that reason." She was feeling more like herself now, definitely feeling better and more hopeful after talking to her sisters.

      Time to go and see what this meeting was about. She got up and hugged them.

      "Have fun Lexie." Tamar smiled lacing her fingers saucily together.

      "Indeed, have fun. Remember what I said last night." Hayley cooed. "And if you don't message us we'll assume he was terrible."

      Lexie shook her head as they giggled. "Thanks for taking care of me." She told them.

      "What we're here for." Tamar nodded.
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* * *

      It took about an hour to drive down to the marina. The weather was at its usual best with the brilliant sun beaming radiantly in the clear sky. She loved the landscape around here with its fan-leaved palm trees dotting the coast and the salty smell of the sea beckoning you to adventure. Her father used to take them all here when they were little at the beginning of summer for the Tall Ships Festival, and just to go to the beach for fun. Lexie had always loved coming down here. The salty air filled her lungs as she stepped out of her car.

      She'd parked in the long stay car park and set off along the marina admiring the beautiful array of boats along the dock. Sam hadn't given any instructions on where to meet once she got here so she assumed he'd be where they were the other week.

      "Hey, glad you decided to show."

      She stopped on hearing his voice and turned around, but didn't see him. She looked upon the deck of the nearest yacht but still couldn't find him.

      "Sam." She continued to look around. "Where are you?" She smiled.

      The gentle breeze lifted the ends of her ponytail and caressed her cheeks.

      "Sam." She chuckled to herself as she looked over at a yellow sailboat on the other side with elegant sails that whipped out against the wind.

      She was about to continue down the path when two strong arms swooped her up from behind and lifted her. She squealed and started laughing against Sam's chest.

      "That's better." Sam turned her to face him and set her down, but didn't release her. She saw that he'd changed into a black Van Halen T-shirt and ripped jeans. He looked really good, and the excitement in his smile brought her focus back up to his face.

      "Ready for an adventure?" he asked. His handsome face kindled with excitement and she found herself lost in the magnetism of his radiant smile.

      She nodded. "Yes. Where are we going?"

      "I bought a yacht."

      She gasped and smiled up at him. "That's fantastic."

      "We're going on a voyage. How does that sound?"

      "Great." She beamed then looked down at her bag and winced. "Are we going around the world? I don't think I packed enough."

      His eyes twinkled as he laughed. "I thought we'd start small with a short trip to Tijuana."

      "Tijuana," she gasped, this was indeed an adventure. "Wow, that's way cool."

      He looked happy with her reaction. "And..." he paused for suspense.

      "And, what?" What could be better?

      "They're running an outdoor cinema on the main beach. Guess what's showing tonight?'

      Her smile widened. "What?"

      "Maltese Falcon."

      "Maltese Falcon?" She thought back to their little text conversation last week. He nodded with a satisfied smile. "Sam. That sounds amazing."

      More than amazing. It was incredible. But what felt even more incredible was the way she felt in his arms. She wanted to go back to last night, to the way they were before they ran into Ed.

      "Here's what I wanted to show you last night." He released her and took hold of her hand tugging her a few paces back the way she'd come. "This is the Laura Rose." He opened his palm towards a stunning red and white polished motor yacht with magnificent white sails. Lexie had seen it when she was walking down but had been too busy trying to find Sam to admire it. It reminded her of one of those yachts you'd see on the set of a glamorous film.

      "This is yours?" She couldn't hide her surprise. But then what did she expect? Sam was incredibly wealthy, and it was nothing to him to buy a yacht.

      "It is. It's not the kind of boat I'd use normally for my adventures, but it'll do for now. Come aboard." He tugged her hand, beckoning her to go with him with his dazzling smile. Once they got on deck, he started showing her around. "The grand tour begins here. But forgive me if I'm rusty on what's where I only saw it once before, and then I finished the purchase, with Zane's help, this morning."

      "This morning?" She didn't realize it would all be that easy.

      He nodded and smiled. "I thought a trip was just the thing we needed."

      "I love it."

      How exciting. Lexie hadn't been this excited in forever. She looked over the glossy onyx and cherry woods that luxuriously decorated the interior. The floor was polished a lighter color that made it look all the more outstanding.

      Two, very cozy looking, white leather deck chairs were positioned at the far end and had that tranquil look that invited you to do nothing but relax and sink into the comfort they seemed to offer.

      When he led her into the galley, her amazement grew. It was huge, offering all the comforts of a home. A kitchen, dining area for at least eight people, a bathroom and a lounge with a forty-two-inch flat screen TV. What impressed her further were the three cabins with double beds and closet space. She could easily live here. Easily.

      The last stop was the captain's quarters, as Sam called it, where there was all this electronic navigation stuff surrounding the room. She didn't have any idea how it all worked, but at least she recognized the steering wheel. As Sam talked about the equipment on the system, she listened intently, intrigued by him. There was so much to like about him and fascinate her, and she noticed that when he talked about sailing, in particular, his face always lit up. She could see his love for it and that it was what he enjoyed most. It made her happy to be able to share the experience with him.

      

      Sam was so happy she was here. Finally, he had her all to himself with no distractions, and the opportunity to show her that he wanted to be with her. It would be like the other week when they spent the day together but with so much more.

      After he had spoken to his mom last night, he spoke to Zane who miraculously pushed through the yacht sale, arranged cover for their work and to top it off found out about the classic film festival on the beach. It was times like these when he valued Zane. If anyone could make something amazing happen it was him.

      Lexie seemed a lot more like herself, much better than this morning, but he was being really careful with her and giving her whatever time she needed to trust him.

      Sam was excited about sailing, but he was more ecstatic she was here. He swore he could happily spend the day just looking at her and reveling in the fact that they were together. Just like that day when they met she enchanted him with her beauty both inside and out.

      Sam leaned against the control panel and watched her looking out at the open sea, allowing his gaze to travel down the full length of her perfect body. He loved the way the sun brought out the lighter parts of her hair and made them sparkle, and the gentle curve of her waist and bronze skin. The woman was perfect.

      She turned to face him and smiled as he switched on the engine.

      "Let's go." He returned the smile when she nodded and fell into his arms as he slipped them around her.
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* * *

      Lexie could see why Sam loved sailing. Other than visiting a few amazing beaches and attending dinner parties on yachts that may have gone a mile out to sea she'd never experienced anything like this. It was like being in another world.

      While the boat cruised along, she sat on the deck with him enjoying the scenery, listening to the choir of gulls, and watching the scenic mingle of gentle ripples in the prussian blue and emerald green water. The sea was calm and perfectly peaceful, and boats with billowed sails glided gracefully around them, slicing the waves as they too explored the diverse tapestry of the sea.

      Although she hadn't been in a long time, it reminded her of Brazil, and the calm she felt there. Occasionally they passed interesting rock formations that jutted out, and she wondered what lay beneath. The thought of swimming out and exploring the surroundings appealed to her. Lexie used to love swimming in the sea when she was little. In recent years she hadn't allowed herself to do anything like that, or much in the way of fun. Too busy working.

      She turned to face Sam and found that he was already looking at her.

      "You look more relaxed," he commented, resting his elbow on the smooth leather of the seat.

      They'd been gone for about two hours, but she'd mellowed right out as if she'd been on holiday for days. She also sat cross-legged in front of him slouching into the seat as if she were in her pajamas at home.

      "I am, everything's so beautiful." She tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear as it loosened from her ponytail. "Did you ever swim around and explore on your other journeys?"

      "That's one of the best parts. Normally I'd spend a few days in an area and go diving."

      "That sounds like such an adventure."

      He nodded and looked ahead, starring out into the open expanse of water. "Before my accident. I always went diving and exploring. It's best after a storm. You find all kinds of things down there. I went to the Caribbean once after some guys discovered remains from an old pirate ship."

      "Wow." Now that was fascinating.

      "Yeah. I was about eighteen at the time, and I really believed I'd find treasure. Crazy. I got stuck in the worse storm ever, and all I found was an old boot." He laughed.

      "Was it from the ship?" Lexie beamed thinking it had to still be worth something with its age.

      "No, it was literally some old washed up Doc Martin's."

      She started to laugh. "Did you ever find anything worthwhile?"

      "Yeah, but it was stuff already discovered, and I would have gotten in some serious trouble if I got caught with it, or near it. It was a ship graveyard that had remains of ships from the thirteenth century. I couldn't tell you if they were pirate ships but the area was quarantined for its danger and historical value. It was amazing Lexie." His eyes sparkled as he spoke.

      "What did it look like?"

      "Unreal. There were masses of coral formations on the biggest ship and schools of fish you couldn't dream of. The colors were phenomenal."

      "Wow, that sounds amazing."

      "Yeah. It's good to be back on the sea. There was a time when it was my life."

      She smiled. "I can see why. I'd love to say I did something like that. But I'm kind of dull compared to you."

      He looked at her, and his smile brightened. "You are so far from dull Lexie. You've got a host of accomplishments Dr. Ramone."

      "Thank you, but that's all work stuff."

      "That chocolate hand thing you did on me was exciting." He beamed straightening up.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. "That was exciting Sam?"

      "For me it was." She laughed when he winked at her. "What's the story behind that?"

      "My mom taught me how to do it, and my grandmother taught her. It's supposedly passed down from all the women in my family. It's a way of reading your personality, and seeing your soul." She smiled. "My dad always accused my mom of casting a spell on him when she did it to him, and she could get him to do whatever she wanted whenever she made him his special blend of hot chocolate."

      Sam leaned against the seat and stared at her with deep adoration. "I can understand that completely."

      "Oh, so there's a chance I could get you to do whatever I wanted with hot chocolate?" Lexie asked playfully.

      "There's absolutely a chance." Sam nodded with reassurance, reaching out to touch her face. When he ran his finger along the side of her jaw and lingered at the edge of her chin, her heart warmed at the prospect of him kissing her. "The question is, would it work for me too?" He set his hand back onto the seat and gazed at her. "Would hot chocolate get you to do whatever I wanted?"

      "No," she teased and laughed at him when he narrowed his eyes at her.

      "Okay, mysterious girl. What do I have to do to get you to do what I want?"

      "Just ask."

      He inclined his head to the side and looked her over. "That's it? Just ask?"

      She nodded. "Is there something you want me to do, Sam?"

      A lascivious smile lifted the corners of his sensual lips. "Yes." He held her gaze and brought his hand back up to her cheek. "Kiss me."

      Finally, and she would with pleasure.

      Lexie returned the smile and propped herself up onto her knees. He took hold of her waist to pull her closer as she pressed her hands on the hard muscles of his chest. The minute her lips touched his she fell into oblivion.

      She could have easily kissed him forever, but he slowed the kiss and moved his lips over to her jaw.

      "Later." He promised on the edge of a breath.

      "Later?" she asked weakly.

      "Yes, because if we continue, I swear to God we won't leave this boat for anything. Ever."

      "Okay." She laughed.

      Lexie couldn't wait for later.
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      They pulled into the marina of Rosarito Beach twenty minutes later. There they were completely surrounded by the vibrant atmosphere. Music filled the air and people surrounded the little huts selling sorts of touristy things on the white sandy beach.

      They explored the area enjoying it all until it was time to watch the film. Seeing the film with Sam made it even more enjoyable as it was the first time Lexie had ever seen it with someone who loved and appreciated it as much as her. After that, they indulged on a grand Mexican feast then took a romantic walk along the beach near the huts they saw earlier. The nightlife was even busier than in the daytime.

      "How about a game before we go back?" Sam asked with a cunning glint in his eye. They'd watched a few couples try their luck on a silly game where you had to hit a moving alien with a ball. The prize was a giant teddy bear.

      "I don't know Sam. I'm quite good at things like that. I don't want to make you look bad." Lexie joked. Actually, she was terrible at anything like that. He narrowed his eyes at her and bit the edge of his lip, trying his hardest not to laugh.

      "Make me look bad? We'll see about that."

      "Okay, but don't say I didn't warn you." She tried not to laugh. The crowd cleared leaving them to play. "Okay Miss 'I'm better than you," the first to score ten wins."

      "That's easy." She giggled. "I may give you the bear as a present for the great day I've had."

      "No, I'll give you the bear. This is our own competition, with different prizes." Mischief narrowed his eyes.

      "What kind of prizes?" She smiled.

      The desire that filled his eyes answered her question. "We get to pick." He held her gaze for a few seconds and only looked away when the guy running the stall came up to them.

      "Ready to play?" The guy asked adjusting his long black ponytail over his shoulder as the wind picked it up. "Ten hits and you win a bear." Lexie looked over his shoulder to the range of teddy bears and other assortments of very cute stuffed animals that covered the stall. No one had won while they'd waited to play.

      "Ready. Can we have ten balls each?" Sam asked.

      When the man handed them the balls, Sam turned to Lexie and opened his hands to her, inviting her to go. "Ladies first."

      Lexie took a ball and threw it at the silly looking green alien as it went from side to side. She missed.

      "Just warming up." She said and tried again. It wasn't until the fourth go that she hit it, and only just.

      Sam laughed at her. "I don't think I'll have to feel bad about anything. Maybe you should raise your arm slightly on the next go. It'll give you more reach."

      "You worry about yourself." She retorted, taking her aim.

      "A little to the left." Sam leaned in, purposely trying to put her off as he did this tsking thing every time she went to throw. She missed again on the other attempts. On the last, she held off while he laughed.

      "Laugh all you want. If I win, we go back to the boat and watch Casablanca."

      "Casablanca? Lexie, that's the most interesting prize you can think of? Besides, that's your last ball, and you've only hit that damned thing once."

      She shook her head at him and decided she had to get another hit. Hoisting the ball over her head, she aimed and hit the alien straight in the stomach.

      "Yay me," she cried jumping up and down. Now all she had to do was distract him so he wouldn't win.

