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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker
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        Lisa Winters has a past. One riddled with more than twenty years of abuse at the hands of her husband. Having married young, giving birth to her sons before she’d turned twenty, living the life of abuse had become the only life she’d known, until the night he’d nearly killed her in a fit of rage. She has scars from her years of abuse. Scars that run deep, not only on her body but in her heart and mind. She suffers from PTSD, anxiety, and depression. Finally freeing herself from his years of abuse, she’s determined she’ll never allow another man into her heart or her bed. Men cannot be trusted.

      

      

      

      Elijah “Hack” Smith is a special forces Marine. Living life to the fullest, serving his country, protecting the innocent who can’t protect themselves. At twenty-eight, he has no interest in love or happily-ever-after. He’s known from a young age that he isn’t destined for a wife, children, and a house with a white picket fence. His father had been an abusive asshole who’d nearly killed his mother when Hack was only a boy. His mother had escaped the abuse and raised Hack and his sister as a single mother. While Hack has never laid hands on a woman in anger, he isn’t willing to take the risk that he could become a monster like his father. He fears he can’t overcome genetics.

      

      The two are thrown together when Lisa’s best friend Charlotte is abducted, but later found by Hack’s Marine Raiders team. There’s an instant connection between them. Electrical. Cosmic. However, given their pasts, they resist it with a primal need to protect their own hearts. Having mutual friends means Lisa and Hack will inevitably be spending time together. Being around one another is infuriating, the friction causing tension anyone near them can feel. Over the next several years, this attraction burns slowly, until it spontaneously combusts in a night of heated passion neither can keep from allowing to play out. It’s one night. No strings attached. Just two friends working off some sexual frustrations…yeah, right.

      

      When Lisa’s ex steps up his intentions to drag Lisa back into his evil clutches, Hack becomes determined to keep Lisa safe and keep her in his bed and his life for the long haul, even though she is resistant to give into his demands.

      

      Can Hack keep Lisa’s devil from dragging her back to hell? More importantly can he convince her nothing matters except the love they have for one another? Not their age difference, not their pasts, nor the demons chasing determined to tear them apart. Find out Destiny’s plans for these star-crossed lovers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Disclaimer

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. It contains some very explicit sexual scenes and also scenes of anxiety and panic attacks as well as details scenes of domestic violence. Please be aware of this and possible triggers if you are or have been a victim. I write this in hopes it will help someone who is struggling with anxiety, depression, and/or domestic violent situations. There is help available. You don’t have to stay, but the decision to leave can be painful and just as scary, sometimes even more so, than staying. However, the abuse will not end. In almost all cases it continues to escalate until it ends tragically, whether for the victim or the abuser.

      The National Domestic Violence Hotline: 800-799-7233

      The Salvation Army’s national website also has resources available: www.salvationarmyusa.org

      
        
        You can visit: www.benefits.gov for an article with additional information. Resources for Victims of Domestic Violence

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In Loving Memory

      

      

      Roberta Kay Hurt Huff has been one of my biggest fans and supporters since my writing journey began. I met her many years ago in high school. She was the kindest, most fun-loving friend you could have. She always had a smile on her face and encouraging words if you were feeling down. My heart is broken to know she has left this world, but I know heaven is rejoicing having her there. This old world is a little dimmer without her shining light. I’m going to miss her so very much. She was always asking when the next book would be available to be sure to get her a signed copy. She and her sisters have been some of my biggest supporters and I know they are lost without her.

      Fly high my angel friend. Until we met again…
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      Pain shoots across her face as fireworks explode in her vision. Her head whips violently to the side from the heavy blow. This is the night. The night he finally ends her life. He’s never hit her where it would be visible to the naked eye. He’s always been very discreet about the marks he leaves. The back, abdomen, her legs, but never her face or arms. Places where a co-worker or someone at the grocery store might see and consider she’s been assaulted. Tonight, he’s not holding back. This is how she knows death will come. At least the pain, both physical and emotional will finally be over, but she doesn’t want to die. She doesn’t want to leave her children behind at the hands of this monster who had a part in creating them.

      Another blow lands with a heavy thud. She doesn’t feel the pain this time. It should frighten her, but it doesn’t. She knows relief is only another hit or kick away. She waits for it, but it never comes. The house is now deadly silent. Only his harsh breathing from the exertion of her beating can be heard. She makes no effort to get up off the cold basement floor. She stopped trying to defend herself hours ago. Perhaps he thinks she’s already dead, and that’s why he hasn’t finished the job. Maybe she should try to get up, to move so he will at long last end her suffering. The world will be a better place afterward. Lord knows he’s told her those very words many, many times. So many, in fact, she’s come to believe them. Her boys are the only reason she’s still living. Her boys and her childhood friend, Charlotte, who’s refused to let her go. The only person who’s tried to help her escape this life of abuse many times, and even though she always returns to the abuse, Charlotte always answers the phone when she calls, begging for refuge.

      Lisa Winters is at an all-time low. Over twenty years, she’s been his punching bag. His whore to fuck when he’s angry or drunk. This is going to end tonight. One way or another, this will be the last time he lays hands on her ever again. Whether through death, either hers or his, or legally by putting his ass behind bars and throwing away the key. It’s going to end tonight. At least that’s what she tells herself. Life doesn’t always work out like you plan.
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      Eight months later…

      Lisa Winters is having a hard time believing she’s in San Diego, California with her best friend and two other colleagues. But she is here and she’s going to enjoy herself. She’s so happy Charlotte Williams her life-long best friend has convinced her to go on a medical mission trip with “Doctors without Borders”. They will be spending a month in Guatemala providing medical care to those who couldn’t normally afford it. They’ve enjoyed an overnight layover before heading south.

      Lisa and Charlotte had sung karaoke at a bar full of hot badass military men last night. The eye candy was nice, but Lisa has no interest in looking for a man. It took her more than twenty years to rid herself of her abusive husband. Not going down that road again. EVER. No way! If her husband taught her anything, it’s people lie, put on a show when in public, but behind closed doors…totally different story. Blowing out a breath, she refuses to dwell on the past. She isn’t going to let him ruin another thing in her life. Instead, she follows her companions to the gate where they’ll be boarding their plane.

      Days later, Lisa wakes on the small cot in her tent. The scent of smoke hits her, first. The village where they’re staying has no electricity, so there’s always a fire burning, well, several of them. The local women use them to cook over, heat water for washing and sterilizing their homemade bandages and instruments. They could only carry so many prepackaged kits, so they’ve had to resort to reusing. Boiling the instruments is the best option they have in this primitive area.

      Stretching she rises from the cot. She gathers her clean clothes and walks the few feet to Charlotte’s tent. The women usually walk to the stream together to bathe and prepare for their day. “Hey, Char are you up?” Lisa waits a beat, but there’s no reply. She pulls the flap back to see an empty cot. Charlotte’s blanket hanging half off the cot. Lisa frowns. She must have been in a hurry to leave this morning; Lisa thinks as she turns to scan the small village. Not seeing her friend anywhere, Lisa heads on down to the stream certain Charlotte has just gotten an early start.

      Charlotte has trouble sleeping sometimes. Lisa can sympathize. While both women’s experiences are different, they both suffer from nightmares. Charlotte’s husband, David had died unexpectedly from an unknown heart condition. She had woken to find him lying in their downstairs hallway. Despite her best efforts, he couldn’t be revived. Charlotte had confessed she sometimes has nightmares about the night he died.

      Lisa’s insomnia stems from the years she was married to the devil himself. Lisa has post-traumatic stress disorder a.k.a. PTSD, anxiety, and depression. Anyone of which can cause her to have a meltdown. Those meltdowns had been getting fewer and further between until said devil had shown up on her door step, again. She has an order of protection against him. A useless piece of paper. The devil doesn’t play by the rules, and he cares not he isn’t supposed to be within 500 feet of her.

      Reaching the stream, Lisa looks around, but there’s no sign of Charlotte, just several of the local villagers. Concern is forming in Lisa’s gut. Charlotte can get overwhelmed sometimes and just needs break from everyone, but she’s smart enough to not to go wandering around the surrounding jungle. It’s entirely too dangerous. Not only from the animals, snakes, spiders, and poisonous plant life in the area, but even worse the drug cartels and rebel groups who patrol the area, looking for women to snatch for the sex-slave trade. The group they’re traveling with gave them a very explicit view of what could happen to anyone, most especially a female caught out alone in the jungle.

      Lisa quickly takes care of washing and changing her clothes, eager to get back to camp and find her friend so she can calm the fear that’s forming in her gut. Maybe Charlotte is in JoAnn’s tent. Lisa cringes. No, she seriously doubts the two women would be hanging out. JoAnn is difficult to get along with on a good day. She’s been horrible on this trip. She is terribly jealous of Charlotte, though she has no reason to be. It’s true Dr. Jones, one of their traveling companions, is highly interested in Charlotte, and JoAnn is interested in Dr. Jones. However, Charlotte has no interest in dating the doctor, but that doesn’t keep JoAnn from being jealous and making snarky comments every chance she gets.

      Reaching the compound, Lisa searches for her friend, but comes up empty. Spying Dr. Jones across the compound, Lisa hurries toward him. JoAnn emerges from the good doctor’s tent just as Lisa reaches them.

      “Have either of you seen Charlotte?” Lisa asks, unable to keep the growing fear out of her voice. Dr. Jones’ face is immediately filled with concern. JoAnn looks like she couldn’t care less.

      “No, why?” the doctor asks. “I haven’t seen her since I escorted her to her tent last night.”

      “Well, she wasn’t in her tent this morning nor at the stream, and I’ve looked everywhere, but there’s no sign of her.” Lisa’s fear growing worse, voicing all of this out loud. “Where could she be?” Dr. Jones is looking very worried now, too.

      “Come on, I’ll help you look again,” he says. “Perhaps you just missed her somewhere along the way.” Lisa nods and follows him toward Charlotte’s tent.

      “Good grief,” JoAnn complains, tagging along behind. “Seriously? You guys are making a big deal out of nothing. She’s likely hiding, looking for attention.”

      “Shut up, JoAnn,” Lisa snaps. “Charlotte isn’t like that, and you know it. Stop being a bitch for one minute and help us look for her.” JoAnn throws up her hands in surrender and makes no further comment. Despite searching for hours, in the camp, the surrounding jungle, and eventually alerting local authorities, Charlotte is nowhere to be found. Lisa is heartbroken over the disappearance of her only true friend.

      Months later…

      “Lisa, they’ve found her!” Dr. Jones’ frantic voice comes over the line when Lisa answers her ringing phone in the early morning hours. Lisa fills with hope but then dread. She’s been missing for months. Is she alive? If so, will she ever be the same, happy, loving person she was before? “I’ve booked us all a flight out to see her and bring her home.”

      “Booked us a flight?” Lisa is confused. “Where is she?”

      “On a military base in San Diego,” Dr. Jones replies. “It seems some secret special forces teams were in Columbia on other matters but found her and rescued her. We need to hurry. Our flight leaves in a few hours. It’s a three-hour drive to the airport, so pack fast.” Dr. Jones hangs up without so much as a good-bye.

      Many long hours later, Lisa, Dr. Jones, and JoAnn arrive at the Naval base where Charlotte is being kept. Lisa is still wondering why she hadn’t been taken directly home. Dr. Jones says it’s because the military wants to “debrief” her after her ordeal, but why not do it at Fort Campbell or Fort Knox? Close to her home, in her state, not on the other side of the damn country.

      Dr. Jones has been arguing with a man at the gate for several minutes, demanding they be allowed to see Charlotte. After a call to Dr. Jones’ senator friend, who he happens to play golf with at least once a month, they are allowed on base. They are taken to a tall building full of military personnel. A female soldier leads them to a conference room. She instructs them to have a seat at the long table dominating the room. Moments later, another man enters the room. “Welcome, I’m Captain Mark Olson with the U.S. Marines Corps. I understand you know Charlotte Williams?”

      “Yes, where is she?” Dr. Jones demands. The man pinches his lips together. He doesn’t look very happy.

      “Ms. Williams is fine,” the man answers. “She’s being well cared for, but at this time we are not at liberty to disclose her exact location.” This isn’t what Dr. Jones wants to hear.

      “I demand to see her.” Dr. Jones raises his voice. “Don’t make me call the senator again. He will make your life hell.” Capt. Olson’s jaw is ticking. He gives a curt nod and leaves the room.

      Over an hour later, three large men enter the room to stand along the wall behind where Lisa, JoAnn, and Dr. Jones have been seated. Lisa is nervous around all these hulking men in uniform. Seeing them brings back too many memories. She utilizes the self-calming techniques her therapist has taught her, but they do little to calm her growing panic. Hopefully seeing Charlotte will help to calm her raging fear.

      A few minutes later, Charlotte enters the room with more of the overgrown GI Joes. She’s pale and looks tired. Dr. Jones jumps to his feet and rounds the table. Heading for straight for Charlotte, but one of the men shoves Charlotte behind him as two other large men grab Dr Jones to restrain him.

      “What the hell is going on?” Dr Jones demands, fighting against the men. “Why are you keeping her away from us?”

      “Calm down, Dr. Jones. We aren’t trying to keep her away from anyone,” Captain Olson says as he enters the room behind the men. “Charlotte has been through quiet an ordeal. She is still healing. The guys are just trying to keep you from causing her pain by your overzealousness.”

      Dr. Jones stops his struggling. He peers around one of the men who’s holding him. “Charlotte? Are you all right?” he asks, concern evident in his voice.

      “Yes, I’m fine Dr. Jones,” Charlotte answers softly. She begins to walk around one of the large men, but his arm comes out, keeping her behind him. She glances at him but doesn’t protest his actions. “I’m still healing. I had some broken ribs. It’s still difficult to get around. The guys are afraid you will try to hug me or something, and it will hurt me. They are just protecting me.”

      “How about we sit down? We can let you all visit a few minutes,” Captain Olson says in a soothing but commanding tone. Lisa is so relieved to see Charlotte upright and alive. She moves toward her friend slowly, not wanting to trigger the men into moving her away again. Charlottes reaches out for Lisa’s hand, gripping it tightly. Tears fill both women’s eyes. Lisa begins to cry softly. Charlotte wraps her arms around Lisa, and the women hug.

      “I was so worried. I thought I would never see you again,” Lisa whispers to her dearest friend. She’s weak from the relief she feels at seeing and touching her friend who she’d resigned herself to believing was dead.

      “I know.” The only reply Charlotte manages. The man who’s been keeping Charlotte behind him urges her to sit, and he takes a seat beside her across from Lisa. Dr. Jones and Joann take their seats as do some of the men, but a couple of them line the wall behind Charlotte. Lisa sinks into her chair. JoAnn has remained sitting with disdain on her face, and Dr. Jones looks concerned but a bit pissed off. Lisa wonders what the man was expecting at this reunion. Did he think Charlotte would run to him, throw her arms around him, and declare her undying love? Not going to happen. While Charlotte respects the man as a doctor, she’s never once voiced any interest in seeking a romantic relationship with him.

      “Charlotte, tell me what is going on here. Why didn’t you come home once you were back?” Dr Jones asks, irritation easy to hear in his tone.

      Lisa flinches instinctively at his harsh tone. She just can’t seem to stop the old reactions from surfacing. They are worse in times of stress, such as the situation before them. Lisa tunes out the conversations flowing around her as her panic rises. Her pulse rate spikes, her breaths short and fast. A heavy weight settles in her chest, making it all the more difficult to take a breath. Her vision begins to narrow as her hands tingle.

      Oh Shit! Full on panic attack.

      Slow your breathing. Lisa counsels herself, recalling the calming techniques her therapist has taught her. She can’t have a freak out now. She inhales slowly, holds it for a moment before exhaling slowly as well. She does this several times. Her pulse slows; the roar in her ears fades away, and she can focus on what is happening around her. As her panic recedes, she lifts her eyes to meet the gaze of one of the men standing on the other side of the room next to the wall. He’s studying her intently. His green eyes are boring a hole into her as if he can see down to her very soul. She swallows and pinches her lips together as a tingling awareness comes over her. She closes her eyes with great effort. She can’t be having any sort of physical reaction to a man. Not after what she’s been through.

      “She is not going anywhere!” A man growls almost shouting. It’s the man sitting next to Charlotte. He is definitely pissed. Charlotte surprises all of her friends when she cups the man’s face gently.

      “It’s okay, Hawk. I am not going anywhere,” Charlotte whispers to him. The man’s harsh features soften. The look he gives her makes Lisa feel like swooning, if she didn’t know men can fake the tenderness, kindness, and love, but they can, and they do. She is now worried for her friend, for a different reason. The man may not be a police officer. He’s worse. Military. He likely knows thousands of ways to torture someone: mentally and physically. Lisa shudders, remembering some of her past. She looks up to see the man across the room is still staring at her. There’s more arguing going on in the room, but Lisa keeps looking at the man with the bright green eyes. His gaze is steadying for some reason, keeping her from freaking out completely.

      “A psychiatrist?” Dr. Jones in practically yelling again. Lisa focuses back on the conversation in the room. “What the hell happened down there? Where did you go? We got up, and you were just gone. We looked everywhere and couldn’t find any trace of you,” Dr Jones states. “Why did you wander off and get yourself kidnapped?” Um, wrong thing to say as the man next to Charlotte explodes.

      “Are you fucking serious? You are blaming her for being kidnapped and tortured for months?” Hawk yells. “Some friends you are.”

      “What were we supposed to think? You disappeared in the middle of the night. Nothing was out of place. We all know how you have trouble sleeping. What did you do, decide to go for a walk and get lost? You have always thrived on attention,” JoAnn speaks up. She had been unusually quite while the drama was unfolding. Lisa can’t believe the bitch would say such things about her friend.

      “What the hell JoAnn?” Lisa yells at her. “You can’t be serious. Charlotte wouldn’t purposefully put herself in harm’s way, and you damn well know it.” Lisa’s panic gone now that anger that this woman, who is supposed to be their friend, would say such vile things.

      “Oh, come on, Lisa. Charlotte is always doing something to get attention.” JoAnn sneers. Before Lisa can respond, the man Charlotte called Hawk, jumps to his feet and takes Charlotte with him.

      “We are done here. You have seen she’s alive, so we are leaving. You will go back to Hicksville, USA and live your lives. You will not tell anyone where Charlotte is, or there will be serious consequences. Are we clear?” Hawk and several of the other men surround Charlotte and take her from the room. Dr. Jones is on his feet, arguing with Capt. Olson. JoAnn is at his side, begging him to drop it. Lisa remains in her seat. All the males yelling, arguing has sent her back in time. She’s shaking all over. As the arguing continues, her shaking becomes violent. Bile rises in her throat. Logically she knows Donald isn’t here, but her panic has her seeing him in every male in this room. All, but one, that is.
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      Elijah “Hack” Smith is standing guard over his team leader and the woman he’s claimed after finding her in the jungle where they’d been looking for a gun running drug cartel. They’d found the cartel, but they’d dumped Charlotte out to block the team’s path. The men had escaped, because Hack’s team couldn’t run over an innocent woman just to get the bad guys. The bad guys had to have known this, which is why they did it. The team has been back for a while, but the danger to the kind woman they’ve rescued isn’t over. She’s suffering from flashbacks, panic attacks, and still physically recovering. Another pressing issue is why she was taken in the first place and what their intentions were for her. As bad as she’d been treated, she hadn’t been raped or used as a sex slave despite being held for months, which is highly unusual.

      Today the companions she’d been traveling with when she was taken have shown up demanding to see and speak with her. While none of the team believes her friends will hurt her, Hawk isn’t taking any chances. The man is obsessed with Charlotte. He’ll do anything to ensure her health and safety. So by extension, all of the men in this room will do the same. Once everyone is seated, Hack allows his gaze to roam over the friends. Taking in their demeanor and actions, more so than what’s being said.

      The man, Dr. Jones, seems as obsessed with Charlotte as Hawk. The woman next to Dr. Jones seems a little over the top. She has deep, red lipstick and heavily applied makeup. When her eyes land on Charlotte, Hack sees disdain. This woman isn’t Charlotte’s friend. She clearly doesn’t like Charlotte. She isn’t here for her, so why is she here? Hack continues to study her coming to the conclusion she’s here for Dr. Jones. She’s seated as close to him as possible without being in his lap and, her hand lands on his arm at every opportunity. After determining she isn’t an immediate threat, Hack moves to see the woman who hugged Charlotte when they first arrived. This woman seems to be genuinely concerned for Charlotte.

      When his eyes land on her, Hack notices she seems to be anxious. Her breathing has picked up. Her pulse is hammering in her throat. Her eyes are wide and panicked. It hits him hard seeing her struggle to keep from freaking out completely. Her eyes close. She begins to take slow, measured breaths. He watches her as she gains control. Her eyes open and meet his gaze.

      Hack feels like he’s been hit with a punch to the gut. Instantly, a connection flares between them. Her eyes widen as if she feels it, too. The meeting is quickly becoming an argument between Hawk, Dr. Jones, and this JoAnn woman. Lisa, the one who’s caught his eye, jumps to Charlotte’s defense. Pride at the woman’s resilience surprises Hack. He could tell she’s been really freaked out, yet she’s pulled it together to defend her friend. He doesn’t know Lisa. She isn’t anything to him, but his instinct is telling him she will be everything to him in time.

      Hack is only twenty-eight years old. Too young by some people’s standards to be thinking about happily ever after like Hawk is with Charlotte, but he can’t overcome the feeling Lisa will be his someday. He can tell she’s older than him by more than a few years, but he’s always been attracted to older women. The guys on the team are always teasing him about having Mommy issues, but that isn’t the case. Older women are more experienced, more mature, and less likely to have stars in their eyes expecting hearts, flowers, and a white picket fence. But more than that, he’s always had an old soul. Girls his own age have always been a disappointment. As a teen he felt they were too immature, childish to his way of thinking. Even now in his late twenties, many of the women, his own age, are still acting like they’re in high school or middle school, more concerned about gossip than anything substantial.

      The meeting rapidly comes to an end when Hawk declares it’s over and drags Charlotte from the room. Capt. Olsen is attempting to run interference with Dr. Jones and JoAnn, but Lisa has remained sitting. Hack studies her closely once more. He sees her panic rising again. Her eyes dart around the room. He can see her fear growing as her eyes land on each of his teammates. It reaches a peak, and her eyes close. She’s trembling all over. Hack moves without thinking about what he’s doing. He kneels next to the hyperventilating woman.

      “Hey, babe.” Hack places a hand on the woman’s forearm. Her eyes fly open and lock onto his. “There you are.” Her eyes are unfocused in her fear. “Look at me,” he demands. Despite the fact she is looking at him, he knows she isn’t seeing him. She’s deep in a flashback or something. Hack reaches up to ease a strand of hair out of her face, and she flinches, drawing in on herself. Hack grits his teeth. He’s seen plenty of women act this way before. Abused women. His anger flares that someone would hurt her or any woman for that matter.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Hack whispers softly. Her vision seems to come into focus. She sucks in a startled breath, looking around the room rapidly. “You’re safe, babe. No one here will hurt you. Understand?” Lisa meets his eyes. Electricity shoots through him at the connection he feels with this woman. It’s strange. He’s never considered finding a woman before. Never wanted to find one. Knowing he carries his father’s DNA, he never wanted to take the chance he could become the same. Yet, meeting her has him considering the possibility.

      “Thank you,” Lisa whispers. “I…I have anxiety, and all this arguing, seeing my friend after thinking she’d died, her bruises…” Lisa pauses, shaking her head. “It was just too much.” Their eyes meet again. “I’m okay now.” Hack smiles at her. He can see she’s still trembling, but she’s pulling it together.

      “Good,” Hack tells her. He realizes he’s been stroking her hand in a soothing motion. Clearing his throat, he stands and offers her his hand. Everyone else is filing out of the conference room. Dr. Jones is still arguing with Capt. Olson who is tactfully guiding the man and JoAnn out the door. Lisa looks at his hand skeptically for a second before placing her hand in his hand. A zing shoots up Hack’s arm from their joined hands to land in his chest. Lisa must be feeling it, too, because her eyes widen and lock onto his. She swallows hard. The muscles moving in her neck are so sexy. Hack can imagine her swallowing in another much more intimate situation. He shakes his head. This is not the time to be thinking of getting a blow job from Charlotte’s friend, certainly not when she’s having a panic attack.

      “Let me walk you out.” Hack manages to croak out over the knot that has formed in his throat. She nods as she takes a deep breath. She seems to be as affected by him as he is by her. She’s staring at him like he’s an alien with three heads. Continuing to hold her hand, Hack leads Lisa out the door and down to the ground level. Dr. Jones and JoAnn are already there. Capt. Olson is leading them out to the rental car they’d arrived in. Hack walks her to the back passenger side door. He opens the door and helps her inside, leaning in to buckle her seatbelt securely before backing out.

      “Uh, thank you.” Lisa looks up at him, skeptically. Hack gives her a last, long look and a nod before shutting her door. He remains at the curb, watching until the car pulls out of sight. He shakes his head. Pulling in a deep breath, he turns to head over the SUV he’ll be riding in back to the house Hawk and Charlotte are holing up in while she recovers. Climbing into the passenger side, Worm looks over at him from the driver’s seat.

      “What was that about?” Worm questions as soon as he shuts the door. Hack turns to frown at him as he grabs his seatbelt to latch it into place.

      “What was what?” Hack returns. Worm looks over at him with a smirk as if Hack knows exactly what he’s talking about, but Hack is confused. He has no idea what his friend is talking about.

      “You, walking that woman to the car. Buckling her in, staring her down like you were bewitched or something, before shutting the door?” Worm quirks up his eyebrows. Hack huffs out a laugh.

      “Man, you are making something out of nothing.” Hack shakes his head. “I was just seeing her out to the car. You been hitting the wacky weed?”

      “Fuck no!” Worm exclaims. “It just seemed you were mightily interested in Charlotte’s friend, Lisa. I’m just wondering if you’ve been bitten by the love bug, too?” Hack bellows out a long hard laugh and slaps a hand to his knee.

      “You have been smoking some weed, or did you hit your head during that last op?” Hack questions Worm. “I’ve told you about my dad. You know I’m not ever going to take a woman. No way in hell I’d put a woman through that shit.”

      “Hack,” Worm replies in a suffering tone. “You are not your father. I’ve known you several years. There’s no way you’ll be like your father. You’re a good man, likely because of what you saw and experienced growing up. I know you, man. You’d cut off your arm before doing what your father did.”

      Hack considers Worm’s words. He never wants to be the man his father was, but the fear he could snap, could change into the monster? It’s too risky, especially for Lisa, if what he suspects about her is true.
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      Lisa’s hand is still tingling from the man’s touch, hours later as she sits at the airport waiting on their return flight to Kentucky. She’s still reeling from finding out Charlotte is alive. Lisa had been certain her friend had been murdered and she’d never see her again. Lisa recalls Charlotte’s appearance. She’d been beaten that was easy to see. The bruises are fading, but still there. Dr. Jones and JoAnn have been arguing about how things had gone ever since they’d left the Naval base.

      Lisa overhears Dr. Jones say Charlotte has broken ribs, has been in intensive care. Lisa can’t believe she’d missed those details, but she’d had a couple of freak outs while they met with Charlotte. At the end, she’d had a flashback. Fear still simmers under her skin. She recalls how the green-eyed hunk had come to her, calmed her, and so caring, led her out to the car, buckling her in her seat. The electrical connection she’d felt when their eyes met and hands touched had been shocking. She sighs, thinking about how alive it had made her feel, but she could never act on such feelings, even if the man felt the same way. And she’s certain it had all been one-sided on her part, but a part of her is saying that’s a lie. The way he’d looked at her. She shivers just recalling his intense gaze. Foolishness! She chastises herself. You’re a grown woman who knows how violent and vile men can be. This isn’t a fairy tale with a happily ever after. Not for her. Besides all of that, he looked no older than her oldest son. She couldn’t cross that line.

      Ugh! She can hear her mother’s grating voice, “Cradle robber. Cougar!” She’d sneer. Lord knows she’s heard her mother talk extensively about various women in their small town. Her mother loves to gossip about others. She’d been highly offended when the town had been wagging their mouths about Lisa and Donald’s divorce, laying all the blame at Lisa’s feet, of course. Hooking up with the handsome young man would seal the tales Donald had spun about the reason for their divorce. The bastard had abused her for years and had had a string of affairs, yet her mother has always taken Donald’s side whenever she tried to leave him. When she had finally left for good and filed for divorce, her mother had sided with Donald, leaving Lisa to flounder on her own, shaming her for trying to protect herself from his abuse.

      Lisa returns to Kentucky and her job at the local hospital as a nurse. She remains in touch with Charlotte checking on her from time to time over the next few months. She gets to see her again briefly when Charlotte and Hawk come to visit. It seems the couple has fallen in love and are planning a life together. Charlotte seems blissfully happy. Lisa is happy for her, but a little worried, too. Charlotte had been lucky in her first marriage. David had been a kind, quiet man. He’d never hit Charlotte or drank too much. He’d died much too young, leaving her all alone.

      Lisa worries Charlotte won’t be as lucky the second time around. This Hawk seems to love her, but he also seems to have a temper. Granted it’s been on Charlotte’s behalf, but still, it could change in the blink of an eye. He could turn all that rage on her. Lisa can’t stand the thought of her friend enduring the type of pain and fear Lisa’s experienced in her life. Charlotte is too good, too kind, too loving to survive it. Lisa had been the same, once, many years ago. No so much anymore. Lisa is pulled from her musing when a co-worker calls to her.

      “Hey Lisa?” Lisa glances across the nurse’s station to Stacy, another nurse who’s on shift with her tonight. “Can you get the next triage for me? Bradley is going to call in about ten minutes, and I really want to talk to him. Our schedules haven’t been meshing up the last few days.” Lisa smiles at her friend’s enthusiasm. She worries for this friend, too, but Stacy won’t be deterred even after Lisa shared all the bad shit she’s been through. Stacy refuses to believe all cops are like Donald. Rationally Lisa knows she’s correct. Not all men, not all policemen are wife beating sociopaths, but still Lisa’s experience has scarred her deeply. She’ll likely never be the same. Just another reason she shouldn’t be thinking about the handsome man she met all those months ago in California.

      “Sure thing,” Lisa answers her. “I’ll take care of it until you get back.”

      “Thanks!” Stacy’s smile is huge. “I owe you one. I’m going to step outside when he calls. If something bad goes down, I’ll be in the ambulance bay.” Lisa nods and turns back to her computer screen, finishing up the chart on the patient she’d just discharged. Lisa and Stacy have worked together for a couple of years now and have become friends. Lisa had never really had friends before she’d managed to get a divorce from Donald. He’d always found something wrong with any friend she’d had. In reality, he didn’t want her to have friends. He wanted all of her attention to be on him. He’d even been jealous of their own children. Lisa sighs. She needs to stop thinking about the bastard. He’s taken enough from her. The phone rings.

      “ER, this is Lisa. May I help you?” Lisa answers the phone. She listens to the clerk out front tell her a woman has brought a six-month-old in with a fever. Time to get to work. A couple hours later, the tones sound from the scanner located at the desk.

      “Dispatch to 4029…” a pause follows before static blares, followed by a reply.

      “4029, go ahead,” comes the curt reply. Lisa’s heart skips a beat. So many times, she’s heard that voice. Feared that voice. How he can still be working after everything he’s done is beyond her, other than it being a result of the “good ‘ol boys” network. Despite her injuries, time in the hospital, and her sworn statement, Donald had gotten off with only minor charges of conduct unbecoming an officer. He got a slap on the wrist, went right back to work, but was told not to contact her in any way. There is of course an exception when they’re both working. If he has to bring a suspect to the hospital or come to question a witness, he gets a pass on the EPO. Lisa tries not to focus on the fact he could be coming to hospital tonight. If he’s on duty, it’s likely to happen. It’s a rare night in these parts the police don’t bring someone in for DUI or medical clearance after resisting arrest. Though the town might be small with a population less than eight thousand for the whole county, and less than two thousand in the city, it has a high crime rate.

      Drugs, boot legging, domestic violence, and the shit that surrounds those issues are always bringing someone to the ER for treatment. The local economy has taken a huge hit since all the coal mines were closed down several years ago. A once thriving community has tanked. Many of the families here had depended on the mines for work. Not only mining but hauling the coal, processing plants, restaurants, hotels, and shops. The area hasn’t been the same since. While there have always been issues with drugs and alcohol in the area, it has become an epidemic in the aftermath. Drug abuse doesn’t discriminate. It affects all classes of people, all races, and genders. Lisa has seen people from high-ranking politicians to the poorest of the poor come in overdosed on pain pills, sleeping pills, methamphetamines, or some other drug. It’s really a sad situation.

      “324 Copas street, caller advises son is out of control, requesting police assistance,” Dispatch calls over the line.

      “4029 responding.” Donald returns over the radio., sirens coming through before he ends communication. Lisa prays there’s no need for him to come to the ER. Some twenty minutes later, EMS is also called to the scene. Crap! Lisa begins to mentally prepare herself for the shit that is to come, which means she’s short-tempered and banging things around as she’s working. Stacy notices her mood.

      “What’s got your panties in a wad?” Stacy asks as Lisa unceremoniously drops some linens down to re-fold so they will fit before placing in them in the cabinets in the exam rooms.

      “Sorry,” Lisa mutters. “My ex is out on a call, and they’ve called EMS to the scene, you know it means he’ll be coming in here.” Stacy’s eyes are wide. She’s heard Lisa’s story, not only from Lisa but from some of the other staff who were working the night when everything happened. Stacy’s face pinches.

      “I’m sorry,” Stacy says. “I’ll run interference as much as possible. If they aren’t too bad, maybe you can hide out in the break room until he’s gone.” Lisa shakes her head. The last thing she wants is for him to be able to corner her in a room without any witnesses.

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’m not letting him keep me from doing my job,” Lisa declares, even as the butterflies erupt in her stomach, and fear begins to creep in. Despite working with a therapist, she still struggles with anxiety and panic attacks.

      It isn’t long before EMS is calling in a report. A thirty something male is intoxicated and needs to be medically cleared before he can be taken to county lock-up. EMS arrives with him, and the man is belligerent, cursing, yelling, and if he wasn’t cuffed would be swinging at the staff. Glamorous is the life of an ER nurse. Lisa thinks to herself as she and Stacy attempt to get the guy checked into the system so the ER doctor can do his thing. Her back is to the door as she’s starting an IV and drawing blood, but she knows the instant Donald enters the patient’s room.

      The hair on the back of her neck prickles as the awareness hits her. Her hands begin to tremble, and she wills herself to remain calm. Stacy comes to her side laying her hand on Lisa’s shoulder in silent support. Stacy takes the tubes of blood she’s drawn from her hands as Lisa flushes the IV and attaches the bag of fluids to it. She stands, turning to face the man who made her life a living hell. She’s as prepared as she’s ever going to be to face him. She’s saved from a confrontation by the ER doctor choosing that moment to come into the room. Lisa and Stacy finish prepping the blood for transport to the lab. Lisa thinks they’re going to make it out of the room without him saying anything to her in front of everyone. Keeping her eyes averted, she and Stacy walk to exit the room. She’s mostly past Donald when his hand snakes out and grabs her bicep. His grip painfully tight, biting into her flesh.

      “Not even a hello for your husband?” Donald growls in a low voice so only she can hear him. Still refusing to look at him, she shakes her head but can’t keep from commenting.

      “Ex-husband,” Lisa clarifies. She shouldn’t have said a word, but she can’t help herself. It is out before she realizes she’s said it out loud. He jerks her arm hard as a dog-like growl bubbles up from his throat.