      Unfortunately, Sam hit the alien with the first five balls with no effort at all. He looked at her smugly. "Should I continue?"

      "Sure." She nodded.

      He aimed the next ball.

      "I don't know why I missed so many. Guess that's what happens when you don't wear underwear." She teased speaking low, so only he could hear her. He threw the ball but his aim went completely off, and he missed. He looked at her sharply, then down at her skirt, his gaze turning hot.

      "Really?" He looked her over seductively, and that sexual magnetism that emitted from him drew her in, encouraging her to continue.

      She lowered her voice, even more, leaned closer and said, "or it could be my nipple rings." She pretended to adjust her bra.

      "That's it. I win. Five two. Let's go."

      Before she could protest, he grabbed her arm and pulled her away.

      "Didn't you want to finish the game, to be sure you won?"

      He looked at her like she'd said something totally bizarre, which she supposed she had. "Like hell, besides I won the game after the third hit. I'm claiming my prize now."

      "You didn't say what you wanted."

      He stopped abruptly bringing her to a stop and stared down at her, his expression slightly annoyed at her remark. "Lexie. I think it's obvious that the only thing I want right now is you. That later we were talking about starts now." The underlying sensuality of his words transfixed her.

      "Okay." She replied in a meek voice, answering quickly over her rapidly beating heart. She wanted him too and was happy to hear that later had arrived. She'd never wanted anything in her life more than she wanted him right now. Nothing at all. A sly grin lifted the corners of his mouth as he looked at her and tightened his hold on her hand.

      They continued to the boat, and he took hold of her the minute they boarded, lifting her up and moving with her over to the wall in the lounge where he kissed her hungrily. She didn't even have a chance to catch her breath or steady her wild beating heart as it pounded within her chest. Lexie thought she would pass out from the pleasure as she felt his touch everywhere. She smoothed her hands over him and threaded her fingers through his hair, relishing its silky feel against her fingertips. Relishing the feel of him, and that she was finally with him. He'd been a dream to her twelve years ago, but this was all real. He was real, and right now he was hers.

      She rested her head against the wall as he moved his lips over her jaw and trailed across her neck to her ear.

      "You taste so good." He whispered into her ear.

      "You taste good too." She managed, speaking in a broken whisper.

      She continued to indulge on the kisses he placed over her neck and steadied her breath as he smoothed his hands over her breasts, squeezing her gently.

      As he ran his fingers over her nipples and held her in place the small awareness, she still had told her he must have been feeling for the elusive nipple ring she'd teased him about.

      She caught his hand as he started pulling her top up, for the fear that he'd be disappointed.

      "Wait." Her voice broke.

      "What?" He winced beaming down at her with hungry eyes. "Lexie, I lost any shred of will power the minute we came through that door. Please don't tell me you want to stop. If you do, I'll have to find a hotel."

      She giggled. "No, I don't want to stop. It's just that...I don't really have nipple rings. I was just teasing you." She pressed her lips together.

      He looked at her for a moment and then started to laugh. "I kind of guessed that."

      "I don't want you to be disappointed."

      He shook his head, holding her gaze. "Never Lexie. Never."

      She smiled up at him as he lowered to kiss her again, and laughed as he lifted her and placed her on the dining table where he worked her top over her head. With one quick snap, he undid the black butterfly clasp to her bra allowing her breasts to spill out, making her feel nervous and so very self-conscious.

      He looked at her as if he were photographing her, scanning her to his memory like he didn't want her to forget. His gaze took in her eyes, dropped to her shoulders, then fixed on her breasts again.

      "You're perfect." He breathed staring deep into her eyes with his emerald gaze. Her mouth opened but no words came.

      She'd been called many things in her life, but perfect had never been one of them. His words struck her deep within her soul, and it was all she could do to hold on to her emotions.

      Her nipples hardened as he circled his fingers around them, stroking the skin there. Then she watched as he lowered to suck her right breast with his hot wet mouth, circling her nipple with his tongue. Insanity threatened to take her as he alternated between sucking each breast and waves of undiluted pleasure rushed over her.

      Uncontrollable moans escaped her lips when he kissed his way down to her thighs and ran his big warm hands right up her legs pushing her skirt up to her hips. He nibbled along her inner thigh, setting her nerves on fire there too then up he went until he hooked the lace of her black panties under his fingers.

      "Lace," Sam gave her a saucy smile. Oh, she'd forgotten the no underwear joke.

      "That was part of the teasing," she giggled.

      "Well, I get to take these off myself."

      "Wait." She had ideas of her own too.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. "What now woman? I've waited twelve years for this moment."

      "I want to see where the dragon tattoo leads." She tugged on the end of his shirt. Here she was basically naked, and he was still fully clothed.

      "But you're my winnings, and I have lots of exploring to do."

      Lexie smiled. "You have all week to explore me."

      He grinned on hearing that. "Okay Lexie, but I won't have any more control once I show you."

      She immediately became more curious. "I'll take my chances."

      She melted as she watched him pull his t-shirt over his head revealing his amazing muscles, and those tattoos. Her eyes took in the definition of every single muscle of his perfect body and the deep hue of the black ink on each tattoo. She looked to where the dragon's tail curved at the base of his flat stomach and disappeared beneath his waist band. As he undid the zipper to his jeans, more of the dragon became visible. When the jeans slipped down his sculptured legs, and when he pulled down his boxers Lexie froze.

      Her eyes trailed from the artistic definition of the tattoo that went all along his hips and stopped at the edge of his pelvis. She then took in the sight of his impressive erection.

      Wow.

      Not that she would say anything, but neither of her sisters would believe her if she told them this. She could barely believe that this was all happening herself and that she hadn't fallen asleep and into a dream.

      Sam oozed sexual energy, its vapors came through his pores and surrounded him in a hazy cloud, just like it would in a dream.

      She didn't even see where he'd gotten the condom packet from, but suddenly he was tearing it open and removing the condom to place it on himself. Lexie was on birth control and trusted him enough to use just that, but it was an absolute turn on to watch him roll the latex down the full length of his shaft.

      "You ready doll?" His voice broke with huskiness and the smoldering flame she saw in his eyes intensified.

      Lexie was powerless to the pull of passion. All she could do was nod. For him, she would always be ready, even if she couldn't speak.

      He took hold of her thighs again so he could ease her panties down her legs. "Keep that on. It's sexy." Her skirt.

      She giggled a little at that but soon became engaged in the passion when he lifted her on to himself and slid into her. She opened her mouth and gasped as he buried deeper, then deeper. Feeling completely overwhelmed she cried out from the intense pleasure and momentary pain.

      "Are you okay?" He sounded panicked. She held on to him breathing heavily. "Did I hurt you?"

      She shook her head. "No, I'm okay. Please, don't stop. Make love to me Sam," she breathed.

      "With pleasure." He gave her that sexy half smile as he began to move inside her, pumping slowly.

      Hunger matched hunger as their bodies moved together as one. Passion pounded the blood through her heart, coursing it throughout her body as his touch sent her to higher levels of ecstasy. The world spun, careening on its axis out of existence as she was drawn to a height of passion she'd never known.

      Her mind left her body as he gripped tighter on to her waist, half holding and half resting her on the table as he pumped even harder, desire rising with each breath. Filling her and stripping away everything but her need for him. Her entire body shuddered against him, head tilting back in shivering elation as blistering pleasure seized her and rushed over her like fire on gasoline.

      This was ultimate pleasure. Her body was awashed with overlapping waves of it, rippling throughout her. Soaring higher until the peak of delight was reached and exploded in a downpour of fiery sensations that flowed between them.

      A deep primal groan escaped Sam's throat, and he gripped on to her thighs, pulling her closer as a deep shudder ran through him, then he stilled.

      They were covered in sweat, Lexie's hair was damp with it, and it ran down her neck. Sam set her back on the table and rested his chin against the top of her head while she buried her face against his throat

      She could feel his uneven breath against her forehead as he held her close, and she locked herself within his embrace. The pounding of his heart matched the drumming in her ears, and her skin was tingling so much she thought she could see it vibrating from the fire that still rushed over it.

      "Lexie." She looked up at him as he cupped her face. "You okay?"

      Okay was an understatement. "Better." She managed. He smiled and lowered to kiss her.

      "Should we go try out the shower?"

      "Uh-huh," she replied smiling up at him.

      She laughed as he swooped her up and carried her to the shower where he made love to her again. It was like they'd fallen into some sort of enchantment where they couldn't get enough of each other.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sam watched Lexie with deep fascination as she slept against his chest, she'd snuggled against him with their legs intertwined. He was afraid to sleep in case he woke up and found that none of this was real and that the happiness he'd experienced with her would vanish once he closed his eyes.

      He couldn't believe the way he was feeling. It was clear that only she held some mystical key that could open the door to his closed heart and go straight to his soul.

      Maybe he was crazy. Maybe he should be thinking more logically instead of getting caught up in his feelings for her. But he couldn't help it. Now that he was with her he wouldn't have wanted it any other way. And if he was serious about her, which he was, he'd need to talk to her about things he didn't want to talk about. He needed to tell her about Amy and everything that had happened to him.

      Just the thought of it all weakened him.

      Lexie stirred against his chest, running her fingers along his sternum and lifting her head so she could look at him. The mix of soft moonlight and the dim amber night light in the cabin was bright enough to show him the cool pink color that filled out her cheeks.

      "Sam." She breathed as a smile brightened her face.

      "Hey." He touched her face and ran his finger along her cheek savoring the feel of her smooth skin and her beauty.

      "I'm sorry I fell asleep." Her fingers lingered on his chest.

      "Don't be. You'll need your strength for later." He teased. She smiled coyly. "Lexie you can't stay awake all night."

      "I can try. You're awake."

      "Just watching over you." He wrapped a lock of her velvet hair around his fingers. "In case pirates come aboard and try to steal you away from me."

      She laughed. "You're so funny." She gazed up at him, and concern filled her fine features. "Sam... are you okay?"

      "Oh no, do I look that bad? I forgot to warn you that after midnight I look like a ghoul." It was easier to joke than to talk about what was on his mind.

      "You couldn't look like a ghoul even if you were one." She caressed his jaw. "Something's on your mind." She searched his eyes.

      He was doing his best to hide his worries, but she could see he wasn't himself. "It's nothing, I promise." He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her delicate fingers. She held on to his hand and brought it up to her face. "A story for another time. Not tonight."

      He shouldn't have said anything because she looked worried now. She sat up pulling the white cotton sheets over her breasts.

      "Is it me?"

      He smiled easing onto his elbows. "No, it's not you. It's just..." he thought a moment as he twisted his finger around her hair again.

      No. He didn't want to ruin the perfect night he had with her. And, he doubted that it would be appropriate, no matter how bad Jessica was, to talk about one woman while you were in bed with another. Especially if that other was the one you were completely crazy about.

      "It's just stuff." He decided to say.

      "Stuff?" She gazed up at him with concern.

      "Chicago stuff, nothing to worry about." He stroked the side of her face.

      "Are you sure?"

      "Uh huh, right now I'm kind of stuck on how much I like Lexie Ramone, and I'm hoping that she likes me too."

      He watched in fascination as her face lit up. "Yes." She nodded. "I know she like's Sam St. John a lot. She always has." She leaned forward and kissed him softly.

      "Always?"

      "Always."

      "Come here." He pulled her back into his arms to rest on his chest.

      The sweet smell of roses filled him as he nuzzled his chin on the top of her head and his heart lifted as she ran her fingers across his chest, tracing the outline of one of the tattoos she seemed so fascinated with.

      When her hand stilled after a few minutes and her breathing steadied he knew she was asleep again. Then his thoughts went right back to pondering about the way he was starting to feel about her.
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      The next few days were truly and completely perfect.

      Lexie's time with Sam was intriguing, and each day was filled with magic, excitement, and adventure. The world faded away, and all that existed was him.

      She enjoyed him and enjoyed feeling like it was okay to truly live and be happy with the man of her dreams. During the days they explored the sea, where they anchored near beautiful coves so they could dive and look at the wondrous seabed. There Sam collected all sorts of shells for her and shared his love for the open sea. It didn't take long to see the world through his eyes.

      Their nights were spent making passionate love. And... so were their mornings when they woke up.

      Reality hit on their last day, and as they pulled back into the marina in San Francisco Bay, Lexie felt sad. Their little adventure with all its wonder, excitement, and passion was over. All they were left with was a dreary Sunday afternoon where they were supposed to go their separate ways.

      When they were on the boat, they were together, and it was just them. Now they were back to their hectic lives that usually kept them apart.

      As she watched him tie the ropes to the dock, she wondered what would happen now. She smiled as he turned to face her, not wanting to spoil the time they had left by looking worried.

      He walked up to her, and gave her a sweet kiss, lingering on her lips as he said, "I owe you lunch, and I should really make sure you have dinner. How about spending the rest of the day with me?"

      She gazed up at him and smiled at the thought of being with him for longer. "I'd love to." Her heart swelled.

      They went to his penthouse apartment which was completely breathtaking. It was located just on the edge of the city in the Pegasus Tower, one of the most sought after apartments in San Francisco. It was the kind of place she could get fascinated with because of the stylish interior, but only managed to see bits of it before they ended up in his bed.

      Lexie never went home that night.

      On Monday morning they woke at the sound of his alarm. She was draped over him with the sheets barely covering their legs. She ran her hands over the deep muscles of his abs up to his chest where he caught her hand and kissed her knuckles.

      "Baby don't tempt me." He chuckled with his eyes still closed.

      "I was just touching." She giggled lifting her head, allowing her hair to spill over his chest.

      "Exactly."

      The alarm sounded again.

      "It's a work day isn't it?"

      "Yes, it is." She wished she could turn the clock back to last week when they were still on the boat.

      "Not going." He said slyly as he took hold of her waist. Just as he rolled her on to her back and lowered to kiss the swells of her breast the door burst open.

      "Sam, don't you eat breakfast anymore?" Zane came in holding an empty box of Wheaties. "There's no... oh damn."

      Lexie shrieked and just about managed to grab the sheet to cover herself while Sam shielded her. She was covered, but she was certain Zane must have seen some part of her.

      "Well done, and there I was thinking you'd be watching those boring old films and eating biscuits." Zane looked fully amused.

      "Zane get out of here." Sam launched a pillow at him.

      "Geez I'm going, I'm going." Zane laughed as he left the room and locked the door behind him.

      "I'm really sorry," Sam apologized. "I need to change the locks."

      She didn't think she'd ever seen him look so embarrassed. He looked as embarrassed as she felt.

      "It's fine. I should go." She slid off the bed and started putting on her underwear which was on the floor next to the nightstand.

      "No, don't go."

      "I should go, and get ready for work." Even though work was the furthest thing from her mind.

      "Forget work." He got up too, pulled on his boxers and came over to her. "In fact. Let's just leave. We can sail to the Caribbean or ... Bora Bora. Anywhere."

      She laughed thinking he was joking but quickly realized he was serious. "Sam."

      "Come on Lexie. Too much happens when we're here to keep us apart. I can't stand it. Work is the main culprit. Come on, just think, you, me, and the open sea." Something sparkled in his eyes that she'd never seen before. Something that looked like it displayed the wealth of his feelings for her. It held her attention as she watched him. "You said you'd go sailing around the world with me. You meant it didn't you?" Hope filled his eyes.

      "I did." She nodded, touching his lips with a playful finger. Lexie definitely meant it. "I'll go wherever you want me to Sam."

      "Good, then let's go." Excitement lit up his eyes. "I'll pack, and we can go to yours and grab what you need." She couldn't believe how serious he was.

      Zane cleared his throat on the other side of the door, and she realized he was listening in. "Not meaning to be eavesdropping or anything. But you may want to know that Rachel and Alan were arrested in Switzerland three days ago and we recovered several million dollars in two offshore accounts. All embezzled from Cervantes. The team located another three accounts in Bermuda which have now been seized. Now's not really the time to go running off around the world, good as it may sound, and quite impressive Sam. Lexie, he's normally very boring."

      Lexie was stunned. Rachel and Alan were behind it all? Sure she had some suspicion that something had gone on but not on that scale. This was huge. Lexie looked to Sam immediately.

      "Zane, is there any way you can hold the fort?" Sam asked, there was a desperate tone in his voice.

      Lexie widened her eyes at him, surprised at his question after hearing such big news.

      He reached out and touched her face. "Even for another day?" He breathed. She leaned into his hands and closed her eyes, relishing the way he made her feel. She appreciated the effort he was trying to make to spend time with her.

      "Much as I'd love to help, Old Man St. John is beginning to get all worked up. I told him you had the flu and had lost your voice. He wants you to deal with it. I don't think I can hold him off anymore. Besides the financial world knows about it now. You're being requested for interviews of all kinds."

      Lexie opened her eyes to see Sam's shoulders slumped with defeat. He looked at her now with sad eyes.

      "We can go wherever you want when things calm down." She reached up and held his handsome face.

      "You promise?"

      Lexie nodded.

      The excitement returned to his bright green eyes. "Go out with me Saturday? On a date."

      She smiled up at him. "Yes."

      He pulled her in and held her close encircling her with his loving arms. She rested against him savoring the sound of his steady heartbeat and feeling her own heart ache at the thought of being away from him.
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* * *

      Being away from her felt like torture to Sam.

      It was unbearable and forced him to take a serious look at his life.

      Before he came to San Francisco, he'd gotten stuck in this routine where being alone was best. He'd wallow in his misery of not being Amy's father and the horrible life he'd had with Jessica. Being with Lexie had changed everything, again in a very short space of time.

      Two whole days had passed since he last saw her. Sam had gotten completely wrapped up in the news of the embezzlement and spent most of the time away from Cervantes. There was one interview after another and meetings were the same. He knew the situation at hand was very serious and required his undivided attention, but he just wasn't able to give it. His mind was purely focused on her, no matter what he did.

      On Thursday he hoped to take her to lunch, but the first thing he encountered that morning was a phone call from his father.

      "Sam I need you back here for two weeks. Micro Moto is proposing an acquisition, and I need your expertise."

      No.

      He couldn't go away for two weeks. He had a date on Saturday.

      "Wouldn't Zane be more suited to go, especially with everything going on?"

      "Zane can take care of things there for two weeks. I need you, Sam. You know how important rebuilding Cervantes is to me. I wouldn't ask you to come if I didn't really need you."

      Sam stifled a frustrated sigh. He wanted to throw in some more suggestions but decided he'd oblige his father. It was true. He'd only request Sam's presence if he truly needed him. Maybe he could take Lexie out tonight.

      "When do you need me?"

      "Tonight would be good. There's a meeting at eleven tomorrow."

      Tonight. Of course, he would be needed tonight. It was just his luck.

      "Okay. I'll book my flight."
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* * *

      "You're seriously not going to tell us anything about Sam?" Tim challenged Lexie.

      She'd been doing a good job at glossing over the subject all week, but one of them would keep bringing it up. It didn't help that she kept accidentally calling both he and Gina Sam.

      Lexie looked across the work station at them both, and her cheeks warmed. Gina's eyes were wide with anticipation as she sipped from her mocha, and Tim looked equally anxious.

      "Tim. I..." she didn't know what she was supposed to say. Even though people were allowed to date here, she didn't think Sam would appreciate everyone in the office knowing that they were seeing each other until they discussed it first.

      Gina shook her head in dismay. "I told you everything about Zane."

      "Yes, you told me too." Tim rolled his eyes at Gina and shook his blue mane of hair. "You told me too much."

      Gina looked at him and smirked. "Hey, at least I shared, and just to update you we're going away this weekend." She giggled. "And the next three weekend's after that too."

      Lexie smiled at that, happy that Gina was getting on so well with Zane. Tim scowled at her as if he tasted something bad.

      "Gina, you and that Armani poster boy make me sick. I'm glad you're happy though." Tim grimaced. Lexie laughed at them.

      "Thank you." Gina cooed. "Now back to Miss I'm totally dating the damn head boss or whatever Sam is, and I'm not going to tell my friends anything." She glared at Lexie.

      Lexie held up her hands. "It's not that I don't want to tell you anything," she began. To be honest she'd been in her own bubble since Monday. Her body was in the office, but her mind was completely on Sam. She was just barely able to function on auto-pilot by signing a document here and there. At a push, she could probably look over a report, but no more than one. Her brain couldn't handle it. She couldn't wait for their date on Saturday.

      "I'm sorry."

      "No, you aren't." Tim narrowed his eyes. "You haven't even thought about us. We can see you thinking about him, even now. First, you didn't tell us that you knew him eons ago, and now you can't give us the details of your obviously dirty little week long trip."

      "It wasn't dirty." She protested.

      "So all you did was drink tea and eat biscuits?" Tim shot back, sending Gina into a fit of giggles. "You said his mom's English. They drink lots of tea in England."

      Even Lexie had to laugh.

      "No, Tim. We did not drink tea and eat biscuits."

      "So for God sakes woman tell us what happened or you'll be my next test subject." Tim raised his fists and shook them. "I'll change you into aqua frog girl."

      Lexie laughed again but felt bad she hadn't said anything. Of course, she told her sisters all that happened, and maybe Tim and Gina deserved a little more than the lack of explanation she'd given.

      "We -" she was interrupted by Sam himself. He opened the lab door and came in. The words drained from her mind the minute she saw him, and she had to restrain herself from rushing into his arms.

      "Hey guys." He addressed them all then focused on her.

      "Hey Sam," they both cooed sounding like a choir. Tim made some comment, but she couldn't quite hear him. Her mind was completely fixed on Sam. Her brain was only in tuned to hear him.

      "Do you have a minute?" Sam asked.

      "Yes," she replied mindlessly and felt her body float towards him as if she were under some kind of spell.

      Tim and Gina both looked on with eager expressions. Sam seemed to guess what was going on because there was a slight grin on his face as she approached him, and he confirmed everything anyone needed to know when he took hold of her hand and led her away.

      As they left the lab, she noticed the curious looks they got from colleagues that passed by. Some even gave them little smiles of approval. She looked up at Sam and felt in awe at the proud look on his face like he was happy to be with her. He looked back at her and smiled pulling her to a stop just outside the staff room.

      "I'm sorry, I probably should think first before holding your hand like that here." He gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

      "No, don't apologize. I like holding your hand." She smiled up at him.

      "Good, and I hope you're okay with people knowing we're dating because I seriously need to kiss you. It's a matter of life and death." He chuckled.

      "Kiss me." She breathed melting into him as he pulled her closer and smoothed his lips over hers for the sweetest kiss imaginable. They didn't care where they were or who was passing by.

      "I missed you." He said against her lips.

      She giggled as he brushed his nose against hers. "I missed you too."

      When a concerned look returned to his face, she realized that it must have been bordering on eleven, the busiest part of the day for him and he'd come to see her. Not that she wasn't glad to see him, but she hoped everything was okay. He reached out and took a lock of her hair, circling it around his thumb. She could tell from his eyes that something was up.

      "You ... look like something's wrong." She tried to be cautious just in case she was wrong.

      "I have to reschedule our date on Saturday," he replied with sad eyes. "I have to go back to Chicago."

      She gasped as her heart stilled. This was it? Panic filled her instantly. She'd been so absorbed in the thought of being with him that she hadn't given any thought to being without him.

      It was expected with the whole investigation finished that everything would change. Sam was only here to fix the situation. Then he'd go back to Chicago.

      "No. No, it's too soon." She said before he could continue.

      He cupped her face and smiled. "It's just for two weeks. I'll be back."

      Oh. Two weeks. Relief washed over her, but then the longing returned at the thought that two weeks was still a long time. Two weeks felt like forever when you...

      Felt the way she did.

      She would never fool herself into thinking that this was some kind of temporary thing for her. It had never been.

      "My dad needs my help with an acquisition," he explained. "I'll do what I need to do, and I'll be back in two weeks. Will you go out with me then?"

      "Of course I will." She nodded.

      "I think we're due for some dancing too." He tried to joke, but his eyes looked sad.

      "We can definitely dance." She was trying to sound chirpier than what came out but couldn't help it. Two weeks was a long time, but in reality, it wasn't just these two weeks she had to worry about. Sam had done a great job here and in the business world that meant moving on to something else.

      "Lexie." He said her name like he'd called her before.

      She blinked a few times to clear her mind and focused back on him. With a determined look in his eyes, he said, "I'll be back very soon, and I'll make it all up to you. I promise." He smiled wider revealing his gorgeous dimples.

      She nodded and offered a small smile as he brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it just as Janine was passing by with Simon. They were coming from the café. Simon looked over at them with a very pleased smile while Janine frowned and held her folder closer to her chest.

      "I leave tonight. I'll call you when I get there."

      "Okay." Her awareness of where they were returned when he kissed her, and she looked up to see Mags glaring at them in that old school marm way. Lexie widened her eyes while Sam stared at Mags, feigning innocence.

      "I knew it." She drawled in an accusatory tone pointing at them.

      "Come on Mags give me a break." Sam offered a cheeky smile and released Lexie. "She's the perfect woman and beautiful. What did you expect me to do?" Sam looked back at Lexie.

      Mags shook her head and smiled tight-lipped. "You can buy me a mocha for working my butt off last week."

      "Sure thing boss." Sam smiled. Before he left, he turned back to Lexie and winked. "Call you later doll."

      "I look forward to it."

      As she watched him leave with Mags, walking to the café, she felt empty at the thought of him leaving for good. Two weeks was two weeks, but the day would come when he'd have to go back home to Chicago for good.

      Then what would she do?
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      Sam had completely forgotten what life was like at St. John & Co.

      Busy, fast paced, and always on the go. The slower pace at Cervantes had highlighted that to him.

      He couldn't believe that he'd ever been comfortable here, and what was worse was his house had that feeling again. Like it wasn't his as if he was just visiting.

      He didn't realize last time why it felt this odd, but this time it was glaringly obvious. It was because his life had changed. The house was also a reminder of the life he had with Jessica, and like an allergy, his body was repelling it from his system.

      The only time he felt comfortable was when his mother visited with her chocolate gift basket when he spoke to Zane, but even more so when he spoke to Lexie.

      He couldn't wait to get back and see her, especially since she'd looked so worried about him leaving. He knew she was probably thinking about what would happen to them when he returned to Chicago officially. He'd thought about that too, and he honestly wasn't sure what to do. The one thing that was certain was that he couldn't and wouldn't be without her.

      Sam wanted more from his relationship with Lexie, more than just the time spent with her when he was in San Francisco. That brought him to his next worry. His worry over Amy and Jessica.

      Being with Lexie highlighted the fact that he had to move on. It was time, way past it.

      Amy wasn't his, but he would always love her like she was and that would never change. It shouldn't also stop him from living and... starting over. Aside from the hurt and heartbreak, Jessica caused him, she'd also robbed him of a life.

      On Sunday when he thought he was definitely on the verge of madness from missing Lexie too much, he got a surprise visit from Amy.

      "My babysitter dropped me off." She enunciated babysitter with distaste. "Mom insisted."

      Jessica had always dropped Amy off, so it was a mystery as to how she'd allowed the babysitter to do it now. Sure she had no qualms leaving her with some strange types, but for any meeting like this with Sam, she'd come on her guard, as if she thought he would sink low enough to steal Amy away. He wished he could. If he could have, he would have done it long ago. Just take his daughter and sail somewhere far away, but running like that was no life to live.

      "Amy, you're safer with a babysitter." He told her giving her the biggest hug. It really was great to see her.

      "Dad I'm going to be twelve in a few weeks."