      “You just love to throw that in my face, don’t you?” he questions. “Look at me, bitch!” Everyone in the room turns to see what the commotion is all about. Lisa swallows hard before meeting his gaze. His dark brown eyes, she’d once thought so handsome, are nearly black and are definitely soulless. “You will be back home where you belong soon. I’ve had enough of this. The boys need their mother at home where she belongs.”

      “Our boys are grown men,” Lisa whispers at him. “They don’t need mothering.” His grip tightening to the point of being unbearable. A whimper escapes her before she can stifle it.

      “Officer Winters?” Dr. Garcia calls out. Donald lifts his gaze from Lisa’s. “Can you tell me what happened at the scene?” Lisa is grateful to the older doctor for trying to distract Donald. The doctor knows her history. She also knows the doctor will only do so much to intervene. This a small town, and Lisa isn’t the only one who’s afraid of her ex-husband. Donald releases her arm with a shove. Lisa hurries from the room. Stacy is glaring back at Donald as Lisa urges Stacy to follow her to the nursing station.

      “Someone needs to put that asshole in his place,” Stacy grumbles when they are clear of the room. “I’m going to give him a piece of my mind!”

      “Don’t try to defend me,” Lisa counsels Stacy. “I appreciate the effort, but I don’t want you to become a target. He’s been known to give speeding tickets for two miles an hour over the limit, just to make your life miserable. So don’t get on his radar. I’ll handle it.” Stacy nods, but Lisa can see her friend is still pissed. Donald comes to the nursing station when he’s finished speaking with the doctor.

      “Lisa, we need to talk.” His voice is soft and normal, no longer snarky and demanding. She knows this is his pattern. Reel her in with kindness only to knock her down when she’s close enough, not always literally, but always verbally and emotionally.

      “I have nothing to say to you,” Lisa counters, lifting her chin defiantly. He glares at her for a moment, but Dr. Garcia is entering the station as are a couple of other officers and EMS personnel.

      “What days do you work this week?” he asks. Lisa shakes her head. He isn’t going to stop. He just keeps digging. “I asked you a question,” his tone, hard, demanding. She swallows, but decides to answer in an effort to prevent a scene in front of her co-workers.

      “I’m taking some time off,” Lisa informs him. “I won’t be back for a while.” She notices his jaw clench. She knows she’s about to be in serious trouble. He won’t do anything here in front of everyone, but he’ll catch her in the parking lot as she’s leaving or show up at her house. She should have lied and told him she worked the next three nights or something, but she’s never been very good at thinking of lies on her feet.

      “Where are you going?” Lisa can tell he’s fuming. Now is the time to lie. She can’t tell him where she’s going because he will without a doubt try to stop her, but she isn’t going to miss Charlotte’s wedding. Hawk had called a few days ago to tell her he’s planned a surprise wedding for this weekend. Lisa and Charlotte were in each other’s first weddings. She isn’t going to miss this one even though she knows Donald will be royally pissed when he finds out where she’s gone. He’s always hated Charlotte. Even though until Charlotte became aware of the physical abuse, she’d been nothing but nice to him. After the evidence of his abuse came to light, she’d been anything but nice.

      “Nowhere.” Lisa swallows the lie. “I just need a break, taking some vacation time, before I lose it.” He narrows his gaze as if he doesn’t believe her. His radio and the scanner go off at the same time. Seems more trouble is brewing in this hick town, tonight. He answers the call on the radio.

      “4029 responding.” He glares at Lisa. “This conversation isn’t over, Lisa. I’ll see you later after our shifts.” Lisa wants to protest but knows he’ll only cause a scene, so she merely nods and watches him walk out the ambulance bay doors on his way to his patrol car. Shit! She must get away from here before he gets off his shift at eight a.m. She’s going to have to call in some favors to make this happen. Lisa pulls out her cell phone and begins making some calls. It’s after two in the morning, but she can make this happen.

      A few hours later, after she’s gotten a co-worker to come in and finish her shift, Lisa is packing her suitcase rapidly as she’s simultaneously on the phone making plane reservations for an immediate departure to California. She’ll have a two-hour layover in Denver. That will give her time to contact Hawk, Charlotte’s fiancé, about coming in early and to change her hotel arrangements. She manages to get on the road and her car headed toward Louisville, Kentucky, just a few minutes before seven a.m. The city has the closest major airport where she can leave her past behind. At least for the time being anyway. She knows she’s going to pay for leaving without meeting up with Donald. Hmm. Maybe she should stay in California indefinitely? It’s an intriguing thought, but not one she could seriously entertain.
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      In the meantime…

      Hack can’t seem to get Charlotte’s friend, Lisa, out of his head. It’s been weeks since he met her, but she’s still the first thing he thinks about in the morning, and the last thing on his mind as he lays down to sleep every night. She’s even haunted his dreams a few times. He wonders what happened to her in the past that makes she react the way she does. Even more so, he wonders if she’s gotten away from her abuser, or is she still being tormented by the asshole? He wants to ask Charlotte about her, but thinks he’ll just be drawing attention to his infatuation. That is the last thing he needs. Worm has annoyed him enough as it is over his reaction to the woman that day on base.

      A couple months later when Charlotte is abducted again by the cartel who’d held her before, Hack is hoping to catch a glimpse of Lisa while they are searching for Charlotte, but it isn’t meant to be. By the time his team is in the air, Tex, a former Navy SEAL with some seriously mad computer skills, has located Charlotte in an SUV headed for the Mexican border. They fly to San Antonio, Texas, and after a wild car chase, they manage to recover a badly wounded Charlotte. Once she’s out of surgery and stable, she’s transferred back to base in San Diego to continue to heal. Hack is ready for them to be back at their home base in Jacksonville, North Carolina. They’ve been away much too long.

      Weeks after Charlotte is recovered, Hack and the rest of the team are helping Hawk set up a surprise wedding. Charlotte’s children and the lovely Lisa are all coming out for the event. Hack has been on pins and needles as he waits for everyone’s arrival. Hawk asks them to a gather up at his house on base one afternoon about five days before the big day. Charlotte is sleeping down the hall, so they’re all being as quite as possible, not wanting to disturb her.

      “Hey guys. Thanks for coming on short notice. I need someone to pick up Lisa Winters from the airport.” Hawk looks around the room. “She’s coming in earlier than expected. She called me a few minutes ago to ask if I could pick her up at the airport this afternoon, but I don’t want to leave Charlotte alone.”

      “I can do it,” Hack volunteers instantly, belatedly realizing he sounds a little too eager. Worm elbows him, and when Hack looks, Worm has a smirk on his face. Hack flips him the bird, which only causes Worm to bark out a laugh, which drawing Hawk’s attention.

      “Something you want to share?” Hawk inquires. Hack just shakes his head. No way he’s going to confess to Hawk; he’s obsessed with Charlotte’s best friend. Hawk gives him and Worm a long, hard look, but thankfully he has more important things to worry about. “Thank you, Hack. I’ll send you the information on her flight plans.”

      A few hours later, Hack is headed to the airport to pick up Lisa Winters. He’s anxious as he waits for her plane to land. With all the changes in airport security, it takes some time after her plane has landed before he finally sees her come in to the arrivals section. She looks around nervously for a moment before she sees him headed toward her. He smiles at the shock he sees on her face.

      “Hey babe,” Hack greets her. “Hawk asked me to come pick you up and take you to your hotel.” She gives him a tentative smile and looks around nervously as if she’s expecting the bogie man to jump out and get her. She suddenly looks at him.

      “I don’t think we were ever properly introduced.” Lisa holds out a hand. “I’m Lisa Winters.” Hack takes her small, soft hand in his big rough one. There is once again the electrical connection he’d felt the last time he’d touched her.

      “I’m Elijah Smith, but my teammates and friends call me Hack.” He holds her hand a little longer than is necessary before saying, “Let me get your bags.” She hands over the handle to her large suitcase. He reaches out and takes the additional bag she has the strap of thrown over her shoulder.

      “I can carry that,” she murmurs shyly. “You don’t have to carry everything.” He grins down at her.

      “I know you can carry it, but I’d rather you didn’t.” Hack shrugs his shoulders. “I’m used to being the grunt man.” With an amused look, she follows him out of the airport to the rental SUV the team is using while here. He sits her luggage down before opening the passenger side door and holding her hand as she climbs inside. He leans over her to buckle her in, much like he did all those months ago. He almost laughs at the grumpy expression on her face, but he keeps it in as he doesn’t think she’ll see the humor in the situation. After making sure her door is shut securely, he loads her luggage into the back and comes to slide into the driver’s seat.

      “Did you have a good flight?” Hack asks once they’ve gotten out onto the highway. He spares a glance at her. She looks tired he thinks to himself and wonders why. Perhaps it’s just the trip across the country, but he’s thinking it’s more than that. She has dark circles under her eyes like she hasn’t slept well in a while.

      “It wasn’t bad.” Lisa glances at him. “I had a layover in Denver. I’d never been there before, but the layover wasn’t long enough to leave the airport to explore. So I just sat in a café and drank coffee.”

      “That’s too bad. Maybe you can go back sometime when you have time to explore,” Hack comments. “It’s a nice place. I’ve only visited once, but I enjoyed my time there.” A silence descends. Hack scrambles to think of something to keep the conversation going. “Do you like to travel?” Hack rolls his own eyes. He wants to keep her talking, but that’s a silly question. Why he’s curious to know so much about her, he isn’t sure, but the need is great. He’s already considering what other questions he can safely ask without looking nosey.

      “I’d like to travel,” Lisa replies. “But I haven’t gotten to do so much, at least not until the mission trip when Charlotte was abducted.” She gives a sad laugh. “I’d never flown before that trip. Now here I am on my third trip to California.” She gives him a long look. “What about you? Do you like traveling?”

      “Sometimes I enjoy it,” Hack replies honestly. “Depends on where we are going. There isn’t much time for sightseeing. Once our objective is complete, we’re headed back to base. Sometimes we have extended stays in places, but most of the time we are in and out.”

      “You’re in the Marines, right?” Hack nods his confirmation. “I guess you’ve been all over the world?” Her statement ending on a question.

      “Yeah, we’ve been to a lot of places.” Hack doesn’t want to talk about himself. There isn’t much, after all, he can say about places they’ve been anyway. “Syria, Afghanistan, several countries in South American, and a few in Africa. Most of what we do is classified, though. I can’t talk about it.”

      “Oh, I understand.” Lisa turns to look out the window at the passing city, not saying anything further. Hack grits his teeth. He didn’t handle that very well. He should have explained it better, or at the very least worded it differently. She’s completely disengaged from conversation. He doesn’t like seeing her shut down. More pointedly, shutting him out.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to share,” Hack tries to explain. Lisa holds up a hand.

      “Really, it’s okay. I get it.” Lisa doesn’t sound upset. “It’s like HIPAA. I can’t talk about patients I care for, and you can’t talk about what you do in service.” Hack nods his head in agreement. They drive for a while without any further conversation.

      “Are you hungry?” Hack asks to break the silence. At least he convinces himself it was only to break the silence, but in reality, he wants to draw out his time alone with her. He isn’t ready to drop her at her hotel just yet. Charlotte doesn’t know anything about the planned ceremony, so Lisa will be staying at a hotel until the day of the wedding. He should question his motives for wanting to draw out their time together, but he pushes the thought aside. She looks over at him as if she’d forgotten he is in the car with her.

      “Um, yeah, I could eat.” She gives a slight smile. He takes the next exit looking for the perfect place for a good meal. “Come to think of it, it’s been a long time since I ate last.” She stares down at her lap not making eye contact with him. Something about that raises his concern.

      “What?” Hack inquires. “Why?”

      “Well, I made a last-minute decision to fly out here, early.” She turns to stare out the window. “I worked last night. It was busy so we didn’t have time to eat. I snacked a little, but then we got this drunk guy in and the night went to shit…excuse me.” Her face flushes red.

      “For what?” He frowned not understanding what she’s apologizing for.

      “I shouldn’t have sworn. It’s not lady like,” Lisa explains. “My mother would die if she knew I’d cussed in front of a practical stranger.”

      “We aren’t strangers, Lisa,” Hack reminds her. “We’ve met before. Was I that easy to forget?” Her face reddens again, causing him to wonder why.

      “No,” she answers. “I haven’t forgotten. Not one moment.” She sucks in a breath as if she didn’t intend to disclose so much information to him. He glances at her. A smile on his face. He hasn’t forgotten a moment either, but he keeps this little tidbit of information to himself. He flips on his turn signal and pulls into the parking lot of a steakhouse restaurant.

      “Will this be all right with you?” Hack glances at her to see her response. She looks up at the place before turning to him with a happy look on her face.

      “Yes, I love steak!” Lisa answers enthusiastically, a huge grin breaking out on her face. Damn! She sure is pretty. Hack thinks as he watches her face light up.

      “Then let’s get you in there and get you some food.” Hack exits the vehicle meeting her at her side to help her down. Their bodies are almost touching once her feet are on the ground. He leans in a little closer. She’s like a magnet pulling him in. Her eyes fly up to his. They stare at one another. Her tongue flicks out to moisten her lips. His eyes drop to her very plump lips. He leans closer; her lips part slightly, but she turns her head at the last second before their lips meet. He pulls back abruptly. “I’m sorry, Lisa. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” Lisa replies but not looking at him. “I’ve just gotten out of a very bad marriage, and I’m not ready for…any kind of relationship.” She finally looks up at him briefly. “Not that you are looking for a relationship, maybe just a hook up, but I’m not ready for that either.” Her face flushes a deep red. “You didn’t indicate any of that. I don’t know why I said all that. It’s just I overthink everything…Ah shit! How about we just forget I said anything?” She turns away from him and takes a step. He reaches out and gently grasps her upper arm to prevent her from walking away. “Ow!” She cries out. He curses himself when she cowers from his touch. Her shoulders hunch up and she draws her arms around her middle as if to protect her vital organs. She seems to recognize her actions and makes a visible effort to relax as she turns to face him.

      “Did I hurt you?” Hack asks, shocked at her response as he hadn’t gripped her tightly.

      “It’s nothing.” Lisa looks away from him once more. Hack takes in her appearance, noting the long-sleeved cardigan, despite the warm weather. Hack gently takes hold of the Cardigan and slips it down her arm, catching her off guard before she can stop him. He manages to get is off her arm enough to see the bruises to her upper arm. Fingerprint bruises.

      “What happened?” His voice barely audible. His eyes are glued to the deep purple spots marring her creamy skin. When she doesn’t answer, he lifts his eyes to meet her gaze. What he sees angers him. The pain, the shame, and the fear in her eyes, nearly breaks him. He remembers that look so clearly. His mother had worn that look for a long time before and even after his father had gone to prison. He can’t stop himself. “Who did this?” he demands vehemently. Lisa’s eyes widen at the fierceness of his demanding tone.

      “Please, just let it go,” Lisa pleads. Her eyes moisten with tears. He acts on instinct. He takes her in his arms and pulling her to his chest, holding her close as he runs his hand over the back of her head in a soothing motion. Her body trembles. He can feel her fighting for control of her emotions.

      “I’m sorry he hurt you,” Hack tells her. She shudders in his arms and he tightens his hold. “I will help you get away from him, if you’ll let me.” Her body shakes with silent sobs while he holds her. They stand there in the parking lot, holding one another for several minutes until her shaking stops. He doesn’t let go when it stops. No, he continues to hold her. Eventually Lisa pulls back from him, snubbing a couple of times.
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      Lisa stares at Hack…Elijah. His eyes bore into her, demanding she give him everything. All her secrets. However, that is not something she can do. She can’t believe she’s opened up to him like she has. She hasn’t said with words that she’s been abused, but she might as well have by her actions. She has let out her frustrations and fears as she cried on his chest while he held her, soothed her. She forces herself to look away. She’s still trembling inside, all her emotions on edge. She must reign them in, which will be much easier said than done. The last twenty-four hours have been a roller coaster ride of epic portions. Seeing Donald, his rough handling of her, having him demand she meet him after work, her impromptu departure to escape that meeting, all of this coming to a head when Elijah discovered her bruised arm. She’d managed to keep from falling apart through everything, until then.

      “I should apologize for trying to kiss you”–Hack reaches up to tuck her hair behind her ear, a breeze blowing several wayward strains across her face–“but I’m not sorry. When I’m around you, I feel this connection to you. Maybe it’s all one-sided on my part, but I think you know what I’m talking about. I’m drawn to you, like a moth to a flame. I feel as if I’ve known you all my life.”

      Lisa feels as if all the air has been sucked from her lungs. This man standing here, touching her so gently has voiced the very thoughts she’s been having. She feels drawn to him, too, but she can’t confess this to him. He’s clearly wanting to start something with her, but she can’t. She’s not ready and isn’t sure she’ll ever be ready for any type of relationship. Donald has done a really good job of teaching her about deceit and cruelty. Lessons she’s vowed to never forget, no matter how much her heart is begging her to give this handsome man a chance. She stares at him without a reply. His face pinches into a grimace as if he’s disappointed she didn’t return his feelings. He straightens her sweater, covering her bruised arm.

      “Come on.” Hack places his hand on her lower back and urges her toward the restaurant. “Let’s get you something to eat.” Lisa allows him to lead her across the parking lot. Even though she’s thinking she should ask him to take her to her hotel and leave her to deal with her warring emotions alone, but she remains silent. A part of her wants to stay with him. She feels safe with him, which is unusual for her. She hasn’t felt safe since the day she said, “I do” more than twenty years ago.

      A hostess greets them when they enter the restaurant. “How many in your party?” the woman asks. Lisa looks around the hostess-stand to see what the place looks it, but it’s hard to distinguish much about the place as it’s so dark inside.

      “Two,” Hack replies. The woman checks her map of tables before grabbing some menus and silverware. She leads them to a table in back. The place is dimly lit with small lanterns on either side of the table. The place has a romantic feel. Great! Just what I don’t need. Lisa thinks as they take their seats.

      “Your server will be with you shortly”–the hostess tells them as she places a menu in front of each of them–“to get your drink order.” Lisa nods and due to the awkwardness of the situation, she takes a keen interest in looking over the menu. An uncomfortable silence has fallen between them. Lisa chews on the inside of her lower lip. She needs to say something to ease the tension.

      “I’m sorry…” Lisa starts.

      “I didn’t…” Hack stops. They look at one another with startled expressions, but then they both chuckle, breaking the tension that’s built between them. The server arrives at their table.

      “Hello! My name is Daniel. I’ll be your server this afternoon,” a young man with spiked dirty blond hair informs them. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Water for me please with a couple of lemon slices,” Lisa answers immediately. The man nods and turns to Hack expectantly.

      “Sweet tea.” Hack looks over at Lisa. “Do you want an appetizer? I’m thinking fried mozzarella sticks, but we’ll get whatever you’re in the mood for.” He quirks an eyebrow at her.

      “Sure, mozzarella sticks sound good.” Lisa turns back to her menu to keep from making eye contact with him. She considers her choices. If she eats some of the appetizer she should choose a lower calorie entrée, but after the day she’s had, she’s going to indulge a little. Besides who’s going to care if she gains a few pounds. It isn’t like she has anyone to impress with her body anymore. Donald had always berated her weight, even though she’d been at or below ideal body weight most of her life except during her pregnancies, which is to be expected.

      “Lisa.” Her eyes fly up to meet those handsome green eyes, the color of spring grass, boring into her. “I apologize for making you uncomfortable by my actions. I hope we can still be friends at least?” Her lips tip up slightly in the corners. “You and Charlotte are good friends. We are going to see each other from time to time. I don’t want you to feel like you need to avoid me.”

      “It’s fine,” Lisa mutters, hoping he will drop the topic all together. He scowls at her. Hmm, not the response she was hoping for from him.

      “Don’t bullshit me,” he growls. “That’s what a woman says when it’s anything, but fine.” He huffs out a breath, obviously ready to counsel her some more about lying to him, but she’s spared when the server returns with their drinks.

      “Here ya go! A water for the lady,”–Daniel places a water with 2 lemon wedges in front of Lisa– “and a sweet tea for the gentleman. Would you like to place your order now, or do you need a few more minutes?” Lisa starts to give him her order when Hack speaks up.

      “Give us a little longer.” His voice is hard and he’s staring right at her, not the server to whom he’s speaking. The look on his face would scare away an ogre. Daniel nods rapidly before scurrying away. Well Shit! She isn’t going to get out of this uncomfortable conversation. She sighs heavily.

      “Look, I’m flattered, truly,” Lisa informs him honestly because she is flattered that a man as hot as him would be interested in her. However, it doesn’t change the fact she can’t go down this road. How can she deter his blatant interest? She looks closely at him. She can tell he’s young, much younger than she is. “How old are you?” He shifts back in his seat as if he didn’t expect her to ask him that question.

      “I’m twenty-eight.” It’s Lisa’s turn to sit back. Holy crap! He’s only five years older than her oldest son. She can feel the color draining from her face at the thought. He’s just a kid. She can tell he sees the change in her. He shifts forward in his seat.

      “Why?” Hack asks. “What does my age have to do with anything?” Lisa stares back at him. He has no clue her age, does he?

      “How old do you think I am?” Lisa doesn’t want to hear his answer, but needs to know all the same. If he thinks she’s younger than she is, well hooray! What woman doesn’t want to look younger? But if he thinks she’s older than she is, that’ll be highly disappointing on one hand and confusing on the other. Why would a young man be interested in a woman so much older?

      “I’m not answering that,” he states emphatically. He lifts his hands to make a cross with his fingers. “My momma didn’t raise no fool. You never ask or estimate a woman’s age or weight, not unless you have a death wish.” Lisa grins at his seriousness.

      “Really?” Lisa giggles. “You won’t even take a guess?”

      “Hell, no!” Hack shakes his head in a dramatic fashion. “Like I said, I’m no fool. My momma raised me right.” When he notices how Lisa is beaming at him in her humor, he too chuckles. “You can tell me your age if you want me to know, but I still don’t see where that factors into me being attracted to you…or you to me.” Lisa’s face is covered with surprise at his bold statement.

      “What makes you think I’m attracted to you?” she asks with genuine curiosity. She is obviously, but she feels like she’s hidden it well. Hasn’t she?

      “Babe.” He simply looks at her as if the answer is a no brainer. Lisa quirks an eyebrow. She wants to know what he saw that led him to his conclusion. “Your eyes dilate whenever you look at me. More than once, I’ve noticed your pulse spike when I’m close to you, and you get goosebumps whenever we touch.” Now he’s the one quirking an eyebrow at her. Ah shit! He is much too observant. It must be part of his military training. Lisa shakes her head prepared to deny it. “Don’t!” he bites out. Her eyes fly to his. He has the most intense look on his face. “If you don’t want to acknowledge it, that’s fine, but don’t lie to me and tell me I’m wrong because we both know I’m right. What I want to know is why you want to fight it?” Well fuck! How can she answer that without giving him her life history? Maybe a little of her truth without a full disclosure. Yes! That could work.

      “I’m forty-two, and you’re only a few years older than my sons.” Lisa takes a sip of her water, hoping this bombshell will get him to drop all talk of them being attracted to one another. He watches her for a beat. Then shocks her with his next statement.

      “That bothers you.” He doesn’t ask, merely makes the observation. Lisa nods. “Got it. How about we start over? Hi, Lisa. I’m Hack.” He holds out his hand to shake hers.
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      Curiosity blooms over Lisa’s face as she looks at his outstretched hand. A whisper of a smile ghosts over her face just before she shakes his hand. Another zing of electricity, of connection flares between them, but Hack chooses to ignore it. She does as well. He sees her reaction, but she quickly schools her expression and doesn’t bring it up to him. Instead, she seems eager to change the subject.

      “Hack? What kind of nickname is that?” Lisa’s face scrunches up in a frown. Hack chuckles.

      “I’m really good with computers,” Hack informs her. “When I was in high school, a classmate, Erik, dared me to hack the FBI database. He didn’t think I could do it. He wanted to embarrass me in front of our friends, but he was disappointed.”

      “Let me guess.” Lisa’s grinning at him. “You did it easily.” Hack shrugs his shoulders not really wanting to brag, but it is what it is.

      “I hacked the database that same day. It actually didn’t take me very long.” He chuckles again. “The only problem was I hadn’t gotten good enough at hiding my tracks, and I was caught.”

      “Really?” Lisa’s surprised question makes him smile even more. “How much trouble did you get into?”

      “Not as much as you’d think. The feds were ready to haul me off to jail, at first, until they realized I was only seventeen years old,” Hack answers. “They couldn’t believe I was a high school junior at the time. They began a campaign to recruit me to work for them, but I didn’t want to work for the bureau. My mom? She was seriously pissed. She got so angry I thought she was going to have a stroke. She wasn’t necessarily mad at what I’d done. Don’t get me wrong, she was upset that I’d broken the law, but she was most upset that I’d given in to peer pressure and made a foolish decision to make myself look cool to my classmates. Mom had always taught my sister and I to be independent thinkers, to not conform to social pressure, to be a good person and be who we wanted to be. I was grounded for most of the rest of my junior year of high school.” He chuckles again, having fond memories from the time. His sister trying to keep him company during his long days of not being allowed to go out.

      “You didn’t get any legal punishment?” Lisa queries. He grins at her.

      “Like I said earlier, they wanted to recruit me to the bureau, but that wasn’t in my life plans. I had been considering joining the Navy, but a close friend of mine who was a couple of years older had joined the Marines. He was killed in action in Iraq. I decided I would join the Marines to honor his memory and maybe fulfill some of his dreams that were cut short…” Hack pauses. Looking down at the table, he remembers his friend Jimmy, who left this earth entirely too soon. Lisa waits patiently. Tamping down his emotions, he looks up and huffs out a breath. “Anyway, my mom when to bat for me with the feds. She talked them into not charging me with any crimes as long as I joined the service and didn’t hack anymore data bases unless it was needed as a part of my duties to the government. Later when I was in boot camp, the drill instructor who knew about my run in with the feds made a comment one day about how my hacking skills wouldn’t be helpful on the obstacle course. My fellow recruits picked up on it and started calling me Hack, short for hacker.” The server arrives with their food. Once Daniel has deposited their food on the table and left them to eat, their conversation continues.

      “Sounds like you have a very supportive Mom,” Lisa comments.

      “I do.” Hack smiles. “She’s uber supportive of me and my sister, Selena. Sometimes too nosey, but we have a good relationship.”

      “That’s good.” Lisa grimaces. “My mother is a very critical person. She is more concerned about what “people”, especially her church friends, will say about her than about her children’s or grandchildren’s needs.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hack says softly. “I can’t imagine not having a supportive mother. My father, well that’s a totally different story.”

      “He isn’t supportive?” Lisa asks.

      “No. He isn’t, never has been,” Hack states as he lays his fork down and wipes his mouth on a napkin. “He isn’t a good man.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lisa replies. “Is he still with your mother?”

      “No, he’s in prison.” Hack looks away. He doesn’t like talking about his father or why he’s in prison, but he feels compelled to share with her. Maybe it will get her to open up about her own story. “He…he liked to use his fists to get his point across. Sometimes he didn’t have a point to make other than he was bigger and stronger than us. My mom did her best to shelter us from his wrath, but she wasn’t always successful. She should have left before she did. I know she was doing the best she could at the time. I don’t blame her for staying as long as she did, but she suffered a lot. I’m just glad she finally got away from him.” Hack watches Lisa closely as he shares his story. He can see a volley of emotions cross her face, hearing his story. He worries he’s burning a bridge with her, but he can’t help hoping by sharing this difficult part of his life with her will get her to open up to him. Lisa is quiet for several minutes, staring down at her food. Trepidation consumes him. She’s going to shut him out; he fears.

      “What made her finally leave?” Lisa’s question surprises him. He’d been expecting her to tell him to fuck off, or at the very least, try to change the subject, but she isn’t. She’s asking, maybe looking for motivation to get out of her own abusive relationship?

      “The abuse had reached an all-time level of bad.” Hack closes his eyes as he recalls the night in vivid detail. “He beat my mom badly in a fit of rage. My sister could tell he was in a mood, which made her nervous. She dropped her fork while we were having dinner. He went off over the noise of it hitting her plate. He swung at her but missed. Mom jumped between them to keep him from hitting Selena. This angered him even more. He almost killed Mom that night.”

      “Elijah.” Lisa breaths out his name in a tortured whisper. He stares into her eyes, letting her see the truth in his eyes. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, but your mom? She’s…she’s okay, now?”

      “She is.” Hack takes a sip of his drink trying to calm himself down. The memories of that night twenty years ago, still affect him deeply. “I was eight years old at the time. I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t. He hit me and my older sister who also tried to intervene. He knocked me around for getting in his way. While he was distracted with me, my sister called 911. The police showed up and saved my mom’s life. He got additional charges for child abuse for hitting me and my sister. We’ve shown up to testify every time he’s been eligible for parole. Couple that with the fact he isn’t a model prisoner has kept him in there for longer than he normally would have been.”

      “Thank God the police believed your mother.” Lisa’s voice holds some bitterness. Have the police not been helpful in her situation? Perhaps that’s why she’s still in the relationship.

      “Lisa…” Hack pauses, considering his words carefully. “You don’t have to stay.” Her eyes lock on his briefly before she looks away.

      “Please, don’t,” Lisa whispers. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Something snaps in him as he looks at her. The haunted look in her eyes. The fear and shame she tries to hide. He resolves he will help her somehow, some way. He’ll see her free from her torturer.
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      Charlotte’s wedding day is turning out to be perfect. The sun is shining brightly in the clear blue sky. The weather is perfect for an outdoor wedding. Charlotte had been so surprised when she’d walked out the back door to see everyone waiting for her in the backyard. The ceremony is over now and everyone is sitting around enjoying the reception. Hawk has whisked Charlotte off to “change” clothes. Yeah, right. Lisa knows what the couple is up to. Charlotte confided to Lisa that Hawk is insatiable, and they enjoy one another daily, sometimes more than once.

      Lisa shakes her head. She can’t imagine enjoying sex. She’d used to enjoy romance novels when she’d been a teen, before she met Donald. She’d looked forward to having sex and feeling the intense connection the books had described. The incredible pleasure, but she’d been sadly disappointed for the most part. There’d been times when he had been tender, caring with her, but mostly he took what he wanted and left her wanting. She’d asked him about it once. He’d told her something was wrong with her. It took her too long to get to climax, and he had no patience in getting her there.

      When she’d finally gotten an orgasm, he’d shamed her for making sounds during sex. He’d told her she sounded like a two-bit hooker. She’d been embarrassed and hurt. She’d lashed out by asking him how he would know what noises a hooker made. That was the first time, he’d really beaten her. There’d been shoves, gripping her too tightly, slaps, and lots of verbal abuse, but that was the first time he’d hit her with his fists, careful of course so the bruises weren’t easily visible.

      Charlotte and Hawk emerge from the house sometime later. She is positively glowing from her pregnancy and being freshly fucked. Lisa snorts a laugh as the thought pops into her head. The couple comes to sit at the table where Lisa and Deadeye, Hawk’s team member, are sitting, along with Sarah and Justin, Charlotte’s children.

      The party is in full swing. Sarah has dragged a karaoke machine out and has been forcing various people in attendance to take a turn. A song has just finished. Sarah hurries to take the microphone from one of the men on Hawk’s team. Sarah looks over the crowd apparently choosing her next victim. Her eyes land on their table and Lisa recognizes the look in the girl’s eyes as they light up. Sarah hurries toward them. Lisa’s eyes roll toward the sky. This is going to be embarrassing.

      “Mom!” Sarah calls as she approaches them. “Aunt Lisa! I have the song for you two.” Lisa and Charlotte exchange a look, both knowing they’re going to do it but will likely be humiliating themselves. “Come on! Y’all gotta do it!” Laughing at Sarah’s excitement, Lisa and Charlotte get to their feet and make their way to the mini stage in the back yard.

      As the music starts, they look at the screen then look at one another, laughing. Sarah has picked the perfect song for them to karaoke. A catchy guitar tune blares from the speakers as Kelsey Ballerini’s If You Go Down begins to play. Lisa and Charlotte take turns singing lines of the song and sing the chorus together. Both are laughing and smiling at the words of the song. Charlotte turns to Lisa looking deadly serious as she sings the part about lying to give her an alibi if she ever killed her husband. Lisa has a hard time finishing the song as the words strike a little too close to home. The crowd, however, is enjoying their performance. They’re all laughing and clapping along as the women sing. The song is accurate, though. They’ve always had one another’s backs and Lisa knows that should she ever snap and take Donald out, Charlotte would move heaven and earth to cover for her.

      When the song is over, they head back to their seats as Sarah pounces on her next victim. Lisa takes her seat at the table, grabbing her glass of Champaign to take a large sip. Her phone buzzing draws her attention. Seeing the caller id as she glances at the screen and rolls her eyes. She ignores the call. Moments later, a ding indicating a text comes through.

      Donald: Answer the fucking phone. I need to speak to you about our sons. It’s important.

      Immediately Lisa’s phone begins to buzz, once more. She gets up from her seat, excusing herself from the reception. Thankfully, she’s gotten through the ceremony without an interruption from Donald. He’s been harassing her all week. Calling and texting, demanding to know where she’s at. She’s avoided him as much as possible, but he’s a persistent bastard. She’s avoided telling him where she’s at and why she isn’t at home, but now the day of reckoning is upon her. She can’t ignore him when their sons are involved. He knows this it’s why he’s involving them. She hurries into the house, but there are people milling around everywhere. She fast walks down the hall and into an empty bedroom. The last thing she needs is an audience while she talks to him. It’s going to be bad enough in private. She swipes her phone.

      “Hello?” Lisa answers gruffly. She winces, knowing he can hear the irritation in her voice, also knowing it’s only going to piss him off more than he is already.

      “Where the fuck are you?” Donald’s deep voice booms over the line. “And don’t fucking lie to me. I know you aren’t visiting your aunt in Pikeville.” Lisa pulls the phone back from her ear as he yells. She can feel her fear climbing up from her depths. She takes a deep breath, closing her eyes, then exhaling slowly. He is not here. He can’t hurt you. “Answer. Me!” he bellows.

      “I’m out of town. I told you I was going out of town.” Lisa attempts to keep her voice level, calm. She can tell he’s on the verge of a tirade which would lead to a beating if she was within his reach. She must do her best to calm him down. He’s mentioned their sons. Both boys are away at college, but she doesn’t put it past him to go to their school to beat the answers out of them to get what he wants.

      “No, you didn’t tell me you were going out of town! You said you were taking some time off, and you were supposed to meet me after your shift. None of what you’ve said answers my damn question, bitch,” Donald raves. “Where are you?”

      “California.” Lisa knows the answer isn’t what he wants to hear.

      “California?” He growls out the question. Lisa hurries to give a little more detail so he won’t be angry, at least that’s what she hopes.

      “Yes, Charlotte’s wedding.” Donald makes a disgruntled sound.

      “I heard she fucked some Marine and got knocked up,” Donald replies. Lisa hates hearing him speak about her closest friend, her only friend in this way, but at least he isn’t yelling at her. “You should have talked to me about going out there, before you left.”

      “I…I’m sorry.” Lisa swallows what little pride she’s managed to build back in the time she’s been divorced from him. “It was a hasty decision to come. I just wanted to be here for my best friend’s big day. She looks so happy.” Lisa hopes to distract Donald from his anger. Perhaps he’ll let it go for now.

      “Charlotte isn’t your friend.” Donald’s voice grates on Lisa’s last nerve. “She’s just needs you to make herself feel better about her life. She’s always looked down on you, thinking she’s better than everyone else. You’ve always followed her around. You really are stupid.” Lisa is divorced from him, yet he still tries to control her, to manipulate her. She’s worked with a therapist on how to handle him when he’s in one of these moods, but sometimes, like now, she forgets her training and just reacts.