      "Months." He corrected. He'd only just gotten used to her being in the double digits.

      He'd had a panic attack when she first turned ten. After twelve came thirteen. She'd be a teenager, and he'd have to lock her in a tower somewhere where no evil boy creatures could get to her.

      "Months then." She humored him with a sweet little smile that revealed the dimples in her cheeks. Her bright blue eyes beamed up at him.

      They made pizza and watched the first two Harry Potter films. After that, they watched music videos and ate marshmallows.

      "Dad you are so cool," Amy commented stuffing her mouth with two more marshmallows.

      Sam smiled at that. "I'm glad you think so, and hope that's not your way of buttering me up." Amy didn't need to do anything like that because Sam spoilt her rotten.

      "Well, actually."

      The cheeky little look she gave him told him he could be wrong. She smiled widely with a mischievous glint in her eye.

      "What's up?" Sam narrowed his eyes and leaned back on the sofa.

      "I wanted to talk to you about something." It sounded serious. He straightened up again. "When you came to my play, you seemed different, and you seem even more different now."

      He wasn't sure what she meant. "Different good or bad?"

      "Oh, it's a different good." As she chuckled her bright blue eyes sparkled, and the ends of her ponytail bobbed. "You always seemed cheered up when you see me, but this was different. You looked genuinely happy like you weren't just putting on a brave face for me."

      He felt touched that she noticed he did that. Amy was a smart girl, very wise beyond her years, so there was no point denying that he was different. He felt sad to admit it was learning that he wasn't her real father and the nasty divorce that forced her into growing up faster than she should have. He never wanted that for her, and it would always bother him.

      "I was um... I was hoping that maybe you were seeing someone," she said shyly, blushing a little and suddenly looking uncomfortable. This wasn't the kind of stuff they talked about.

      He admittedly felt uncomfortable too. Lexie was the first woman he'd dated since divorcing Jessica, and honestly, he never thought he'd have this conversation with Amy.

      "I'm sorry dad." Her cheeks flushed. "I didn't mean to pry. I just don't want you to be all alone."

      He watched the little girl who once believed that the moon was made of cheese, and the forest filled with fairies. She wanted to be a princess and wore her hair in pigtails. She seemed so much older now.

      She pulled in a breath and continued. "No one talks about what mom did. Like it never happened. It affected me too and the older I get, the worse it feels to me. Particularly because she's purposely gone through so much trouble to stop you from seeing me." Sadness filled her little voice, making his heart ache. "I've decided that if things get bad again, I'll fight to come and live with you."

      "Amy, have you talked to your mother about how you feel?" It grieved him that she was caught up in the middle of this.

      She shook her head. "I don't want to. She'd never understand, and she'd tell me I'm constantly bringing up the past when she tries so hard to give me everything. Dad, I don't want all the designer bags in the world, or clothes, or my hair done, or whatever. I just want to be able to see you whenever I want." She huffed.

      He sighed feeling frustrated with himself and with Jessica. "You know I'd have you live with me in a heartbeat if I could."

      She nodded. "She knows that too. Anyway," she sat straighter, and the smile returned to her little face. "I was talking about you. I can deal with my own worries as long as I get to see you. I just wanted you to know that it would be good if you were seeing someone. It would be cool. You deserve someone who makes you happy."

      Her words surprised him but put him at ease. She leaned forward with an eager expression on her face, "Are you?"

      "Yes," he replied.

      "I was right. Dad, what's she like?" Amy looked excited.

      "She's um..." this was hard. How could he fully describe Lexie? There were so much amazing things about her. "Amazing and super smart."

      "Will I get to meet her?"

      Meet her? He hadn't really thought about that, or that far ahead. And, now that he was thinking about it he realized that he wanted Lexie to be somebody that he could introduce to Amy. He did, however, wonder how she truly felt about him and wished he knew.

      "I hope so." He decided to say, hoping for the best.

      He was thinking about it the next day as he reviewed the messy records he was given for Miko Motos. The company accounts were a disastrous mess and the reports askew. Last week was all about meeting with the current owners and investors and going over the acquisition proposals and contracts. The contracts and agreements were pending approval after his review of the records. Having quickly reviewed all that was here Sam knew it was going to take him the whole week to go through everything. He could have definitely done with Zane's help on this. No matter what Sam did, he couldn't concentrate.

      He managed to categorize the records and reports, just to make it a little easier to go through. The plan was do something easier to start off with, and hopefully, by tomorrow, his brain would kick in.

      That plan, however, didn't work and it was enhanced by the caution he detected in Lexie's voice last night when he called her. She asked what would happen to Cervantes now that the investigation was complete and he'd made the mistake of saying he could go on another project which could be anywhere in the world. He'd simply passed the comment not really thinking, but that was when she started to sound cautious. Sam didn't want her to be cautious with him, and he wished she knew just how much he missed her. Telling her wasn't enough.

      When the next day proved to be worse than yesterday, he decided he wasn't doing anyone any favors by working like this. There was a lot to be done, and his job required deep concentration. One mistake or oversight could cost them greatly. That kind of concentration wouldn't come if he was worried about Lexie. She didn't know how much he missed her because he hadn't told her how he felt about her. That came with an explanation of everything else, and he couldn't do that over the phone.

      Sam looked at the clock and a crazy plan brewed in his mind. The only way to obtain the concentration he needed, and to be more productive was to see her. It was five now. If he was quick about it, he could be back in San Francisco in a handful of hours. On that thought, he sprung from behind his desk and dashed straight to his father's office.

      As always, his father brightened on seeing him.

      "Dad, can I talk to you for a second?" Sam began.

      "Sure slugger, what's up." His father replied, putting his pen down on top of the file he'd been reading.

      "Would you mind if I took the rest of the day off? I know we had to meet with the auditor at six but can you do that without me? I have something I have to take care of."

      His father stared at him, with keen interest. "Must be important." He commented.

      "It is." Sam nodded. "I'll be back tomorrow by eleven. Eleven-thirty at the extreme latest."

      "Yeah, that's fine." His father leaned his head to the side, looking curious. And, suspicious. "Everything okay?"

      "Oh yeah, everything's fine. It's just something that's come up." It wasn't exactly a lie, but he didn't want to go into details. He hadn't told his father about Lexie yet, and he was guessing his mother hadn't mentioned anything to him either. She wouldn't have done so without asking Sam first. It wasn't that he didn't want to tell his father about Lexie, it was more the case that he wanted to have her to himself a little while longer. Unlike his mother, his father would interfere too much, thinking he was helping. Sam didn't want to risk that. There had already been too many obstacles that threatened to keep him away from Lexie, and he didn't want to risk another.

      "Alright, well, call me if you need me." His father smiled.

      "Sure, and thanks. See you tomorrow." Sam left before any more questions could be asked. 

      One thing at a time. Right now he was ecstatic at the thought of seeing Lexie.
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* * *

      "Hayley, you can't ditch a guy just because he doesn't like chocolate." Lexie scolded. Tamar started to laugh.

      Hayley folded her arms and rested back into Lexie's fluffy pink cushion. She wrinkled her face in distaste. "Who doesn't like chocolate? That's just weird." She flicked her legs up and crossed them over the arm of the sofa. Tamar threw popcorn at her.

      "Plenty people don't like chocolate Hayley," Lexie insisted.

      Her sisters had come by to keep her company for a few hours. They must have detected her need for some sister support in their phone calls. Her emotions were on overdrive and she felt like her thoughts alone would drive her mad. Shopping hadn't helped, pampering at the salon had only relaxed her mind so that she could think about Sam even more, and watching her movies were an even worse trigger.

      She just couldn't seem to shake the worry of what she'd do when Sam went back to Chicago. Being the worrier she was, she hadn't been able to help herself, and her worries grew worse the deeper she fell for him.

      She looked at Hayley, with her carefree composure and her couldn't care less attitude for her most recent guy. Maybe Lexie should have been more like that. Laid back and easy going. Chilled to the max. But could she be like that with Sam? Just be with him and not care about how she felt. Maybe Hayley hadn't met anyone she'd cared that deeply about yet. Hayley literally had a different guy every week.

      Then there was Tamar. Lexie looked at her. She always thought Tamar looked a little like Princess Jasmin from Aladdin. And a princess she was with her many suitors before Jay. When she met Jay, she knew he was the one, and she hadn't taken caution with him. But then Jay didn't live on the other side of the country with a daughter from a previous marriage.

      That was another thing she had to consider, and remember. Sam had a child.

      "I dated this guy once who was so obsessed with chocolate he covered me in it and -"

      "Stop!" Tamar balked cutting Hayley off. Lexie giggled as she watched a sly expression form on Hayley's face. From the other side of the room Tamar threw more popcorn at Hayley.

      "What? You don't know what I was going to say."

      "I think we have a pretty good idea." Lexie continued to laugh.

      "We don't need to hear about your sexcapades," Tamar scolded.

      "But they're so good. Maybe I could give you ideas. Lexie, I'm sure could do with the tips. Imagine how shocked Sam would be if you covered him in chocolate, or certain parts and -"

      "Hayley." Tamar interrupted again, this time she threw a cushion at her.

      "What? We're all adults here, and I'm just giving you ideas to spice up your lives."

      "Our lives don't need spicing up, thank you very much," Lexie informed her.

      "Okay, so what do you guys do? Drink hot chocolate and watch old movies while you talk about work?"

      Lexie frowned, she didn't know why everyone kept thinking she and Sam were so boring, drinking tea or hot chocolate and eating biscuits. Hayley always had a dig at Lexie's love for classic films anyway, so that was nothing new. "No, of course not. We do fun stuff."

      Did. Aside from their trip and the night she spent at his apartment, Lexie hadn't really spent much time with Sam.

      "Okay, so you were on a boat whoo hoo." Hayley rolled her eyes

      "Hayley, just because I don't go around talking about sex all day doesn't mean I don't have fun or that I need ideas for spicing things up." At least this was taking her mind off worrying about Sam, although she was talking about him.

      She wondered what he was doing now. It was nearly seven. He would hopefully have left the office by now and was maybe eating dinner. He usually called around eight or nine, so they could have a good hour or so to talk.

      A sly look crossed over Hayley's face again. "You know you still haven't given us all the details about that little boat trip of yours."

      "No, you haven't." Tamar jumped in, tossing popcorn at her now.

      Lexie smiled and leaned back into her chair. She'd told them all they needed to know, but from the mischievous looks on their faces, she knew what they meant. They wanted bedroom details she'd never give. "Maybe it's because I figured you wouldn't believe half of what I told you." She giggled.

      Hayley sat up quickly, and Tamar laughed even more. "Lexie, you little minx."

      "You have to tell us," Tamar beamed.

      Lexie shook her head. "Sorry, but I'm going to have to leave this one to your imagination." Serve them both right. They always teased her so much. It was about time she did some teasing of her own.

      "Well, you know how wild my imagination is. I could imagine something completely bizarre." Hayley cooed.

      "Me too." Tamar joined in.

      Lexie shrugged and laughed at them. "Well, that's absolutely fine with me."

      They both glanced at each other and shook their heads.

      "Okay fine," Hayley stood up. "I'm going to eat all your ice cream and hot chocolate."

      "Both?" Tamar asked

      "Yes, I'm conflicted like fire and ice."

      Lexie rolled her eyes. When she returned with the ice cream and hot chocolate, Hayley started talking about her latest plans for the spa retreat which Tamar happily joined in.

      Lexie looked at the clock just before eight and then every other minute till eight thirty. Her phone hadn't rung at all.

      When nine came, she thought maybe Sam was busy. At nine-thirty she started wondering if perhaps he'd had other plans.

      Business, or pleasure plans. What if he'd ran into an old girlfriend while in Chicago, or someone who worked in his office that took his interest.

      No, that was silly of her. She shouldn't be thinking that.

      But...

      Maybe he had. Why was that so impossible?

      "Hey, Lexie. We're gonna bounce. We don't want to intrude when Sam calls," Tamar said with a sly grin. Lexie chanced a look at the clock. It was nearly ten, if he was going to call he would have already. "And we should get home."

      Lexie nodded and smiled to cover her worry and anxiety.

      "Thank you for coming."

      "We should hit the club Friday. There's this gorgeous guy whose been coming every week for the last three weeks." Hayley gushed batting her lashes. Tamar laughed.

      "I'm amazed you haven't asked for his number yet. Or worse." Tamar eyed her with suspicion. If Lexie hadn't been so distracted, she would have teased too.

      They argued until they got to the door, took a break to say goodnight, and then went back to arguing. Lexie heard them outside the apartment door even after she closed it.

      Hayley telling Tamar she was more guy crazy than she was before Jay had come along. Tamar defended herself and called Hayley a man-eater. In all honesty, they were probably both as bad as each other.

      Oh, Sam what are you doing to me? Lexie wondered slumping against her door. Maybe she should call him. That would be okay right? They both called each other normally. She just figured it would be best to let him call when he could because he was doing something different to his regular routine which was so busy as it was.

      Okay, she'd call. And it would be fine. If he was tired, then it would be a quick hello, and she'd let him go. She grabbed her phone and dialed his number. When it rang, the strangest thing happened. She heard the ring, but then it was like she could hear his ringtone. How odd.

      She walked towards the corridor where she was certain she could hear it, and now she was sure it was getting louder. Geez, maybe she had gone crazy. Before she got to the door, the bell rang.

      She opened it and gasped. Sam stood before her holding his phone. A heartwarming smile brightened his face making his green eyes beam.

      "Hi," he said making a show of holding the phone to his ear.

      "Sam." She could barely get his name out. Excitement overpowered her, and she threw herself into his awaiting arms.

      She could believe he was here. Here, at her front door, in her apartment, right there with her and not miles away. She hugged him hard taking him all in. The way he felt molded to her, the smell of his sandalwood aftershave and that sharp masculinity about him weakened her. The magic she felt when she was with him surrounded them and blocked out the world, making her feel truly alive.