      “I AM NOT STUPID!” she yells into the phone. “And Charlotte is my friend. The only one I have left. You made sure to drive everyone else away. You don’t own me anymore, Donald. I’m not going to allow you to ruin this for me. You’ve taken enough. Now I’m going to hang up and rejoin the celebration. Don’t call back.” Lisa draws the phone from her ear to end the call when his voice stills her actions.

      “I’ll hurt them,” his voice a menacing rumble over the line. “Don’t push me, you know I’ll do it.”

      “No! Please, Donald,” Lisa pleads with him, pulling the phone back to her ear. “They don’t have anything to do with this...with us.”

      “You should have thought of them before you took off without consulting me, first.” Tears fill Lisa’s eyes. He’s never going to let her go. He’ll always be there, ruining her life. “It’s time for you to come back home. Text me your flight information. I’ll be waiting for you when you return. You know what’ll happen if you defy me.”

      “Promise me you won’t hurt the boys.” Lisa knows it’s a foolish request. He never keeps his word. She isn’t sure why she’s even bothering, but she has to at least to try to protect her sons.

      “Too late for that. I wouldn’t have to hurt them if you would do what you’re supposed to, and they wouldn’t lie for you when you act out. Now, do as I say and get home. I’ll leave them be until you return and get your punishment, if you cooperate,” Donald demands so casually as if he isn’t speaking about hurting his children and his once wife. She doesn’t say anything in response, so he feels compelled to threaten her further. “Don’t test me, Lisa. You know what I’m capable of. It’ll be so much worse if you lie to me again.”

      “I never lied to you,” she argues. “I told you I was leaving town.” Wrong thing to do, try to defend herself. She only manages to anger him further.

      “Get your ass home, bitch. End. Of. Discussion. You hear me?” Donald’s voice has dropped to the one she remembers all too well. It’s the voice she hears in her nightmares, the one that causes her body to quake in fear.

      “O-okay, Donald. I’ll be home as soon as I can get a flight,” Lisa’s voice cracking as her tears begin to fall. “Please, take it out on me, not the boys. They have nothing to do with this.” She’s crying in earnest as she pleads with him.

      “Call your sons. Then get your ass on a plane.” Donald ends the call, leaving her shaking. She swipes the tears from her face with trembling hands. She can hardly get the contacts pulled up on her phone. She places a FaceTime call to Donald, Jr. whom she calls Donnie.

      “Hey, Mom,” Donnie answers, but he isn’t in the camera frame. The camera is showing the floor of his dorm room. The boys will want to shield her from their discomfort if possible. “How’s the wedding?” Donnie’s voice sounds strained. She blows a breath out through pursed lips in an attempt to calm herself. She doesn’t want Donnie to hear her fear and anxiety, although she’s sure he can see it in her face, as well as the tears.

      “It was good. Aunt Char looks gorgeous and so happy. Are you okay, son?” Lisa asks her most important question, attempting to hide her tears. The wedding, her friend’s happiness is all but forgotten. Her boys are what’s important. They’ve both gone to school several hours away from their small hometown. Lisa had encouraged it in an effort to keep their father away from them. She’d done her best to shield them from him as they’d grown up, but she hadn’t always been successful. She’s riddled with guilt for what they’ve seen and experienced, but she can’t change the past.

      “Yeah, I’m fine Mom.” Donnie is using his soothing voice, obviously he can hear and see the fear on her face.

      “Let me see you,” Lisa demands. She hears him sigh, but the camera view flips. His lower lip is split, and his left eyebrow has a scabbed area to it and is bruised. She sucks in a breath. “Oh Donnie, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I didn’t think he would come after you. I sh-”

      “Mom!” Donnie growls at her, sounding so much like his father, it hurts her heart. “This is not your fault. He’s an asshole, an abuser, and doesn’t deserve a woman as good as you’ve been to him. Don’t let him keep manipulating you. I don’t blame you for his actions, but I’m sure he’s tried to make you think that Tommy and I are angry at you. It’s all lies. You know how he is, Mom. And before you go thinking this”–he motions to his face–“is your fault, don’t. He tried to beat me up, but I kicked his ass when he came up here demanding I tell him where you’re at. He got in a couple lucky hits, but he’s the one with a wounded ego and a black eye.”

      “Donnie!” Lisa exclaims. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, but I’m so proud of you for standing up to him.” Lisa manages to keep herself calm for her son’s sake. “You’ve always been so strong. Have you spoken to Tommy? Is he all right?”

      “Yeah, he’s fine. Tommy was gone to class when Dad showed up,” Donnie replies. “After I kicked his ass, I told him I’d give him twice as much if he so much as spoke to Tommy.” Lisa feels so much pride in her son, but so much regret and guilt he’s had defend her and his brother from his own father.

      “Donnie, I’m so sorry.” Lisa’s tears are falling now. Donnie’s frown morphs into a scowl.

      “Mom! Stop apologizing for him and just enjoy visiting with Aunt Char-Char. I’ll see you when you get home, okay?” Donnie raises an eyebrow at her as he waits for her confirmation.

      “Okay, son.” Lisa gives him what she hopes is a convincing smile. “I’ll see you in a few days. Bye.” Donnie nods, giving her a wave of his hand before ending the call. Her phone buzzes with another text.

      Donald: Send me the flight information, Lisa. I won’t ask again. I’ll go see the boys. You don’t want that do you?

      Donald: Tommy’s such a sensitive soul, you know?

      Lisa did know. Tommy was a more sensitive soul, so much like herself. If he gets to Tommy, he’ll hurt him. Donnie has been working out, building muscle since he was nine or ten years old. He’s taken martial arts classes, too. He’s never allowed Donald to push him around. Donnie has been defending Lisa and Tommy since he was a young man, but Tommy? He lets Donald push him around, just as she’s done. She can’t allow Donald to hurt him. She quickly sends her flight information to Donald’s cell phone, even as her anxiety peaks. She tries to use the breathing exercises she’s been taught, but they aren’t working. A door slams somewhere, and she’s shot back to the night Donald had nearly killed her.
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      Hack is mesmerized by Lisa as she sways her hips while singing with Charlotte. The song is hilarious, yet it seems highly appropriate for the two women, who from what he can determine have been friends since they were small children. When Charlotte sings she’d lie on a Bible to give Lisa an alibi if she killed her husband, Hack almost chokes on his beer. Sarah had picked the song, so he knows the women aren’t serious, but still, it fits Lisa’s situation a little too well. Not to mention the looks that exchange between them.

      Hack take another sip. She won’t kill the bastard. He will, no matter the cost to him. It’s a crazy thing to be thinking. He hardly knows her, but his need to protect her…overwhelming, consuming. He’s tempted to rise to his feet at this second and head to the airport. He shakes his head. He’s never killed in cold blood. Has he taken life? Hell, yeah. Many times. More times than he wants to admit, but it had been in service to his country, to protect his brothers on the team or innocent civilians from the evil wanting to hurt them. As he thinks over all this, he mentally shrugs his shoulders. This would be no different. He’s be protecting the innocent, Lisa, from the evil wanting to harm her. It’s justified, right?

      The women finish their song and make their way back to the tables. Hack notices Lisa’s face pinch as she looks down at her phone. Seconds later, she’s on her feet, heading into the house. He watches her walk across the yard. His body responding to the sway of her hips. She’s a beautiful woman, he thinks for the millionth time as he watches her progress. She’s wearing a satin and lace dress that’s fitted at the top down to her waist, showcasing her ample breasts. It flares out in loose waves of fabric that move with her, occasionally giving glimpses of the shape of her hips and fine ass. He blows out a breath. He shouldn’t be thinking of her in that capacity. He takes a sip of his beer and focuses back on the conversation around him.

      Sometime later, he looks around hoping to catch a glimpse of Lisa. He knows it’s wrong but looking doesn’t hurt, right? She isn’t anywhere in the back yard where everyone is gathered. He glances at his watch, realizing she’s been gone for over thirty minutes. He stands to scan the area once more, perhaps he just didn’t see her with everyone milling around. Still not seeing her, he begins to stroll around the yard as an uneasy feeling settles over him. She isn’t here. He stops at Hawk and Charlotte’s table.

      “Have you seen Lisa?” Hack hopes he sounds causal. Hawk and Charlotte glance up at him, then begin looking over the crowd.

      “Umm, no I haven’t seen her in a little while,” Charlotte replies, still looking over the crowd in confusion. “Not since we finished our song.”

      “She came in the house a while ago,” Justin, Charlotte’s son speaks up. “She headed down the hall I just thought she was going to the bathroom.” Justin frowns. “I hope she’s okay. Come to think of it she looked a little upset.”

      “I should go check on her.” Charlotte moves to stand.

      “I’ll go.” Hack hurries to stop her. “You should enjoy the reception. I’m sure everything is fine.”

      “I don’t think she’ll be receptive to you if something is wrong,” Charlotte argues. “She’s…things weren’t good with her ex-husband. He’s an abusive bastard, excuse my language. He’s still harassing her, even though they’re divorced. She doesn’t do well around men.”

      “I understand, Charlotte,” Hack assures her. “I spent some time with her the day she came out here. I took her to dinner. She didn’t tell me she was abused, but I gathered as much from the bruises he put on her. I understand her much more than you know. Let me go check on her. I promise, I’ll handle her with kid gloves.” Charlotte’s face showing surprise and then concern as he speaks. When he finishes, she looks uncertain, but Hawk places his hand on hers.

      “Trust him, love,” Hawk encourages Charlotte. “He will take care of her, and if need be, he’ll come get you.” Charlotte nods and retakes her seat. Hack heads toward the house. He enters the empty kitchen, making his way to the hall. He checks the bathroom, but it’s empty, as is Hawk and Charlotte’s bedroom. He checks the spare room, to find it empty as well. He turns to leave when he hears a soft whimper. The room is empty so where did it come from. He eyes the closet door. He walks over and opens it. His heart hammers in his chest at the sight.

      “Lisa?” Hack kneels down, keeping his voice soft. Lisa is huddled on the floor in the fetal position. He can see tears streaming down her face in a gap between her arms that are cradled over her head. Her phone is laying on the floor next to her. “Lisa, baby. It’s me, Elijah. I’m going to touch you now, okay? You’re safe, babe.” He slides his arms under her with the intention of getting her off the floor. A feral scream leaves her shaking body as she begins to hit, kick, and scratch at him. With his ears ringing, he tries to calm her. “Lisa! Baby! It’s okay. You’re safe. It’s me, Elijah!” He pulls her to his chest falling on his ass. “Shh, baby. You’re okay. He isn’t here.” Hack wishes the bastard were here so he could beat him within an inch of his life. He continues to speak softly to her, soothing her with his words and gentle touches.

      How long they scrabble around on the floor he isn’t sure, but eventually the fight leaves her. She collapses in his arms, weeping softly. He smooths his hand down her hair, her back, as he rocks her, assuring her that she’s safe with him. Hearing footsteps, he looks over his shoulder to see Charlotte and Hawk entering the room. Charlotte hurries over to kneel down next to them.

      “Oh God! Lisa?” Charlotte has tears in her eyes. “What did he do?” Lisa remains slack in Hack’s arms. He ignores Charlotte as he continues to murmur to Lisa. Charlotte picks up Lisa’s phone and begins to punch on it. A curse slips from Charlotte’s lips. Hack glances up at Charlotte as Hawk comes to her side.

      “What is it, love?” Charlotte stands and turns Lisa’s phone toward Hawk. He reads the screen then lifts his eyes to Charlotte’s, a clear question in his eyes.

      “He’s threatening her sons.” Charlotte stomps her foot, which causes Lisa to jump in Hack’s arms.

      “Shh, baby.” Hack tightens his hold on her. “I’m here. You’re safe.” He rocks and pats on her back until the tension leaves her body once more. When he’s sure she’s calmed enough, he lifts his head to see Charlotte and Hawk staring down at him in shock. He’s suddenly uncomfortable. He should have just let Charlotte come check on Lisa, but he just couldn’t stand the thought of her upset and not being the one to help her through it.

      “Hack?” Charlotte gives him a confused look. “What are you doing? I mean, shit, I don’t understand.” He looks up at her. How can he explain when he doesn’t know himself? He huffs out a breath, making eye contact with Hawk, pleading for help. Hawk quirks a brow and throws up his hands. Hack rolls his eyes. Hawk chuckles.

      “Hack is comforting her, love.” Charlotte turns to Hawk with a ‘you’re shitting me, right?’ look on her face. Hawk asks for Hack’s permission to share his story with just using his eyes. Hack nods so Hawk continues, “Hack is intimately familiar with domestic violence.” Charlotte’s eyes widen in shock then darts to Hack. A look of sympathy comes over her face. “His father is in prison for his crimes against Hack, his sister, and his mother.”

      “Oh Hack,” Charlotte cries. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” She looks down at him. “But…and don’t get me wrong, I appreciate you taking care of her, but she’s fragile. Don’t play with her affections. I know I don’t know you very well yet, but she’s my very best friend, my sister by choice. Don’t hurt her.”

      “I have no intentions of hurting her.” Hack tries to keep his voice calm as he doesn’t want to upset Lisa any more than she already is, and he’s a little annoyed Charlotte is talking like Lisa isn’t right here, hearing every word they say.

      “The road to Hell is paved with good intentions, Hack,” Charlotte debates. “I never thought you would intentionally hurt her but don’t toy with her. She’s not a one-night stand kind of woman, you need to understand that.” Hack clenches his jaw to keep from saying something he shouldn’t.

      “We are just friends.” Hack wishes things were different, but Lisa made it clear, she wasn’t interested in him that way. “I’m not trying to get in her pants.” Charlotte relaxes and kneels down next to them, again.

      “Lisa, honey. It’s Char.” Lisa remains still, almost catatonic. “You’re safe here. Listen I’m going to call the boys and make sure they’re okay. I’ll have Justin go check on them if you want. Come on sweetie, come back to us.” Lisa doesn’t move. After a few minutes, Charlotte calls Donnie. The conversation is brief. When she ends the call, she doesn’t look very happy.

      “Lisa, baby.” Hack shifts back a little to look down at her face. Her eyes are open, but she’s just staring off, unseeing. He tilts her head back, forcing her to meet his gaze. Her eyes are unfocused at first. “Hey, babe. It’s Elijah, come on, talk to me. Tell me what’s got you upset.” Lisa blinks. Her eyes focus. She sucks in a ragged breath; more tears leak from her eyes.

      “He’s trying to hurt my boys,” Lisa croaks out. “H-he’s angry with m-me. I-I shouldn’t have come.” She buries her face in his chest, crying once more. He tightens his arms around her, holding her close.

      “Shh, it’ll be okay,” Hack cajoles her. “Charlotte talked to Donnie.” Hack glances at Charlotte.

      “Donnie told me what happened, Lisa,” Charlotte joins the conversation. “He and Tommy are fine. Don’t worry about them, honey.” Lisa doesn’t look convinced. Hack wants to relieve her fear, so he makes an offer he isn’t one hundred percent sure he can fulfill.

      “We’ll get a flight back. I’ll go with you make sure you and your sons are safe.” Lisa’s head pops up, fear in her eyes.

      “NO!” she shouts. “You…you can’t go there with me. He’d kill you and me. No, no, no. It’s not an option. Please.” He can see she’s frantic. “I have to go.” She tries to climb out of his lap. He holds her in place. “Let me go!”

      “Lisa calm down,” Charlotte snaps. “You have to get a hold of yourself. Listen I know you’re afraid and upset. I understand it, but you can’t just run back there and let him hurt you again. Donnie and Tommy need you to stay strong. Don’t you see how badly it hurts them to see him hurting you and you letting him? We have to get you away from him, so he can’t keep treating you this way.”

      “I’ve tried Charlotte.”

      Hack can hear the defeat in Lisa’s voice as her body sags against him. The fight leaving her. “He’s too powerful. No one in that town will do anything to stop him. He’s the damn sheriff. Everyone is afraid of him. I had to go several counties away just to get the divorce, and even then, it was a long, drawn-out ordeal.”

      “I know,” Charlotte concedes softly with a heavy sigh. “I remember, but it doesn’t change the fact that you can’t go back there and allow him to abuse you. I love you, Lisa. I can’t let you get hurt. We will find a way to stop him. I promise.” Lisa nods, but Hack knows she doesn’t believe Charlotte. He also knows Lisa will go back. She can’t see her way to be free yet. She may never come to see it. His heart stutters in his chest as he thinks of the worst-case conclusion. The bastard will end up killing her. Hack swallows down the lump in his throat as his arms tighten around her instinctively. He won’t let it happen. He will keep her safe, somehow.
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      Charlotte’s words are banging around in Lisa’s head. She knows Charlotte is right in her assessment. She’s hurting her sons by continuing to allow Donald to control and abuse her. However, it’s just not as easy as saying I’m never going to see him again. He’s the fucking sheriff. No one will stand up for her against him. He’s been in control of the small town for a long time, and he’s had control of her for far too long.

      Lisa has finally calmed herself down enough to speak without snubbing like a child after a temper tantrum. She feels so embarrassed and utterly ashamed she’s had a meltdown at Charlotte’s wedding. Her face is still buried in Elijah’s chest. She can’t bring herself to look at him or Charlotte and her new husband.

      “Lisa, babe?” Elijah’s calm voice rumbles in her ear. He’s likely wishing he hadn’t come to find her. She ruining the reception for him and everyone else. They should be out celebrating, drinking, and partying. His hand smooths the hair off her face. He shifts to the side so he can make eye contact with her. Puffing out her cheeks as she blows out a heavy breath, she forces herself to open her eyes. His vibrant green eyes meet hers. The instant zing she’s felt every time he touches her ramps up ten notches. She sucks in a breath as she notices his eyes widen as if he feels it, too. They stare into one another’s eyes so long that Charlotte clears her throat loudly, startling them out of the trance they’ve fallen into. Elijah shakes his head and blinks his eyes a couple times. He, too, clears his throat before he tries to speak. “What do you need?”

      His question catches her off guard. It’s the last thing she expected to come out of his delectable mouth. Staring at him open mouthed, she scrambles to think of an answer. She closes her mouth only to open it again to speak but changes her mind. This happens a few times to the point she begins to feel like a fish out of water, which she is in a way. She’s never had a man ask her what she needs, must less be willing to give it to her. She finally says the only thing she can think of at present. “I need to go.”

      Elijah’s face hardens; a muscle ticks in his jaw. Lisa braces for him to be angry, to yell at her, even become physically abusive to her for not doing what Charlotte and everyone wants her to do. She tenses in preparation, keeping her eyes locked on his, waiting for the telltale sign he’s about to attack, but it never comes. His face and posture soften as resignation settles over him. “All right, babe,” Elijah says calmly. He eases her off his lap long enough to stand, then takes her hand hauling her to her feet. He turns to Charlotte and Hawk. “Any way I can get a 24–48-hour pass?” Lisa looks back and forth between Hawk and Elijah. What’s happening? Is he planning on coming with her? No, he can’t do that.

      “No!” Everyone turns to look at her. “You can’t come with me. This is something I have to do.” Elijah looks really pissed now. She places her hand on his arm. “Please, don’t make this worse than it has to be.” She looks to Charlotte for help, but isn’t sure if her best friend will agree with her decision. “You know if I show up with someone, especially a man, he’ll set the world on fire.”

      Charlotte nods, pinching her lips together tightly. “Just don’t go back.” Lisa’s eyes widen at Charlotte’s statement. “I know eventually you’ll need to go clean out your house, but for now, stay here with me. Call and quit your job. Once we are settled in North Carolina where the team is based, you and I can get jobs, find you a home, and you can start over.” Lisa is already shaking her head.

      “Char.” Lisa’s tone full of exasperation. “I can’t just quit and leave everything behind. Deer Run is my home. The only one I’ve ever known. I know the boys are grown and away at college, but they’ll want to come home on breaks.” Lisa shakes her head. There’s no easy solution to this situation. “He’s taken too much from me already. I’m not going to give up my only home, too. Can someone please just take me to my hotel?”

      “Yeah.” Elijah sighs. “Give me a minute. I’ll get my keys and be right back.” He strides toward the bedroom door. Lisa watches him leave with her heart in her throat. She knows this is what she must do but seeing everyone upset with her over it, has her second guessing her decisions.

      “Lisa.” Charlotte’s voice is soft and sad. “I’ll tell Justin, let him know you’re coming home and if things get bad, call him. He’ll come.” Lisa nods. She knows that Justin will look after her. He’s like her own son, having spent the night in her home many times over the years with her sons. When Justin had been little, he’d looked up to Uncle Donald, wanting to be a policeman just like him. That is until he’d gotten old enough to see and understand what kind of man Donald really is. Justin is a good man, and he’s made his mother proud. He hasn’t allowed his power as a state trooper go to his head.

      Elijah returns a few minutes later, still with the tight pissed off expression still on his face. Lisa purses her lips as she exhales. This is going to be a long ride back to the hotel. “You ready? Elijah asks, gruffly. Lisa pinches her mouth but nods. Charlotte wraps her arms around Lisa.

      “Please, think about what I said,” Charlotte pleads. “You can always come live with Hawk and me.” Lisa glares over at her friend.

      “Seriously?” Lisa huffs. “You just got married. You do not want someone living with y’all.” Charlotte blushes a little. Lisa lowers her voice, whispering in her ear, hoping only Charlotte will hear her. “You’ve already told me y’all are like rabbits. I don’t want to live in the house with the love birds, if you know what I mean.” Charlotte giggles as Lisa shudders as if that would be a fate worse than death. Charlotte squeezes her shoulders.

      “I understand, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to worry about you,” Charlotte grumbles. The women hug each other again. Lisa pulls back to look deep into Charlotte’s eyes.

      “I’ll be okay,” Lisa assures her. “This isn’t my first rodeo. I know you don’t understand. Hell, some days I don’t understand myself, but I need to do this. I have to prove to him, my sons, and myself, that I’m not his punching bag anymore and that he can’t run me out of my home. I worked too hard for that house, and I’ll be damned if I let him take it from me.” Lisa tries to put her bravest face on, but inside she’s shaking like a leaf in a tornado. Sucking up as much courage as she can muster, she straightens her spine and squares her shoulders, turning to Elijah, she says, “I’m ready.” He gives her a single nod, holding out his hand indicating for her to proceed him as they leave the bedroom.

      The drive to the hotel is as uncomfortable as she’d expected. She glances at him several times, but he doesn’t speak a word, keeping his eyes on the road. His knuckles are white; he’s gripping the steering wheel so tightly. She debates trying to explain herself, once more, but gives up and stares out the window as she contemplates what awaits her when she returns to Kentucky.

      The vehicle slowing down as it pulls into the drive of the hotel, pulls her from her thoughts. She expects him to drop her off, but when the SUV comes to a stop at the entrance. He puts it in park and exits, coming around to her door. She sighs thinking he’s just being polite. A valet attendant hurries over with a ticket in his hand as Elijah opens her door. She’s about to wave the man off when Elijah reaches out with his other hand, taking the slip from the man. Lisa’s head whips over to look at him. He turns to look back at her. He’s still holding her hand from when he’d helped her down from the SUV. He tugs on it as he turns toward the hotel entrance.

      “What are you doing?” Her question comes out a mere squeak. She clears her throat not sure if he heard her. She’s about to ask again when he glances back at her. The look on his face causes the question to die on her lips. She focuses on walking and breathing at the same time as he leads her to elevator. He punches the UP button. They stand in awkward silence until the door opens. With his hand on the small of her back, he urges her inside, turning to her.

      “What floor?” Elijah asks, his tone soft, not angry like she expected. She can feel tears forming again as she realizes, he’s coming to accept her decision. He’s going to let her leave, even though he doesn’t want her to go.

      “Six,” she replies. He pushes the button turning back to face forward. She studies his profile. A muscle ticking in his jaw as he grits his teeth. It hurts her to see him so annoyed with her. Why does she care? She doesn’t know this man, but something inside her screams this isn’t right. She’s meant to lean on him, to trust him, but she can’t. She won’t allow another man to have that much control over her again. The last one destroyed her. She’s still trying to pick up the pieces of herself, even as Donald keeps knocking them out of her hands. She closes her eyes to shut out the world, if only for a moment. The ding of the elevator lets her know they’ve reached her floor. On a heavy sigh, she exits the elevator and turns to the left heading down the hall to the room she’s occupied for the last few days, contemplating her sad life, while waiting for Charlotte’s big day. It’s been a haven of sorts from the shit that is her real life. Digging in her purse for her key, she almost passes the room.

      As she pulls it from her purse, Elijah takes the key from her, opening her door. She turns to thank him for walking her to her door, but he gently pushes her into the room and closes the door. Her nerves kick in again. She doesn’t know what to expect, not that she thinks he will hurt her, but the unknown terrifies her. More than anything, she’s afraid she won’t be able to resist him if he makes a move on her like he did at the restaurant. She turns to face him and question his actions, but he beats her to it.

      “I’m not going to sugar coat it”–he pauses as if contemplating finishing his sentence–“I’m pissed you are going to go back to him.” Lisa starts to argue, but he holds up his hand. “I have no right to feel this way. I know that, but it doesn’t change how I feel about this. You have to do what you think is the right thing. Just know, you aren’t alone. If you need me, I’ll come to you if at all possible. I have an obligation to the Marines and my team, but if it’s within my power, I’ll come to you any time you need me.” Lisa stares at him unsure what to say.

      “Thank you, Elijah.” Lisa swallows around the emotional knot in her throat. “I appreciate you and your kindness to me. I’m not going back to him, not like you think. I…he’s controlled so much of my life for so long. I know him. I know what he’s capable of, what he’ll do to my sons if I don’t give him some measure of control over me. I know this sounds ridiculous to you, to Charlotte, hell, even to my sons whom I’m trying to protect. It’s what I have to do. So, please, don’t make it any harder than it is already.” She turns her back on him as her emotions overwhelm her again. She’s cried enough in front of him today. She doesn’t want to do it again. His arms slide around her from behind, pulling her body flush with his. She’s stiff at first. She shouldn’t do it, but she can’t seem to help herself around him. She relaxes back against him, letting his warmth and strong arms comfort her. He holds her for several moments until she stops trembling and turns in his arms to face him.

      “What time does your flight leave?” he asks as he gazes down at her. She wonders what he is thinking as he stares at her awaiting her answer. She can’t get a read on him.

      “Eight.” He nods, glancing at his watch. It’s only four in the afternoon, but she needs to get to the airport at least a couple hours before her flight time to get through security and all that entails.

      “Get packed. I’ll take you to the airport,” Elijah releases his hold on her, and she’s bereft at the loss of his touch. She moves to comply, shaking her head to rid it of the unwanted desires swirling around in it. It’s been almost two years since she’s had sex. While she self-pleasures it never seems to satisfy her. She begins to gather her things, packing them away in her suitcase and carryon bag. It doesn’t take long to put everything away. When she’s finished, he takes her bags and heads for the door, still not saying a word.

      Lisa follows him down the hall to the elevator, her heart pounding. She really doesn’t need this added stress. She wishes he’d have just dropped her off and left her to take a taxi or an Uber to the airport. They reach the lobby. She returns her room key and checks out with the clerk. Turning she heads over to where Elijah is waiting for her just outside at the valet waiting station.

      “Elijah?” He turns at her question. “I can take an Uber to the airport. There’s no need for you to drive me.” His face hardens further; his eyes roll up as if he’s praying for patience or something. It would be comical if things weren’t so tense between them.

      “You’re not taking a fucking Uber,” Elijah replies much more calmly than his expression would allude to. “I’m taking you to eat, then the airport. I don’t have anything I’d rather be doing, so stop worrying that you’re putting me out, okay?” His face relaxes a bit, and he gives her a sad, tight smile. She nods her agreement. The valet returns with Elijah’s SUV. He opens her door, helping her inside before assisting the valet to put her bags in the back. He pays the valet before climbing inside to drive them away from the hotel.

      A couple hours later, after a tense meal, where she didn’t eat much, her mind to full of everything that’s happened today, she finds herself back in the SUV with a grumpy Marine. He’s gripping the steering wheel tightly again. She studies his profile. He has a strong jaw line and prominent cheek bones. Why on earth he’s been so kind to her, she can’t fathom, but she’s thankful. If she wasn’t so broken, so damaged, she might have found herself happily falling for him, but that’s not an option for her. He turns his head to glance at her, causing her to snap out of her fantasy. She has another couple of hours before her flight leaves. A small café is just ahead on the left.

      “You want some coffee while you wait?” he asks her as they approach the café.

      “Yes, that would be nice,” she agrees. He slows down making the turn. They enter the small space and place their orders. He leads her to a table, pulling out her chair, making sure she’s comfortable before he heads back to the counter to collect their drinks. She’d ordered a caramel latte. He’d gotten a large black coffee. He returns minutes later, placing her drink in front of her. They sit quietly sipping their drinks. “I’m sorry I’ve upset you,” she tells him, unable to bear the tension anymore.

      “I’m not upset with you,” he says, but doesn’t look at her. “I just hate the situation and that I can’t do anything about it.” He swings his gaze to hers. She can see the truth in his eyes. It hits her hard. The look on his face, in his eyes, will haunt her dreams for years to come.
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      Hack waits with her until the last minute for her to go through security. Why he’s torturing himself, he isn’t sure. It’s clear that Lisa isn’t going to allow him to save her from the bastard who hurts her, makes her life miserable, but he can’t leave her. He walks with her to the check-in, waiting in line until there are only a couple people in front of them to give their ticket to the agent and gain entrance to the security line. He’s standing just behind her, his arms itching to hold her one more time before she leaves him for good. He desperately wants to kiss her, but that hadn’t gone well the last time he’d tried. They take another step forward as the line moves. He makes his move before his time runs out.

      Placing his hands on her shoulders, he turns her to face him. She looks up at him expectantly. He pulls her to him, holding her tightly for a second. His kisses her temple, lingering a little longer than he should, enjoying the feel of his lips on her skin. He pulls back to look upon her beautiful face. “Take care of yourself.” His voice sounds much huskier than he intends for it to. “I put my contact information in your phone while you were packing. If you need me, call, text, email. I’m here for you.” Her eyes sparkle with unshed tears. She nods but doesn’t speak. She shocks him by throwing her arms around him, holding him tightly before turning to hand her boarding pass to the attendant. Then she’s gone not looking back.

      Hack leaves the airport and heads back to base. His mind on the woman headed toward danger. He enters the barracks where his team is staying while visiting this base. He’ll be fucking glad to get back to Camp Lejeune so he can get back to his apartment and his own bed with some privacy. As soon as he enters, Worm, Ace, and Virus, members of his special forces team, are waiting for him.

      “Where the hell you been?” Ace asks before he can even take a seat on his bunk.

      “I had shit to do,” he answers not wanting to get into a discussion with his friends. He’s still too raw over the day’s events. Watching Hawk and Charlotte tie the knot has made him think about his own life. He’s young, marriage not really on his radar but seeing a die-hard bachelor like Hawk fall head over fucking heels for Charlotte has him wondering if he’ll ever find that type of love. He can’t help seeing her beautiful face flash in his mind. Could they have that type of future? No, not going to happen. He’ll never take a wife or a long-term girlfriend for that matter. He can’t risk becoming his father. He never wants to be that way, but what if he can’t control it, stop it before it happens. He has a temper. He sees red when he gets pissed off. He’s able to keep it under control most of the time, but sometimes…he becomes that monster. Breaking shit, beating the hell out of whatever is handy. No, he’s never hit a woman, but he’s gotten into more than his fair share of fist fights with guys, who in his opinion deserved an ass kicking. His father had always thought he was justified in the things he did, too, so Hack isn’t a good judge his own actions when he’s angry.

      “Yeah, you did!” Worm waggles his eyebrows suggestively. “How was it? As good as you’d been hoping?” Hack glares at Worm, knowing instantly what the man is suggesting, and it angers him that Worm would speak about Lisa that way.

      “It wasn’t that, asshole!” Hack flops back on his hard bunk, closing his eyes and throwing an arm over them, hoping his friends will get the clue and drop it. He has no such luck.

      “What are you talking about?” Ace asks.

      “Hack left the reception with Lisa,” Worm informs the room. “He’s been gone for hours. What do you think happened?” Hack pops up to a sitting position to glare at Worm. The look should have been enough, but Worm isn’t too bright sometimes. “He got his freak on with her.”

      Hack is on his feet with his fist plowing into Worm’s jaw before he even registers he’s moved. Worm’s head swings hard to the right, causing him to stumble. The door to the barracks opens at the same time. Ace and Virus jump in to grab Hack’s arms to prevent him from slugging Worm again.

      “What the hell?” Deadeye yells as he takes in the scene unfolding in front of him and the rest of the team as they enter the room. Hack struggles against his teammates. Worm needs an ass kicking of epic portions, and he is just the man to give it to him.

      “Calm the fuck down!” Ace bellows in Hack’s ear. “Shit man! What the fuck?”

      “I’m sorry, man.” Worm looks at him warily. “I was only joking. I didn’t mean to piss you off.”

      Hack stops struggling, forcing his temper to settle. His friends loosen their hold on him. He jerks his arms out of their hold. He shrugs his shoulders and rolls his neck trying to release the tension from them, but it does no good. He spins on his heel, making a beeline for the door, pushing past Deadeye, Mercury, and Wallace in his haste to get away before he punches someone else. He makes his way to the base gym. A good hard work out will get all this pent-up frustration and anger out of him, right?

      An hour later, he hears the gym door opening. He’s on his back, on the weight bench, straining with the effort to keep lifting the weight. He’s fatiguing. He’s beaten the hell out of the bag before he began lifting. He’s on his third set, his arms trembling with the strain as he tries to set the bar back in the frame. Two hands grab the bar, easing the weight for him and setting the bar on the stand.

      “You shouldn’t be in here lifting alone, dumbass.” Mercury smirks down at him. Hack flips him the bird as he sits up, wiping the sweat from his brow with a towel. “Looks like stupid is your new normal.”

      “Fuck off!” Hack grabs his bottle of water, taking a long drink before turning to glare at Mercury. “What?” he demands when Mercury continues to stare at him.

      “You ready to get whatever the hell has you in such a mood off your chest?” Mercury asks, calmly, no hint of anger in his voice at Hack for punching Worm. Hack shakes his head.

      “It’s nothing,” Hack murmurs, taking another sip of his water. He stands and heads to the free weights. He picks a barbell and begins to do bicep curls, ignoring Mercury’s penetrating stare.

      “Well, nothing had you punching one of your closest friends in the mouth and in this gym working out like a freak,” Mercury comments. “Stop being a pussy and spill.”

      “I’m not a fucking pussy,” Hack growls. “Just let it go, okay? I’ve had enough of Worm’s smart mouth. He thinks he knows shit he knows nothing about, and I’m sick of it.” Hack switches arms hoping the exercise will get the irritation out of his system, but so far, it hasn’t helped and rehashing this shit isn’t helping, either. Mercury walks around to face him. “Don’t you fucking start. I’d hate to have to mess up your pretty boy face, too.” Mercury barks out a laugh.

      “You think you’d be lucky enough to make contact with my face?” Mercury smirks at him again. Hack growls an angry sound. “Fine,” Mercury concedes. “I’ll stop asking questions, but if you need to talk man, I’m here. You know that, right?” Hack nods. He knows any man on his team has his back if he ever needs them, and that includes Worm, who he’s going to have to apologize to, even though the asshole deserved it. Mercury grabs some weights, and they work out side by side not talking at all. It soothes Hack’s raw nerves, so thirty minutes later when Worm enters the gym, Hack isn’t wanting to kick his ass anymore.

      “Hey,” Worm approaches cautiously. Hack looks up at his friend, seeing Worm and Wallace are eyeing him, trying to gauge his mood.

      “Hey,” he replies. Worm relaxes a fraction. Hack can tell he’s going to say something else, and Hack doesn’t want to risk it’ll be something that’s going to piss him off again. “I’m sorry, man. I shouldn’t have punched you, but you don’t need to be running your mouth about shit you know nothing about.” Worm nods, looking thoughtful.

      “I know I’m sorry, too bro.” Worm sits down on an empty bench, facing Hack. “I’m a dumbass, okay?” Hack chuckles, and Worm relaxes a little more. “I realize I was being insensitive and offensive. It’s just, none of us have even been serious about a woman, not until Hawk got with Charlotte. I honestly didn’t know it would piss you off.”

      “I understand, but it’s not like that with her.” Hack looks down, unable to face his friend while talking about this. “There’s nothing romantic between us, okay?” He glances up to see if Worm is listening, understanding what he’s saying. Worm nods. “She’s being abused, man, and I can’t stand that shit. I’m just trying to help her see she doesn’t have to live that way.”

      “Damn, Hack!” Mercury exclaims, joining Worm on the bench. Wallace comes closer, too. “That’s some heavy shit. Does Charlotte and Hawk know?”

      “Yeah.” Hack puts his weights down and wipes his face. “Please, keeps this between us. I don’t want to betray her trust, not that she’s told me anything really, but I saw the fucking evidence the day I picked her up from the airport.”

      “Isn’t she divorced? Is this a new boyfriend or something?” Wallace asks. Hack looks up to see all his friends look concerned for Lisa, not judgmental over her situation. He shakes his head to the negative.

      “It’s her ex-husband,” Hack sighs. “The bastard is still trying to control her, manipulate her, even though they’re divorced. He’s the fucking sheriff where she lives. No one will stand up to him on her behalf. I get the feeling everyone in that one horse town knows he’s an abuser, but they turn a blind eye to it. She’s all alone, yet she won’t accept any help. Charlotte tried to get her to stay with her and Hawk, but she refused. The bastard is using their sons against her. Threatening to hurt them if she doesn’t come back home.” All three men growl angrily at Hack’s words.

      “That’s fucked up!” Worm exclaims. “How old are their sons?” Hack shrugs.

      “College age,” he answers. “I don’t know for sure. Lisa said, Donnie, the oldest, is only a few years younger than I am, so twenty-four or five. I don’t know.”

      “Sounds like her sons are grown men,” Mercury comments. “I realize as their mother she wants to protect them, but they can take care of themselves. She needs to learn some self-preservation.”

      “Tell me about,” Hack grumbles, as he gets irritated all over again. “I know there’s nothing I can do, but it doesn’t keep me from being pissed about it.”

      “We get it,” Wallace says, and the others nod their agreement. “We have your six, Hack. If there’s anything we can do to help out all you got to do is ask.” Hack smiles at his friends. The team has been close, from the beginning. As they’ve added new members over the years, they’ve been lucky the comradery has continued, and Hack is thankful to have so many brothers.

      Hours later, he’s lying awake on his bunk, worrying about Lisa and what she might be experiencing when his phone pings an incoming text. He grabs his phone off the table where it’s charging for the night. He looks to see Lisa has sent him a text.

      Lisa: Thank you for everything. I’m sorry for all the trouble I caused at the reception and that you missed most of it.

      Hack: You have nothing to be sorry for, babe. Where are you?

      Lisa: Dallas-Fort Worth. My plane just landed. I have a three- hour layover.

      Hack reads her text a second time as he climbs out of bed, heading for the door. He slips out of the barracks, not wanting to wake his teammates or have them overhear him on the phone. He pulls up her contact information, hitting FaceTime. The phone rings, once, twice, three times. He’s about to think she isn’t going to answer when his phone makes the sound indicating it’s connecting. Then her sweet face is staring at him.

      “Hey,” she says tenderly. “I hope I didn’t wake you?” Her face scrunched up in concern.

      “No.” He smiles at her. “I couldn’t sleep, too wired up.” She frowns harder.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers softly. “It’s my fault.” She sighs heavily.

      “No, babe, not your fault,” Hack promises her. “It’s not uncommon for me to have trouble sleeping, been dealing with it for years. It’s worse right now, because we’ve been grounded for a while.”

      “Grounded?” Lisa’s confused face makes Hack smile. She’s so damn cute. He could look at her all day.

      “Yeah,” Hack replies. “We haven’t been sent out since Charlotte was injured. I like staying busy. Sitting around on our asses makes me antsy. I’d be happier out doing something. Not to mention, we aren’t on our home base, so it’s worse here.” Lisa is nodding as she listens to him.

      “Okay, well I’m glad I’m not the reason you can’t sleep.” Lisa gives him a sweet smile. His heart skips a beat. Shit! He shouldn’t be having these type feelings for this woman, but his body doesn’t seem to be getting the memo.

      “How was your flight?” Hack asks to distract himself for the unwanted thoughts flitting through his mind. She smiles wider before answering, which causes more fluttering in his chest.

      “Fine.” She chuckles, “No crying babies or kids kicking my seat, so it was good.” Hack can’t keep from smiling back at her. She’s fucking beautiful when she’s smiling and relaxed. He could look at her all day and never get tired of it.

      “So, hanging out in the airport?” Hack knows it’s a flimsy comment, but he doesn’t want to bring up what’s really on his mind. Has the asshole contacted her again? Is she freaking out on the inside? Lisa’s musical laugh draws him from his morbid thoughts.

      “Yeah, I’m living the high life.” She grins at him. “Sitting in a café sipping on a soda.” Hack grins back at her. They chat for a couple of hours or longer about nonsense things, avoiding anything serious. Books, movies, their respective jobs. Hack finds her to be fascinating. She’s a sweet, witty woman, and his infatuation with her only grows the longer they chat. An announcement in the background causes her to tilt her head to the side as if she’s listening closely to the message. “Ah, that’s my cue, my flight will begin boarding in thirty minutes.” Hack’s heart picks up its pace again. She’ll be facing the monster soon, and he won’t be there to protect her. As if she can read his mind, her face falls as she takes an exceptionally deep breath. “Don’t worry about me.” Her voice soft, yet sad. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Lisa,” Hack starts, but doesn’t know what else he can say. His heart is now hammering away in his chest. “Have a safe flight,” he concludes, not wanting to ruin the great conversation they’ve had. “Will you text me when you get home? Or better yet give me a call? I mean, if you can.” Lisa looks like a deer caught in the headlights of an eighteen-wheeler barreling down on it in the middle of the night. Hack mentally smacks his head. He’s freaked her out. What if she never texts him again or won’t answer the next time he calls?

      “Yes,” she whispers so quietly, he wasn’t sure he heard her correctly, but then she sits up a little straighter. “I’ll let you know when I land. It’s about a three-hour drive home from the airport. I won’t make it home until daylight, but yeah, I’ll let you know.” Hack relaxes at her words. He studies her face, committing it to memory, so he’ll have it anytime he wants it. “What?” Her startled sudden question jars him.

      “What?” he asks back, confused as to what’s happening.

      “You’re staring at me like I have three heads or something.” Lisa quirks an eyebrow. Hack can feel his face heat. He’s been staring at her like a love sick puppy.

      “You’re very beautiful. You’re easy to look at,” Hack supplies his thoughts. “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. It wasn’t my intention.” Lisa’s face reddens at his words.

      “Thank you,” she answers shyly, “I can’t be upset when you say things like that. You’re going to give this old woman a big head.” She giggles.

      “You give me a big head,” Hack replies with a grin, chuckling when her face flushes a deep shade of red. “I’m going to need another shower before I can get any sleep tonight.”

      “Elijah!” she exclaims huskily, as if she’s as affected by his words as he is by looking at her. “You shouldn’t be talking like that to me. I’m flattered, truly, I am, but I’m much too old for you. We’ve already had this discussion.”

      “We have,” he confirms, “That doesn’t mean that I agree with you, though. I find you very attractive, Lisa. I’m not just speaking physically. You’re gorgeous, but you’re intelligent, funny, and I feel we have a lot in common. I’ve always been attracted to older women. I prefer them over girls my age. I’m sorry if that makes you uncomfortable, but it’s how I feel.”

      “I…I don’t know what to say,” Lisa answers. Her face remains flushed. He smiles at her hoping to calm her.

      “You don’t have to say anything, babe,” Hack assures her. “I just needed to say it.” She nods, biting her lower lip so sexily. More inappropriate thoughts flash in his mind, causing him to reach down and adjust himself, thankful she can’t see his actions.

      “I better go,” Lisa replies hesitantly, “my flight will board soon.” Hack nods.

      “Be safe, I’ll talk to you soon?” Hack hates the insecurity he hears in his own voice. He’s never chased a woman before. Hell, he’s never had to do so. Normally, women around base are eager to get him in their bed, even if it’s only for the night. He needs to stop this before it starts, but he can’t seem to get her out of his head.

      “Yes, I’ll text you when I’m home.” Her smile lets him know she isn’t completely freaked out or pissed off at his open interest in her. “Thank you again, Elijah. I’m thankful for you.” Hack’s heart warms and beats wildly at her words.

      “You’re welcome, sweetheart. Talk to you soon.” Lisa nods with a smile, then she’s gone. Hack stares at his phone, willing her to reappear, but she doesn’t. He makes his way to the showers, which are empty this time of the night. He quickly strips out of his clothes stepping under the warm spray. A cold shower is in order to calm his raging hard-on, but he’s isn’t a fan of them.

      Grasping his hard cock in his hand, he strokes it slowly, visualizing Lisa’s hand circling his engorged length, her saying his name so huskily when he’d told her she was giving him wood, comes to mind as he strokes faster. Images of her naked, riding him, sucking his cock, looking back at him over her shoulder as he takes her from behind flow through his mind as his hand moves faster and faster. His balls draw up, and his ejaculation shoots out of his cock almost violently as he comes hard. His legs shake. His breath coming in short pants. Fuck! It takes him a bit to get himself calmed down. He quickly washes himself off, but by the time he’s shutting the water off his dick is throbbing again. He can’t get her out of his mind. He doesn’t bother to jerk off again. He has a feeling nothing will sate his hunger for her.
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      Lisa boards the second plane on her trip home, her nerves on edge. Elijah has made her feel things she shouldn’t be feeling for someone his age. Yet, she can’t keep the smile off her face. He’s made her feel so desirable, beautiful. Something she hasn’t felt in many, many years. Donald hadn’t told her she was beautiful since they first began dating. He enjoyed tearing her down, making her doubt herself. He’d had enough affairs over the years, to give her a complex. She knows that his cheating is his problem, but she can’t help feeling inadequate. Why wasn’t she enough for him?

      She stows her carry-on bag in the compartment overhead, then settles into her seat. Elijah still on her mind. She removes her phone from her purse to put it in airplane mode, before take-off. A message is waiting for her. A shiver runs through her and not the good kind. Donald’s name glaring at her.

      Donald: Where are you?

      Lisa: Just boarded my flight. I should arrive on time.

      Donald: I’ll be waiting.

      Lisa: That’s not necessary. My car is at the airport.

      Donald: I’ll meet you regardless. Make sure you get home safely.

      Lisa: Fine, I have to go, plane is getting ready to taxi.

      Lisa puts her phone in airplane mode, then drops her phone into her purse once again, irritated that Donald continues to ruin her happy mood. He has a damn good knack at ruining everything. He’s made a career out of making her miserable. She’s often wondered why he ever married her. He’s told her so many times how terrible she is, how unattractive, inadequate. Yet, he still wants to keep her under his control. Stop! You’ve wasted enough on him.

      She closes her eyes only to see Elijah’s handsome face grinning at her so sexily when he’d told her she was making him hard. Her face heats at the memory. He causes her to have inappropriate thoughts, too. She won’t allow herself to go there with him, but it doesn’t hurt to daydream, does it? Elijah is a very handsome man with an incredible body. She wonders what he’d look like naked, hovering over her before burying himself deep inside her. A good shiver runs through her, this time. She can feel her nipples getting hard and moisture leaking from her pussy. She shakes her head. She needs to stop this train of thought. It isn’t harmless. It will make her want things she can’t have, ever.

      Elijah is a good, kind man for helping her through a full-blown panic attack with a healthy dose of flashback during the reception after Charlotte’s wedding. He went out of his way to get her safely on her way home, even though he made it clear he wasn’t happy with her decision. He hadn’t criticized her, made her feel stupid, or tried to force his will on her. He’d shown her by those actions he wasn’t anything like Donald Winters. It’s another reason she can’t get him out of her head.

      A couple of hours later, Lisa’s plane touches down at Stanford Field, Louisville’s International Airport. Donald is waiting impatiently for her. The irony isn’t lost on her how much it mirrors how Elijah had been when waiting for her when she’d arrived in California last week. Unlike, Elijah, though, Donald isn’t there to ensure she gets to her destination safely. He’s there for control. His need to keep her under his thumb is frightening. He has girlfriends, yes, plural, but he still wants to control her and what she does.

      Donald is smart enough not to physically attack her in public, but he verbally assaults her the moment he sees her. “It’s about time you got home, Lisa,” Donald grumbles. Again, grabbing her by the arm, gripping her so tightly her almost faded bruises will be back with a vengeance. “Don’t you ever take off like that again! Do you hear me?” He’s getting loud in his anger. Other passengers are beginning to stare at them.

      “Stop, you’re hurting me!” Lisa whisper-shouts, trying to not cause more of a scene. She wrenches her arm free from his grasp, only to have him grip her again, even harder. “Ouch!”

      “Shut up!” He growls in her ear. “Stop trying to cause a scene.” As soon as she has her bags, he drags her through the airport to her car, not even bothering to help her carry her suitcase or bag. She manages to get her suitcase and carryon bag into the trunk before he rounds on her again. “I’m serious, Lisa. I won’t put up with you running off again. I’ve been more than patient with you. You will be moving back home.”

      “No, I’m not Donald,” Lisa can feel her anxiety kicking in, but she won’t go back to live with him again. She suffered more than twenty years of abuse at his hands. She won’t go there again. “We are divorced. I have my own home, and you have yours where you entertain your numerous girlfriends. You need to let this go…let me go.” His look turns murderous.

      “You bitch!” He steps closer, pinning her between him and the car. “You will come home, and you’ll keep your damn mouth shut about what goes on in our home. You nearly cost me my job, Lisa. You tried to ruin my reputation. I should teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget!” His hand slams on the roof of the car inches from her head. She cringes away from him. She’s pushed too far. She knows better but being around Charlotte and Elijah gave her confidence, that she’s now regretting.

      “Is there a problem here?” A male’s voice draws Lisa and Donald’s attention. She peeks over Donald’s shoulder to see a security guard stepping off the golf cart he’d arrived in. Lisa hadn’t heard him approaching, and obviously Donald hadn’t either. Donald turns toward the man.

      “No, there’s no problem,” Donald replies calmly, stepping in front of Lisa blocking her view of the man. The guard doesn’t look very convinced. He steps around Donald.

      “Is everything alright, ma’am?” the guard asks, looking at her intently. Lisa realizes this is an opportunity to get away, but she fears it’ll only make things worse if she doesn’t respond the way Donald wants her to do. She doesn’t get a chance to answer. Donald again blocks her view of the man. He whips out his badge.

      “I told you there’s no problem. I’m Donald Winters, Sheriff of Deer County,” Donald drawls, extends his hand out in an offer to shake the guard’s hand. He’s using his ‘I’m someone important voice.’ She’s heard it so many times over the years. He knows he can throw his weight around and get away with murder. The guard eyes his hand for a beat but then turns his gaze to Lisa.

      “I was asking the lady.” The guard looks at her expectantly. Lisa hesitates briefly. Donald begins to turn in her direction.

      “Everything is fine.” Lisa gives her best fake smile. She glances at Donald, but she can’t tell if he’s angrier or not. The guard still eyes them both, but he eventually shakes Donald’s hand before returning to his golf cart and driveing away. Donald rounds on her the instant the cart’s taillights fade.

      “Get in your car and go straight home.” Donald steps closer once again. “I’ll be right behind you the whole way.” Lisa nods not wanting to risk his wrath again. She turns to get into the car. His hand grabs the door before she can get it fully open and slip inside. “You need to get this independent streak out of your system. I won’t be patient much longer.” Lisa doesn’t respond. She waits until he releases the door. “Wait here while I go get my car.” Lisa agrees just to get him away from her. She slides into the driver’s seat. Looking around to make sure Donald is truly away from the car, she retrieves her cell from her purse. The sun is just coming up lighting the sky in beautiful shades of pink, yellow, red, and orange.

      She turns her phone off airplane mode and quickly shoots off a text to let Elijah know she’s made it to Kentucky, hoping she doesn’t wake him. He’s surely asleep by now. It’s only three in the morning in California. Instantly her phone pings with a reply.

      Lisa: Flight went well, in the car to head home.

      Elijah: Are you okay? Was he there?

      Lisa: Yes, I’m okay and yes, he’s here. He’s getting his car.

      Elijah: (angry emoji) I wish I was there with you…

      Lisa: I know. Don’t worry about me, everything will be okay. I promise.

      Elijah: Don’t make promises you can’t keep. You have no control over his actions.

      Lisa: You’re right. I don’t have control over him, but I do have control over myself. I’m not going to give in to him. I’ll keep myself safe; that I can promise.

      Elijah: Safe traveling to your home, call me when you get there?

      Lisa: Yes, I’ll call you as soon as I can. Now, go to sleep! (Wink emoji)

      Elijah: Yes, ma’am, good night

      Lisa can’t help, but smile as she rereads their conversation waiting for Donald to return. Seeing headlights approach, she drops her phone back inside her purse. It is indeed Donald. He waits for her to pull out in front of him. He follows her all the way to her house. He follows her into her house. It’s the first time Donald has been in the house she bought when she left him. She never wanted him to set foot inside it, but he wasn’t taking no for an answer. She got him to leave after a brief argument that involved him shoving her into the wall, yelling at her, and threatening her with bodily harm.

      She is grateful, yet, surprised Donald doesn’t do more. Perhaps, Donnie standing up to him has made an impression, after all. She speaks with Elijah briefly after Donald leaves. She is able to sound calm and not let Elijah know Donald has upset her. She feels guilty for not being completely honest with Elijah, but she doesn’t want him worrying about her either. She’s allowed him to get too close already. She needs this to be the last time she leans on him.
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      Lisa’s phone call does little to relieve Hack’s concerns for her. She tries to sound cheerful, but he can hear the slight tremor in her voice, which she seems think she’s hiding. He chooses not to call her out on it. Electing instead to focus on keeping her calm. They don’t talk long as she’s yawning almost every other word. Poor woman has been up all night making her way home.

      “You should get some sleep, babe,” Hack encourages her. “You sound dead on your feet.”

      “I am.” Lisa chuckles. “It’s been a long twenty-four hours.”

      “Sleep well, angel,” Elijah replies softly, wishing he could hold her while she sleeps. More inappropriate thoughts racing through his mind. “We’ll talk again, soon.”

      “Bye Elijah.” The call ends, and Hack finds himself once again willing her to return to the phone even though they just hung up. He will come to find himself wishing for her a lot over the next year.

      A year later…

      “Of course, Lisa is welcome.” Hawk is on his phone with Charlotte during a break in training. Hack doesn’t mean to be eaves dropping, but at the mention of her name, he can’t keep from listening. “So, she’s coming tomorrow?” Hawk pauses to listen. “Sounds good, love. We should be finished up here in a couple hours. Can’t wait to get home. I love you.” Hack walks away, not wanting to be listening to their more personal conversation.

      Hawk has recently found out Charlotte is pregnant again. They just had twins about six months ago. Hack thinks someone needs to remind Hawk how babies are made. The man is pushing fifty, he should already know all this, but obviously he missed the memo. Hack shakes his head. He can’t imagine wanting to have children. It isn’t that he doesn’t like kids, but he has no interest in being a father. He enjoys his freedom too much to want to sacrifice it for a small helpless person who he would likely fuck up so bad that all the therapy in the world wouldn’t be able to fix. Hack looks up to see Hawk has finished his call. Hack eases over to nose into the man’s business…well Lisa’s business. She’s been hot and cold with him since she left California. He tries not to be upset with her. She told him from the beginning she didn’t want a romantic relationship, yet he can’t help but want more than her friendship. The more he’s gotten to know her, the deeper he’s fallen for her. Worm has taken to calling him Monk half the time, because Hack no longer joins in when the guys go bar hopping to pick up women.

      Deadeye and Ace are the latest men on the team to fall head over heels. The men fell almost simultaneously. It’s been a roller coaster ride with those two and the women who’ve captured their hearts. Hack likes Elise and Daisy. The women are practically polar opposites. Elise is quiet and shy while Daisy is a tough Navy doctor who refuses to let Ace boss her around, even though he’s practically moved in with her since they brought her home. The helicopter she’d been in was shot down in the Iraqi desert. Their team had been sent to find her and any survivors. Thankfully, she hadn’t been injured in the crash.

      Hawk walks back toward the team. “So, Lisa’s coming to visit?” Hack asks, causally, as Hawk approaches, not wanting the other guys on the team to over hear him asking about her. Hawk tilts his head as he studies Hack for a beat.

      “Yes,” Hawk replies. “She’ll be here tomorrow. Some reason you’re interested in Lisa’s travel plans?” Hack shakes his head, but he can tell Hawk doesn’t believe him. Hawk gives him a pass and doesn’t ask any more questions.

      Hack pulls his phone from his back pocket to see if he has any messages from her. Ugh! He’s so pussy-whipped, and he isn’t even getting any pussy. He can’t bring himself to touch another woman. The couple times he’s actually attempted to pick up a woman since he put Lisa on a plane all those months ago ended badly.

      When they’d gotten home from California, he went to the team’s regular hangout. A very well-endowed brunette, who he’s taken to bed more than a few times, had cuddled up to him within minutes of them arriving. “Where you been hiding, handsome,” she’d purred. Normally, he’d be hard and pulling her to the door, but that night, her suggestive body language and sultry voice did nothing for him. However, he’d sported a hard on for weeks since Lisa left him behind. So although she wasn’t the woman he wanted, he left the bar with the busty brunette. As soon as they’d gotten to his truck, the woman had pushed him against the door of his truck and proceeded to devour his mouth, thrusting her tongue inside. It had been revolting. He’d taken hold of her biceps and pulled her off his mouth. Thinking he’d wanted her mouth other places, she’d dropped to her knees, working his belt undone, and slipping her hand down his pants, pulling his cock free. She had circled his limp dick and begun to stroke, but it’d just felt wrong. As gently as he could, he’d stilled her hand, removing it from his dick. He had tucked himself back inside his pants and quickly buttoned his fly.

      “Sorry, hon,” Hack had urged her to stand. The confused look on her face had made him feel bad for her, but he hadn’t been sorry he ended their night. “I just can’t tonight. You should go back inside. I’m sure you’ll find someone to warm your bed.” Her lower lip had protruded.

      “I don’t mind if it takes a while to get you hard, baby,” the brunette had cooed. “We got all night.” She’d twirled her fingers in her hair, sliding her tongue suggestively along her lower lip.

      “Not happening.” Hack wouldn’t be intentionally rude to the woman, but she’d needed to take the hint, before he’d had to really hurt her feelings. The woman’s face had fallen, but apparently, she’d realized he’s serious. Slowly she’d strolled back toward the bar, looking back over her shoulder a couple times to see if he might change his mind. Hack had gotten in his truck pulling out of the lot before she’d even reached the door. The next time he’d tried, he didn’t even make it to the parking lot before he had extracted himself from the situation.

      Hack is pulled from his memories as his phone chimes, and Lisa’s name flashes on his screen.

      Lisa: I’m coming down to visit this weekend. Maybe I’ll see you Sunday? Charlotte is planning a big meal for the team.

      Hack: Yeah, babe. I’ll be there. Be safe driving down.

      Lisa: Thanks, I will.

      Hack pockets his phone again, a smile on his face. Yeah, it’s going to be a great fucking weekend. No bar or random women needed. He’ll be seeing Lisa again in a few hours. He can’t wait. He’s missed her, terribly, even though they FaceTime at least once a week, sometimes more often unless he’s out of the country. He returns to training with the goofy smile still plastered on his face.

      “What’s gotten you in such a good mood?” Worm asks. Hack just shakes his head. No way he’s going to tell any of his friends that Lisa is coming to visit. They’ve all given him shit for “mooning” over her as they call it.

      “Just high on life, man. High on life.” Hack laughs at the confusion on Worm’s face at his answer. Worm finally gives in and laughs along, which only makes Hack all the happier.
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      Lisa sighs as she flicks on her turn signal, following the GPS to Charlotte’s new home in Jacksonville, North Carolina. Lisa can’t wait to see her again and Charlotte’s twin sons, Jessie and Joshua. Lisa had driven down to see the boys in the hospital when they were born a little over six months ago. She hadn’t been able to stay long due to her work schedule. Charlotte has been up to Deer Run to visit a couple of times since then, but the visits are too short. The boys are growing so fast. The women FaceTime every day, sometimes multiple times a day. Lisa can’t imagine starting over again with newborns. She admires Charlotte, but damn that’s not for her. She loves holding, playing with, and spoiling the twins, but having them twenty-four hours a day? Nope, not on Lisa’s bucket list for sure.

      Even crazier is that Charlotte has confirmed she’s pregnant again. Lisa is going to have to have ‘the talk’ with her friend. Surely to God, the woman knows what’s causing the pregnancies and how to prevent them. Lisa shakes her head, smiling at how happy Charlotte had been when she’d called to tell her the news.

      Lisa’s return from California comes to mind and how Donald is still being a pain in her ass. He’d come into her home after they’d gotten back from the airport. She hated the memory of him in her safe space. Since that day, Donald has followed her around, shown up multiple times at her job to stalk her, and on a few occasions, he’s put his hands on her, but she’s been able to get away without a severe beating. She’s complained to the city police, but they aren’t willing to take on the sheriff any more than anyone else. Charlotte’s son, Justin, who’s a state trooper has spoken with Donald, but legally there is nothing he can do. Donald is an asshole, but he’s no fool. He never leaves evidence of his threats or his harassment. Everything is her word against his. Even the texts he’d sent her when she was in California couldn’t be considered threatening by anyone but her. He’d only asked for her flight information and told her to call her sons. Very benign communication that he could easily explain away.

      Lisa huffs just thinking about all the crap that is her life. At least her sons are doing well. Donnie has graduated with a degree in criminal justice. He’s currently at the police academy in Louisville. She’s so proud of him. She knows he’ll be a much better man than his father. Tommy has transferred to Massachusetts Institute of Technology, MIT for short. He’s shown an affinity for all things computers and technology. He’s headed for an amazing career in his future.

      “In one mile, turn right,” Sally, Lisa’s name for her bossy GPS voice, instructs. Lisa has only been to the large house once. Charlotte and Hawk had bought it a few months before the twins were born. It’s located in a nice neighborhood not too far from Camp Lejeune where Hawk is stationed with his team of Marine Raiders. Reaching the indicated road, Lisa flicks on her signal, slowing to make the turn. She looks over the neighborhood. Nice well-manicured lawns, paved driveways, and recycling cans at the end of every one of them. This is a far cry from their tiny hometown of Deer Run. Lisa is happy for Charlotte and the family she’s building with the man of her dreams.

      A face pops into Lisa’s mind. His face. She’s can’t escape him, no matter much she’s tried. Elijah Smith. The man has wormed his way into her heart and mind over the last year. She’s only seen him a handful of times during that time, but every second has been memorable. Not only is he incredibly sexy, but he’s kind, thoughtful, and very considerate of her and her needs. He hasn’t tried to push her for anything more than friendship since the afternoon they’d had their intense conversation during dinner on the day she arrived for Charlotte’s wedding. They have, however, developed a deep friendship. He’d texted her this morning telling her to be careful driving down. She’s texted him when she’s stopped for gas or bathroom breaks, giving him little updates on her progress. He seems to enjoy hearing from her, which makes her very happy, although she shouldn’t be feeling this way.

      She arrives at Charlotte’s house and parks her car behind Charlotte’s SUV. She climbs out, taking in the stunning home. It’s huge. Charlotte’s house is a six-bedroom home, with a large back yard. Charlotte had gotten a large life insurance payment after David, her first husband’s death. Not only that, but Charlotte’s a nurse practitioner and while she hasn’t been practicing since the twins were born, she’d made a good living prior. Charlotte has always been good with money. Saving, investing, and helping others is what Charlotte excels at. Lisa heads to the front door, anxious to see her friend.

      “It’s me! It’s me! It’s Ernst T!” Lisa bellows as she enters Charlotte’s home. Having known each other all their lives, they’ve never knocked on the other’s door before entering. Lisa rounds a corner to head toward the kitchen where Charlotte has said she’d be hanging out while waiting for her to arrive. She stops dead in her tracks when she sees him. Her heart pounds in her chest. Elijah is standing in the dining room grinning at her like a fool.

      “Well, hello there, Ernst,” Hack chuckles in his sexy, gravelly voice. “You’re looking mighty fine this morning.” Lisa closes her eyes and silently asks God why he hates her. She takes a deep breath to calm herself, but that is a really big mistake. She has just breathed in his delectable man scent. A woodsy fragrance that makes her belly tighten and moisture leak from her core. That’s just great! Now she’s going to have the smell stuck in her nose all day. Could this day get any worse?

      Opening her eyes gives her the answer. Yep! Definitely going to get worse. Elijah is standing right in front of her looking like sex on a stick with a cocky grin on his face. His tight t-shirt is stretched deliciously across his bulging pectorals that seem to be begging for her to lick them, bite them. Ugh! She’s got to stop thinking along those lines. It’s only going to make it harder to walk away with her heart unscathed. She doesn’t have much of one left after everything Donald has done. She can’t afford to have it damaged any further.

      “What are you doing here?” Lisa demands, irritation at her reaction to him, bleeding into her voice. Elijah doesn’t seem offended. He just gives her his sexy smirk. He knows how he affects her. He also knows she doesn’t like it because she won’t act on it.

      “I knew you were coming to visit,” Elijah replies casually. “Thought I’d come welcome you to Jacksonville.” Lisa rolls her eyes, which widen when he steps closer to her.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” Lisa asks nervously. Her heart is pounding. Her nipples, which began to harden the moment she smelled his cologne, tighten even more at his nearness. He doesn’t answer. He reaches out wrapping his hand behind her neck before pulling her closer and proceeds to kiss the hell out of her. She freezes in shock. Her mouth flying open to protest, but it only allows him to assault her mouth with his tongue. The sensation is overwhelming.

      A moan escapes her, as her hands go up around his neck, and she returns his kiss, getting lost in the feel of his mouth on hers. Their tongues tangle. He keeps his right hand on her neck while the other goes to her waist, pulling her body flush with his. God! He’s so good with his mouth! She moans again. His hand slides down to cup her ass, pressing her pelvis into his. His massively impressive erection nudges her abdomen. The feel of it is shocking, and it clears the lust-induced fog from her brain. Dropping her hands to his chest, she breaks the kiss and shoves against his chest, but he doesn’t release her.

      “What the hell are you thinking?” Lisa hisses, looking over her shoulder in fear Charlotte will enter the room or hear them. He is breathing as heavily as she is. Lisa knows her lips are likely swollen from the heated kiss. They are tingling. She licks her lips, secretly savoring the taste of him, but she’ll never admit it.

      “I had to know,” comes his simple reply. His thumb tracing circles on her jaw. Lisa glares at him in confusion. “I had to know what you taste like, what it would feel like to kiss you, have you kiss me back. I couldn’t take it anymore. I just had to know.”

      “You said that already,” Lisa grouses. She heaves out a breath. Turning away from him, she walks to the dining room window, taking in the view, but really she just needs some space between them. She wraps her arms around herself as if she can protect herself from the warring emotions raging inside her. If she would be honest with herself, she’d wanted to know, too, but she never would have acted on it. At every turn, he’s pushed her to go beyond her comfort zone. She wants to be angry with him, and in some ways, she is, but she knows most of what he’s done has been for her benefit. This is the only time he’s done something she didn’t want that was purely in his interest. She senses him behind her. The heat of his body enveloping her.

      “There’s a connection between us,” Elijah whispers just behind her. “It’s a draw that I no longer want to resist.” Lisa closes her eyes, not wanting to face what he’s saying. When she doesn’t comment, he ups his game. “Don’t tell me you don’t feel it!” Hack exclaims, grabbing her hips pulling her closer. Lisa’s eyes fly open, and her breath hitches. Her skin erupting with goosebumps as the most delightful tingling sensations crawl across it. The electrical connection that flares between them whenever they touch ignites, filling her with desires she shouldn’t be having. She closes her eyes, leaning into him, and for a moment, she allows herself to revel in the sensations. His breath fanning over the back of her neck feels sinfully intimate. His breathing is just as fast as her own. She wants to get lost in the feelings he arouses in her, to tilt her head to the side and let him kiss her neck, but she can’t. She promised herself never again. Opening her eyes, as she heaves out a breath, she strengthens her resolve and her spine. She has to defuse this situation, now!

      “Of course, I can feel it,” Lisa replies testily. “You’ve got your massive erection pressed against my ass!” She feels him jerk back at her curt reply. She shrugs him off and turns to confront him. Remorse hits her when she sees the hurt in his eyes, but she schools her composure into stoic resolve. There is no way she can let him know just how much he affects her. How much she desperately wants to give in to him and let him sweep her off her feet, carry her up the stairs, throw her onto a bed, and have his way with her. Nope! She can’t let that happen. She needs to convince him to let this go, that the intense connection they feel isn’t real, isn’t worth exploring.

      “Hack, you know this can’t work,” Lisa calmly tells him. His face hardens. His eyes showing his pain, but she presses on. “We can’t be together, not like that. I live in Kentucky. You live here and travel all the time. Besides you’re young. You’re going to want children someday, and I can’t have any more children, not that I’d want to even if I still could.” He starts to say something, but she cuts him off before he can utter a word. “I’m not a causal relationship, “friends with benefits”, kind of woman. It’s not who I am.”

      “Elijah,” he growls. The fierceness of it causing her to jump. Her shoulders hunch instinctively to make herself smaller, less of a target. Her arms instinctively curl around her middle, protecting her internal organs. He frowns as his hands clench into fists at his side. Her eyes widen as she swallows hard in fear. She’s never thought Elijah would harm her, but the fear is there, and it is growing with his actions. Doubt sets in. She doesn’t really know him, does she? Yeah, they’ve talked and texted, but you don’t really know someone until you live with them. People can fake a lot when you aren’t intimately involved with them.

      “What?” she wheezes out through her fear.

      “You never call me Hack.” Elijah softens his tone and his posture, seeming to recognize how his gruffness has affected her. Always so in tune with her and her needs. “You’ve always called me Elijah. Don’t stop now, Lisa. I know you’re scared of this attraction between us, but I know you feel the same things I do.” She starts to protest, but just as she’d done to him, he doesn’t allow her to speak. “Don’t! Don’t lie to me and deny it. I can’t stand to hear you lie to me.”

      “Elijah.” Lisa softens her voice and her expression. “I haven’t lied to you.”

      “You have,” he accuses. “Many times, but I’ve not called you out on it.” Hurt hits her hard. He’s sounding so much like Donald right now. Donald always has to be right whether he is or not, there’s no arguing with him. He always thinks he knows her every thought, her every feeling. She’s never allowed to have her own feelings. He always discounts them and tells her what to think and feel. “You don’t even realize you are doing it, do you?” Elijah’s question throws her. Bewilderment reigning. “Every time you tell me you’re fine, when I can hear in your voice you are anything but fine. You lie. Every time the bastard touches you, verbally assaults you, frightens you, and you don’t tell me, you lie. I can’t understand why you won’t trust me? I’ve done everything I can think of to show you, I’m not him. I won’t treat you that way. I won’t hit you, hurt you, beat you down both physically and mentally. I won’t ever force you to do anything in the bedroom you don’t want to do, and if I’m ever lucky enough for you to let me in, I sure as fuck won’t cheat on you.”