      His eyes sparkled as he gazed down at her, then their lips met with a desperate hunger that consumed her. She heard the door close, and his bag fall to the ground. Then he lifted her on to him with his big strong arms. She wrapped her legs around him as he held her and moved with her up the stairs into her bedroom. They devoured each other with heated kisses, feeding on passion and tearing at each other's clothes.

      He set her down on the cool silk sheets that covered her bed and kissed her clothes right off her. She managed to undo the buttons on his shirt and backed it down his shoulders revealing his amazing body that drove her wild, but he stopped her when she attempted to kiss his chest.

      "Baby I won't last. You kill me when you do that." He breathed hard.

      She couldn't answer. Right now her brain couldn't communicate with her mouth to form words.

      He finished stripping her and ran his fingers down her thighs to part her legs. She just about managed to pull in a breath before he slid into her, trapping her within the grasp of passion as they became one.

      Her body welcomed him and blazed from the fire that consumed her as he thrust into her. The world shifted out of existence just like it did the first time, transporting her to pure contentment that overwhelmed her.

      Pleasure racked her body and trapped her within the wave of the first orgasmic bliss. Her ears stung and her body tingled from the energy that overwhelmed her. When another wave hit she gripped onto his hand and called out his name on the edge of a labored breath.

      They were pure heat and passion, but there was something more. Something different in the way that he held her. Something that made her heart burst with elation. Something that told her she was his.

      A deep feeling of peace entered her being as he stilled against her and slipped his arms around her, bringing her closer. She lifted her face up to him and kissed the edge of his jaw then rested her head against his chest, absorbing the rapid beat of his heart.

      Only he could make her feel this way. Like she had everything, and that everything good in this world was right next to her.

      Only he could make her feel this ... love. Like a tangible being that surrounded them.
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* * *

      Lexie laughed as Sam galloped the giraffe-shaped biscuit down her chest and on to her stomach.

      They lay side by side, their bodies so close you couldn't tell where one began, and the other ended. A bag of chocolate covered animal shaped biscuits rested on the stack of pillows next to them. Sam had abandoned eating and decided he had other things in mind for the biscuits.

      "And so the adventurous gazelle ventured from the mountainous peaks," when he glanced at her breasts she giggled again. "Down to the desert where he came across the smoothest sand imaginable." He ran the biscuit across her navel.

      Lexie was still having trouble believing he was here. She couldn't believe he'd come all the way from Chicago just to see her tonight. They only had a few hours left together, and she was determined to relish every second with him.

      "Sam, isn't that a giraffe?"

      "Today it's a gazelle." His eyes widened with delight.

      "Okay. So what's it doing in the desert?"

      "Looking for his soul mate. They were separated in a giant sand storm twelve years ago. Since then the adventurous gazelle wandered around, lost in the wind."

      His words held her immediate attention, warming her heart and Lexie listened carefully.

      "Did he ever find his soul mate?" she looked deep into his eyes, eager to hear his response.

      "Yes." Sam gazed at her, and his hand stilled against the flat of her stomach. There was a sad look in his eyes as he continued. "He found her after he'd given up on hope. He never thought he'd see her again." A small smile lifted the corners of his lips as he galloped the biscuit across her stomach. "He was happy to see her and..." he paused for a moment and stared at her stomach as if he were contemplating his next words.

      "She was happy to see him too." She filled in. "She never wanted him to leave her side." Words from her heart that she couldn't withhold. He lifted his gaze back up to her and her breath caught in her chest. She wondered what he would say, if anything.

      "He never, ever wanted to leave her side either," he smiled at her, "but promised that if he did, he'd always come back. Always." There was something deep and meaningful in his voice, something that gripped her heart.

      "Really?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Did he really mean that? That was quite a thing to say. He must have sensed her uncertainty and slid back up to her so that he was inches away from her face.

      He took hold of her hand and said, "you know I will Lexie. I never stopped thinking about you, not ever. I used to dream about being with you."

      He'd never told her that before. She smiled and reached out to touch his handsome face. He caught her hand and kissed it.

      "I used to dream about being with you too." It was important he knew how she felt.

      He responded with a smile but then his expression suddenly grew serious and his eyes looked troubled. "I..."

      "What's wrong?" she asked softly, noting the change in his mood with caution. He had that same look the night they'd first made love on the boat. She wondered now just like she did then if it was her.

      "I don't want to waste the time I have with you by talking about reality," he attempted a reassuring smile. "Depressing stuff."

      It was strange to hear him say something like that. Did something happen while he'd been away in Chicago? She sat up immediately and pulled the covers over her breasts.

      "If that's supposed to stop me from asking you what's wrong it didn't work."

      He chuckled lightly and sat up. He stared at her and took a lock of her hair to twirl around his thumb. He watched the ends coil and smoothed it over with his other hand.

      "Things weren't exactly great for me after I first met you. I had all these plans, and I guess I was young and eager to please my parents. I did everything to please them, including dating who they wanted me to date. That's how I ended up with Jessica." So that was her name. Lexie wondered if he might have seen her in Chicago. She listened on. "We broke up just before I met you, and when I got back home, she told me she was pregnant. So I married her. She'd always cheated on me every chance she got, and marriage didn't change that. I was married to her for eight years before I found out that um..." he just stopped and stared down at the twisted lock of hair around his thumb. They both watched the curl loosen and slip from his grasp. He looked back to her, his eyes filled with pain she never imagined. "That Amy wasn't mine... Jessica lied to me the whole time. It's a hard thing to deal with a lie like that. And, to accept that a child you thought belonged to you doesn't. I took the news hard and ended up in a car accident the same night I found out, and in a coma for months."

      Lexie's hands flew up to her mouth at the shock of what she was hearing. "Sam."

      "Hey," he ran his finger along her cheek wiping away a tear she didn't realize had fallen. "I didn't mean to upset you."

      "No," she shook her head as more tears came. "Sam, I can't believe that happened to you." She breathed shaking her head. "I'm so sorry."

      "It's okay. It's a mess, but it's okay. Amy knows the truth, and while I know I'm not her father, she still feels like mine."

      "Of course...Why didn't you tell me before?" She couldn't help but wonder.

      He shrugged. "It's difficult to talk about, and every time I say it, I remember that it's real. Only a few people know. Our parents and Zane. I guess I got used to just not talking so no one would know. But I should have told you sooner. I'm sorry."

      She reached out and stroked the edge of his jaw, then leaned forward and kissed him taking his hand. Lexie couldn't begin to imagine what he must have gone through. She squeezed his hand gently. "Thank you so much for coming to see me. It means more than you know."

      "I wanted to let you know how I feel about you." She searched his eyes and saw the wealth of emotion that filled them. He pulled in a steady breath. "I'm serious about you Lexie, and I want us to work. My family is in Chicago, and on occasion, I could be anywhere in the world, but I'm serious about you. When I was in a coma, my mind created this crazy reality where we were on our date at the Bellagio."

      His words captivated her, and she couldn't help but smile at the memory of the date he'd conjured up when they'd first met.

      "Dancing, and eating chocolate?" She added with a bright smile.

      He nodded. "Yeah. You and me. You were mine, and ..." Sam held her gaze and her hand as he continued. "You kept me going. You kept me alive. I don't just want it to be a dream. I want you to be mine in real life too."

      Her heart soared on hearing that, and if she'd ever questioned herself before on whether she'd fallen for him, the confirmation was here. Right there in the depths of her heart. She knew she loved him. Who was she kidding? She always had. This wasn't a sudden thing that had happened or even a gradual thing. She'd loved him from the first moment she saw him. She was just too troubled to see it.

      "I am yours, Sam. I always was." She told him loving the warm feeling that had swelled her heart and soul.

      He smiled wide and pulled her close to his heart.
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      Sam admired the slender curve in Lexie's neck as she tilted her head to the side and moved her hair across her shoulders.

      She smiled as he placed the diamond necklace around her neck and kissed his way across to the latch.

      "Sam, you're spoiling me too much with all these gifts." She laughed and turned to face him when he hooked the latch together. She touched the teardrop diamond that rested against her chest and beamed up at him.

      "Well, it's simple. Just try to stop deserving it then. You just got FDA approval for Prometheus and your research is helping all sorts of people, you deserve gifts. Lots of them." He smiled at her.

      "You said that last week when I made you a cake." She giggled.

      "It was chocolate cake." He tweaked her nose playfully.

      "Sam, making a chocolate cake doesn't warrant a ten karat diamond bracelet with matching earrings."

      "Baby, I love chocolate cake, and yours is diamond worthy. You know what? I didn't treat you enough."

      She laughed and shook her head. "I have enough." She took his hand and held it to her heart. "You are my gift."

      Yes, she certainly had him. Had his heart, his soul, and everything that made him, him. She'd had him from that first day they met.

      Right here in Las Vegas.

      It had taken him some time, but here they were at the Bellagio. They'd danced and ate chocolate till he felt for sure he'd burst.

      A date thirteen years late, but here they were, and she was so much more than she'd been in his dreams. So much more, and his love for her had only increased. They'd been together now for just over a year. One amazing year that had changed his life and made up for everything bad that had ever happened to him.

      She was like a reward for all he'd been through.

      He looked at her and was, as always, mesmerized by her beauty that was enhanced by the pure, angelic person she was within. He was so lucky to have her and diamonds were nothing for him to give. It really wasn't enough.

      She motioned for him to lower so she could kiss him then she rested against him as they continued to observe the city below from the balcony in their hotel room.

      He'd been thinking about their future a lot lately, primarily because it was beginning to look very obvious that something was keeping him in San Francisco. Something, someone, very important who meant more to him than life and work.

      His parents knew they were dating, but it was getting to that point now where he was going to be needed elsewhere for business. He'd turned down a number of projects, and he felt that he'd have to come to some sort of decision soon as to what he was going to do with himself.

      Zane had dropped the suggestion the other day that he could just keep being C.E.O at Cervantes. He'd said it in that Zane's wisdom's sort of way, then laid down this whole pep talk about how happy he was with Gina, and Sam should be thinking more seriously about his life. Sam had already considered it, so he took Zane's words with value.

      Staying in San Francisco would be one hell of a decision to make, but one that would be easy in his Lexie crazed mind.

      "I was thinking." He began. Curiosity filled her beautiful brown eyes. An idea came to him yesterday when his father had asked him to go to Chicago to help him with one of his acquisitions.

      "Sam don't keep me in suspense." She turned to face him.

      "I have to go to Chicago next week. Do you want to come with me?"

      Her eyes widened with surprise and then she smiled. "Yes. Really? You want me to come?"

      "It's way past time I introduce you to my family."

      "Do you think they'll like me?" She suddenly looked worried.

      "They'll love you. They've been dying to meet you." They had, and seriously he should have arranged for them all to meet a lot sooner. "They'll love everything about you."

      "I can't wait." She beamed.

      He reached out to touch her face. "They'll finally get to see what makes me happy."

      He liked when she looked at him like this. It felt like he could see her soul through her beautiful eyes, and see how she felt about him. It was a look that told him everything. It told him she loved him.

      Sometimes he thought she would tell him. But, then when it seemed like she was on the brink of it, she'd get this nervous look in her eyes, her cheeks would flush pink, and she'd stop herself. It was happening again now.

      It was okay. He wanted to say it first, she just seemed to beat him to the right moment every time and chicken out.

      He'd find the perfect moment but wanted to get everything sorted out first. As he beheld her the idea of staying San Francisco seemed perfect in his mind.
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* * *

      Lexie loved Sam's parents, and he was right they seemed to like her too. The warm welcome they gave her was endearing, and his mother completely spoilt her. She took Lexie shopping, to the spa, to her gallery, and even did a painting of her.

      Amy was next on the list, and Lexie was nervous. She was scheduled to meet her in a few days, and she hoped Amy liked her.

      Lexie respected Sam's love for Amy, and she understood it all. That was something she would never question or argue against. Blood didn't always make you family. It was love. That was what she'd seen in him, and that made her love him even more.

      On Saturday she promised Sam a tasty South American feast with Churros to top it off, so they went shopping for the ingredients. On their return, she noticed a black Mercedes parked in front of the house. It was when she noted the sudden change in Sam's demeanor that she realized that he wasn't entirely happy to see whoever was visiting.

      "How dare she?" He said as he looked on, letting out a frustrated sigh.

      Well, at least Lexie knew the visitor was a she.

      "Who is it?" Lexie asked cautiously.

      He removed his hand from her waist and grabbed the keys from his pockets.

      "Jessica," he replied shaking his head. Sam looked furious. His whole face was red, nostrils flared, and he bit the inside of his lip.

      He opened the door, and she went in after him. When they got to the living room, she saw a petite blonde girl sitting cross-legged on the sofa watching TV.

      "Dad."

      Amy's hair was the same dark blonde color as Sam's, but that was as far as resemblance went, which of course was understandable. She rushed over to them.

      "You must be Lexie. I'm Amy." She put out her hand towards Lexie with a bright smile. She had the kind of angelic face that warmed your heart. Lexie took her hand and shook it returning the smile.

      "Hi, it's nice to meet you."

      Amy's smile brightened. "It's really nice to meet you too. I've been excited to see you all week. You're even prettier in real life than in my dad's pictures."

      What a sweet thing to say. "Thank you." Lexie was in awe at her compliment. She'd been worried about meeting Amy a lot. However, from the look on Sam's face, Lexie got the feeling that she'd been worried about the wrong person entirely.

      "Amy, where's your mother?" Sam seemed to be trying real hard to remain calm. She knew she'd be absolutely furious if she came home to find her ex-husband had let himself into her home, especially when she was currently in a relationship.

      Lexie felt even more awkward when Amy's smile faded.