      Lisa can feel the color drain from her face. How does he know about Donald raping her? Forcing her to do things she’d never wanted to do? Her heart beats faster as tears spring to her eyes. She can’t deal with this. He takes a step toward her once again, but she retreats, again seeing the hurt in his eyes. Yet, he’s persistent. He steps into her personal space, cupping her face in his hands. “Please, babe. Let me in.”

      “You know how much you mean to me.” Lisa’s hands come up to hold his wrists. She blows out a shaky breath as attempts to explain all the crazy in her head. “I look forward to your calls and texts.”

      “But?” he questions. Lisa bites her lip in indecision. She’s afraid she’ll hurt him to the point he’ll stop talking to her all together and she isn’t sure she can handle it, but it’s for the best. For his best. Taking a deep breath, she tries to reason with him.

      “You do realize that I’m old enough to be your mother, right?” Lisa quirks her face in question. Placing a hand on her hip.

      “You’ve mentioned it a few times. Your point?” Elijah inquires. Lisa blows out a frustrated breath, shaking her head at his cluelessness. He shocks the hell out of her with his next statement. “If you’re wanting to play kinky, I can get down with that.” He winks at her mischievously with a grin. “I’ll happily call you Mommy when I’m buried deep inside you as you scream my name.” His statement shocking her.

      “Dear God!” Lisa exclaims. Her face flooding with heat while shaking her head. “I just can’t with you!”

      “Can’t or won’t?” he asks, softly. All humor gone from his expression. Completely serious. “There’s a difference, sweetheart,” he informs her, stepping closer, making it harder to think clearly. She doesn’t back away this time. Lisa stares at him. She knows he’s right. There is a difference. He has pointed it out and is forcing her to acknowledge the fact it’s her decision. She can’t lie to herself and say she doesn’t want what he’s offering, because God help her, she does. His hand comes up to cup her face once more, his thumb stroking her lower lip.

      The question is, can she handle it? Not the sex but everything that goes with it? With giving in to her desires and her heart? The whispers behind her back about being a cougar? The damage to her fragile heart when he walks away? And he will inevitably walk away. He’s fourteen years younger than her. He might find her attractive in the moment, but he can’t possibly want a long-term relationship, and she doesn’t either, does she? However, she knows herself well enough to know that she’s not capable of having casual sex without her heart getting involved and eventually getting broken. Not with anyone, but absolutely not with the man in front of her. The man who’s gone out of his way to be kind to her, to help her, to comfort her when she freaks out. The man who’s already under her skin and in her heart.

      He’s become a friend over the last year. One she isn’t sure she can live without. Now that he’s trying to push her for more, she knows that letting him in her bed will only endear him to her more, and she won’t survive when it’s over. She has so little of her heart left after all the damage Donald has done to it. And while her marriage has been over for years, she still hasn’t recovered. Every time she tries to pull the pieces back together, he shows up again to shatter her all over again. The scars are too deep for it to ever be whole again. She knows what she has to say.

      “Won’t.” Swallowing hard, she steps back. His hand falling to his side. “Where’s Charlotte?” He stares her down, his jaw set in a firm line.

      “Upstairs.” Hack thrusts his chin toward the stairs. “The babies were crying. She went to check on them.” Lisa’s resolve cracks a little as she takes in the hurt in his eyes.

      “Elijah”–she stops not sure what she can say–“Try to understand. Please.” They gaze at one another for a long beat. He closes the distance between them suddenly, grabbing her shoulders with each hand, he crashes his lips to her in a quick, brutal kiss. Then he’s gone, releasing her and striding for the door without looking back. And just like that, the small remnants of her heart burst in a puff of smoke.
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      Hack bursts from Hawk’s place and stalks to his truck. He slams the door, punches the steering wheel, roaring with rage. Starting the engine, throwing the vehicle in reverse, he flies backward down the drive and into the street, whipping the truck in the direction he wants to go. Stomping the gas, he roars down the street, leaving part of his tires on the road behind him.

      “Fuck!” he yells, beating the dash with his fist. His emotions all over the place. His need to comfort and protect her warring with his anger. Why the fuck does she insist on pushing him away? Hasn’t he been patient? Considerate? Yet she still resists him. Fuck her. He’s done. He can’t keep chasing after someone who doesn’t want to be caught.

      Looking down at the speedometer, he swears again. He’s running almost double the speed limit on a residential street. He needs to calm the fuck down. He’s being reckless. She isn’t worth killing himself or someone else. He stills at that thought. Fuck! How could he even think such a thing? She is worth it and a hell of a lot more. His chest hurts. He rubs his hand over his heart. Just thinking of never seeing her again, texting her, calling her late at night when she’s working and he can’t sleep because she’s on his mind hurts too much.

      He’s the one who isn’t worth it. She’s doing the right thing. He can’t allow himself to have her even if she were to change her mind. Hack slams his fist down again on the dash. Yeah, that right there. He’s got too much of his father in him. He can’t always control his temper. Lisa would be a mess if she could see how he’s acting right now. He’d send her straight into a flashback or at the very least a panic attack. He can’t risk having a temper tantrum in front of her. It would tear her up, damage her to the point she’d never let him near her again. Maybe this is for the best. His heart skips, and his stomach flips. Can he walk away? Well, he did, but can he stay away? He pulls his truck over to the side of the road, lowering his head. He’s a damn mess and in no state to be driving. Hitting the contacts on his stereo system, it begins to ring.

      “Cooper,” Mercury answers on the second ring. “What’s up?”

      “Need a favor.” Hack grits his teeth. He doesn’t want to have to answer all the questions that are going to follow after he makes his request. “Can you and one of the guys come get me and my truck?”

      “Sure,” Mercury says the word long and slow, not hiding the curiosity in his voice. “Where are you? You still at Hawk’s?”

      “No, I’m on the side of the fucking road somewhere.” Hack looks around not even certain where he is. “Fuck I don’t know. Use your find my phone app and come get my ass!”

      “Dude, what the fuck’s wrong?” Hack can hear Mercury’s concern. Hack isn’t one to normally go off the rails. He doesn’t drink to excess nor does he ask for help from anyone. He is normally the one the others turn to for help, but this situation is bigger than he can handle at the moment. He won’t risk hurting an innocent bystander with his reckless driving due to his out-of-control temper.

      “Please, man just come get me?” Hack hears the defeat in his own voice.

      “On my way,” Mercury responds. Hack can hear shuffling in the background, knowing Mercury is on the move. “Hang on, I’m going to put you on hold while I call Worm to drive your car.” Hack waits while his friend is on the other call. He needs to get out to move, to do something, but he knows walking along the side of the road isn’t safe. “Okay got your location. Worm and I are on our way. You want to tell us what’s going on?”

      “No.” Mercury huffs over the line at his answer. In the background, he hears a car door slam and a break in the sound as Mercury’s phone connects with his vehicle’s audio system.

      “What the hell’s going on Mercury?” Worm’s voice comes over the line. “You were damn cryptic when you called.”

      “I wish to fuck I knew,” Mercury replies. “Hack is stranded on the side of the road and we are going to get him.” Mercury must have alerted Worm to the fact that Hack is on the line.

      “Hack?” Worm enquires. “What’s up?”

      “I just need someone to drive me,” Hack mutters, annoyed with the whole situation. Maybe he should take his chances and just drive himself. He starts to tell them this when Worm speaks up.

      “You been drinking?” Worm asks. “Or are you in a temper?” Seems his friend knows him well.

      “Temper, dammit,” Hack grumbles. “It’s only fucking one in the afternoon. You ever known me to drink this early?”

      “Nope, but I know you were going to Hawk’s, and I know why you were going, and it wasn’t to see the twins or to talk to Hawk about the team.” Well shit! Worm is too damn perceptive.

      “Why was he going then?” Mercury speaks up. Hack rolls his eyes. Good grief! What are we a bunch of girls gossiping at the soda shop?

      “He...” Hack growls and Worm stops. “Not my story to tell,” Worm concludes.

      “You’re damn right!” Hack grumps. “Look can’t you guys just give a guy some help without having to know all the dirty details?”

      “Dirty details?” Mercury enquires. “Do tell?”

      “Fuck me!” Hack exclaims. “Bunch of gossiping girls.” The men’s chuckles echo through the car. Hack shakes his head. “How long before y’all get here?”

      “We’re about five minutes away,” Mercury replies. “Keep your pants on.”

      “I think that’s his problem,” Worm murmurs, but Hack heard him.

      “Gossiping girls, dammit!” Hack grumbles. Looking up into this rearview mirror, minutes later, he sees Mercury’s truck pulling in behind his. He gets out and goes around to the passenger side of his truck and slides inside, waiting on Worm to come drive his.

      “Where to Romeo?” Worm quirks an eyebrow as he climbs into the driver’s seat. Hack glares at him.

      “Home.” Hack decides not to correct Worm on his misguided conclusions. He is misguided, right? Hack is no Romeo that’s for damn sure. He broods as Worm drives them toward his home. It’s an older home with an aging basement. He’d bought it as a fixer upper not long after making the team and getting stationed here, but he hasn’t made any real effort to fix it up, other than making a workout room in the basement. He’s considered remodeling the place, but until he met Lisa, he hadn’t put much thought into it. She loves watching DIY shows. He thinks maybe she might be interested in helping him with plans to fix it. He’s considered enlarging the basement, and adding a new kitchen and dining room to the first floor. Maybe a large master bedroom complete with walk-in closets and a master bathroom with dual showers, garden tub, and huge counter with two sinks and a built-in vanity.

      Hack has shared all his ideas for the place with Lisa, asked her opinion on different designs, color schemes. All the while, he’s been planning on making a home for her, not even aware of what he was doing until this moment. Well ain’t that just Fabu-fucking-lous. She has him by the balls with both hands and seems to be clueless to the fact, or perhaps it’s just indifference. She’d kissed him back. He’d felt her passion. She knows, dammit. He hasn’t hidden his interest, not since the moment they met. Yeah he’s contained so much of his need to be near her and with her, knowing she wasn’t comfortable with him taking it further, but he’s certain she knows what’s in his heart, yet she’s stomped on it.

      Worm pulls into Hack’s drive way. Mercury parks behind them. All three men get out of the vehicles and head into Hack’s house. He leads them down to his home gym in the basement. He has a large punching bag hanging in the center of the room. He heads to it and begins to beat out his frustrations. Hit after hit. He punches, right, right, left. He lands a kick. One after the other he lands blow after blow until sweat is pouring off him in waves. Worm and Mercury stand, watching, observing, but making no comment. The men take turns holding the bag as Hack beats out his frustrations. All the while everything with Lisa replays in his head.

      Hours later, he’s exhausted, soaking wet, and reeking to high heaven from sweat. Closing his eyes, he struggles to slow his breathing. His chest heaving with the effort. He’s rehashed every moment of time he’s spent with her, every text conversation, every phone call, and FaceTime call. He’s come to the conclusion he’s no closer to understanding himself, her, or how they can move forward after his colossal fuck up by pushing her for more than she’s comfortable giving him. He really is his father. No, he hadn’t hit her, hadn’t raged at her, but he’d tried to force his wants and needs on her, putting his needs ahead of hers. His father had always put his needs before his family’s. With a loud sigh, he slumps against the wall.

      “You ready to talk about it?” Hack opens his eyes to see Mercury standing in front of him. The man has never been one to do a lot of chatting, usually keeping quiet unless asked. He’s actively avoided discussing anything touchy, feely, not that the guys talk about stuff like that much, but as some of the men on the team have taken women, there’s been some talk. Mercury had avoided them, yet, here he is willing to help a friend.

      “I don’t know,” Hack answers. “I don’t want to betray her trust by discussing our…non-existent relationship.” Hack turns his gaze upward as he hears the ridiculousness in his statement. He chuckles. “I sound like a pussy, whining about a woman.”

      “Nothing pussy about loving someone.” Mercury’s reply shocks Hack. The man is speaking as if from experience, but Hack’s never known of him being with a woman.

      “Sounds like you have something to share, too,” Worm joins the conversation. Both men turn to glare at him. “Hey, I’m just expressing my observations. Me, I don’t have any woman problems.” Worm throws his hands up as if ward off any such thing.

      “Look.” Mercury turns back to Hack. “I don’t know what you’re dealing with, but I recognize the frustration and turmoil. I’ve been dealing with it for years, myself. It’s like looking in a damn mirror.”

      “Well, shit! I never thought the mighty Mercury had such deep feelings,” Worm smirks at them. “All this time, I thought you were a robot without silly human emotions.” Mercury flips him off.

      “Let’s focus on Hack and his issues,” Mercury complains. “Spill dude. You’ll feel better.” Hack laughs out loud at that statement.

      “Seriously?” Hack’s still grinning, something an hour ago, he didn’t think he ever want to do again. “You been watching Dr. Phil? Or reading self-help books? Working on some personal growth?”

      “Just spit it out,” Mercury demands. “I ain’t standing here all day arguing about stupid shit.”

      “It’s Lisa,” Hack confesses. “We…had a moment, but it didn’t end like I’d hoped, and I got pissed.”

      “Charlotte’s friend?” Mercury questions. Hack nods his confirmation. Mercury gives a long low whistle. “Damn man, when you go big, you go big! Hawk’s going to kick your ass.” Hack sighs because he’s been thinking along the same lines. Hawk loves Charlotte, and she loves Lisa, so Hawk will be as protective of Lisa as he would his sister. If Lisa indicates she’s upset over their argument, Hawk will make his life hell. Although he isn’t sure it could be much worse at the moment. Yeah, he’s screwed and not in a good way.
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      Lisa is standing in Charlotte’s dining room, stewing over the way things ended with Elijah. Her lips still tingling from their kisses. She brings her shaky fingers to her lips. God! How he’d kissed her. It had been the most amazing kisses she’s ever had. The last one he’d given her had been brutal, and she’d felt his pain as if it were her own. She can still taste him, and damn if she doesn’t want more. Hearing footsteps approaching, she attempts to compose herself.

      “Lisa?” Charlotte’s inquisitive voice comes to her. She takes a deep breath and blows it out through pursed lips before turning to face her friend.

      “Oh honey! What’s wrong?”

      Lisa blinks. She thought she’d schooled her features into a smile.

      “What?” Lisa looks at her friend who is glowing from her pregnancy.

      “Why are you crying?” Charlotte asks. “Is that mother fucking, sorry son-of-a-bitch, bastard causing you problems again?”

      “Love, language,” Hawk chastises, jokingly, as he chuckles. “The boys will hear.” Charlotte squints over her shoulder at Hawk who is carrying both boys in his arms. Charlotte rolls her eyes in dramatic fashion and huffs.

      “They’re less than a year old and not talking yet,” she grumps. “Besides they hear much worse from you.” She pokes him in the chest before she scoops one of the boys from him. “I wanted to say worse, but I was trying to be polite.” She flounces her hair over her shoulder as she coos down at the baby in her arms. Lisa grins watching the exchange. Even arguing, sort of, the couple is deeply in love. There’s no heat in their disagreement only affection. Lisa feels it in her heart. Damn if she didn’t wish she could have something like that. “Lisa, are you going to tell me what’s upset you?” Lisa looks up she hadn’t even realized she’d been crying in the aftermath of Elijah’s departure.

      “It’s nothing.” Quickly swiping her face, she hurries over to see the boys. “Let me get my hands on this boy!” She gently takes a squirming Jessie from Hawk’s arms and begins to rock and coo to him. She’s such a sucker for babies. She loves holding and playing with them, but on the short term. She’s raised her sons, and she loved it, but she’s ready to focus on herself. She’s spent most of her life raising kids and trying to please a man who had never been satisfied. She’s ready for some Lisa-time.

      “Where’s Hack?” Hawk asks as they move to the living room to take seats. Lisa swallows uncomfortably, keeping her gaze down. She’s the world’s worst liar. Charlotte will see right through any fabrication she tries to come up with.

      “He said he had to go.” Lisa figures keeping it simple is the best option. She can’t keep from fidgeting. She does her best to focus on Jessie. Kissing his chubby little cheek. The baby has wrapped his little fingers around one of her index fingers, drooling running down his little chin.

      “Lisa.” Charlotte’s tone indicates she knows there’s more to it than what Lisa’s disclosed. “What aren’t you telling me?” Lisa glances up at her friend. She knows if she keeps hiding her eyes, Charlotte will know for sure something is up.

      “Why do you assume I’m not telling you something?” Lisa meets her gaze, determined to hold her own with Charlotte, who simply smirks at her.

      “I know you.” Another smirk. “Something happened, so spill. Hack seemed really excited when I mentioned you were coming to visit. He arrived about fifteen minutes before you did as if he knew when you’d be getting here. You want to share? Or are you going to keep pretending there isn’t something going on between the two of you?” Well Fuck! Charlotte’s always been so preceptive. She never misses a thing.

      “It’s not a big deal.” Lisa looks down at Jessie who’s pulling on her blouse, grabbing for her necklace so he can chew on it. “We…talk, sometimes, text. We’re just friends. Don’t be trying to make this into something it isn’t.” Lisa looks up to see Charlotte has already latched onto the idea of Lisa and Elijah being a couple. No doubt planning their wedding and a happily ever after in her head. “Stop! I can see where your mind is going and No. Just no! It’s not happening. I’m old enough to be his mother. He’s barely a few years older than Donnie.”

      “So what if he’s younger?” Charlotte questions. “He’ll have great stamina. Keep you up all night.” Charlotte laughs, and it grates on Lisa’s fragile nerves. The woman has already seen through Lisa’s partial deceit. There’s more than friendship between her and Elijah, or at least there had been until she’d hurt him, but she can’t allow it to be more than friendship. For all their sakes. It would never last, and she won’t risk her friendship with Charlotte or put the woman in a place where she’d be at odds with her husband who no doubt would take Elijah’s side when shit went sideways.

      “Ugh!” Hawk joins the conversation. “Do I need to leave? I do not want to hear about Hack’s sex life.” Charlotte ignores him.

      “There’s no sex life to discuss!” Lisa exclaims.

      “You expect me to believe you are concerned about his age?” Charlotte looks over at her through her lashes. “You are just afraid to let anyone close after all the shit Donald did to you.”

      “You know what everyone would say!” Lisa exclaims. “I’d be a cougar, a cradle robber. My mother would die from embarrassment, and what would Donnie and Tommy think of me? Besides, there’s not been any talk of a relationship anyway. I really don’t want to talk about this. I came to see you and these precious babies. Can’t we just forget about Elijah?”

      “Elijah, huh?” Leave it to Charlotte to focus on the fact Lisa didn’t call him by his nickname. “There obviously is some kind of a relationship. You aren’t going to cry over nothing. You forget we’ve known each other all our lives. We can’t hide anything from each other.”

      On a sigh, Lisa replies, “I haven’t forgotten a damn thing, Char. I just don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fine.” Charlotte glares over at her. “But know this, I don’t give a flying fuck what anyone thinks and neither should you. Your sons will be happy for you. They confide in Aunt Char Char. They love you and want you to be happy. They love their father, but they know he’s not a good man especially when it comes to you. As long as you find someone who loves you and treats you well, they aren’t going to care his age or anything else. Hack is a good man. I don’t believe he would ever intentionally hurt you.”

      “He wouldn’t.” The words were out before she realizes she’s said them. Her eyes fly to Charlotte who is looking as startled as she feels. “Not intentionally, but that doesn’t mean he won’t.” She gives Charlotte a long look. “We both know it won’t last, and I wouldn’t survive it, when he leaves. Now please, can we drop it?” Charlotte has tears in her eyes the same as Lisa. She nods her agreement with Lisa’s request. Her eyes going to Hawk’s. He’s come to take a seat beside her.

      “I’ll talk to him,” Hawk joins the conversation. “Explain everything to him, get him to leave you alone.” Hawk seems angry that Elijah has even been talking to her.

      “Please, don’t,” Lisa begs. “He hasn’t done anything wrong. He wants more than friendship, but I can’t give him that. I…I hurt him. I denied my feelings, his feelings. He was upset, and I understand it. I didn’t want to hurt him, but it’s for the best. Let’s all just forget the whole thing. Please?”

      “Lisa, you need to do something for you for a change,” Charlotte counsels. “You’ve lived so much of your life in fear, and it isn’t fair. If you want to explore something with him, you should go for it. Don’t worry about what everyone will think or say. None of it matters, your happiness is all that matters.”

      “Char, I have so little of my heart left.” Lisa conveys the sincerity of her words to her friend. “He wouldn’t stay forever. No one except for you will want to deal with my level of crazy…not for the long haul. He’s young. Someday he’ll want children I can’t have nor do I want more children. There are too many obstacles in our way. So please, just drop it.” She pins Charlotte with a stern look.

      “Okay, I understand where you are coming from,” Charlotte concedes. “You hungry? I made your favorites. Should be about ready.” The women grin at one another. The tension leaving their intense conversation instantly.

      “I could eat.” Lisa chuckles, lifting the babe in her arms, she gives him a raspberry to his belly before handing him over to Hawk. The women head into the kitchen to get the food ready and on the table.
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      Hack kicks back on the leather sofa, taking a sip of his beer. He’s showered after his work out with the bag. His hair is still damp, and his muscles are still humming from the exertion. Mercury and Worm are lounging on his sofa and recliners, too. A ballgame is on the big screen television, which takes up most of the wall in front of them. They’ve ordered pizza that should be here any minute now.

      Hack’s mind is still on Lisa and their encounter. She tasted so good and the way she’d kissed him back had his dick hardening at the memory. He adjusts himself, taking another sip from the bottle. His phone buzzes, indicating someone has turned into his driveway. He doesn’t bother with looking at the image the app sent. He rises from his seat. “Pizza’s here,” he informs his friends. “I’ll run up to get it and be right back.” Both men nod, but they’re absorbed in the game playing out of the screen. Hack has nearly reached the top of the stairs when he hears the men downstairs whooping over some play in the game. Hack doesn’t even care. This is very unlike him. Normally he loves watching sports and gets into the games but not today. His head is too full of the blonde-haired beauty who’s stolen his heart. What? His heart? Yeah, she’s stolen it. He hasn’t wanted to admit it, but it’s the only explanation for why he can’t stop thinking about her, can’t accept she doesn’t want more, and why he won’t push her for more of a relationship than she’s comfortable with giving him.

      Reaching his front door about the time the doorbell rings, Hack wrenches the door open to see Hawk standing there. Hack’s eyes drift closed. He knows why the man is here, and it’s not going to be fun for Hack. He’s likely about to get his ass handed to him on a silver platter for upsetting Lisa.

      “Hawk,” Hack states while swiping his hand inviting his CO to enter his home.

      “Hack,” Hawk counters as he enters the door, turning to the formal living room that never gets used. Hack closes the door and follows Hawk into the room. Both men take seats, facing one another. “You want to fill me in on what’s going on with you and Lisa?” Hawk never one to beat around the bush just gets right to point of his visit.

      “Do I want to?” Hack asks sarcastically, shaking his head. “Hell no, I don’t, but I will as I know not discussing it isn’t an option.”

      “You’re right; it isn’t an option, so let’s have it!” Hawk demands. Hack heaves out a breath before launching into his story, filling Hawk in on every detail of his interactions with Lisa over the last year or so. When he’s done, Hawk just studies him.

      “You want to fuck her?” Hawk asks, crudely. Hack can feel his face heat, not from embarrassment but anger that Hawk would speak about her in such a way. She deserves better than being spoken of as a simple fuck. He rolls his eyes. This isn’t a question he wants to answer. Thankfully Hawk doesn’t force him to answer that one. “What I want to know is, is that all you want from her?” Hack meets Hawk’s eyes.

      “No.” Hack lowers his eyes. It hurts to admit the truth. “She deserves more than that. I shouldn’t have kissed her, today. I’m not the man for her. Not after everything she’s been through with her ex.”

      “What makes you think that?” Hawk enquires, seeming genuinely confused by Hack’s statement.

      “You know about my father?” Hawk nods as Hack hasn’t kept his past a secret. “I can’t risk the chance I could become him and treat Lisa like Dad did Mom. I was so damn mad when I left your house today. I was speeding through residential neighborhoods. I beat the hell out of the dash of my truck. I had to call Mercury and Worm to come get me so I didn’t cause an accident and hurt an innocent person. I became that monster today. Hawk, I won’t subject her to that, no fucking way.”

      “Hack, you are not your father,” Hawk argues sternly. “Everything you just said confirms it.” Hack feels confused. How could Hawk come to that conclusion? Hawk’s face softens with a ghost of a smile. “You left her before you let your anger out, right?” Hack nods. “You also pulled over and had someone else drive so you didn’t hurt anyone. Do you think your father would have done any of those things?” Understanding hits Hack with sudden clarity. No, his father wouldn’t have done any of those things. He would have raged at Lisa, hit her, and then proceeded to make her feel that everything was her fault, and she deserved the beating. Closing his eyes, he’s thankful he’d managed to keep his shit together until he’d gotten to his car. He hadn’t shown her his wrath. He would have lost her forever if he’d unleashed that monster in front of her.

      “I see you’re getting it.” Hawk smirks at him. “Look, we both know Lisa’s had a really bad marriage. I can understand your hesitation, but you are not your father, and she deserves to find happiness. I’m not telling you what to do, but if you really care for her, don’t let her hide. Don’t let her push you away. From everything you’ve told me, your connection to her is like mine to Charlotte. It won’t be easy, but if the two of you can find what we have, it’ll be worth any problems along the way.”

      “You’re encouraging me to go after her?” Hack’s voice conveying his astonishment at Hawk’s words.

      “I’m saying it won’t be easy, but you both deserve to be happy,” Hawk replies. “If you want her, for the long haul, you’re going to have to fight for her. Charlotte and I both will have your back as long as you treat her respectfully. But I warn you, Lisa has a lot of mental health issues from her years of abuse, as you well know. She won’t be an easy person to live with or to love. So you need to be sure you can and want to handle all of the baggage that comes with her.”

      “She’s worth anything,” Hack replies, realizing he truly believes it. “She’s all I can think about.” His face heats. He can’t believe he’s confessing all this to Hawk, but he knows if anyone will understand how he’s feeling, it’s Hawk. The love he and Charlotte have for one another is so easy to see. Neither of them fought the connection they felt, but Hack knows Hawk will understand how Hack is consumed with Lisa.

      “I can understand how you feel.” Hawk grins at him. “Don’t fuck this up, Hack. Take your time, be patient, and know I’m available if you need to talk.” A voice comes from the stairs.

      “What the fuck is taking you so long?” Worm calls as he tops the stairs. “You eating it all yourself? Oh, Hi Hawk. When did you get here?”

      “I’m just leaving.” Hawk stands. “Be sure before you proceed, Hack. It’s too important to be hasty. You feel me?” Hack stands, too. He nods his agreement then sticks out his hand. Hawk grabs it, shakes it, then pulls him in for a bro hug complete with back slapping. “See you all tomorrow. Charlotte is fixing lunch for all of you. She’s expecting everyone to come.”

      Hack nods, anticipation at seeing Lisa again already gnawing at his nerves. He wants to see her, talk to her, but he isn’t sure she’ll want to see or speak to him. He’ll fix this. He just needs to come up with a good strategy. He walks Hawk to the door, hearing his phone ping indicating the pizza delivery is finally here.

      Hours later, Hack is lying in his bed thinking over the day. He messed up. He can admit it. He’d moved too quickly. Lisa isn’t ready for what he’s asking for, but he won’t let her keep hiding either. Hawk is right. She deserves happiness, and he knows they can find it together if she’ll only give him a chance. He pulls out his phone and sends her a text.

      Hack: “Hey”

      He watches to see when she reads it. It doesn’t take long until the status changes from delivered to read, followed by the blinking dots indicating she’s replying. Relief floods him at least she’s responding. It might be to tell him to go to hell, but she isn’t completely shutting him out.

      Lisa: Hi

      Hack: I’m sorry about today, not that I kissed you, but that I didn’t handle your rejection too well. I hope you can forgive me?

      Lisa: Of course, I forgive you, nothing to be sorry for. I understand you were only trying to show me how you feel. I’m sorry, too. I do care for you. You know that right?

      Hack: Yeah, babe. I know. I also know you’re scared of what you feel. I understand it. I’m a little freaked out myself, but we can be good together. Just got to take a leap of faith.

      Lisa: I did that once, didn’t turn out well. I’m sorry. You are not like Donald. I get that, but I need to protect my heart.

      Hack: I’m not like him. Honestly I was afraid I could become that type of monster, afraid I’d inherited it from my father, but a wise man showed me I’m not that monster. I could never be, especially not to you.

      Lisa: You would never physically hurt me. I know that with all certainty. It’s my heart I’m worried about. You wouldn’t mean to, but you could destroy me, if I let you get too close.

      Lisa: Crap! I shouldn’t be sharing that with you.

      Hack: Yes, you should be sharing with me. I understand where you’re coming from. You won’t trust easily, and you shouldn’t. I understand if you need time but let me show you how good we can be. I won’t disappoint you, babe. Just give me a chance. Give us a chance?

      Hack waits. The dots appear. He waits, watching. They disappear, only to return seconds later. Again, he waits. Then they disappear, never to return. After thirty minutes, he throws his phone onto the nightstand. Huffing out a breath, he flops onto his side and attempts to sleep, but that is a long time coming.
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      Lisa lies awake for several hours. She reads and rereads the text conversation she had with Elijah. She started and stopped with a response to his last message several times before forcing herself to abandon the conversation. She honestly doesn’t know how she wants to answer his question. Her heart and her head have been warring with one another since the day she met him. Yet she’s no closer to a decision than she was before he’d kissed her.

      On one hand, she should tell him no. It’ll never work out, right? There’s too much difference in their ages; they live in different states, and her ex is still making it his life’s mission to make her miserable. She knows if Elijah knew the half of what Donald’s been doing to her, he’d go off, and she won’t put him in danger of ruining his military career over her piece of shit ex.

      On the other hand, he makes her feel safe. He calms the fear inside her that’s always simmering just under the surface. He seems to understand her. When she’s been on the verge of a panic attack, she’s been able to call him, and he’s calmed her down, talked her through it. He’s never berated her for losing her cool. He’s never made her feel weak for her mental state, even though she does feel weak. He helps her to feel stronger, more capable. She knows she needs him. If she’s ever going to find her true self again, her independence, but she’s still afraid to let him get closer than he already has gotten.

      Sleep eludes Lisa until the early morning hours, she finally drifts off around three. Her phone buzzing on the night stand wakes her a few hours later. Blinking she tries to clear her sleep-deprived brain. Where is she? She looks around the room, remembering she’s at Charlotte’s new home in North Carolina. The phone buzzes again. She reaches for it with concern. Is it one of the boys? No one else would be calling this early. She picks up the phone to see an unfamiliar number calling.

      “Hello?” Lisa answers as concern that something has happened to one of her sons, and this is a hospital calling.

      “Where are you?” Donald’s hateful voice comes over the line. Lisa shivers at the sound.

      “It’s none of your business,” Lisa snaps, angered that he continues to try to control her actions, even though she divorced him over two years ago. She’d blocked his number and reported his phone calls to her attorney, who is from a different county and isn’t afraid of her ex. The female attorney had managed to get him charged with violating the EPO. He still only got a minor punishment from the judge, but he was told to not be calling anymore, nor is he allowed to drive by her house, but he still does. She’s seen him on multiple occasions, but as long as he doesn’t stop or sit and watch her, she’s let it go. Stupid of her? Yes, she should report every single thing? Yes, but he seems to escalate his actions when she reports him, angering him.

      “It is my damn business,” Donald insists. “You’re my wife. Where are you? They said at the hospital you’ve taken some time off. Can you really afford to be taking off so often?”

      “Like I said, it’s none of your concern. And I’m no longer your wife. What I do is nothing to you anymore, Donald.” Lisa steels herself because she knows he’s going to be pissed at her next words, more so than he already is, but she has to take a stand. She has to get him to understand she’s done with him, and they will never be getting back together. “You aren’t supposed to be calling me. Don’t make me have to call my attorney again.”

      “Don’t you fucking threaten me!” Donald yells. “I’ve had enough of you trying to make me look bad in the community, jeopardizing my job. You’re going to have to stop this nonsense. You need to come back home.” He has toned down his anger by the time he finishes speaking. Lisa is surprised he is being so calm. Yes, he’s yelled at her, but no name calling, no threatening to beat her to death. Still she isn’t stupid. He’s used Mr. Nice Guy before to get what he wants. He always returns to being the devil. “Please tell me where you’re at.”

      “No.” Lisa swallows her fear to continue. “I’m not telling you anything. We are over, Donald. I’m never coming back. It’s time you accepted it. Now don’t call me again.” She ends the call. Her hands are trembling so badly she drops the phone onto the bed next to her. Indecision hits her. She shouldn’t have said all that to him. Fear consumes her as she contemplates what he’ll do in retaliation to her words. She can feel her panic rising, gripping her throat. Her phone buzzes again. The same number calling. She silences it. Moments later, it pings with an incoming text.

      Donald: You’ll regret this bitch! I’ll find you.

      Donald: You know I will.

      Donald: You know what’ll happen when I do.

      This is his usual tactic. Lisa knows this, but it doesn’t keep it from affecting her. He knows just how to get under her skin, trigger her anxiety, and use it to his advantage to control her. Her breathing increases in rate, coming short and shallow. She’s losing control. She knows what she needs to do, but she’s almost too far gone to calm herself down. Why she does her next actions, she’ll be asking herself for years to come. Without conscious thought, she picks up the phone, declining another call from the unknown number. Pulling up her contacts, she taps the person she needs the most. The other line begins to ring. On the second ring, she hears a familiar voice.

      “Lisa?” Elijah’s soothing voice comes over the line. “Everything okay?” He knows she isn’t okay. The only time she ever calls him is when she’s freaking out, needing someone to calm her down.

      “N-no.” Lisa closes her eyes. She’s barely hanging on. “Please, help me.” Her hands and lips are getting numb. Her chest hurts, a heavy weight crushing down on her chest. Donald’s never going to stop torturing her. He’ll always be after her, not until he kills her, and that’ll only be after he’s taken his time hurting her, using her, teaching her who owns her. She’ll never be free.

      “I’m here babe.” Elijah’s voice relieves her frazzled nerves. “Slow your breathing down. Inhale with me, one, two, three, four, five. Now hold it baby. You got this, okay exhale slowly one, two, three, four, five. Again.” Over the next few minutes, he coaxes her through her breathing techniques to calm her panic attack. Tears are streaming down her face as she sobs. The acute panic is leaving her. Hearing his calm masculine voice that promises safety, security, and protection. “Babe, talk to me. I need you to tell me what’s happened.” While Lisa is regaining control, she’s still struggling to be able to speak without her breath catching and snubbing. “Did you have a nightmare?” She blows out a ragged breath through pursed lips. Working to gain some measure of sanity, she takes another breath before replying.

      “N-no,” A sob escapes her. “I-I oh God.”

      “Shh baby,” Elijah coaxes. “Are you at Hawk and Charlotte’s?”

      “Yes.” Her voice is getting steadier. “I-I don’t want to b-bother her.”

      “I understand,” Elijah answers. “I’m on my way. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “What? No, please,” Lisa begs. “I’m going to be okay. I don’t want them knowing I’ve freaked out.” God can this day get any worse? Her tears continue to flow. “Please Elijah.”

      “Babe. Charlotte and Hawk understand what you’re going through,” Elijah reasons with her. “Charlotte has been dealing with her captivity. She’ll understand you better than you think. You need to trust her.”

      “She didn’t have a choice, Elijah,” Lisa hisses. “She was taken against her will. I stayed with him for years. I let him abuse me. This is my fault.”

      “No! Don’t you take that asshole’s blame,” Elijah growls at her. “He is the one at fault. He manipulated you, messed with your emotions, your head. He made you dependent on him so you felt you had nowhere to turn, no other option.”

      “What? How do you know all of this?” Lisa is stunned he knows so much about her relationship with Donald. While she’s told him a few things over the last year, she hasn’t gone into a lot of details about their relationship. Elijah knows Donald was physically abusive, and that he’s been following and harassing her but not all this other stuff.

      “It’s how my dad treated my mom.” Elijah sighs. “Look, I saw my mom blame herself for my dad’s abuse. I can remember her bruised and battered after a night of his fists, up at dawn trying to cook, clean, do anything she could think of that would make him happy. She’d say, ‘I shouldn’t have talked back to him’, or ‘I should have cooked something else for supper’. She was always taking on his blame. He’s the one who chose to hit her when something didn’t go his way, when he’d drank too much, or he was angry. He was angry a lot. The littlest of things could set him off. I understand you so much better than you think, babe.” Lisa shakes her head. He can’t possibly understand, can he? She can hear rustling on Elijah’s end of the phone. He’s getting ready to come over here, and she’ll have to confess to Charlotte she’s been keeping Donald’s harassment from her. When is her life ever going to be normal? Free from all the drama?

      A soft knock draws Lisa from her musings. Looking around, she’s in the dark. Apparently she has gotten out of the bed she’d been sleeping in. The light blinds her as a door opens, Charlotte’s silhouette blocking some of the light. “Oh honey!” Charlotte cries. “What’s happened?” She kneels in front of Lisa. Looking around, Lisa realizes she’s gotten into the closet of the bedroom. Closing her eyes, she shakes her head.

      “Donald’s been causing trouble,” Lisa confides. “In truth, he’s never stopped. I’m sorry I should have told you, but I didn’t want you worrying with the twins and the new pregnancy.”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” Charlotte chastises. “I’ll help you, Lisa. You know I will. You just have to trust me and Hawk. We will look after you. You need to trust Hack, too.” Lisa’s eyes fly to Charlotte’s. She shakes her head. “Honey, you can’t keep letting Donald rule your life. You haven’t been on a date since you left him over three years ago. I know you’re afraid. I can’t fully understand everything you’ve gone through, but I do know fear. I know about anxiety, flashbacks, and PTSD. I didn’t share it with you after my abductions, because I knew you were dealing with so much already, and I was blessed to have Hawk at my side. He helped me through it. He made me go to a therapist. I got better, and you can, too.” Lisa doesn’t believe she’s fixable, too many years, too many traumas for her to ever be whole.
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      Seeing Lisa’s name on his caller id, Elijah knows right away she is having a panic attack. It’s the only time she calls him. She always answers when he calls her, but to initiate a phone call, she has to be having a really bad time. He hurries to answer, already climbing out of bed to dress so he can go to her. Having her here in Jacksonville, he doesn’t have to sit back and try to help her over the phone. He can go to her, comfort her in person, and damn if he doesn’t like that a lot.

      Hearing the fear and panic in her voice guts him every time, but he’d never deny helping her through them. Last night, he’d lain awake a long time worried she might never call him again after what he’d done yesterday. Relief floods him seeing her name, because she is calling, and he’ll do his very best to calm her. Putting her on speaker, he talks her through her breathing techniques, being sure to keep his voice calm and even. He shoots off a text to let Hawk know he’s on his way over.

      The drive to Hawk’s has never felt so long, although he makes it in record time. Lisa is arguing with him, not wanting him to alert Hawk and Charlotte to her panic attack, but what she doesn’t comprehend is they will do anything for her. They care for her too, and they will be angry if they find out later that no one told them. Hawk is waiting at the front door when he arrives and lets him. Elijah mutes the phone so she doesn’t hear them talking.

      “What’s happening?” Hawk asks as soon as Hack enters the door.

      “Panic attack, seems pretty bad.” Hack heads for the stairs. Hawk on his heels.

      “Charlotte has gone to her room,” Hawk informs him as they climb the steps. Hack waits at the top of the stairs for Hawk to lead the way to Lisa’s room. Hack doesn’t know which spare room she is staying in. As they enter the room, he can overhear the women conversing. Charlotte is kneeling at the closet door on the right side of the room. He quickly makes his way to her, knowing Hawk is right behind him. Lisa is huddled on the floor of small closet. He takes in her tear-stained face; dark circles are under her eyes, and her shoulders are tense. He hears the despair in Lisa’s voice as she talks to Charlotte.

      “I’ll never be free from him,” Lisa concludes. “He will torture me until the day I die at his hands.”

      “No fucking way!” Hack bellows. Hearing her say such a thing pisses him off. “I’ll never let that happen!” Hawk places a hand on his shoulder in an attempt to calm him down, but he isn’t sure anything will calm him after hearing her say she believes that bastard will eventually kill her. Shrugging off Hawk’s hand, he pushes past Charlotte to pull Lisa into his arms, and lift her out of the closet. He carries her to the bed, sitting down with her on his lap. He cradles her to his chest.

      “Elijah.” She sighs and melts into him, weeping softly, seeming to soak up his comfort.

      “Shh, baby. I got you,” Hack coos as he runs his hand over her back, rocking her gently. He murmurs words to her, speaking softly and calmly. How long he holds her he couldn’t say. His focus is on Lisa. Charlotte and Hawk slip out after a few minutes leaving the couple alone. When her tears slow and she seems a little calmer, she raises her head to look around the room as if realizing where she’s at.

      “I’m sorry.” Lisa looks up to meet his gaze. He can feel himself relaxing at seeing her calmer, no longer lost in fear and despair. His caveman side is feeling pretty full of himself at being the one who calms her when she’s in need.

      “Nothing to be sorry for, babe. Feeling better?” Hack asks, wiping the tears from her face with a tissue. She nods and takes the tissue from his hands before he can wipe the snot from her nose. Her face flushes with embarrassment, and she scrunches up her nose as if she finds just thinking about him wiping her nose distasteful. She’s so cute when she’s like this that a chuckle slips out before he can stop himself, which makes her glare at him. She quickly cleans her face.

      “I don’t see anything funny,” she grumbles, grabbing another tissue from the box haughtily. He laughs even more. He loves it when she’s riled up, throwing him sass. And she throws him sass often when she’s deflecting, not wanting to admit her feelings for him or their connection. She rolls her eyes, which causes him to roar with laughter. She half-heartedly slaps his shoulder, but a little smile is forming on her lips. She’s still sitting in his lap, and her movements jostle her on his lap, grinding her ass into his groin. His laughter dies out into a hungry growl. He grips her hips, halting her movements. She sucks in a breath. He’s certain she can feel his erection growing under her ass. “Elijah,” she breaths out as their eyes meet, desire swirling in both of their eyes.

      He leans closer wanting to kiss her so badly. She leans toward him, licking her lips. Fuck if she isn’t acting like she wants him to kiss her, but she isn’t thinking clearly. The last thing he wants is to take this further and have her regret it later. He drops his forehead against hers. They’re so close, noses touching, breathing each other’s exhales. She startles when he rests his forehead against hers. “Babe.” His voice sounding arduous to his own ears. “We aren’t going there. Not like this, but someday when you’re ready, I’ll be on board, one hundred percent.” Lisa shivers, but tries to pull away to slide off his lap. “No. Don’t pull away from me. I want you. I know you can feel it, but I won’t take advantage of you. You aren’t thinking clearly.”

      Lisa stiffens with his last words. She shoves his chest hard, scrambling to get off his lap. He isn’t sure what he said to upset her, but he isn’t going to let her to run from him. He holds onto her waist, attempting to keep her close.

      “Let me go!” Lisa yells. He tries to hold on to her, but she fights him. This isn’t how he wanted this to go. He can see and feel her anger. Yet somehow, he doesn’t believe it’s necessarily directed at him, but he can tell she’s tired of being pushed around, tired of being afraid. She digs her nails into his forearm, but he manages to get hold of her wrists. She kicks at him. He twists their bodies until he has her pinned beneath him on the bed with her arms over her head. He’s only intending to calm her down, but he’ going about it the wrong way. A feral look comes over her, eyes unfocused. Hack can tell she’s not really with him in the moment. She’s having a flashback or something. This is his fault. He starts to loosen his hold when she snarls at him, bucking her hips in an attempt to dislodge him from her body.

      “No! Stop! Let me go Donald!” she screams. Fuck! If that doesn’t cut him to the quick. She’s definitely having a flashback. He needs to pull her out it.

      “Lisa! Look at me,” he demands. She shudders at the sound of his commanding voice. “It’s me, Elijah. I’m not trying to hurt you. You know I’d never hurt you.” Lisa stills, breathing hard. She blinks. Then blinks again. Her eyes focus on him. He’s hovering over her, their bodies touching from groin to chest. Her breasts are rubbing against his hard, muscular chest with every breath. A flash of desire sweeps over him, even more intense than the heat he’d felt yesterday when he’d kissed her. He can’t act on it though. She’s not in the right headspace for it. He attempts to calm his raging desires. She stares up at him with a wary look on her face. “You believe me, don’t you?” he asks her, loosening his grip on her. He feels unsure of himself, and that is not like him at all. He’s always confident. He loosens his hold completely and moves to get off her, but she clings to him.

      “Yes, Elijah,” Lisa wheezes out, still catching her breath from their struggle. “I believe you. I’m sorry,” she cries, her tears flowing once more. “I’m crazy. You know that.”

      “You are not crazy,” Hack admonishes her. “Don’t let that asshole get into your head more than he already has, babe. You are a strong, beautiful woman, but everyone has their breaking point. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. This is all on him, babe. You are not at fault for any of this. I know you feel embarrassed, ashamed of the panic attacks, but you have nothing to be ashamed of. He’s hurt you over and over. This is just your mind’s way of processing all of it, of protecting you from what you can’t control. You are not at fault, understand?” Lisa continues to look up at him as if she doesn’t fully believe him, but eventually she gives him a nod of agreement.

      “Good girl,” he praises her. He wishes with all that he is he could take away all her fear, her panic, help her to be the woman he knows she can and wants to be. “Will you tell me what happened this morning?” He waits as he sees so many emotions fly across her face. He isn’t sure she will trust him to tell him what happened. Most of the time when they talk or FaceTime during one of her panic attacks, she refuses to tell him what triggered the episode. Today isn’t looking like it’ll be any different, even though he’s with her in person. He can see her withdrawing from him, and there’s not a damn thing he can do about it.
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      Lisa shakes her head, trying to clear her mind, rid it of the fear, anxiety, and the memories of Donald hurting her. Closing her eyes, she pulls within herself like she’s done so many times over the years. Her coping mechanism for dealing with her most difficult moments. Elijah shifts their bodies until they’re lying side by side. He tucks her into his side, resting his cheek on the top of her head. She rests her head on his chest, soaking in his warmth and goodness. For some unknown reason, he calms her and gives her the courage to tell him what’s happened.

      “Donald called me this morning.” Lisa opens her eyes, tilting her head back to look at Elijah, expecting to see incrimination in his eyes. He’d told her to block Donald, and she had, but Elijah doesn’t know about the unknown number. He moves so he can look at her.

      “What did he say?” Lisa frowns at Elijah’s question. He didn’t question her on how Donald had contacted her. Didn’t accuse her of lying about blocking his number, lying about staying in touch with him, all of the things Donald would have done in this situation. “I know he upset you, Lisa. Will you tell me what he said?”

      “Yes, but aren’t you going to berate me?” Lisa can’t understand why he is so calm. Where’s the anger, the irritation at her?

      “What?” Elijah questions. “Why would I berate you? You haven’t done anything to deserve that.” Lisa stares at him in wonder.

      “I…I thought you would assume I hadn’t blocked his number,” Lisa confesses her line of thinking.

      “You told me you blocked him,” Elijah answers, “and I believed you. Are you telling me you didn’t?”

      “No. I did block him,” Lisa informs him. “He called me from a different number. He’s demanding to know where I’m at.” Alarm crosses Elijah’s face. “I didn’t tell him.” She hurries to explain, wanting to assure him that Donald can’t find her, at least not any time soon. “I’m not stupid.” Elijah frowns.

      “I never said you were stupid, babe.” Lisa tips her lips up a little.

      “You didn’t, but he’s told me too many times to count.” She sighs, frowning. “He’s right, you know? I am stupid. I’m still letting him get to me after all these years.” He tightens his hold on her. He rests his head on hers once more.

      “You aren’t stupid, and I don’t want to hear you say that about yourself anymore. I want to kick his ass,” Elijah grumbles. “I hate how he has treated you, made you doubt yourself.” Lisa snuggles into his embrace. She’s so tired. She’d only slept about three hours when Donald had called, then she’d freaked out and fought with Elijah, who is now rubbing his hand up and down her back so comfortingly. Only moments ago, she couldn’t think of sleep, but lying here in the safety of Elijah’s embrace, she drifts off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lisa wakes from a deep sleep. Her body feels sore and stiff. She must have slept in the same position all night. She begins to stretch when she suddenly realizes she isn’t alone in bed. Her head is resting on a hard, warm, muscled chest. Heavy arms are holding her to said chest. She sits up rapidly, turning her head to the right to see Elijah’s sleeping form stretched out on the bed next to her. He begins to stir at her rapid movements. Memories of the call from Donald and her subsequent freak out come flooding back to her. Shit! She blows out a big, weighty breath.

      Elijah’s eyes flutter open and then focus on her. A smile forms as he stretches. She can’t keep from appreciating the view as his arms bulge with movement, and his shirt stretches tight across his broad chest as his back arches and his arms stretch over his head. The hem of his t-shirt riding up to givec her a peek of the deep v leading to his nether region. He’s so toned and vibrant. “Of course, he is,” she thinks to herself. He’s still young and in the prime of his life, not to mention a badass marine in special forces. He hasn’t told her a lot about what he and his teammates do because everything they do is classified, but he has disclosed he’s in special forces.

      Lisa tears her eyes away from his gorgeous body to glance at herself. She’s in her mid-forties, not by any means old, but she still compares her body to a much younger version of herself. She isn’t nearly as fit as she once was and she’s a little thicker around the middle. She has a few more aches and pains and swelling in her legs at the end of a twelve-hour shift than she used to have. She tries to fathom what Elijah sees in her that had made him want to kiss her yesterday and even more why he’d dropped everything when she’d called to rush to her side to help her through a bad panic attack and flashback after the way she treated him yesterday.

      “Hey, babe.” Lisa focuses her gaze on his handsome face. She can’t keep from smiling down at him. She shouldn’t encourage him, but she’s weak. He’s been nothing, but kind to her. He’s unlike any man she’s ever met before including her own father, whom she’d adored. “How are you feeling?” Elijah’s question rattles her. She wishes he didn’t have to be worried about her mental state in every conversation they have.

      “I’m fine.” It’s her automatic reply when anyone asks. He frowns at her calling her out on her bullshit. She sighs, giving him a sheepish smile. “Really I’m much better than I was before we fell asleep.” She looks toward the window, noticing the sun is shining brightly in the window. They must have slept for a long while. She swings her head around to look at Elijah. “What time is it?” He lifts his left arm to peer at his watch.

      “1400 hours,” Elijah answers. They’ve slept until two in the afternoon. Before she can reply or make a move, the bedroom door eases open. Charlotte pokes her head in the door. When her eyes meet Lisa’s, she opens the door wider and enters the room with a smile.

      “Oh, good you’re awake.” Charlotte shuffles a little closer to the bed, eyeing Lisa and Elijah. Lisa is suddenly aware how this must look. She and Elijah are practically touching the full length of the bodies. If Lisa weren’t half-sitting, they would be. She can feel her face heating from the blush creeping its way from her chest to her hairline. “I have lunch ready. Everyone is here, and we’re about to eat. I figured you’d be starving since you missed breakfast.” Charlotte looks as nervous with the situation as Lisa is feeling. She scrambles to think of a coherent reply, but Elijah’s proximity is making it difficult to think clearly.

      “Thanks, Charlotte,” Elijah answers as he sits up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. “We’ll be down shortly but don’t hold everyone up on our account. You go ahead and eat. I know you’ve made enough to feed the whole base, so I’m sure there’ll be plenty of food once we get down there.” Lisa gawks at him before turning her gaze back to Charlotte who’s nodding in agreement with Elijah but is looking at Lisa questioningly. Lisa licks her lips, trying desperately to think of something, anything to say. Elijah glances over his shoulder at her. “You need a minute? You want to shower and change before you’re mobbed by all the guys?” Lisa’s face has to be nearing one hundred degrees as hot as it feels.

      “I’ll just be going.” Charlotte eases toward the door. “Take your time and come down when you’re ready. There is plenty of food, but you know how these guys eat, Hack. You might not want to linger too long.” With a huge grin on her face, Charlotte backs out of the room, closing the door, and leaving them alone once more.

      Lisa scrambles to the edge of the bed in a vain effort to escape Elijah’s nearness, but he snakes out his left arm and catches her around the waist, pulling her to him, before he rolls Lisa onto her back. His firm body hovering over her much softer, smaller one. Lisa’s breath quickens as goosebumps erupt over her flesh. “Wh-what are you doing?” she stammers, her brain having short circuited once more.

      “Are you sure you want to go down there with all the guys?” Elijah asks, his concern easy to hear in his voice. “You don’t have to, if you’re not feeling up to it. They mean well, but they can be rowdy.” Lisa doesn’t know whether to be touched by his thoughtfulness or be pissed he thinks she’ll get overwhelmed by having lunch with his team. She decides to go with being touched because he’s likely right. Being around all those big, buffy, boisterous men could very well cause her to drop into panic mode for a second time in less than twelve hours. She huffs out a breath. For the millionth and one time, she wishes she wasn’t the way she is where her anxiety and mental health are concerned. She just wants to be normal and do normal things everyone else does without feeling like the world is coming to an end or jumping back in time where Donald is assaulting her.

      “Honestly I don’t know how I’m going to react to being around them all.” Lisa drops her eyes not wanting to look at him. He sees too much when he looks in her eyes. It’s as if he can read her heart and soul with those mesmerizing green eyes. “But I need to try, for Charlotte’s sake. She’s planned this whole thing to celebrate me coming to visit. I’ll feel like an ungrateful asshole if I don’t at least try to make an appearance.” She finally flicks her eyes back to his, expecting to see pity or something other than what she sees. Understanding. He’s not judging her or trying to tell her what to do.

      “If you want to go down, I’ll be with you every minute,” Elijah declares sincerely. “If you don’t want to go at all, I’ll head down, fix you a big plate, and we’ll eat up here in your room. It’s your call, babe.” Lisa stares at him, unblinking, sure that if she does blink, he’ll disappear as if he was never here at all. “If we go down and you need to get away, just let me know, and I’ll get you out of there in a flash.” Looking in his eyes, she can tell he means every word and he doesn’t think less of her because of her anxiety.

      “Thank you, Elijah,” Lisa whispers. “I do want to at least try to go hang out with everyone. Rationally I know none of your teammates would hurt me, but sometimes a sound, a scent, the littlest of things will send me to a dark and scary place.”

      “I understand. I’ll be by your side the whole time,” Elijah tells her again. “If you start to have a hard time and you need to leave, just tell me, I’ll listen, but if it happens quickly and you can’t tell me, I’ll still get you away from everyone so they won’t see.” Lisa’s eyes bug out from her head. “I know it upsets you to get overwhelmed in front of others. I’ll do my best to get you away without letting everyone know there’s a problem. However, for your information, none of them will judge you. We’ve all seen our fair share of horrors over the years, and while you haven’t met Elise yet, she’s recovering from a traumatic event herself. She might have a panic attack or flashback. She’s still raw from her kidnapping.” Lisa had heard about Elise on the news, and later Charlotte had confided she’d met the woman in person. Lisa can empathize on many levels with her, but somehow being in the hands of strangers, not knowing what they are capable of, seems so much worse than the hell she’s endured with Donald. She knows him, intimately, and therefore knows what to expect. The unknown would be even more terrifying.

      “Thank you,” Lisa murmurs, meeting his gaze at last. “For not making me feel like I’m crazy or that I’m overly dramatic. Why are you so good at keeping me calm?” She didn’t mean to ask him that question, but it just slipped out. She bites her lip as he contemplates his answer.

      “My mom, of course, had a hard time after all the shit my dad put her through, but my sister really struggled with anxiety and depression. Dad, before he went to prison, made it all so much worse by berating her or disregarding her feelings when she had an attack. Mom took all of us to see a therapist once dad was out of the picture. While I was only a kid myself, I wanted to be the man of the house. I needed to look after my mom and my sister. The therapist taught me a lot of techniques I could use to help them, and as a result, it helped me, too. I can tell you feel like it makes you weak to have anxiety, to not be able to control the fear and the flashbacks, but it doesn’t mean you’re weak at all. You’re so much stronger than you give yourself credit for. You survived, Lisa, and you made sure your sons survived, all while continuing to hold down a job. A lesser person would have folded a long, long time ago, but you’ve kept going. Accepting some help doesn’t make you weak. It makes you wise to realize when you can’t do it on your own and to reach for the help that’s freely offered.”

      Shit! He’s going to make her cry again. Lisa can’t speak. She can only nod her acceptance of his words. His insight into her psyche draws her closer to him. While she needs to keep her attraction to him at bay, it surely won’t hurt to allow him to be her friend, right?
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      Hack leaves Lisa to get a shower and change. She’s assured him she’ll be fine, and he needs to go on down to the party. She promises to join them soon, but if she gets overwhelmed, she’ll text him and let him know. He descends the steps to the first floor. The clinking of utensils on plates and hum of voices carries up to him. He loves these get togethers at his CO’s home. Hawk and Charlotte go out of their way to make the team feel like one big happy family.

      He steps off the bottom step and turns toward the sounds of laughter and happy voices. He enters the large dining room to see the team seated around a huge dining table loaded down with food. The large buffet table along the left wall is equally loaded. Hack grabs a plate from the end of the buffet and begins to pile on his favorites: fried chicken, corn on the cob, mashed potatoes, baked beans, green beans, grilled mixed vegetables, macaroni and cheese, and huge homemade yeast rolls. Poor Charlotte has out done herself with this meal. As he rounds the table to take a seat, he spies several desserts sitting on the counter in the kitchen. His mouth watering even more at the sight. He’s going to need to run a few extra miles to make up for all the calories he’s about to consume.

      Dropping into a chair next to Worm, Hack devours the heavenly food on his plate. He only gets one bite in, before Worm begins to question him about where he’s been.

      “Hey, where you been hiding?” Worm probes the second his butt hits the chair. “I saw your truck here when we got here, but you weren’t around. Hawk was being pretty cagy about where you were.” Hack chews and swallows as he considers how to answer his friend’s question without betraying Lisa’s confidence. He grabs his glass of sweet tea and takes a big drink to wash down his food, buying himself a little more time.

      “I came over early,” Hack says as he considers his next words. “I couldn’t sleep at home, so I came to see if I could help Hawk out with the twins. I knew Charlotte would be busy cooking, and I figured they might need another set of hands.” Worm looks at him skeptically, obviously not believing a word that’s coming out of his mouth. He hurries to make it believable. “I been upstairs in one of the guest rooms. I needed a nap. Those babies will wear you out quick.” Worm rolls his eyes and shakes his head in disbelief. Hack scolds himself. He wouldn’t believe such a cockamamy story either. He’s about to try again, when Lisa enters the room. Every lie he’s been trying to concoct slips away like smoke. She looks anxious. Her hands clenched into white knuckled fists at her sides. Worm follows his gaze, then gets a shit-eating-grin on his face.

      “I see.” Worm grins even more. “You’ve been “napping” in a guest room.” Worm is nodding his head like a fool while glancing back at Lisa. Hack considers punching his friend in the mouth, again, to shut him up but decides it isn’t worth Hawk’s wrath if he starts a fight at the dining table. He keeps his focus on Lisa to see how she’s handling the room of loud, alpha men, most of whom are arguing over the college basketball game that will be starting soon. It seems his teammates have a bet going on which team is going to win and by how big of a margin. Many of the guys have a particular team they want to win every game, and they have teams they want to lose just because they don’t like that team, which leads to some serious arguing.

      Hack watches her scan the room, taking in the scene before fully entering. Her eyes land on his, and this insane connection they have snaps in place once again. Her tense posture relaxes a little. Some silent communication passes between them as he wonders if she’s okay. A slight nod of her head lets him know she’s handling things. She eases on into the room toward the buffet table about the time Charlotte enters from the other end of room. Charlotte has a basket of rolls in one hand and more fried chicken in the other.

      “Oh! Lisa, grab yourself a plate and fill it up,” Charlotte exclaims when she sees her, drawing the room’s attention to Lisa’s presence. Lisa dips her head as she takes a plate from the end of the buffet and begins to put food on her plate. When she’s reached the end of the buffet, she turns toward the table looking for a place to sit. Hack moves to stand, but Worm lays a heavy hand on his shoulder.

      “Hey, Lisa. You can have my seat,” Worm informs her as he stands. “I’m stuffed. I need to lay down on the couch and let this digest so I can eat dessert.” Lisa gives him a smile and makes her way to his vacant chair. Hack jumps up to hold her chair out for her. Worm is still hovering nearby. He leans into Hack whispering so only he can hear what Worm has to say.

      “You can thank me later, pal.” Worm slaps him on the back then turns to carry his empty plate to the kitchen. When Lisa is seated, Hack takes his seat beside her. They don’t say anything to one another, just eat in a companionable silence. Hack steals glances at her from time to time. He tells himself it’s to be sure she’s handling the situation, but really, he just likes looking at her. She has a classic beauty to her, but he can tell she doesn’t see it when she looks in the mirror. Her thick blonde hair falls in waves around her shoulders and down her back. Her body is curvy but not overly so. No one would accuse her of being skinny, but she isn’t overweight either. She has full tits that Hack would give his left nut to get to hold, squeeze, lick, and suck. He can feel his body reacting to his musings. He shifts in his seat, adjusting himself to a more comfortable position. He peeks at her again just as she opens her full lips to slip her fork into her mouth. He watches her chew and swallow. A number of dirty thoughts flitter through his mind as he watches her. He’s so enraptured watching her he forgets to take breaks so as not to draw attention to his interest in her. Her head turns his way.

      “What?” Lisa quirks at brow at him. His face heats a little at getting caught checking her out. He can’t tell her what’s on his mind. She didn’t react well to him kissing her yesterday. If he told her he was fantasizing about her sucking his cock, she’d likely knock him into next week. She turns toward him a little more as it occurs to him he hasn’t answered her question.

      “Nothing.” he replies, shaking his head to clear his mind. “The food’s good. Charlotte can sure cook.” Lisa snorts as she dips her fork into the baked beans on her plate. She lifts the fork toward her mouth. He’s anticipating the food slipping into her warm moist mouth, but the fork stops moving. His eyes flick from the fork to look at her.

      “You’re doing it again,” Lisa accuses, and Hack jerks back. He’s leaning in toward her as he’s watching her. A slight grin forms on her lips, and she pops her fork into her mouth. She hurriedly eats the food in her mouth before turning to him. “Charlotte has always been a good cook, but she can’t compete with my cooking.”

      “I heard that!” Charlotte calls from the other end of the table. She’s finally sat down to eat at Hawk’s insistence. Lisa grins down the table at her friend.

      “I wasn’t trying to hide my words,” Lisa calls back. “We both know who’s the better cook.” Charlotte is grinning, too. This is the most carefree he’s ever seen Lisa. He thought she was beautiful before, but to see her smiling and teasing Charlotte, she’s like an angel descended from heaven.

      “I didn’t say you were exaggerating,” Charlotte quips. “You are better at most things, but”–Charlotte draws out the word but–“I make better biscuits than you.” Both women laugh and Hack is enthralled. He thinks to himself, I need to do whatever it takes to make her look and feel the way she is in this moment. Her face is glowing with happiness, so carefree.

      “It’s sad, but true,” Lisa concedes. “However, neither of our biscuits are anything to write home about.” The women laugh once again as they relate a story about their first attempt at making biscuits when they were teenagers and working in a restaurant. Hack can’t help grinning as he listens to them recount the story. The recipe was in metric, and they had a hard time converting it into American standard measurements. They put too much milk in and had to add flour but didn’t consider adding more shortening. They basically made hockey pucks instead of biscuits. They roar with laughter at their memories. The other guys are listening, too, enjoying hearing the women’s tails of yester-year. It turns out to be a relaxing afternoon. One that sparks a desire in Hack to make Lisa this stress-free and lighthearted everyday of her life. A desire that’s much easier said than done.
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      A couple years later…

      Lisa is having a bad day, or night actually. Not as rough as some she’s had, but still, it’s a frustratingly terrible day. She’d overslept this afternoon, causing her to have to rush to get to work on time. She’d missed a call from Elijah. He’s out of the country, again. She can’t keep from worrying about him when he’s gone. She hasn’t given in to them being a couple, but she hasn’t ended things either. They text, FaceTime, and call each other all the time. She sees him whenever she goes to visit Charlotte. He’s come up to see her a couple times on his way to visit his mother and sister when he’s been on leave.

      Things with Donald have gotten to a new level of weird. He has stalked her, harassed her, and been a royal pain in the ass over the years, but in the last six months or so, he’s completely changed. He’s backed off on his stalking, for which she’s thankful, but it’s out of character for him, which is concerning. Recently she’s had the feeling someone is following and watching her every move. Donald is the likely culprit, but she hasn’t seen him hanging around like he normally does. She wouldn’t put it past him to back off, then step up his stalking just to keep her off balance. However, she has no proof of anything, only a feeling. She hasn’t seen anyone suspicious or noticed a particular vehicle following her, but she can’t shake the feeling.

      It’s official. I’m losing what’s left of my damn mind. Lisa puffs out a breath as she pulls the next chart from the rack. They’ve had a busy night. Luckily nothing serious, mostly coughs and sore throats, kids with fevers. She walks out to the lobby, calling the next patient to a room. Once they are settled, she heads back out to the nursing station. Stacy is walking toward the ambulance bay doors. A frown on her face.

      “What’s up?” Lisa asks just before Stacy starts out the door. Stacy turns toward her.

      “I don’t know,” she shrugs. “A car just pulled up in the bay, but no one has radioed in. I’m going out to see what’s happening.” Lisa strolls over to follow Stacy outside. She’s tried to get the girl to understand it’s not safe going out to the bay to get a patient by herself when no one else is around. They step out into the bay to find a woman jumping from the driver’s seat.

      “Please help him!” the woman screams. “He’s been shot!” The woman runs around to the passenger side of her vehicle throwing the door open. “Hurry!” Lisa and Stacy approach the open door to see a man slumped over in the seat. The coppery odor of blood hits Lisa’s nose. This is going to be bad. She grabs Stacy’s hand.

      “Get a stretcher, have registration call the police, and get the ER doctor,” Lisa instructs her seeing the utter shock on Stacy’s face. Lisa knows the young nurse has never dealt with this severe of an injury before. It can be traumatic the first few times. It’s always shocking, but the first few times are the roughest. Stacy continues to stare at the man, her eyes wide the color leaving her face. Lisa grabs her shoulders giving her a firm shake. “Stacy!” Lisa yells. The woman’s eyes finally meet hers. “Did you hear me?” Stacy shakes her head. Lisa repeats her instructions, making sure Stacy is with her this time. The woman snaps out of it and hurries back inside.

      Lisa leans into the car over the man, who isn’t breathing. “Shit!” she exclaims as she checks for a pulse. There isn’t one. Hearing the rattle of the stretcher she pulls back out to see Stacy and the ER doctor approaching. Lisa prays the three of them will be able to lift the large man out of the car and onto the stretcher. The man’s life depends on it, if it isn’t too late already. It likely is too late. An individual without a pulse after a traumatic injury isn’t likely to survive, but they have to try. The three of them manage to drag the man out and get him onto the stretcher and hurry inside to begin working on him.

      An hour later, the man is pronounced dead. Lisa is sweating and exhausted from the effort to revive the man. They’d worked frantically, but his injuries were too severe. He’d lost most of his blood volume before arriving at the ER. She looks around the room to see Donald standing in the doorway, watching her. She wipes the sweat from her brow on her sleeve being careful not to get blood on her face. She averts her gaze, ripping off her bloodied gloves and dropping them in the biohazard trash before moving to the sink to wash her hands. Stacy is staring at the deceased man, visibly shaken. Lisa needs to comfort the young girl. Drying her hands, she moves to place her arm around Stacy’s shoulders.

      “Hey.” Stacy turns to look at her. “You, okay?” Stacy nods, sucking in a shuddering breath. She swallows. Her gaze going back to the man lying on the stretcher. “We need to cover his hands with paper bags, then cover him with a sheet.” Stacy frowns in confusion. “We need to preserve evidence for the coroner. This will be a police investigation. Don’t talk about this with anyone, you understand?” Stacy nods. Lisa can tell the girl is still shell shocked. HIPAA guidelines prevent healthcare workers from discussing patient information outside of a need-to-know basis, but this is a small town. Most people don’t care, and if they see you out at the grocery store, they are going to ask you about the murder. You have to be prepared. Lisa doesn’t want Stacy to make a mistake that could cost her, her career.

      “Lisa?” Donald’s voice washes over her, causing a tremor of fear to skitter down her spine. She turns to look at him. “I need to get a statement from you and Stacy.” Lisa nods. She knew this was coming, but she was hoping one of the other police officers would be tasked with taking their statements. It’s foolish she knows, but it had helped her get through the time leading up to this moment. She hadn’t been fearing sitting down with him, but now that it’s here, her fear is rising.

      “Go get the paper bags, okay?” Lisa asks Stacy who hurries from the room. Lisa faces Donald. “We don’t know much. A car pulled into the bay at”–she glances at her watch–“roughly one twelve a.m.” Lisa proceeds to give a description of finding the man and anything the woman had said. “It’s not much, I know, but that’s all she said.” Lisa exhales. She’s managed to give him the lowdown in only a few minutes. Stacy returns, and they prep the body per protocol. Donald remains in the room, watching their movements. He asks Stacy her version of the events which mirror Lisa’s.

      When they’ve finished, the three of them leave the room going to the nurse’s station. The coroner has arrived. He stops Donald to talk with him. Lisa proceeds on to take a seat at the station. Dr. Hernandez, a temp agency doctor who’s working the emergency room tonight, asks her a couple questions, which she answers. A ping from her phone laying on the desk catches her attention, but she’s still speaking with the doctor. A couple more pings sound before she has time to see what they’re about. Picking up her phone, she can’t hide her smile, seeing the string of texts from Elijah. He’s been out of the country on a mission. He’s been gone a couple of weeks. He has texted a few times, but it’s been days since she’s last heard from him. She tries not to worry about him, but she can’t help it. She knows he has a very dangerous job, and anytime he’s sent out could be his last. It’s not uncommon to get a flood of messages when he’s been out of the country. It’s like no matter when he sent them once he gets service, they all come at once. Unlocking her phone to read the messages, her smile grows.

      Elijah: Hey babe. Headed home at last! Should be back tomorrow afternoon, too tired to do the math and let you know what time it’ll be for you, right now, but I’ll let you know later.

      Elijah: Thanks for the birthday wishes. Just another day to me. It would have been a better day if I could have seen you instead of Mercury’s stupid ass. He was my roommate this go around. Hope you had a good shift. I’ll call you when I’m home.