      "Oh, um her. Dad, I tried to tell her this would be weird but she insisted. I even had a lift, but she's in one of her moods again. My school wants me to help with this charity event, so I was going to ask you if it was okay to come visit in San Francisco next Saturday which I'm certain you would have been fine with. I wanted to meet Lexie and today was the only day I had free, so that's how it started." The poor thing looked so nervous that Lexie felt bad for her. "I told her I wanted to meet Lexie while you were here and she just switched on me."

      At that moment the kitchen door opened and an extremely beautiful blonde woman glided out. She looked like she could have easily stepped out of Vogue, or off the runway to some extravagant fashion show. There was no end to her and Amy's resemblance.

      Everything about her seemed perfect. From the long black lashes that adorned her icy blue eyes to the way, the light hit her hair in all the right places making it look gold.

      So, this was Jessica, Sam's ex-wife.

      Lexie couldn't have felt more out of place if she tried. It felt like one of those times when the only thing that could help her get away fast enough was a black hole.

      "Jessica, we need to talk." Sam marched over to her. Lexie was surprised by his abrasive tone.

      "I should tell you all about my play," Amy said to Lexie, doing her best to distract from the tension. But Lexie was staring after Sam as he and Jessica disappeared into the kitchen.

      Lexie sat with Amy on the sofa and listened as she attempted to talk about her play. She didn't get further than telling her what the play was about because they could hear the argument that blasted in the kitchen.
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* * *

      Sam was furious. No, actually what he felt was more than fury. It was more like he was seething with rage, and he'd had a hard time remaining calm in front of Lexie and Amy.

      "What the hell is the matter with you? Where in your mind did you think it was okay to come into my home and do whatever this is that you're doing?" He yelled.

      She'd been acting weird for months, and it had gotten worse recently. Talking to him on the phone, messaging him, making an appearance - however brief - when he saw Amy, and now this. He'd been too focused on Lexie to really pay attention to whatever was going on with Jessica but today was so loud and clear that he had to say something.

      "Sam I used to live here. Why is it a problem?" She looked at him as if nothing was wrong and he was overreacting.

      "Jessica, we are divorced, and I'm in a serious relationship." He stared at her. "You don't live here anymore, and it's not okay to come here and act like it's all fine when I know you know this is ridiculous."

      "Serious relationship Sam?" His heart stilled as she glared at him with her icy blue eyes. It was a look he'd recognized all too well. "Did you ever think to ask me how this serious relationship may affect things?"

      All he could do was stare at her. "My life is none of your business. Who I'm with is nothing to do with you."

      "It does where Amy's concerned. I don't know this woman. She could be anyone. I don't want some woman I don't know associating with my daughter." She snarled.

      "Oh please, that's a load of bull." Jessica would have whoever she could grab her hands on look after Amy. Not knowing Lexie wasn't the problem here.

      "What's really going on here Jessica? Don't lie to me, or make my girlfriend the subject of some useless rant. Especially when you aren't even a fraction of the woman she is." He couldn't help it. He just couldn't. He hated Jessica for what she did to him.

      "Oh please, Sam. She is just a temporary fix. You sound like you're in love with her or something." She laughed at the absurdity, but his reaction made her stop. "You love her?" She asked with such distaste that Sam felt the need to protect his feelings. There was no end to his love for Lexie, his love for her made his life worth something, and there was no way in hell that Jessica was going to know that before he told Lexie himself.

      "That's none of your concern," he replied.

      "Sam, you hardly know her." Of course, she wouldn't have known that he'd known Lexie for a lifetime. "Me on the other hand, well we've always known each other. Practically from birth and we were married for eight years."

      He gazed at her trying to decipher what she was saying. Surely she wasn't suggesting that ...

      His blood drained, and his stomach turned over as he observed her and realized what she was indeed suggesting.

      "Sam have you ever even given any thought to getting back together?" While she brightened like it was the best idea in the world, he had to stop himself from heaving and throwing up. "We both know I made mistakes. I know I ruined things and -"

      And he had to stop her right there. "Please just no, no more. No." He held up his hand. As he watched her surprised reaction a wave of nausea mixed with fury clenched at his stomach. He didn't understand how she could suggest that after all, they'd been through, after all, he'd been through.

      Sam considered himself strong, but Jessica had the power to wear him down. Tear him down to nothing, and even when he was barely holding on to the nothing he might have, she could eradicate that too.

      "That's' not an option, I don't know what you could possibly be thinking, but I couldn't stress enough how much of a mistake it was marrying you. Jessica, I married you because you were pregnant and that was all. It wasn't for love."

      "Sam we worked together as a couple. If we lived together, you could always see Amy. It would just make sense, and I'm sure you could get over your grief. It's been years. In fact, I'm surprised that we didn't get back together before. We always did."

      "No." He ran his hand over his face and bit the inside of his lip.

      "You won't even consider it?" She stared at him in disbelief.

      "No. I won't." He shook his head.

      "Not even for Amy's sake?"

      "Don't bring Amy into this. She understands what happen between us and as long as we see each other, there isn't a problem."

      "Well perhaps based on that you should consider getting back together." Malice now flickered within her eyes. He recognized that look too, having seen it many times before and after their divorce. It was how she looked when she threatened to stop him from seeing Amy. It was a look of pure evil that reminded him she had power over him.

      "So, we're back to this again. I tell you I don't want to be with you and you tell me I can't see my daughter."

      She gave a cruel smile. "No Sam," she shook her head. "You tell me you don't want to be with me and I tell you, you can't see my daughter. You would do good to remember exactly whose daughter she is. I'll leave you with that thought." She turned on her heels, slow and purposefully, then sauntered out of the kitchen with an air of authority and control.

      Sam's blood boiled with anger and his head felt like it would explode. He waited to hear the front door close before he went out on the patio to get some air. His heart was racing, and sweat ran down the side of his face. He thought being outside would help calm him, but it did nothing. All the air did is fill his lungs up too fast and numb his head making it actually feel worse.

      What did help was the dainty hand that rested in the center of his back. He turned to Lexie and suddenly felt the warmth of her presence. Her eyes brimmed with concern as she gazed at him, and he felt comfort in the love he saw there.

      "Hey." Her dulcet tone seeped into him and soothed his nerves.

      He felt overwhelmed by all his feelings as he looked at her. Love and fear clenched at his chest, and right now his gut instincts - those good old-fashioned instincts of his that were never wrong - told him that life was about to turn upside down again.

      He cupped her face and held her, loving the feel of her softness and the way that his heart expanded as he looked at her. "I love you."

      The words spilled out of his mouth as if his heart was aching to release them. It wasn't the perfect moment he'd had in mind, but what better time was there than the present.

      Her beautiful eyes widened and then she offered him one of those sweet smiles that always lifted his soul.

      "I love you too, Sam. I love you so, so much." She breathed resting her face against his hands. He pulled her towards him to hold her. He had to hold her.

      His instincts grew sharper with every second that passed, and she seemed to realize his distress.

      "Sam." She whispered his name against his chest and encircled loving arms around him. "What do you need?"

      He rested his chin on the top of her head, drawing in the fruity scent of her shampoo that reminded him of happy times.

      "You," he breathed into her hair.

      "You have me." She assured him.

      "Can ..." he pulled in a breath. "Can we go home?"

      "Home?" She looked up at him, confused.

      The look was understandable. Chicago was Sam's home. They were standing in his house. But he wasn't home. This had become somewhere he lived. Had lived. Especially after today.

      As far as he was concerned home was where ever Lexie was, wherever she called home that's where he'd always feel was his home too.

      "Back to San Francisco, your place." He told her. She reached up and held his face.

      "Okay."
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      Sam wasn't the same after that day. Everything seemed to change in him.

      He was no longer himself, the carefree, humorous, and lighthearted guy that always fascinated Lexie. Now he always appeared to be deep in thought, and he also never left her side. On a normal basis, they spent every chance they got with each other. But this was different. It felt like he was scared of something. 

      Like he was scared of losing her.

      Lexie couldn't express how she felt when he told her he loved her. There were no words, none that existed that could quite describe the elation that surged through her. She'd always loved him, always, and being with him was always the best. But not like this. Him being quiet, and guarded, and always anxious, waiting for something to happen. And the worse thing was she felt useless. She knew the argument with Jessica was terrible, but Sam never shared what was said.

      All she'd heard was shouting and was unable to make out what was being argued about. She was also trying to focus on poor Amy who did her best to ease the awkwardness of the situation. In the end, they sat in silence.

      It didn't take science to figure out that Jessica didn't like Lexie and the whole idea of her. Oh, and the look that she gave Lexie after she came out the kitchen was classic. The look attempted to tell Lexie she thought she was beneath her, but it didn't work. Perhaps if Lexie had been some foolish, naïve girl, it would have taken some effect. But she was used to women like Jessica, and decided that whatever was going on she would stand her ground. And stand her ground she did.

      When Jessica shouted at Amy to get her coat, Lexie had stood up, folded her arms, and stared right back at her giving the same attitude right back. The standoff lasted until Amy retrieved her coat. They left after that.

      Lexie wished Sam would talk about what happened, but he just shut down, and it just felt like it wasn't her place to insist on an explanation. He was like that for the whole week and got even worse on the day Amy was scheduled to arrive and never turned up. She didn't come the next day either, and Sam's calls were fruitless.

      It was that evening Lexie decided no matter how untimely she felt it was, she needed some answers.

      "Why didn't she come Sam? Why aren't they accepting your calls?" Her voice shook, and her heart went out to him as she watched the sadness on his face. They stood opposite each other in his living room.

      Sam gazed at her through those amazing green eyes she loved so much and said, "Jessica can be very awkward sometimes." He looked like he was doing his best to cover up what was really happening.

      "What happened in Chicago? You've changed since then. I tried to stay out of it, but this is bad." It was bad because now she was feeling like it was her fault why Amy hadn't come. Jessica didn't like her, but would she stoop so low as to stop Sam from seeing Amy because of her?

      "Jessica came by that day to ask me to give our relationship another chance."

      Oh, Lexie's eyes widened. This was surprising.

      "What did you say?" she asked weakly.

      Sam narrowed his eyes at her. "Lexie, what do you think I said? I'm with you."

      "She wouldn't stop Amy from seeing you because of that, would she?"

      He laughed a crude cynical edgy laugh. "Yes, she would," he said bitterly.

      Lexie's heart stopped, and her breathing slowed. This was a disaster. "This is my fault." She brought her hands up to her cheeks. The realization made her feel terrible, and a little silly for not realizing it before.

      "No, of course it's not your fault. This existed long before you." He came to her and cupped her face.

      "Sam you need to find a way of contacting them and sorting this out."

      "I will baby." He was attempting to reassure her, but it wasn't working. Guilt consumed her at the thought of all he'd been through to see Amy, and now she'd messed things up for him.

      She loved Sam. She loved him with her whole heart and soul, but she would never get in the way of his family, or what made him happy. She knew how much he loved Amy, and there was no way that she would be an obstacle in the way of that.

      She decided to give him the space he needed to sort everything out. As much as it killed her to wait and see how it all played out, she knew she had to give him the time he needed for himself.

      It turned out she didn't have to wait very long.

      On Wednesday she expected him to come by her apartment at seven. When seven came and went, followed by eight and nine she knew something was wrong. The worry was enhanced with the fact that he didn't call.

      She was too scared to call, and the unsettling feeling in the pit of her stomach made her feel worse. Foremost in her mind was that old fear she'd always had of losing Sam.

      Lexie knew the day would come when he would have to go back to Chicago to a life she had no part of. She'd had him for over a year, and it was the very best time she'd had in her life.

      When her doorbell rang close to ten o'clock, she rushed to answer it hoping against hope that everything would be okay, but the minute she saw him she knew that it was going to be bad news. She knew even before he said her name that the day she put to the back of her mind had come. His eyes were red and swollen, and he looked worse than she'd ever seen him.

      A glazed look of despair spread over his face. "Lexie." He could barely say her name.

      A tear ran down her cheek, and she moved away from him. He came inside and closed the door. There were times in life when your instincts told you all you needed to know. Those were the times when there was no point hoping because you knew the end result.

      He turned her to face him, and she found it difficult to look at him.

      Sam pulled in a deep breath. "Lexie I have to go back to Chicago to sort..." his voice broke away, and he held her gaze for a few agonizing seconds before continuing. "Lexie, Jessica is refusing to let me see Amy." He swallowed hard. "I'm going to Chicago to see what I can do." She nodded understanding. "I'm really sorry I..." his eyes grew sadder as he looked at her.

      "No. There's nothing to apologize for. This is your child. Nothing matters more than her." She didn't know where her voice came from, but she had to let him know that.

      "I ..." he stopped himself unable to speak. "I..." He was drained out. She knew him so well to know that when he could only tell you very little, it meant that was all he had.

      Like now. There seemed to be no definites. No goodbye, or see you later. No I'll call you. Just nothing.

      And sometimes nothing said everything. She had to be strong.

      He leaned forward and kissed the top of her head. Unable to say anymore he walked away from her.

      She broke down the minute the door closed.
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* * *

      He listened to her cry.

      Sam must have stood outside Lexie's door for nearly an hour before he found the strength to leave.

      He couldn't believe that was it. This was how he was going to leave her. The woman who meant everything to him, the woman who had become his world. There was so much more he wanted to say. He wanted to tell her that he would fix the situation and that he'd always come back to her.

      If nothing else, he should...

      He should have told her he loved her. But, it just didn't seem right.

      How could he tell her that when he couldn't even let her know when she'd see him again? How could he tell her that when he was leaving her behind to fight for a child that wasn't even his?

      When Jessica eventually answered the phone to him, she was livid and completely vile. She said that if he hoped to ever see Amy again, he'd have to drop Lexie. He tried to reason with her, but the conversation only ended with her threatening to get an injunction against him, with the claim that he was harassing her and her daughter.