      Elijah: I miss you so fucking bad. Just need to see your beautiful face to make my day better. Get some sleep after your shift, because I’m going to talk your ears off when I call ;)

      Lisa’s belly flutters with excitement at his words. They’re still only friends, but he still says the sweetest things, and she can’t help how her body reacts to them. It’s been a struggle to continue forcing him to remain in the friend zone, but it’s for the best. She shoots off a response, oblivious to the world around her.

      Lisa: Been a long night, I’m exhausted, so I should sleep like the dead. I’m looking forward to seeing you too. Text me a time in the next few hours and I’ll set an alarm. I’m off tonight, so I might sleep through it if I don’t. Be safe coming home :).

      “Who the fuck are you texting?” Donald growls in her ear. She hadn’t heard him approach. She’d completely forgotten he was even here. “Answer me! Who’s Elijah?” Oh shit!
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      Hack settles into his seat on the M22 Osprey that will be taking them home. They’ve been slinking around the damn desert for two weeks. He’s hot, tired, and has sand in places he’d rather not mention. He hates the sand. If he never sees it again, it’ll be too damn soon. He knows it’s highly unlikely he’ll be spared having to go the desert again, but a man can dream.

      Speaking of dreams, he’s been having some very vivid dreams of his obsession. Lisa seems to consume his every thought. She still isn’t on board for anything other than friendship, but he will eventually wear her down…maybe, right? He reads her text. He’s gotten several after turning his phone back on. He just had his thirty-second birthday a few days ago. Being out of the country sucked, but like he texted Lisa, it’s just another day. His mother and sister have left him multiple messages for his birthday.

      He listens to their messages before he has to shut his phone off again before they take off. A few more hours, and he’ll be home. After debrief, he can go to his home, take a shower, and FaceTime with Lisa. He’s missed seeing her face the last few days. He’d managed to get in a couple of FaceTime calls with her while they’ve been gone, but they were too short. They often spend an hour or more talking, filling each other in on what’s happening in their lives, or discussing some show they are bingeing on Netflix.

      “What are you grinning about?” Worm asks, settling into the seat next to him. Hack hadn’t realized he was smiling.

      “Nothing,” Hack denies not wanting to share he’s still hung up on a woman who doesn’t return his feelings. Worm gives him a hard look.

      “Dude, you aren’t fooling anyone.” Worm smirks. “You’re texting Lisa.” Hack ignores him and turns back to his phone hoping to get a response before they take off. Her text pops up, and he quickly reads it.

      “Deadeye?” The man looks up at him. “What time will be back at base?” Deadeye, their team leader gives him a confused look. “Just a rough estimate?”

      “We should be back around fourteen hundred hours.” Hack nods. Two in the afternoon, add the time for debrief and all the bullshit that goes with it, he’ll be lucky to be able to call Lisa by twenty-two hundred hours, or ten p.m. civilian time. That should work out well, though. She’ll have time to sleep from her long night. He fires off another text telling her he’ll call around ten before shutting off his phone and easing back in his seat.

      “Not texting Lisa, huh?” Worm’s smug expression annoys Hack, but what can he say? The man knows him too well. They’ve been friends for years now. The men on his team are his brothers. Yeah, they love to bust his balls, but he gives as good as he gets. He decides on just leaning his head back to grab a few Z’s on the flight home. “You’re so screwed.” Hack opens an eye to peer at Worm, questioningly. “You’ve been mooning over her for several years now. You don’t even hookup with anyone any more. She’s never going to give in to you, but I can tell your obsessed with her.”

      “Look, Worm. I appreciate that your “concern” about me and my love life, but I’m here to tell you keep your damn thoughts to yourself. Lisa is my friend, end of story. She doesn’t have a lot of friends other than Charlotte. I’m just being a good friend to her, that’s all.”

      “I hate seeing you wasting your time.” Worm shrugs, but when he sees Hack tensing up. “I’ll drop it, for now, but you really need to think about it. You’re wasting away the prime of your life on someone who doesn’t feel the same way.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Hack insists. “You don’t anything about Lisa or me for that matter. I know what I’m doing just stay out of my business.” Hack flops back into his seat totally pissed off now. So much for catching some sleep on the way home. Mercury comes to sit down across from them.

      “What are you guys arguing about?” Mercury asks as he buckles himself in for the flight.

      “Hack’s non-existent love life,” Worm says at the same time Hack says, “Nothing.”

      Hack glares over at Worm, wishing they weren’t on duty. He’d love to punch the asshole in his pretty boy face.

      “Aren’t Hack and Lisa an item?” Mercury looks back and forth between them as if he’s missed something. Hack sighs.

      “What the hell?” Hack complains. “Y’all are worse than a group of old biddies at a church social. Gossiping about shit you know nothing about.” Mercury throws up his hands in surrender at Hack’s harsh tone.

      “Sorry man, I thought it was common knowledge.” Mercury frowns at him. “So you and she aren’t a thing?” Hack huffs and throwing his head against the back of his seat.

      “Leave the man alone.” They all turn to see Hawk entering the plane. He strolls over to the men to stare down at them. “Clear out.” He hikes his thumb over his shoulder. Mercury and Worm jump up and move to the other side of the plane. Hack moves to go, too, but Hawk stops him. “Not you, Hack.” Hack settles back into his seat, waiting for the lecture to come. Hawk takes his seat just as the pilots, enter indicating they’re about to take off. The rest of the team gives them as much space between them as possible in the tight area. Hawk doesn’t say anything, just settles back as they wait for takeoff.

      Once the plane is in the air, Hawk turns to him. Hack braces for an ass chewing. Hawk has talked to him several times about his relationship with Lisa. He’s never told him not to pursue Lisa, but maybe now is when he tells him it’s time back off. That everyone is right and Lisa is never going to let him get any closer than a friend. His gut twists just thinking about it.

      “You doing all right?” Hawk’s question isn’t what Hack was expecting. He looks at him for a beat before replying.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Hack studies Hawk, looking for clues as to what the man is thinking. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just making sure. I heard the guys giving you shit. Just didn’t know how you’re holding up.” Hack rolls his eyes dramatically like a damn pre-teen girl. Hawk grins at his antics.

      “I have a tougher skin than that.” Hack glares at Hawk. “I’m not going to let those fuckers get to me.” Hawk nods and looks away thoughtfully. Hmm, now what’s the man going to come up with? Because Hack knows this conversation is far from over.

      “How’s Lisa doing?” Hawk questions. “Charlotte is worried about her. She talks to Lisa frequently, but Lisa just tells her she’s fine. Charlotte says she doesn’t always look fine, so she’s worried. Is that asshole still bothering her?”

      “Honestly, I’m not one hundred percent sure,” Hack responds. “A few times, she’s confided to me she thought he was following her, watching her, but she doesn’t have any proof.” Hawk looks contemplative.

      “He’s not going to stop. You know that, right?” Hawk pins Hack with a hard look. “Not until he kills her, or we get her away from him once and for all.” Hack stares at Hawk. What’s he saying?

      “What are you proposing we do?” Hack’s heart is hammering in his chest. On more than one occasion, he’s considered going to Kentucky hunting the bastard down and ending his miserable existence. He’s never killed anyone in cold blood. While he believes the bastard deserves to die for all the pain he’s caused, not only to Lisa, but their sons as well, he isn’t sure he could bring himself to do it. Hack met the boys a couple of years ago when he and Lisa were video chatting, and the boys had shown up unexpectedly. She’d been embarrassed her sons had caught her talking to him, but both boys had been all for it. This shocked Lisa; Hack could tell. She’d expected them to think badly of her, but neither had seemed uncomfortable at all. Lisa later confided Donnie has told her he is happy to see she is moving on. This has bolstered Hack’s confidence she will eventually be ready for more, knowing her sons won’t have a problem with it.

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a long while”–Hawk pauses seemingly lost in thought–“I think Lisa needs to move to Jacksonville. She can stay with Charlotte and I until she’s ready to move in with you.” Hack can feel his eyes opening wider and wider not sure he can comprehend what Hawk’s just said. He makes it sound so simple, but Hack knows it won’t be that easy. Lisa will fight that tooth and nail. Not that she wouldn’t love to be closer to Charlotte and the kids, but any mention of her getting closer to him would likely put an end to any talk of moving. He knows she cares for him, more than she lets on, but she’s too afraid to open her heart up again. Donald did a number on her. One Hack is beginning to think she’s never going to get over.

      “I’m on board. You know that, but she isn’t going to be very receptive especially if you mention it making it easier for her to get closer to me.” Hawk frowns at him. “She’s afraid, Hawk. Not only of the asshole, Donald, but of letting herself get close to someone again. She’s been burned so badly I don’t know if she’ll ever be able to let herself be happy.”

      “Damn, Hack.” Hawk shakes his head. “Maybe if we got her away from his influence, she’d be able to open up, be free to be herself.” Hack agrees but getting her to do it might be easier said than done.

      “You want me to ask her?” Hack enquires.

      “No, Charlotte’s going to ask her to come help with the kids,” Hawk grins. “She can be very persuasive when she wants to be. you know that.” Hack nods. He does know it. “Hang in there, Hack, we’ll get her happy and safe.” Hack tightens his lips into a tight line. He really hopes Hawk is right about all this, but he’ll believe it when he sees it.
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      Bile rises in Lisa’s throat. Donald’s face is blood red in his anger. He grabs her by her right bicep, forcing her to her feet. He drags her toward the ambulance bay doors. He surely won’t hurt her here in public, but she’s not sure. He seems as angry as the night he nearly killed her several years ago. He pushes her out the doors and jerks her to face him.

      Blinding pain accompanied with an explosion of white and red flares in her eyes. She hadn’t had a chance to process he was going to hit her before it happened. The next blow knocks her to the ground with a thud. Her head bounces on the pavement, producing an eruption of stars to burst before her eyes. Her stomach rolls with nausea at the intense pain.

      “Who the fuck are you talking to?” Donald demands, looming over her. “Are you fucking him?” Lisa shakes her head, trying to get her feet under her. All air leaves her as his foot connects with her chest in a brutal series of kicks. “I always knew you were a whore. This time, I’ll beat the whore out of you, bitch!” She tries to scramble away from him, but she’s having trouble breathing, thinking, moving even. Her head is throbbing and she’s pretty sure he’s broken her ribs, again.

      “Please, Donald,” she wheezes out. “I haven’t done anything wrong. He’s just a friend.” A fist to her mouth knocks her back to the ground. He grabs her hair pulling her head back before slamming it down onto the ground over and over again. He jerks her head up…

      “Hey! What are you doing?” Dr. Hernandez yells as he exits the hospital into the bay. Blood trickles from Lisa’s mouth, but she makes no effort to move, still addled from the beating.

      “She fell. I was just helping her up.” The lie rolling off his tongue so easily. Donald releases her hair, letting her head hit the pavement once more. He then grabs her under the arms hoisting her to her feet. She sways much too weak to hold herself up. Donald wraps his arm around her waist pulling her into him. Just having his hands on her intensifies the nausea. She retches vomiting all down the side of his uniform in a mess of bile and her own blood from the blows she’s taken. “Fuck, Lisa!” She vomits another couple of times, but he manages to get clear of the spray.

      “She didn’t fall!” Dr. Hernandez accuses, before hurrying to her side and pulling her from Donald’s grasp, not that he’s going to fight to hang on to her after she’s vomited all over him. She leans onto the doctor as he leads her back inside. “Lisa, I know you didn’t fall. What the hell happened?”

      “Oh my God!” Stacy exclaims when she sees them entering the emergency room once again. “What happened?” Lisa doesn’t have the energy to try to speak. Her body is a ball of pain. Her face is swelling. Nausea is coming in waves from the throbbing pain shooting through her head. A warm wet trail is making its way down the side of her face and her lower lip.

      “That’s what I want to know. Call dispatch, tell them we need the state police,” Dr. Hernandez directs Stacy. “That fucking cop did this to her. What the hell kind of place is this that a cop would beat up the ER nurse? I really have landed in hillbilly hell.” Lisa would laugh if the situation wasn’t so horrible. So many of the staffing agency doctors who work their emergency room come from much larger cities. It’s a running joke among them about coming to hillbilly hell, because the place is busy, despite the small size of the community.

      Dr. Hernandez leads her into a trauma room, placing her on a stretcher, forcing her to lie down. She doesn’t want to lay down, though. She needs to clean herself up and get back to work, or better yet, get the fuck out of town before Donald comes back to finish what he’s started. She attempts to raise up, but nausea hits her once more, causing her to retch again.

      “Don’t get up,” Dr. Hernandez admonishes her. “We have to get you checked out. Where all does it hurt?” Lisa tries to swallow to clear the foul tastes from her mouth so she can speak.

      “Everywhere.” She falls back on the bed. Her head is really hurting badly, and the dizziness is making the nausea worse. She can’t think beyond the pain anymore. She needs Elijah. She tries to tell the doctor to call Elijah and about the severe pain in her head, but a ring of darkness is closing in on her. Elijah’s handsome face with his beautiful green eyes comes to mind. She fights to stay conscious, but it’s a losing battle. She can’t hang on any longer, and the darkness consumes her.
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      Three days later…

      Awareness slowly comes to Lisa; her head is pounding like a bass drum. She gags. Something is in her throat. She coughs violently, a blaring alarm causing the pain in her head to increase. What hell is this? She wonders as her body fights the breathing tube that’s down her throat.

      “It’s okay, babe.” Elijah’s voice washes over her, helping to calm her panicked state. “I’ve called the nurse. You have a tube down that’s been helping you breathe.” Lisa tries to fight the urge to cough, but it’s overwhelming. His face comes into view as he leans over her.

      “Oh good, you’re awake.” A cute little blonde-headed nurse appears at her side. “I know that tube’s uncomfortable, but it’s been necessary. You suffered a severe head injury and needed the support while the bleeding on your brain tried to heal.” Lisa tries to nod her understanding but everything hurts. Her eyes drift to Elijah’s. He looks awful. Dark circles mar his beautiful eyes, which are dull and not the vibrant green they normally are. His hair is rumpled as if he’s been running his hands through it for days.

      “I’m going to give you something to relax you until the doctor comes in,” the nurse informs her, but Lisa doesn’t want to be knocked out again. Using her eyes, she pleads with Elijah to help her.

      “Is that necessary?” he asks the woman. “I don’t think she wants to be knocked out again.” The girl looks down at her.

      “Are you sure you want to be awake?” the nurse asks. “You’ll have to not fight the tube. I know it’s uncomfortable.” Lisa nods her agreement to staying awake. She wills her body to cooperate, to not make her cough and fight against the breathing tube.

      “Lisa is a nurse,” Elijah supplies. “She will understand what she needs to do.”

      “Okay, well I’ll call the doctor and let him know.” The nurse smiles kindly at her. “I think he’s still in the building making rounds, so maybe he can come back by.” She exits the room, leaving her and Elijah alone.

      “I’m sure you have a lot of questions.” Elijah gazes down at her, looking sad. What’s happened? Why is she in a hospital on a ventilator? Her mind is a jumble. She can’t remember anything bad happening. Trying to recall her memories only gives her a worse headache. Meeting Elijah’s eyes, she nods wanting him to fill in the gaps in her memory. “Donald attacked you at the hospital in Deer Run. You suffered a head injury and broken ribs. They flew you to a larger hospital in Lexington. Once Charlotte found out where you were, we went there. Hawk pulled some strings and got you transferred to the Naval hospital here in Jacksonville.” Lisa knows her eyes are bugging out of her head. She can’t believe she’s missed everything that’s happened. How long has she been out? She mouths her question around the tube.

      “Three days.” Elijah’s voice sounds strained. Looking more closely, he has tears in his eyes. She lifts her hand closest to him, but can only raise it a couple inches. He grips it tightly, laying his head on their joined hands. His shoulders shake with silent tears. She wants to comfort him, but her hands are restrained. Standard procedure when someone is on the ventilator. The risk of accidentally extubating yourself is too dangerous to not tie them down. Minutes later, he raises his head and swipes his face. He closes his eyes, taking some deep breaths, attempting to calm himself down. “Sorry, babe. I…I was beginning to think you weren’t going to wake up.” His voice cracks again. She squeezes his hand. His kisses the back of her hand, before wrapping her smaller one in both of his as if he needs to make as much contact with her as possible.

      A few minutes later, the nurse returns with the doctor. After a physical and neurological exam and some discussion with the nurse and a respiratory therapist, the decision is made to remove her breathing tube. The latest CT scan has shown the bleeding on her brain has stabilized, not growing in size. It seems the worst has passed, and the doctor feels it’s safe to allow her to remain awake. She’ll need to remain in the hospital for a while longer, but she’s out of woods. The doctor asks if she wants Elijah to stay in the room with her while they remove the tube. She nods. Once the tube is out, the nurse helps her to sit up. After making sure her vitals are stable the hospital staff leaves the room. Elijah hasn’t left her side for a second, still holding her hand.

      He stands up. Leaning over her, he places the softest of kisses to her forehead. He lingers over her. She’s closed her eyes enjoying his closeness. A drop falls on her cheek. She reaches up, taking his face in her hands. His eyes are closed, but they aren’t holding the moisture from leaking from his eyes.

      “Don’t”–she coughs–“Don’t cry. I’m here.” Elijah holds her as best he can around all the equipment attached to her. The IV tubing and monitoring lines make it a little challenging to manage a good hug, but they do the best they can under the circumstances.

      “I’ve never been so fucking scared in my life,” Elijah croaks out. “I’d gotten some strange texts from you. I tried to call, but it went to voicemail the first couple of times.” He stops and looks away. “Then Donald answered your phone, and I knew he’d hurt you. I was so far away and couldn’t do anything about it.” Lisa’s heart hurts seeing the pain and fear in his beautiful eyes.

      “I’m so sorry.” Lisa coughs, her throat hurting.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, babe,” Elijah takes a seat next to her bed, still holding her hand. “He’s the one to blame.” Lisa knows this, but she’s been conditioned to apologize and take the blame for everything. “What happened?”

      “I have no idea.” Lisa grimaces. “I don’t remember…the last thing I remember is getting ready for work.” She sighs, feeling frustrated at her lack of memory.

      “The doctor said you might have some memory loss,” Elijah informs her. “We didn’t know what kind of issues you’d have after waking up.” Lisa nods. She’s just grateful she can move all her extremities, and for the most part, her speech is clear. She’s damn lucky to not be a vegetable or dead.

      Charlotte bursts into the room with Hawk in tow. She’s crying and looks nearly as bad as Elijah. She comes to Lisa’s other side, taking her hand. “Oh Lisa.” Her voice cracks. “I thought I was going to lose you, this time. I’m so glad you’re awake.” Lisa nods. Her throat is so raw, she doesn’t try to speak. They sit with her, bringing her up to speed on her condition and letting her know her sons have been here, but they’ve gone to Charlotte’s to sleep for the first time since they found out about her injuries. Charlotte’s phone rings. She quickly pulls it from her back pocket to answer it. “Hey Justin.” Charlotte puts the phone on speaker. “I’m putting you on speaker. Aunt Lisa is awake. She can hear you, but she might not be able to respond. Her throat is too sore to speak much.”

      “Hey, Aunt Lisa.” Justin’s timbre voice comes over the line. Lisa can’t believe he sounds so manly. She used to change his diapers. Now he’s a grown man, and a Kentucky state trooper. Lord how time does fly. “I’m so glad to hear you’re awake. I hate this has happened to you again. I promise I’m going to make sure this is the last damn time.” Lisa closes her eyes as her humiliation hits her. If only she’d gotten away from him sooner, or maybe if she’d moved away, but Deer Run is the only home she’s ever known. Her mom is there, but so is her tormentor. She should have moved away.

      “Don’t, babe.” She looks over at Elijah. “Don’t take his blame. He did this not you. I know what you’re thinking I can see it working in your eyes, but this isn’t your fault.” He still has her hand in his larger ones. He shifts them so he can place a kiss on the back of her hand as he holds it to his cheek. She needs the contact as much as he does.

      “Aunt Lisa, Hack is right,” Justin interrupts. “This isn’t your fault. Donald did this. I don’t want to upset you, but I have information on the situation if you’re up to hearing it. If not, it can wait until you’re feeling better.” Lisa looks to Charlotte and nods. She needs to know what’s been happening.

      “Go ahead, son,” Charlotte urges him to continue. “She can handle it.” Charlotte squeezes Lisa’s hand. “She’s the strongest woman I know.” Tears prick both women’s eyes as they share the moment.

      “We have a bench warrant out for Donald’s arrest, but he’s gone underground. We haven’t been able to locate him,” Justin tells them. “We have a BOLO, be on the lookout, for him. It’s just a matter of time before he’s in custody.” Lisa is surprised they were able to get a warrant, but she’s been through this before. It doesn’t change a damn thing. He’ll just get out of if all over again. “He won’t get out of it this time,” Justin continues as if reading her mind. “We have witnesses who are willing to testify and video of the incident.” Lisa can’t believe what she’s hearing.

      “What?” Lisa croaks the question. Elijah holds a cup of water to her for her to take a sip. “You have a video of him hitting me? How is that possible?” Lisa can’t help, but ask, though her voice is weak and raspy. Donald’s always been careful to not let anyone know what he’s doing. He always had a cover story for how Lisa would get injured.

      “He attacked you at the hospital in the ambulance bay,” Justin tells her. She can’t believe he was so careless. “Stacy said you’d gotten a text, and he seemed upset that you were texting someone. He dragged you outside, and before the ER doctor could get out there to stop him, he’d already done the damage. Dr. Hernandez is more than willing to testify. He isn’t afraid of Donald, and Stacy is on board, too. The hospital CEO had no choice but to turn over the CCTV footage of the incident. I’m so sorry, Aunt Lisa. I’m going to make sure we nail this bastard to the wall.”
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      Hack stands under the hot spray of water, letting the heat soothe his tense muscles. He’s been sitting at the hospital for days. As soon as he’d found out what had happened to Lisa, he’d applied for a leave from duty. It’s highly unusual to get a leave on short notice, especially when the reason is for someone to whom you aren’t related. Hawk had been instrumental in getting the paperwork expedited so he wouldn’t have to go AWOL to get to Lisa. He thought he’d go insane before they’d made it to UK Medical Center in Lexington. Charlotte assured him it was an excellent hospital, but he wanted her to have the very best. More importantly, he needed her close.

      Hawk made some calls and helped get her to the Naval Hospital in Jacksonville. It’s a level three trauma center, the first ever on a Marine Corps base. It has top neurosurgeons who could treat her head injury, and if the need for surgery arose, it’s where Hack wanted her if the need arose. He’d contacted her sons who agreed to the transfer. They wanted her as far away from their father as possible. The boys had flown in and been staying with him at the hospital. He feels like he knows them very well after the last three days. Donnie and Tommy both are good men who hate how their father has treated their mother. As boys they’d been unable to protect her, but now that they’re grown, they’re determined to get Lisa away from him once and for all.

      Hack stayed with her after she woke until Donnie and Tommy had returned. They were so pleased to see Lisa awake and sitting up. Hack hasn’t had a shower in days nor slept much other than catnapping in a chair. He reluctantly agreed to go home to shower and take a nap, but he doesn’t want to sleep. He wants to be at her bedside. She needs him. She’d wanted him there, holding his hand tightly as if she needed him as much as he needs her. Shutting off the water, he climbs out and towels off. Heading into his room, he pulls some clothes from a drawer. The need to head back to the hospital riding him hard. He quickly dresses. Getting his phone from the charger, he texts Donnie.

      Hack: How’s she doing?

      Donnie: She’s sleeping. You should get some rest, too.

      Hack: I know, but I can’t sleep.

      Donnie: You’re in love with Mom, aren’t you?

      Hack is shocked at the question. He cares for her, yes, but he’s never considered love. Is he even capable of being in love?

      Donnie: Sorry I shouldn’t be prying, but she is my mom. I need to look after her. I let her down with dad, and I don’t want her to be hurt again. Just please treat her right.

      Hack: I’ll never do anything to hurt her. I want her to be safe and happy as much as you do.

      Donnie: I know. Thank you for taking care of her. I know she values your friendship.

      Hack: I’ll be back in a few minutes. We’ll talk then. You need me to bring you anything?

      Donnie: Decent coffee? And would you care to swing by Aunt Charlotte’s to get my jacket? I’ll have her bring it out to you.

      Hack: Sure thing. See you in a few.

      Hack finishes dressing and heads out into the night in search of some coffee and food. He drives away from his apartment complex and heads to the neighborhood where Hawk and Charlotte have their very nice, large home. Hawk is waiting in the driveway with Donnie’s jacket, making it a quick trip. He also has a large thermos of coffee for him to take to the hospital. As he drives away from their exclusive neighborhood, entering a less pricey, but still very nice neighborhood, he notices a “For Sale” sign in front of an older home. On an impulse he stops and snaps a picture of the sign. An idea begins to form. Having a nice home will make it more appealing to Lisa to move here, which is a discussion they need to have once she’s better and out of the hospital.

      He arrives at the hospital, bringing Donnie his jacket and the coffee. He exits the elevator with gifts in hand. He finds Donnie standing just outside Lisa’s room. The man looks up as he approaches.

      “Hey.” Donnie smiles. “Mom’s still sleeping. Tommy is sitting with her. Let’s go to the waiting room.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Hack hands Donnie his jacket and coffee, before easing Lisa’s door open. Tommy looks up and gives him a smile. He walks over to look down at her. Despite her bruised face, she looks peaceful in sleep. “Call me if she wakes up?” Tommy nods.

      “Of course, I will.” Tommy stands and comes to Hack’s side. “Look, I know Donnie is pushing you to know where you are with Mom but don’t be upset with him. He’s taken on a lot of guilt because he couldn’t keep Dad from hurting her when they were still together. I’ve tried to tell him it’s not our faults, and Mom never wanted us to interfere when he was in a rage. She did her best to shield us from him. Donnie just wants to protect her. I know you care for Mom and would never do anything to hurt her, and Donnie knows it, too. He just feels like he needs to do something, you know?” Hack nods. “We just feel so helpless.”

      “I understand,” Hack assures Tommy. “I’ve been feeling pretty helpless myself, the last few days, too.” Tommy squeezes Hack’s shoulder before returning to his seat. Hack feels a little self-conscious, but his need overrides his insecurities about PDA in front of her son, places a kiss to Lisa’s forehead before exiting the room. He follows Donnie down the hall. His nerves on edge. He wants both of Lisa’s sons to like him and respect him. He’s already having to fight Lisa to let him in. It’ll be immensely more difficult if he’s fighting her sons, too.

      “Hey,” Donnie greets him, holding out a Styrofoam cup with coffee from the thermos Hack had brought.

      “Thanks.” Hack takes the cup. They stand in an awkward silence for a bit. Hack can’t take the tension anymore, and he wants to get back to Lisa. “So.” He lets out a sigh, looking over at Donnie. “Spit it out.” Donnie grins.

      “I like you.” Donnie continues to study him. “I’m sorry I shouldn’t have asked you about your relationship with Mom.”

      “You have every right to ask about it,” Hack answers honestly. “I would if the situation were reversed.” Donnie relaxes. They take seats. Hack grits his teeth. He needs to give the man some truth and honesty. “I care for your mother, very much. Is it love?” Hack shakes his head. “I honestly don’t know. I’m not sure I’m capable of being in love.” Donnie’s eyebrows shoot up.

      “Why would you think that?” Donnie asks. His voice laced with curiosity.

      “My dad is the same as your dad.” Hack looks at Donnie so he can see the truth in his eyes. “I grew up much like you did, at least until I was eight years old, when my dad went to prison. I’m terrified I could become the monster he is, but I know I could never hurt Lisa. She means everything to me, but it’s a moot point. She’s not willing to go there with me, anyway.”

      “Mom’s been through a lot.” Donnie’s face pinching into a frown. “This isn’t the first time she’s been hospitalized, hell not even the second, but it’s definitely the worst. I know mom’s fighting her attraction to you, but she is attracted. Her face lights up when your name is mentioned. So don’t give up on her. Tommy and I have talked about it. We wanted you to know, not that you’d need it, but you have our blessing. Mom deserves to be happy, and you make her happy.” Hack’s throat is tight, knowing both of her sons approve of him is monumental. Sitting in the waiting room with Donnie a renewed determination to get Lisa on board settles in. He’ll get her to see reason no matter how long it takes.
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      Months later…

      This was such a fucking bad idea! Lisa screams in her head at herself as the elevator climbs floor after floor. She should never have come on this trip with Charlotte and her husband’s entourage of teammates. She knew it was a bad idea, but the thought of staying behind, alone, waiting for her ex-husband to show back up with the intention of making her life a living hell, again, for the millionth time, was just too much. This trip seemed like the lesser of two evils at the time. Now, however, she’s not so sure. Maybe facing Donald would be easier than fighting off the attraction of the young Marine who seems determined to make her like him, trust him, and let him in her bed. Not necessarily in that order. Damn she’s getting tired of fighting him. Ever since Charlotte met and married Hawk and subsequently moved to North Carolina to be with him, Lisa’s been trying to avoid Hack, but he’s like a bad penny. He just keeps turning up. Well to be honest, she’s only tried to avoid being alone with him. She’s never denied a phone call, text, or FaceTime video.

      Today has been especially trying. It was bad enough he sat next to her on the plane ride out here not giving her a moment of peace. Constantly trying to engage her in conversation, pressing her to find out what’s bothering her, because of course he can tell that something is wrong with her. He seems to be fucking in tune to her every mood. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he’s psychic, a mind reader. Worse than all that, he’s been kind to her. He’s made sure she’s had what she’s needed, even when that’s just a shoulder to cry on, or someone to hold her when she’s having a goddamned melt down because life has gotten to be too much. Those are the times that’s she regretted more than anything but at the same time has also treasured.

      Fuck! She’s such a damn mess. She’s a fucking nutcase, and he doesn’t seem to notice, or if he does, he doesn’t care. So what’s wrong with him that he wants to be with her? There has to be something wrong with him, right? No sane man, especially not a hot as hell, young, vibrant, intelligent man like him would want to be with someone as old and mentally unstable as her.

      Today he’s been insistent that she talk to him, really talk to him. He’s demanded to know what’s troubling her. His words, not hers. He’s pressured her no matter how many times, she’s pushed him away. It’s finally become too much. Lunch with the whole hee-haw gang was the last straw. She had to get away from him. So, she promptly walked off when he was trying desperately to get her to talk to him again after everyone began breaking off into couples to get ready for the pool. Lisa decided she’s not going to the pool. She’s not going to help watch all the kids playing, screaming, and laughing like everything is honky-dory.

      It’s not. Not in her world and will likely never be. Donald has been in hiding for six months. The police are no closer to catching him than they were the day she woke up in the hospital after he caused her to be there. She agreed to pack up and move to Jacksonville to be close to Charlotte and her kids at the insistence of her sons. They know how dangerous their father can be and want her as far away from him as possible. The boys also are in league with Elijah, urging her to let him in her heart. Donnie confessed he’d had long talks with Elijah when she’d been in the hospital. Donnie likes and respects him and so does Tommy. It’s shocking really. Elijah’s only five years older than Donnie, but neither of the boys seem to care about his age. Maybe she shouldn’t care either, but her mother’s voice keeps ringing in her head, ‘It isn’t proper. You’re being a floozy. What will my church friends say?’

      Lisa sighs. Elijah being so determined to get her to tell him what’s bothering her has her in a foul mood. He just won’t take no for an answer. When he wouldn’t take the hint and drop it, she resorted to drastic measures. Ones she isn’t proud of, but she’s desperate to save her heart, and if she doesn’t distance herself from him, she’s going to give in to him. If that happens, all is lost. He will destroy her when it’s over. So, she’d leaned in close like she was going to confide all her deep, dark secrets. He’d closed what was left of the distance between them, pressing his body to hers. God did it feel so damn good. He always feels so good when he holds her. She’s only allowed it to happen a few times, during moments of weakness. She can’t lie to herself anymore and deny how good it feels. How good he makes her feel when he’s nearby, when he holds her like she’s the most precious possession he owns. And he does hold her possessively, like she’s his. That’s the damn problem. She wishes she was his, that she was younger, more his age, so she could give in to all her desires and let him own her in every way possible. She wishes she wasn’t broken from the years of Donald’s abuse, but she isn’t any of those things. She has to be practical. She can’t afford to live in a fantasy world where the guy and girl find each other and live happily ever after. Nope, not again. She believed that many years ago when she let Donald sweep her off her feet. She believed his every word. How he would love her and take care of her. That they would be together forever. She won’t allow herself to be fooled again. Not that Elijah is anything at all like Donald, but still, she has to learn from her past mistakes, right? That’s what led her to do what she did. She tricked him into thinking she was giving in. She let him hold her, comfort her. It lasted much longer than it should have. She hesitated because he felt so good, comfortable, and safe. She’d rested her head on his broad chest. She’d only come to herself when she felt his lips on her neck that sent waves of intense desire flooding her body.

      Whether he was psychic or he just got lucky and kissed the spot on her that drives her crazy, she didn’t know, but it was the jolt she needed to carry out what she had planned when she first allowed him to take her in his arms. She promptly brought her knee up hard into his groin, crushing his hard erection. He yelped and loosened his hold on her as he doubled over in pain. She’d run from him, then. Surprisingly he’d recovered faster from the blow than she expected, likely because she couldn’t really do it hard enough to hurt him badly. He’d chased her, but she reached the elevators ahead of him and managed to get the doors to close before he could stop her. She punched the floor where their rooms are located, and the ‘close doors’ button in rapid succession. He reached the elevator as the doors closed sealing her inside. She’d seen him turn toward the stairs before she lost sight of him.

      The ride up is taking longer than she expected. The damn elevator has stopped four times on the way up. She is so frustrated that when the door finally opens on her floor, she is about to explode. She fully expects Elijah to be waiting for her on the other side. Just when the doors open, she nearly screams in fright. Straw and Tank are standing there in their swimming trunks, waiting to head down to the pool for an afternoon of fun. She’s so shocked that she reacts badly to cover her fear and the relief that Elijah hasn’t caught up to her.

      “God! You assholes are everywhere,” She grouses pushing past them to head to her room before the aforementioned asshole manages to catch her. She must get to her room with the door securely locked before Elijah makes his way up the stairs. She barrels down the hall getting close to her room when her name is bellowed out echoing along the walls. The sound nearly throwing her into a full-blown panic attack.

      “Lisa!” Tank’s deep voice booms. Oh my God! A flash back of Donald yelling her name as he entered their home just before he beat the hell out of her, within an inch of death. The memories shoots through her mind. Her shoulders hunch, and she cringes as the fear floods her.

      “Are you okay?” Tank asks in a kinder tone. The fear recedes, allowing her to focus on the present and once again push the past away. A heavy sigh escapes her as she returns to reality. Donald had never used a kind tone with her. At least not since she dated him in high school. She’d fallen for it. Hook. Line. Sinker.

      Admittedly, she had been young, only sixteen when she’d met him. He’d been ten years older and oozed charm and maturity. He had already been a deputy sheriff, preparing for his future as sheriff. Still she knows the age difference nor his charm are valid excuses for why she stayed with him for so long. Over twenty years she lived with him, allowing him to beat her, berate her, and convince her she deserved every last punch, kick, and verbal assault. She hadn’t deserved it. She knows that, but for a number of years she’d allowed him to make her believe it.

      Even now, years later, sometimes she still believes it. Believes she’s worthless, useless, good for nothing. What kind of person allows themselves to be isolated from everyone around them? Their family, friends, and co-workers, anyone who could see the abuse and help her. Charlotte has tried to help her past it all, as well as her therapist, but in her weaker moments, she’s once again transported back in time. Back to the woman who’d let her husband abuse her, beat her down, and rape her, making her believe she deserved it.