      Of course he wasn't just going to give into Jessica and allow her to walk all over him. He was going back to Chicago to see what he could do to fix things once and for all. It would be easier to sort things out from there, however long it took. His parents were already getting their legal team together.

      He'd never gotten this far before because he knew it would be difficult without any legal rights to Amy. He also didn't want to drag her through the whole process of going to court. However, right now it was his only option. If he failed... then he'd just have to accept that he'd tried, and move on. But he couldn't just give up without trying, and he couldn't expect Lexie to wait in vain or be okay with being caught up in this mess.

      He appreciated her understanding of the situation so far, but she deserved better.

      That is why he couldn't tell her he loved her. That was why. For all that she'd been through, she deserved so much better. Or at the very least, a man that could put her first.

      Hell, he was sick to death of loving people he couldn't be with. 

      If this worked, if he could fix this madness with Jessica then he swore he'd do everything in his power to make it all up to Lexie and be the man she deserved.

      He'd listened to her cry, wanting desperately to go back and comfort her. But that wouldn't help anyone.

      That night he left San Francisco feeling like he'd lost everything and nothing would be the same ever again.
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* * *

      "That's it. That's all he said?" Hayley asked in utter disbelief. She shook her head, and disappointment filled her eyes.

      She'd come to Lexie's aid with Tamar the minute Lexie told them about Sam. Tamar was unusually quiet while Hayley spoke for them both.

      Lexie had been completely numb since Sam left last night. Numb and empty, like her insides had been hollowed out and there was nothing left.

      She should have told him she loved him. With the whole situation looking so vague and uncertain, what if she never saw him again? The thought brought tears to her eyes again.

      "How did he look?" Tamar asked leaning forward and resting her hands on the edge of the sofa.

      "Bad." Lexie pulled in a breath and ran her hand down the side of her face. She rested her head back on the sofa and stared ahead to the kitchen, watching the wind blow the curtains out either side. It was raining heavily outside, and that damp, rainy smell was heavy in the air.

      "Maybe you could call," Hayley suggested. She started pacing around the room.

      "She can't call. It's too delicate." Tamar said quickly before Hayley could continue. She moved over to sit next to Lexie. "You're just going to have to see what happens. You have to be strong."

      "Tamar, she can't just wait." Hayley whirled around and narrowed her eyes. "Wait for what? It's not like he gave her any details of what she would be waiting for."

      "Hayley." Tamar looked annoyed at Hayley.

      "No don't you Hayley me. I'm allowed to be angry if my sister is hurt. Doesn't matter what the reason is, or how good or bad the excuse. This is not okay."

      Great, now they were going to argue. Lexie stifled a frustrated sigh.

      "Guys, please. You're both right." Lexie attempted, but Hayley cut her a sharp glance.

      "Lexie, if you listen to Tamar you'll end up in a nursing home waiting for Sam. This sort of thing could drag out for only God knows how long." Hayley nodded.

      Tamar straightened up. "Right, that's it. I'm pulling rank now as the oldest sister. Hayley, you have no idea what I was going to say."

      "Okay, Miss All-knowing and wise older sister. Let's hear it." Hayley folded her arms across her chest.

      Lexie looked to Tamar, feeling the extent to which she needed her. She was like this when she was younger. Tamar could offer a motherly sort of comfort, but because she was her sister she understood things from a different perspective. She was like the friend who always knew what to tell you and would always tell you the right thing, even when you didn't want to hear it.

      Tamar gazed at Lexie and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. "You have to be strong. There's no doubt in my mind that Sam loves you, but he wouldn't be the man you love if he didn't at least try to fight for his daughter. Whether she's his biological daughter or not." She held Lexie's gaze, never breaking eye contact or faltering her expression.

      She'd told her sisters about Sam and Amy a long time ago. While Hayley looked slightly put out, Tamar had sympathized.

      Tamar pulled in a breath and continued. "You have to be strong and factor in that this may not work out...Okay?"

      Lexie's eyes filled with more tears, but she nodded understanding. She wiped the tears away as they spilled down her cheeks and Tamar pulled her in for a comforting hug. The tears flowed and felt like they would never stop as they came from the depths of her soul that was broken again. Like it was before she met Sam.

      Everything that was happening was understandable, and yes, Tamar was right.

      The problem was there was a selfish part of her mind that didn't want to understand. She wanted him to come back and be with her. She didn't want to lose him. She just wanted him to be hers and hated that there was always something to keep them apart. If it wasn't time, it was work, and now family. It felt like the universe was against her.

      Maybe the answer was simple. Maybe she wasn't meant to be happy. Maybe they just weren't meant to be.
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* * *

      This was so frustrating.

      Sam felt like he was sinking into a never-ending abyss of despair and darkness, where all traces of hope had vanished.

      He'd been in Chicago for a week and a half now. A week and a half of discussions with the best lawyers money could buy, and they were no closer to finding a solution than when he first arrived.

      As it stood now, short of him planting drugs on Jessica, proving that she was a prostitute, a dangerous alcoholic, or that Amy was at risk of danger by living with her, Sam didn't have a case. All he had was the fact that Jessica was a lying, conniving, blackmailing, selfish bitch, and that wasn't sufficient.

      He was being told things he already knew. Like, only biological parents or those with legal responsibility had rights, and that any form of consideration he might have had was eradicated by the divorce. For him to get any form of permission that would allow him minimal rights to see Amy either her mother or biological father would have to agree to it. That was, of course, the simplest way out of this. If only Jessica were human. And since no one would ever know who Amy's father was that wasn't even an option.

      He doubted that would have been an option in any event. The types he'd found Jessica cheating on him with were all low life's and what you'd expect the usual one nighters to look like.

      Right now all Sam had going for him was that he'd been in Amy's life since birth, she'd grown up with him, and because of that, it had to be in her best interests to continue to have him in her life.

      Hoping, was all he could do because in reality, Jessica had the law on her side. She could stop him from seeing Amy if she wanted to, and if she really wanted to, she could indeed get an injunction against him. Sam would never put it past her to stoop that low. This whole thing was driving him insane.

      He should be with Lexie now. Only God knew how much he missed her. He missed her so damn much it literally made him sick. He had so much planned for them. So much he wanted to share with her, but he would never be himself again if he didn't at least try to fight for Amy. It would destroy him and he wouldn't be able to live with himself because Amy counted on him to try. That went without question.

      He looked across to his front door as the handle started to turn.

      The vein in his head pulsed even more and his whole body tensed as Sam rose from the sofa getting ready for Jessica to come through. As far as he knew she wasn't aware that he was nigh on taking her to court. He'd seen her and Amy over the weekend at their place, and she was of the belief that he was playing her game.

      As the door swung open, he geared up. But his words were lost as he watched Zane stroll in with a suitcase, munching on a big red apple.

      "Hey bro, is dinner ready?" Were his first words in typical Zane style. "I am starving and could perish if I'm not fed soon." Sam was too happy to see him to tell him off or wonder how or when he got keys to his house.

      "Zane." Sam beamed.

      Zane smiled and came closer to give him a pat on his shoulder. "I was hoping to torment you a little longer, but I can't be that cruel. You look terrible, like really bad. Cave man bad, only with better clothes." Zane surveyed him with scrutiny and wrinkled his nose. "Only just. How you holding up man?"

      "I'm going crazy." Sam sighed. Zane offered a sympathetic look. "Have...have you seen Lexie?"

      "Yes. I gave her some time off. She needed it." He bit the inside of his lip. "Don't worry about her she'll be fine. We'll be here for another two days at the most. That should be plenty time to do all that I have planned."

      Sam narrowed his eyes not understanding. "What do you mean?"

      Zane smiled wide. "You're going to love this. As we all know one of my specialties is snooping around."

      Yes, Sam had to absolutely agree that was definitely one of Zane's specialties. But where was he going with this?

      "Ever wondered who Amy's father is?" Zane asked that as casual as if he was asking Sam if he wanted fries with his meal.

      Sam just stared at him in shock. "Zane."

      "Well let's face it, things are obviously in Jessica's favor. She's Amy's mother, and I doubt she's going to be handing you legal access. So the next best person is the father."

      "Zane what are you saying? We don't know who Amy's father is."

      "That's not entirely true." He shook his head and smiled. "You don't know who her father is." In true Zane fashion, everything had to be a game, even if you were dying for the information.

      "Zane. Do you know who it is?" Sam couldn't believe it. Zane nodded vigorously. Sam didn't want to get too hopeful. His next question was even more imperative. "Will he help me?"

      "I hope so. You two were like brothers once, and cousins should help each other out in times of need."

      All the blood drained from Sam's body leaving him feeling light-headed.

      "Tom?" The words barely came out of his mouth.

      Zane nodded.
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      Sam couldn't even be angry. There was no point.

      And, the anger wouldn't come from the fact that Tom had slept with Jessica while Sam was seeing her, then got her pregnant and he had to deal with it. No, it wouldn't be because of that.

      Sure, that should have made him furious. But what superseded all those factors was his anger over the years of lies, his accident, his acrimonious divorce, nearly becoming paralyzed, and the cherry on top was not being with Lexie.

      He tried to clear his mind as he entered the reception of Whitmore Investments. Based on the edge of Miami Beach the office had a perfect view of the beautiful sea shore. It was the type of view Sam would love to appreciate on a better day.

      Tom had set up the place and had apparently been here for several years, even though he'd told the rest of the family he'd gone traveling. Zane had worked some serious magic to locate him.

      Sam remembered the last time he'd seen Tom. It was just after the accident when he just started using his wheelchair. It was a brief visit, and he'd looked distraught at the sight of Sam. After that Tom disappeared on everyone.

      As bad as this whole thing was, Sam wished Tom would have just come clean about being Amy's father.

      Zane explained that he'd hacked into Jessica's computer to try and find any form of dirt he could on her. He'd gone through her emails, and that was when he stumbled across Tom's messages to her. Years old emails from just after Amy was born, asking her to tell Sam about Amy, and allow Tom to see her, and be her father. It was a story in itself. One Sam didn't have time for right now.

      He signed in and was directed by the receptionist to Tom's office. He knocked on the door and opened it when Tom called out to come in.

      Tom had his head bent as he flicked through some documents. When he eventually looked up his hand stilled, and his skin went pale at the sight of Sam standing before him.

      He looked different. Older and... more mature. Just to look at, you'd never guess that this guy could have gotten up to the crazy shenanigans he'd conjured in the past. With his low cut hair and calm demeanor, he looked so different to the guy Sam knew.

      Sam started to wonder when it could have been that Tom and Jessica cheated on him. It had to be a few months before he met Lexie in Vegas.

      Tom started to get weird with him about her around that time, and it was worse when Sam told him he was marrying Jessica. Since they were so close, he'd shared that he was marrying her because she was pregnant.

      As the years went by their friendship gradually faded. Tom seemed to be always busy, or just unreachable, and because Sam was busy too and miserable he never attempted to find out what happened to the strong bond they used to have.

      "Hey." Sam thought he should talk first because Tom looked like he couldn't.

      Tom looked at his legs then back up to Sam's face. "You're walking," he remarked.

      "Sailing too." Sam was trying to make the tense atmosphere light. It wasn't working though.

      Tom bit the inside of his lip and stared ruefully. "You know. Don't you? You know I'm Amy's father." His voice sounded fragile.

      Sam squared his jaw. He hadn't expected Tom to be so blunt and direct. Almost like he'd expected Sam's visit or had been waiting for it.

      "I just found out."

      "I've waited for this day for a long time," Tom confirmed Sam's suspicions. "It's the way you look."

      "Why didn't you tell me?" It was the easiest thing to have done. They both knew what Jessica was like and what she put him through.

      Tom gave a cynical laugh. "Why? Sam, if I had been more responsible and not such an idiot neither of us would be standing here. I wanted to tell you. I did, but I was too ashamed. It was better to stay away from you. And that bitch just made it easier."

      "You should have still come to me," Sam argued. "Tom we used to be best friends."

      Tom shook his head. "I just couldn't. And it was worse after your accident. After that, I could hardly live with myself, so I just left. Sam, all of that happened to you because of me."

      "You should have just told me," Sam said again.

      Tom sat back in his chair and looked at him. "It was complicated." He shook his head. "Before our trip to Vegas, I went to a party and saw her. You guys had one of your break-ups. Her car broke down, so I took her back to her place. She gave me a drink of what I thought was orange juice. It wasn't. I woke up the next day in her bed with her forbidding me to tell you what happened."

      Sam bit the inside of his lip and tried to calm his rising blood pressure. Jessica really was a nasty piece of work. The woman had no boundaries, no decency, and no respect. Just pure evil, simply pure evil.

      Tom looked at him with troubled eyes. "She drugged me so I would sleep with her. I wanted so badly to tell you, but I just couldn't face you, and what was worse was Jessica forbid me to make contact with Amy. She knew she was mine from day one, but she thought she'd have a better life with you. She worried what the truth would do to her image and her chances with you, so she blackmailed me. She threatened to tell you all sorts of lies, and I couldn't bare it. After your accident, I was glad you divorced her, but I thought it would be worse to come out with the truth with everything being so raw. I'm... truly sorry Sam."

      Sam understood. It didn't make things right, but he understood. "Tom. I love Amy like she's mine, and she deserves to have me in her life. But she also deserves to know you too."

      Tom turned away at the thought. "What if she hates me?"

      "That little girl could never hate anyone, and she knows what her mother is like."

      Sam filled him in on what Jessica was up to. "I need your help, Tom."

      Tom was already nodding before Sam had finished asking the question.

      "Whatever you need Sam, whatever you need." There was an air of determination in his composure Sam had never seen before.

      Finally, some help. Sam breathed a long mental sigh of relief. Finally, a bit of hope and something to fight back with.

      That evening he met with the lawyers and came up with a solution which he took to Jessica's house the next morning. The controlling smile on her face faded when he handed her the court papers.

      "What's this?"

      "Notice of my intention to take you to court." He informed her. "Tom has given me permission to have contact with Amy, and he'll be contacting you separately to arrange visitation rights."

      Jessica went pale. White sheet pale. And her eyes were glued to him.

      "How ... How did you find out?" Her voice shook.

      "That's not important," he replied firmly. "What is important is that Tom is willing to do whatever 's necessary to help me. Now Jessica," he took on his business voice. "We can play dirty and take this to court, and I will win. Then you'll have both me and Tom to deal with. Or, Jessica, we can settle this outside of court. We can come to a reasonable agreement where I see Amy, and you stay the hell out of my life forever."

      Having both he and Tom team up on her in court would make her look terrible. Sam relished the thought but knew it would be draining on Amy. He cleared his throat as she continued to stare at him. "I would prefer if you didn't take too long to think about it. I have things to do." He added firmly. She looked at the paperwork in her hands and stared at it for a few moments longer despite his request.

      "Okay," she eventually said.

      "Okay what?" He wanted specifics on what okay meant.

      "You win."

      "I would have won on either choice. What do you choose?" He was in no mood for this.

      "We settle out of court."

      Sam immediately felt like a fifty-foot ton truck had been lifted off his shoulders. He wanted to verbally tell her what arrangements he wanted to make now, but this time he wanted it done properly. All in writing, everything signed. "I'll have my lawyers contact you to make the arrangements."

      "Lawyers? Can't we just talk now?"

      "No." Sam shook his head. "This will be official, so you don't ever interfere in my life again." He looked at her relentlessly, for the first time she looked like she got the message to leave him alone.

      "Wow, you must really love her." She spoke blankly.

      "You know I do. Amy means everything to me."

      "Yes, I know that. But I wasn't talking about Amy."

      Lexie. Jessica was referring to Lexie.

      Sam stood a little taller and said, "yes, I really do love her."

      He couldn't help the satisfaction he felt when he watched her icy blue eyes hardened with a tight expression of contempt.

      Sam didn't have anything else to say to her and hoped that he would never have to see her for longer than necessary in the future.

      Right now he was free. Right now he felt like he'd truly been given a second chance. He just hoped he wasn't too late to fix things with Lexie.

      He loved her with all his heart, and he was going to make sure he'd never let her go ever again.
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* * *

      The last few days were particularly bad, and Lexie found that, that empty, hollow feeling only got worse as the days went by.

      Her sisters and her parents had been a massive support, but she wasn't doing well at all. As the time went and she realized that she wasn't going to hear from Sam, she just fell apart. This really was the end.

      She'd been grateful to Zane for giving her time away from work. He'd taken one look at her swollen, bloodshot eyes and puffy skin, gave her a comforting hug and told her she looked like hell. She was certain she looked worse than hell now, and her brain felt scrambled.

      Days ago she decided, or rather promised herself, that if she didn't hear something soon, she'd strengthen herself and stop looking to hear from Sam. Another week like this would kill her. She'd die from a broken heart.

      Her deadline was seven o'clock today, and that had gone by two hours ago. It was probably a stupid idea to put a deadline on something like this, but she had to. For her own sanity, she had to.

      And... she had to let Sam go.

      It wasn't fair to expect him to do more than he could. She knew she would have heard from him by now if he managed to come up with a resolution. If she continued looking and hoping, there would be nothing left of her.

      "Where are you going?" Hayley asked narrowing her eyes with that peeved expression she'd been giving her for the last few days. Her sisters had taken turns in staying over to keep her company.

      Lexie had just reached for her jacket when Hayley entered the room. Lexie was going to the marina again, to Sam's boat. She'd been going every day for the last week. At first, it helped her feel closer to Sam because of his love for sailing, but as the days rolled on and she'd heard nothing she started to prepare herself to let him go.

      "I won't stay too long," she replied.

      "You're going to the boat again?" Hayley huffed.

      Lexie nodded.

      "I didn't realize it was going to be an everyday thing?"

      "It's not. Tonight will be the last time." Her eyes welled with tears at the thought, and she blinked to hold them back. "I'll be back soon."

      Hayley rolled her eyes and flicked her hand. "Fine, don't blame me if I have all your chocolate or eat most of dinner."

      Lexie attempted a smile.

      

      It was colder tonight than it had been on any other, and the sea breeze enhanced the chill on the edge of the wind. Lexie boarded the yacht and went to the helm where she sat and waited just like yesterday.

      Just like yesterday, and the days before that, her mind took her through all her time with Sam. All those memories right from the start. Right from when they first met, and he'd brought light into her dark world.

      When he came back into her life, she'd been at a crossroad then too unknown to her. She'd been happy with her research, happy that Cervantes had been saved and life for her could continue the way it was. She didn't know what she'd been missing until she bumped into Sam and he'd unleashed a world filled with unimaginable love. He told her she was everything. She didn't know that what was missing in her life was him.

      The truth was Lexie had only ever felt complete when she was with Sam. How was she supposed to just let him go? How could she move on with her life and forget him?
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* * *

      The minute the plane landed in San Francisco Sam headed straight to Lexie's apartment. He couldn't wait to see her.

      He almost felt like when he'd just left grad school. Like life was really about to start. Except now he'd met the woman of his dreams.

      He rushed up to her door and rang the bell. Nerves filled him as the door opened, but quickly eased when he saw Hayley standing before him.

      "Hayley, hi."

      "Sam, look, before you even start to talk please let me know exactly why you're here." She looked thoroughly annoyed.

      "I came to see Lexie."

      "Well, I didn't think you came to see me." She shook her head at him, looking even more put out. "Lexie isn't here."

      "Where is she?" he asked quickly.

      "Sam," Hayley pulled in a thoughtful breath. "I like you. We all do, and we understand what's happened with you. But Lexie can't take any more heartbreak. She's a clever girl, way smarter than me. She knows you're broken up and everything so you don't have to make it official."

      Oh no.

      Sam bit the inside of his lip. No. They didn't break up in so many words... but really he supposed they had.

      "Hayley, I swear to you I'm not here to cause her any more heartbreak. Please just tell me where she is?"

      She considered him with narrow, contemplative eyes. "Okay Sam. She went to the boat."

      "The boat? Why would she go there?"

      "I don't get it either," she huffed shaking her head. "But the other day she said it helped her to let you go."

      Lexie said that?

      Hayley rolled her eyes and continued. "If it had been me I would have given you the boot, and taken the boat for compensation. I'm sure it would sell for a pretty penny." The helpless look he gave her softened her features, and she changed her aim. "Maybe for her though it's like facing a fear because she knew how much you like to sail. Anyway, we all know my sister is weird with her science and stuff."

      He got it. He understood. The yacht was the only possession he had here. That and her. Maybe he was too late. But he would still try.

      He got down to the marina in good time, hoping she was still there. The parking lot was reasonably full, so he didn't waste time looking for her car. He just ran straight to the yacht.

      He boarded and stopped in his tracks when he saw her standing by the rail with her hair flowing behind her against the wind. Like always her beauty stole his breath away.

      She held on to the rail staring ahead and never even heard him as he approached her.

      He watched her pull in a breath and said against the wind, "Goodbye... Sam."

      His heart ached at her words, but he was still determined to try.

      "Lexie."

      When she turned to face him, he could see the tears streaming down her cheeks against the surprised look on her face.

      He couldn't resist. Sam walked up to her and cupped her face.
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* * *

      "Sam." It wasn't until he touched her that Lexie realized Sam was really there.

      His eyes were heavy with sadness, but there was an air of determination that filled them too. "Please, don't let me go. Don't say goodbye." He shook his head.

      She fell desperately into his embrace and clung to his jacket as he pulled her in. Lexie welcomed the vibrant sound of his beating heart against her ear and the safety she always felt in his arms. She welcomed the feel of him, and for a few magical moments, she allowed her soul to immerse itself in his presence.

      But then ...

      Reality snuck its way in and highlighted that despite his plea this still had to be goodbye. Lexie loved Sam with everything in her, and she knew she'd never love anyone the way she loved him, but she couldn't live her life wondering when he was going to leave and trying to preempt what would take him from her. That wouldn't be good for him either.

      The whole situation with Amy and Jessica would be a prominent obstacle, and she couldn't be the reason to cause him any problems where Amy was concerned. She loved him too much to put him through such pain.

      Besides, in the end, he would never be able to choose her. It would be selfish to make him choose and she'd hate herself for putting him in that position.

      With great reluctance and regret, she stepped away from him and grabbed on to the rail for strength as her knees wobbled.

      "Lexie." Sam caught hold of her arm and shook his head.

      "I can't do this Sam." She couldn't believe those words could ever come out of her. "I understand your situation with Amy, and I admire the deep love you have for her. That's why I can't be the person who causes you problems in seeing her. I won't be the person to cause you such pain, and I can't live my life wondering when you'll leave me."

      To her surprise, he took hold of both her hands and pulled her closer. "Lexie... not even death will take me away from you." The intense look in his eyes held her in place. "Not even death." He repeated shaking his head. "It's you that is to be admired for your understanding, and it can't be easy knowing that Amy isn't even my child. I know it looked like when it came down to choosing you came last, but that wasn't the case at all. And, you didn't cause any problems that didn't already exist." His stare reached into her soul.

      He pulled in a breath and continued. "I know I left you with nothing and a flimsy explanation and I'm so sorry for that. I just didn't know what to tell you at the time. But, everything has changed now."

      "Everything?" Her voice sounded fragile even to her own ears.

      He nodded. "I'll explain more later, but I found a way to get legal permission to see Amy. Jessica will never, ever interfere again."

      She listened intently.

      "How can you be certain?"

      "Trust me she won't. It's all taken care of, and I promise that whole craziness will never be a problem ever again."

      "Never?" Her voice sounded so fragile, weak from the desire to be with him and for him to belong to her.

      "Never. I swear it to you, Lexie." His face was full of strength, shining with steadfast determination that reached out to her soul. "So please, don't let me go. Don't say goodbye. Don't give up on us. Please, can you give me another chance?" He offered a hopeful smile.

      She gazed deeply into those eyes she'd trusted from the first day she met him. That entity that drew her to him that day filled her now, lifting her heart, filling her with love. It told her the same thing it did that day. That she could trust and believe him, and the strong-willed determination reflected in his tender gaze showed her he'd done all he could to make sure nothing would drive them apart again. Her heart swelled at the thought and the more she looked at him, the more confirmation she got. Her answer came easily to her.

      Lexie nodded. "Yes," she breathed. "Of course I can."

      He pulled her in and held her with a desperate need, and she did the same.

      "Thank you, Lexie. Thank you so, so much." He whispered against her hair as he rested his chin against the top of her head. Pulling away from her gently he cupped her face again and gazed down at her. "Now... we have to talk about that plan we should have had for ourselves."

      "What plan?" She narrowed her eyes at him.

      "Exactly," he smiled. "So, I realized a while back that Chicago stopped feeling like home. It stopped being home the minute I found you. I realized that home was wherever you are, so I put my house up for sale."

      "What?" she gasped in complete surprise. "Sam, what are you saying?" She couldn't believe it.

      "I'm saying I'm staying in San Francisco." He smiled widely. "And, let's be realistic here. I work too hard. There simply won't be enough time with that crazy schedule I have to go sailing around the world."

      When she laughed, he ran his finger across her cheek.

      "Sam with your busy schedule we just about have enough time to walk around the pond outside the building." She gazed at him eager to hear what he had to say next.

      "Yes, that's why I'll be staying at Cervantes and just focusing on my duties there."

      She sucked in a breath when she thought about what that meant. "But, what about St. John & Co? You're Sam St. John."

      "I think they can manage without me. My place needs to be here Lexie. Here with you. I just want to be Sam St. John who runs Cervantes. No more traveling back and forward, no more last minute conference calls to Japan or wherever. Just no more."

      She searched her mind for the right words to say beyond the shock and recognition of what he was telling her. And all he was giving up, for her.

      "Sam, you'd do all that, so you could be with me?" It was a lot. It was... "It's too much."

      "I love you, nothing is too much for you, and I'm never, ever, letting you go again."

      A tear ran down her cheek as her heart swelled with love for him. "I love you too Sam."

      "Really?" he asked playfully. She smiled up at him.

      "Yes."

      "Are you sure?" he continued to tease.

      "Yes I am," she laughed.

      "So if I did this..." he suddenly lowered to one knee and gazed up at her.

      She was so absorbed with the idea of him staying, and the euphoria of being in love with him that her brain was slow to recognize what he was actually doing. It wasn't until he took out a small velvet box from his jacket pocket that she became aware and her knees nearly buckled.

      His eyes never left hers. Sam looked straight at her as if he were staring into her soul and continued. "If I did this and asked you to marry me, and be mine forever, what would you say?"

      Her hands flew up to her cheeks, and she gazed at him in complete astonishment. Numbness infused her body and she felt like she was floating from the elation that coursed through her. She beamed down at the beautiful man before her and remembered when he told her she was everything. But it was him that was everything to her. Sam was everything and so much more. She opened her mouth but couldn't speak. Intense joy had overwhelmed her, and she couldn't believe he was asking her to be his wife. To be his forever.

      "Yes." There was no thought required for that question. Tears of happiness found their way to her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. She smiled down at him and released the breath she'd been holding on to. "I'd say yes Sam."

      He smiled up at her looking the happiest she'd ever, ever, seen him, and opened the box revealing the most beautiful princess cut diamond ring that sparkled against the light. He slipped it on her finger, and she threw herself into his arms once more as he stood up. There she would stay forever.

      "Thank you for being mine, and making me the happiest man alive." He lowered to kiss her.

      "It's me who's happy Sam," she whispered against his soft lips as joy danced through her heart, making her feel truly complete.

      Everything was perfect now.

      Finally.
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