      The man is still the bane of her existence, and the reason that she’s on the other side of the country hiding from him. He’s also part of the reason that she’s fought against letting Elijah get too close. Honestly she shouldn’t have let him get as close as he has, but she hasn’t been able to resist him. She shakes her head. Focus! She needs to get behind by the door of her room before he catches up to her. Remembering Tank asked her a question, she turns to reply to him.

      “I’m fine, not that it’s any of your business,” she replies testily, straightening her spine. Time to get rid of these assholes once and for all. Before she can fully tell them off however, they are interrupted just as she feared they would be. Elijah bursts from the stairwell, breathless and sweating from his twenty-two-flight sprint. Damn it! Damn him all to hell that he can run up that many flights so quickly. He comes to an abrupt halt when he takes in scene in the hallway.

      “What’s going on here?” Elijah asks. His concern evident from the tone of his voice and the way his eyes flick from his teammates to Lisa. When his eyes settle on hers, an intense need burns through her. The need to run to him. Let him have everything he’s been demanding of her for so long. She wants it desperately, but can she? Can she allow him into the crazy that is her? A sigh. No. She can’t not only for her sake, but most importantly for his sake. That’s why she replies the way she does.

      “Nothing is going on here, nosey asshole,” she snarls. Her eyes shooting daggers at him. “You need to learn to stay out of other people’s business.” Elijah’s concerned demeanor changes. Determination crosses over his face. He squares his shoulders. His jaw hardens. She sees it, but she doesn’t want to believe it. She continues to stare at him as she watches the volley of emotions cross his face. It suddenly occurs to her that she’s in serious fucking trouble. He’s not going to let her run from him anymore. She sees it in his eyes, in the way his posture changes, like he’s ready to go into battle. A battle he won’t lose under any circumstances. Oh fuck! She’s screwed…well she’s about to be of that she has no doubt. Any residual hope she has evaporates when Straw and Tank make an awkward escape.

      “All right, then, on that note, we will see you guys later,” Straw says as he pulls Tank into the elevator, letting the doors close. As soon as the men are gone, Elijah begins to prowl toward her like a predator stalking its prey. And she’s a fucking deer in a spot light. She can’t move even though her brain is screaming at her to run. Run to her room and lock him out. Don’t let him in. But she can’t run. Her feet won’t make a step. If she would be honest with herself, she’d admit that she doesn’t want to run. Not anymore. She wants him to catch her. She’s so tired of being alone, of fighting her need for him. Long before she’s ready, he’s there. Standing right in front of her. She’s shaking so hard she isn’t sure how much longer her legs will hold her up.

      “Babe.” His voice is as tortured as she feels. Tears spring to her eyes. She wants to turn away, but she can’t. His eyes won’t let her. It’s as if he’s holding her with them. As the first tear falls, he takes her into his arms, and she lets him. She just can’t fight him anymore. He sweeps her up into his arms, carrying her to his room, and…she lets him. No more fighting. At least not right now. Just for a little while, she wants him have control, to give into what she wants so badly…what she needs so desperately.
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      Hack carries Lisa to his room. Necessity requires that he set her down while he gets the room key out of his wallet. He’s reluctant to do so. While she seems to have finally decided to stop fighting this insane attraction between them, he’s still concerned that she will change her mind and bolt again. This isn’t the first time she’s allowed him in a little only to pull away forcing him to start all over again. If she does pull away, he’ll keep fighting for her. She is his. His destiny. He knows this without any doubt. He will conquer her eventually; it’s just taking longer than he anticipated when he’d accepted that she is the woman he is meant to spend his life with.

      Once the door is open, Hack picks her up again. He expects her to fight him again, but she doesn’t. Her arms go around his neck, her head resting on his shoulder. He carries her across the threshold, kicking the door closed behind him. He transfers her to his bed, laying her down gently. He wants her, wants her so damn bad he feels as if he’ll die if he doesn’t have her at last, but this will be her choice. She’ll come to him willingly. He will never force or coerce her into doing something she doesn’t want. Over the years, she’s shared bits and pieces of her time with her shithead ex-husband. He knows the man not only had beaten her, but raped her on many occasions, forced her perform sex acts on him. Hack will never, ever make her do anything she doesn’t want to do, no matter how much he wants her. He will never treat her disrespectfully. She is precious, and she’s his to protect from anything that would harm her, physically, emotionally, or mentally, even himself if need be.

      Hack looks down at her spread out on the bed. God! She’s the most beautiful woman he has ever seen. Even in her current state of fatigue and stress, she gorgeous. He knows she doesn’t see it, doesn’t believe in her beauty or her worth. Her ex has made sure of it. The man has lied to her, beat her down not only physically, but he’s worked hard to destroy her self-esteem. She’s gained some of it back, but those old scars are still there. Hack can tell they open up and bleed sometimes. He hates it for her. He will do whatever it takes to help her heal once and for all from the damage that’s been done to her.

      Lisa reaches for him. He allows her pull him down onto the bed with her. She kisses him, and he relishes the feel of her lips on his. They’ve shared a few kisses over the years. She’s never allowed it go very far. She’s always stopped him when he’s tried to deepen the kiss, to urge her toward more than a brushing of their lips.

      This kiss, though, he can tell, is different from the instant their lips meet. She opens her mouth, sweeping her tongue out to brush against his lips. He obliges her, allowing her entrance to his mouth. She explores him, almost timidly, as if she’s expecting him to pull away, but he doesn’t. He can’t. He needs her desperately. He gives her free reign for a time, but then need urges him to take control. He tilts her head to the side, deepening the kiss, dueling his tongue with hers. Something primal in him snaps, and he plunges his tongue into her mouth much like he wants his cock to sink into her wet heat. She moans and he’s lost. He sucks on her tongue, nips her lower lip as he breaks their kiss to trail kisses along her jaw to the sensitive spot on her neck. The one he knows from experience causes goosebumps on her skin, that makes her nipples harden.

      “Please,” she pleads, as she begins to tug at his clothes. He allows her to remove his t-shirt. She sucks in a breath as her hands roam over the expanse of his bare chest. She explores him, tentatively, seeming to revel in the feel of him. Her eyes flick up to his. He watches her as she’s touches him. The wonder, the desire on her face is radiating in her eyes. She leans over pressing a kiss to his chest, then another. She scrapes her teeth over his nipple. The sensation shoots straight to his cock, which is already impossibly hard. He grunts as his cock throbs. She pulls back to look at him once more. A question on her face and in her eyes.

      He stands. Disappointment mars her face, but it’s only temporary. He bends down to remove his boots, followed by his jeans. Her eyes widen, and her breath hitches. Her gaze is locked on the tenting of his boxer briefs. He hooks his thumbs in the sides of his underwear and slowly lowers them until his cock springs free. Her mouth opens slightly, at the sight, as if she wants to take him in her mouth. He grunts again as an image of her doing that very thing flashes in his mind. Her eyes find his once more. “You like what you see, babe?” he questions.

      “Yes.” One word. It shoots through him. He wants to take her, make her his, make her forget everyone except for him. He wants to be her everything. The one she looks to for comfort, for pleasure, for whatever she might want or need, but he knows he needs to tread carefully. She’s a strong woman but fragile at the same time. He’ll do everything in his power to ensure he protects the fragile parts while supporting her strong independence, too.

      He returns to the bed, placing a knee on the bed next to her. Their eyes meet. The familiar connection flares between them. He hovers over her as they stare at one another. He lowers his head and takes her mouth in a deep, feral kiss. He’s concerned he’s pushing too far, but his needs are demanding he take a little for himself, and she seems to be enjoying it. She matches him stroke for stroke of their tongues, battling him for dominance. Her hands go into his hair, running her fingers through the strands before tugging on them to the point of pain. He breaks the kiss. Perhaps he has gone too far, but he sees only desire and need gazing back at him.

      “Take me.” Her words rock him to his core. For so long, he’s wanted to hear her say those words. For her to give into the connection between them, allow him into her heart and her body. He isn’t sure she’s giving him both of them now, but he’s going to take what she offering. Even if this is the only time he can have her, he’s going to commit every second, every touch to memory.

      He helps her to sit, then to stand so he can remove the clothing from her body. He turns her so her back is to him, slowly unzipping her dress. Placing a hand at each shoulder, he gently pushes the fabric down her arms until it falls in a pool at her feet. His cock jumps at the sight of her mostly bare flesh. He makes quick work of releasing the clasp of her bra. She removes it and starts to turn, but he stops her, placing his hands on her waist. Her stomach muscles quiver under his touch. He slips his fingers into the waist band of her panties on both sides of her body. Unhurriedly he lowers his hands, gliding over her hips and down her thighs until the lace drops to the floor on top of her dress. He’s kneeling behind her. He places a kiss to each rounded globe of her ass. Shivering she steps out of her clothes, kicking both panties and dress away from her feet. When she’s completely bare, he stands, placing his hands to her waist and pulls her body against his. She leans into him, and he presses a kiss to her shoulder. She shivers, goosebumps appear on her skin. He smiles against her skin. He allows his hands to slide up her sides until they meet the swell of her breasts. He gently kneads them, loving the weight and feel of them in his hands. The softness of her breasts contrasting with his calloused hands. “Mmm,” she moans and pushes her ass into his groin. Need rides him, but he’s going to make this good for her. He’s going to take his time and worship her body. She is his queen. He is her servant, here to protect her and give her pleasure.

      Slowly he allows her to turn in his arms, his hands dropping back to her waist. She looks up at him her eyes laden with lust. She skims her hands up his arms, to his neck, farther up into his hair. Leaning closer, her eyes fall to his mouth. Knowing she wants him to kiss her, he obliges, closing the distance between them. Pure heaven. Touching her skin to skin as they drink from one another. Another moan sparks him to up the contact, drives him to stake his claim, to finally, at long last, to make her his in every way.

      Hack eases her back toward the bed. When her legs hit the edge, he lowers her down, never breaking the connection of their mouths. He kisses her long and deep pouring all his feelings into it. Pulling back, he trails kisses, licks, and nips down her neck along her left collar bone. Moving lower, he sucks the tender flesh of her left breast into his mouth, sucking hard, nipping the skin, marking her, not wanting her to forget their time together. He knows she’s going to deny him after this short interlude. He understands. She’s fought him for years. He isn’t under the illusion she’s suddenly going to allow him into her heart and her bed permanently not without more resisting, more denying. He knows this, yet, he’s going to take what he can get. Someday whether it is next week or ten years from now, she’ll eventually come to accept they are meant to be. He’s known it for years, maybe since the first time he laid eyes on her. He isn’t sure when the knowledge came to him, but it’s a certainty. One he will see to fruition, because she’s worth the fight.

      Continuing his exploration of her body, he sucks one nipple then the other, giving each one ample attention. Lisa is writhing under him, pressing her breast into his mouth as she holds his head to her. Her fingers digging into his scalp with a delicious bite of pain. He licks the valley between her breasts. His eyes flick to her face. Her eyes are closed, lost in the sensations he’s giving her. He growls. He needs to know she sees him, to know she knows who is pleasuring her. He lifts his head. “Lisa.” Her eyes pop open and meet his. He can see she’s lust drunk, her eyes unfocused, yet marred with confusion. “Watch me,” he commands. “Watch me pleasure you.” Her eyes clear as she stares at him. Her breathing is rapid, short, and shallow. She licks her lips and nods. He continues to lower himself down her body to the apex of her thighs. He kneels beside the bed, hooking his arms under her knees he drags her ass to the edge. He slides his hands under her fine ass and squeezes the globes.

      “Please,” she begs as their eyes meet over the mound of her sex. He smirks, knowing what she wants, what she needs. He looks at her pussy to see the neatly trimmed hair is glistening with moisture. She’s wet for him already. His gaze returns to her. She bites her lip as if in an attempt to keep herself from begging again. Not wanting to cause her any discomfort, he leans closer to her wet heat, inhaling the musky scent of her arousal. Committing every scent, every sensation to memory to carry him though when she shuts down on him again. His hands grip her ass firmly, lifting it slightly. He kisses each thigh tenderly before taking his first taste of her.

      He parts her folds with his tongue, licking her sweet nectar into his mouth. “Fuck!” he exclaims as her essence explodes on his tongue, drowning him in her flavor, a taste that is uniquely her. His Lisa. His Queen. He’s been obsessed with her from the beginning, but after this he’ll never be the same. She’ll break him. He knows this, yet he can’t stop. He won’t stop. He’ll give her what she wants, what she needs, and he’ll take what she’ll give him. Yeah. Pussy-whipped. Yet he doesn’t even care.

      He pushes those thoughts from his head and focuses on his woman and her pleasures for as long as she’ll allow him to have her. He gets down to business, licking and sucking her clit until she’s moaning and lifting her hips to fuck his mouth. He works her clit. Her moans growing higher in pitch as she gets closer to reaching her climax. He drives his tongue deep in her heat. Her walls flutter against the intrusion. Resuming attention to her clit with his mouth, he slides a couple of fingers inside her, pumping in and out. Her bucking hips increase their frequency. He curls his fingers to hit her sweet spot. A few strokes, and she explodes in his mouth. Her hands grip his hair holding him where she wants him. He keeps sucking her clit, fucking her pussy with his fingers, riding her through her release. So damn perfect!
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      Lisa’s body is alive for the first time in many years. She’s felt echoes of it anytime Elijah’s held her. She knew all along if she ever gave into the attraction, the sex would be amazing, spectacular. Hell, he hasn’t even fucked her yet, and already he’s given her so much pleasure, made her feel special. Precious. Wanted. Needed. He’s worshipped her body like no one ever has. He’s ruined her with just his mouth and fingers, yet it isn’t enough. She wants him…no needs him to take her with his cock. Make her his. She’ll worry about the consequences later.

      When he lifts his head, she sees her feelings, her emotions reflected back in his eyes. His lust. His fear. There’s another emotion swirling in there, but she doesn’t want to analyze it, believe it. She pushes that one away. She’ll deal with that tomorrow, too. Right now, she’s going to take what she needs. He stands up from where he’s been kneeling. His impressive cock bobs against his abdomen as he moves. He lifts her into his arms, holding her with one arm while he turns down the covers on the bed. She wraps her arms and legs around him until he lowers them onto the bed. He grabs his wallet from his jeans and pulls a condom packet free. She eyes it, swallowing down her fear. She shouldn’t be allowing him to touch her, hold her, fuck her, but she’s going to let him. He crawls onto the bed with her. She spreads her legs, making room for him between them. He’s on his knees between her thighs. He sits back on his feet, studying her face.

      “You want this?” He strokes his dick from root to tip, fluid leaking from it. She nods, her gaze fascinated with watching how he commands his body, so skillful, just like he’s commanded hers. As if he knows her body as intimately as his own. He sure is a master over her body. It’s been the rare occasion she’s climaxed during sex. Donald was more concerned with his own pleasure than ensuring she got there. The few times she had orgasmed, he’d scolded her for making noise, moaning. He’d made her feel ashamed, like she was a slut or a whore. It had been ridiculous. She’d been in bed with her husband, but he’d made her feel like she was wrong in a moment that should have been so right.

      Elijah isn’t Donald. She feels guilty she’s allowed the monster into their bed albeit only in her head but still. He’s taken so much from her already. She pushes thoughts of Donald away and focuses her attention to the man between her thighs.

      “Yes,” she whispers her consent. His eyes grow impossibly deeper in color as if his desire makes his beautiful green eyes a deeper shade. He rips open the condom packet with his teeth, making quick work of sheathing his engorged length in latex. Crawling closer, he notches the head in her folds after wiping it up and down a few times to coat it in the wetness that’s dripping from her after the orgasm he’s just given her.

      He leans over her, lowering his head to kiss her lips. He pulls back looking down at her as if memorizing every detail of her face. “Are you sure?” His question shocks her. She’s already indicated she wanted him. “I need to know you’re on-board, babe. I’m not sure I can walk away after I have you. I need to know you’re with me, that you want this, want us, as much as I do.” She takes his words. They should scare her, make her push him away, but they don’t. She can’t. She needs him as desperately as she needs air to breathe and food to eat. He’s wormed his way into her life, into her heart. Like it or not, he’s it for her. She never wanted to feel this way about someone ever again, but she isn’t going to deny how she feels. Not about Elijah.

      “I want you,” Lisa declares. “I need you, Elijah. Please.” He moves then nudging inside her. She lifts her legs to wrap around his waist, urging him to take her, fully, completely. He looks into her eyes. So many emotions are in there. Some scare her, but mostly it feels right. This is where she is supposed to be. He holds her gaze as he takes his time, working his cock inside her, an inch at a time, easing out to slide in a little further. God! He’s filling her so completely. It’s been years since she’s had sex with someone other than her vibrator. He feels so good, and the way he looks at her, holds her captive with his eyes.

      At last, he seats himself balls deep inside her. She moans at the sensation, her eyes drifting closed in her pleasure. He doesn’t move. Her eyes open to see him staring at her. “So beautiful,” he whispers to her. His voice is rough and husky. It steals her breath. Tears prick her eyes. Her emotions overwhelm her. She’s denied him for so long, needing him, but refusing to give in. A tear escapes. He frowns. “Don’t cry, baby,” he pleads. He starts to pull out, but she grips him with her legs.

      “No, don’t leave me.” He stills. He holds her gaze. She swallows. She needs to give him her words. “I’m not sad, Elijah. I’ve needed you for so long, but I’ve denied us. I’m just overwhelmed we are finally here.” His face transforms from distress to utter bliss. A smile lights up his face. He kisses her again, then he begins to move, sliding out to the tip then back in, slowly, carefully as if he’s afraid she’ll break. It’s nice he’s taking his time with her, being gentle, but she needs more.

      She digs her heels into his lower back, seeking purchase to drive him deeper, faster. His eyes snap to hers, looking deep. He must see what he’s looking for because he picks up the pace, driving hard and deep. He grunts with the effort, and she groans as the heat builds inside her. She’s always had a difficult time getting to orgasm, even after escaping Donald, using her vibrator. It often takes a very long time for her to find release. Sometimes she just gives up before ever getting the release she needs. She doesn’t think she’ll come again after the intense orgasm he’s given her with his mouth, but he’s persistent. Working her with his cock, hitching her right leg up over his shoulder, adjusting the angle of his thrusts, causing her moan. Her tits are bouncing with every hard thrust. He leans down to suck a nipple into his mouth. He lavishes it with his tongue, biting down just enough to give her pleasure without too much pain.

      “Elijah!” she screams his name as her orgasm hits her out nowhere. He continues to pound her, driving her higher and higher, dragging out her pleasure, until she’s certain she’s about to die from the intense sensations. “Oh God! Please!” What’s she is asking or begging for she isn’t sure. She’s lost in sensation, in his green eyes that are taking in every second of their time together. Just as she’s about to beg him to stop, the sensations growing to be too much, his thrusts become erratic and uncoordinated. He rubs her clit. She gasps as another orgasm hits her as he comes, screaming her name.

      “Lisa!” He is breathing hard as he drops his forehead to hers. Their breaths intermingle as they struggle to get themselves under control. They are both covered in sweat. Lisa is still reconciling the fact she’s allowed them to go this far. Her sons flash into her mind. Will they be disappointed in her? The fear that they’ll finally believe everything their father has said about her for years. She closes her eyes. She should feel regret, but she isn’t going to second guess her decision at least not here in this bed with the man who’s stolen her heart and given her hope after so many years of fear and pain.

      “Please don’t shut me out.” Elijah’s soft plea brings tears to her eyes once more. “Not now. Tomorrow you can regret it. I’ll let you walk, but let me have this time with you.” Lisa cups his face. He meets her gaze, so much emotion there. Some she doesn’t want to touch. She can’t accept seeing her own feelings echoed back at her. She knows he can’t really feel what she’s feeling. He’ll grow bored in time, leave her behind for a woman his own age, one to have his children, but here, in his bed she’s going to forget all of that. Her heart won’t survive when he goes, but it’s a heartbreak, a risk she’s willing to take. She’s had so much bad. She wants a little good for however long she can have it.

      “I’m not shutting you out.” Lisa makes sure to look into his eyes so he can see her sincerity. “I’ll never regret what we just did. Not now, not tomorrow. I’ve wanted you so long, needed you so greatly. Let’s not think of anything or anyone beyond these walls, not today.”

      He kisses her, and she returns every emotion he pours into her. She can feel his desperation, his need for her. It matches her own. Blocking out the world, she creates a space in her mind where they can be themselves, free to be with each other, no one trying to tear them apart.

      In his bed, she finds herself, the woman she’s wanted to be all her life. He allows her to explore his body, no shame, no incrimination. He brings out the vixen that’s been hibernating inside her for years. He rolls to his back as he kisses her, taking her with him so that she’s blanketing his body with hers. She lifts her head to look at him. His hands slid to her hips, then lower gripping her thighs and sliding them until she’s straddling his waist.

      “Take what you need, babe,” Elijah tells her. His sexy voice ramping up her desire again. She can feel his cock harden as he speaks. She hadn’t expected him to want her again so soon. A grin spreads over her face. There are advantages to being with a much younger man. He’s young and understandably has amazing stamina. She rocks her hips, letting her wet heat slide over his growing length. He takes her breasts in his hands, kneading and plucking her nipples as he groans his pleasure, causing her grin to widen. She’s doing this to him. Her, the near fifty-year-old, scarred and abused woman is driving him wild with her body. She’s never felt so sexy or confident in her life. They spend the rest of the day and night cocooned in his room, making love, sleeping, and having room service delivered. It’s the best eighteen hours of her life, before reality comes knocking on the door.
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      A pounding on the door of the hotel room drags him from sleep. Even though he’d kept Lisa up a good portion of the night, he’s slept like a rock. One of the deepest sleeps he’s had since before joining the Marines. Lisa’s gloriously naked body is covering his like a blanket, so warm, so comforting. When the pounding sounds again, she jumps up, fear on her face.

      “Shh, baby,” Hack coos. “You’re safe. It’s probably one of the guys.” Hack gives her a quick kiss before he slides out from under her. “I’ll get rid of them.” Still she leaps from the bed running for the bathroom. He shakes he head as he jumps jerking his jeans up his hips. He opens the door to see Straw and Tank in his doorway.

      “What the fuck?” Hack grumps when his eyes land on Straw and Tank. “You got any idea what time it is?” Hack glances down at his watch, and his face frowns even more. Straw is looking at him with curiosity. He tries to push past him, but Hack makes a hard stop on his progress.

      “Respect, brother.” Hack growls. Shock flares on Straw’s face. “But you’re not coming in.” Straw glares at him a beat, then understanding seems to dawn on his friend.

      “Meet us down stairs in the lobby as soon as you can,” Straw tells him. Hack frowns and is geared up to protest until he hears Tank on the phone.

      “Yeah, have everyone meet us in the lobby in ten. Straw has got some kind of shit going on,” Tanks says into the phone. “We need the whole team. Later.” Tank ends the call. Well Fuck! This is the last thing he needs. He’d already known Lisa would shut down on him come daylight, but he’d hoped they could stay in their oasis a little longer, perhaps even another day before they had to return to reality. Hack glances back over his shoulder briefly before he replies, “Give me a bit to get things sorted, then I’ll be there.” Straw gives him a nod and turns with Tank to head toward the bank of elevators just down the hall.

      Sure enough, after he closes the door, Lisa emerges from the bathroom dressed in her clothes from yesterday. She refuses to meet his gaze. He grits his teeth. He can’t be angry with her. He knew this would happen, but it doesn’t keep from annoying him all the same. Why can’t she see he’s nothing like her ex-asshole? He’ll never treat her badly. He’ll always put her first. And that’s exactly what he does. He swallows his pride. He isn’t going to complain about her distancing herself from him, but he isn’t going to roll over either and let her completely shut him out.

      “I should go.” Lisa’s eyes dart around the room, refusing to look at him. “Wait, who was at the door?”

      “Straw is having some kind of problem,” Hack answers, simply. He doesn’t know details. He’s always been ready to help out his brothers on the team, but he’s having a difficult time mustering any concern over whatever drama Straw is dealing with. Her eyes finally meet his. He can see her concern for their friend, and his annoyance fades. She’s so similar to his own mother and Charlotte, always looking out for others, but never herself. He frowns. He doesn’t like it, not one bit, but he doesn’t have time to argue with her. His teammate needs him, and she likely wouldn’t want to hear what he has to say anyway.

      “That means, everyone is going to rally around him, right?” Lisa questions. Hack gives her a single sharp nod. Her lips pinch tight. He can see the wheels turning in her head. Looking for all the reasons they can’t be seen together, specifically leaving his hotel room this early in the morning. “I need to get to my room and change.” He nods again. He opens the door, peering into the hall. No one is out. He motions to her. When she’s close, he shuts the door. He just needs one more taste, one last kiss. Who knows how long she’ll deny him after this when they’ve nearly gotten caught together? She stops abruptly as the door closes.

      “Elijah.” He can see she’s prepared to argue her case, but he doesn’t want to hear the lies she tells herself and by extension him. All the excuses she’s made up in her mind of why they can’t be together. God knows he’s heard them often enough over the last few years they’ve known each other. He grabs her and jerks her to him, crushing her lips with his. He’d never have done this before last night for fear of making her fear him, but after all they’d shared last night, she has to know he’d never hurt her, never treat her with disrespect, or share what they’ve done with anyone. He’ll always put her needs above his own.

      She holds herself stiff in his embrace as his lips dance over hers. He thrusts his tongue into her mouth. She whimpers, then slumps into his arms and the kiss. She kisses him back with a ferocity to match his own. He savors every second their tongues tangle. He does his best to convey to her all his feelings he’s kept to himself for fear she’d flee him, never to allow him close again. Letting her walk out his door is harder than he could have ever imagined it would be. He’d thought he was prepared. He’d known it was going to hurt, but he can’t breathe around the lump in his throat. He has to be strong for her. He knows this isn’t going to be easy for her either, but something she feels she needs to do. He never wants to cause her pain or discomfort, even if it means she rips his heart from his chest. He pulls back, then places a closed kiss to both corners of her mouth.

      “Thank you for last night.” The words are inadequate for what she gave him. Not only her body, his pleasure but her trust and the little glimpses of her. The real her not the one she hides behind to everyone else. With him in his bed, she’d been a vixen, taking as good as she’d given. Once he got her going, showing her it was safe to say, do, or ask for whatever she wanted or needed, she’d blossomed. She’d been an eager lover, sucking his cock, begging him to fuck her hard. How many times he’d taken her, he can’t recall this second, but he’s committed every touch, every kiss, every moan to memory.

      “Elijah”–Lisa pauses biting her lower lip–“I’m sor…” He holds up his hand.

      “Don’t ruin it with apologizes or excuses of why we can’t be together. I already know what you’re going to say.” He holds her gaze. “Let’s just part enjoying what we shared. No regrets, no hard feelings.” Lisa nods, but her eyes shimmer, her throat bobbing as she swallows. It guts him seeing her upset. He gives her what little comfort he can through his actions. With a last lingering kiss to her forehead, he opens the hotel door a crack. He checks the hallway. It’s all clear. He allows her to slip out and he closes the door. The sound shakes him to his core. Will this be the only time? Has he gotten her for the night only to lose her forever?
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      A year later…

      Lisa Winters is at long last beginning to settle into her new life in North Carolina, although that’s easier said than done. She’s haunted by her ex-husband who’s still running from the charges against him after assaulting her and landing her in the hospital for a week. She’s gotten a part-time job at rural health clinic serving veterans and their families. She enjoys the work as it gives her a distraction from all the madness in her life. Charlotte has tried to get her to just work for her, caring for the twins and Lilly, but Lisa doesn’t want to be paid for helping her friend out with the children. She does that out of the goodness of her heart and to repay their kindness to her.

      Charlotte and Hawk have been more than generous with her, allowing her to live with them since she moved. Now that her place in Deer Run has sold, she has enough money to buy another place or rent something, but she doesn’t know what she really wants to do. Elijah has been pushing her to stay with him, but she can’t, can she? She sighs remembering the conversation she had with Donnie just last week.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom, he’s a good guy and he adores you,” Donnie insists. “What’s your problem?” Lisa blushes. She can’t believe she’s having this conversation with her son. “He isn’t like Dad. It’s past time for you to move on with your life. You deserve to be happy and you can lie to me by denying it, but I know he makes you happy.” ‘Please let the floor open up and swallow me whole,’ she thinks.

      “Donnie, son.” Lisa swallows down her embarrassment. “It’s complicated.” He frowns at her giving her you-are-shitting-me look. “Don’t give me that look.” He throws up his hands as if in surrender.

      “I’m just calling it like I see it, ma!” Donnie insists. Lisa shakes her head.

      “He’s only a few years older than you,” Lisa implores him to see her point. “I’m old enough to be his mother. It won’t last, Donnie, and I don’t have enough of me left to handle it when he leaves, and he will leave; we both know it’ll happen.”

      “No, mom we both don’t know that,” Donnie argues. “You think it, but it doesn’t make it so. Hack is in love with you whether either of you are willing to admit it or not, and if you weren’t so damn stubborn, you’d admit you love him, too. I’m sick of watching you waste your life denying yourself happiness. I get Dad did a number on you. Hell, he messed with my head, too. I’m scared I’ll be like him if I get in a relationship, but I have to trust that I’ll resist that path just like Hack has done.” Lisa balks at his words. Elijah has told Donnie about his father?

      “What do you know about Hack that would make you say that?” She frowns in confusion. She knows they text occasionally, but she didn’t think they were close enough friends to share their deep, dark secrets.

      “He told me about his dad hurting him, his sister, and his mom,” Donnie confesses. “He’s afraid of becoming like his dad, too.”

      “He could never be like that!” Lisa exclaims before she realizes she’s said anything. Donnie smirks at her with a knowing look. Her face heats. She’s given her feelings away.

      “Exactly,” Donnie replies. “That’s my point, mom. He’s a good man. Don’t let him get away.”
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        * * *

      

      Lisa enters the shopping center not far from Elijah’s home. He’d bought the place not long after she’d moved to Jacksonville. She’s been helping him with the remodeling. He has hardly any groceries at his place, so she’s made a list and is going to stock his kitchen. He’s been living off take out and left-overs from Charlotte’s. When she’d first moved here, she’d thought he’d eaten there so often because of her. On some level, that’s probably true, but Charlotte has told her on several occasions many of single guys come to her house or one of the other guys with a wife for meals. Now that Abigail is here, they frequent Straw and Tank’s house, too.

      Parking her car, Lisa grabs her purse making sure she has the list. As she gets out of her door, starting toward the store, unease washes over her. The hair on the back of her neck rising. She feels eyes on her. She looks around scanning the parking lot but doesn’t see anything suspicious. Taking another look just to be sure, she straightens her spine and shakes her head. She’s just paranoid. It’s understandable after everything she’s been through, but she hates it. She just wants to be normal.

      Grabbing a cart, she begins gathering items on her list, making her way from aisle to aisle. The uneasy feeling comes over her again. She looks over her shoulder, a man ducks behind a shelf. Her heart hammers in her chest. She hurries down the aisle toward the front of the store to the check out where there will be more people. Someone is following her. She’s certain of it. She glances back several times but doesn’t see the man again.

      At the checkout, she worries her lower lip, bouncing on her feet. She keeps looking around, but there’s no sign of anyone out of place. Did she imagine it? She can feel her anxiety kicking in. She tries to use her self-calming techniques, but it isn’t working. She doubts herself, which makes her panic even more. How can she ever trust herself if she’s seeing ghosts around every corner? She’s shaking hard as she puts her items on the counter. The cashier gives her a funny look but refrains from asking any questions.

      She gathers the bags into her cart, paying for her purchases, before heading to the door. As she crosses the parking lot, she does her best to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. Her chest begins to hurt as she feels eyes on her once more. Tears spring into her eyes to trail down her face as she practically runs toward her car. Throwing the bags into her trunk, she hurries to get in the driver’s seat, locking the door once she’s inside. Pulling out her cell phone, she checks the time. Elijah should be finishing up his day at base. She calls him, closing her eyes as the tears fall.

      “Hey babe. What’s up?” Elijah’s voice never fails to soothe her when she’s stressed.

      “I…I need you,” Lisa cries, trembling from head to toe, hating that she can’t control her fear or panic attacks.

      “Where are you?” he asks immediately. “I’m leaving base now, but I need to know where you are.”

      “The Walmart on Marine Boulevard.” Lisa takes a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t…I’m just so scared.”

      “Don’t be sorry, babe,” Elijah cajoles. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. Just keep talking to me, okay?”

      “I’ll try,” she sobs. “Why can’t I be normal?” she wails. “I’m so sick of freaking out, but I can’t stop it when it starts.”

      “You are normal, babe,” Elijah assures her. “You’re not the only person who has panic attacks. You need to cut yourself some slack. You’ve been doing really well. Don’t feel bad about having a bad day. We all have them.” Realistically she knows he’s trying to be reassuring, but it feels patronizing.

      “I’m not a child,” Lisa sasses, her anxiety waning as she gets irritated. “Just never mind. I’m feeling better.”

      “Stop it!” Elijah demands. “I’m not trying to treat you like a child. I’m just saying you’re as normal as everyone else.” She huffs and rolls her eyes.

      “I can hear you, you know?”

      “Your point?” Lisa grumbles. “You know I get insolent when I’m having a bad day. Did you expect anything less?”

      “No.” He chuckles, which only serves to irritate her more. “I love your sassy mouth.” She sucks in a breath. Her heart hammering for other reasons than fear now. “I love it more when it’s on my mouth or, better yet, on my cock.”

      “Stop!” Lisa can feel herself getting wet at his words. She’s tried hard to resist him, but after their near full day sex-marathon in San Diego, she can’t turn him down when he gets this way. They’ve been having sex several times a week. Guilt rides her, but damn he makes her feel so good. She misses him when they’re apart. He keeps her calm whether from the orgasms or just because he listens to her, doesn’t judge her for her anxiety, or because he’s just him. She doesn’t know, but she’s coming to feel dependent on him, and it scares the shit out of her. She’d been dependent on Donald for a long time. He hadn’t wanted her to get her nursing degree, but she’d fought for it and taken several beatings over it. She’d been younger then and hadn’t lost all of herself at the time.

      But now, she’s afraid of needing Elijah too much. What will she do when he leaves? He’s going to get bored with her. Donald had told her over and over how terrible she was in bed. Although Elijah hasn’t ever complained about their activities. She shivers remembering how hot the sex had been last night. He’d taken her three times, making her come every time. He makes her feel so good, so special. He loves to talk to her while he’s inside her. She’d been shocked at first, but she found it turns her on even more. He doesn’t just talk dirty. He praises her, tells her how much he’s enjoying what they’re doing. Elijah’s voice draws her out of her thoughts.

      “I don’t want to stop, babe.” His voice is husky and makes her want him even more. “I want to lay you down, feast on your sweet pussy, then bury myself to the hilt in your heat until I fill you with my cum.” Lisa quakes with desire.

      “Elijah!” Lisa squirms in her seat. “You shouldn’t be talking like that.”

      “Why?” he demands. “You don’t want to hear what all we are going to do when I get you home?” She bites her lip, stifling a moan.

      “I can’t stay tonight,” Lisa informs him. “Charlotte is already getting suspicious. She hasn’t said anything, but I think she knows.”

      “I don’t care if the whole damn world knows, Lisa,” Elijah grouches. “I’m sick of being the dirty little secret.” Lisa’s desire dries up instantly. Here it is, the beginning of the end. He’s going to leave, and she’ll only have herself to blame in the end. It is inevitable either way. Whether he gets bored with her or because she wants to keep their relationship a secret, he’s going to leave her and take what’s left of her heart when he does.

      “I know,” Lisa states. What more can she say? He’s made it clear he wants more. Her conversation with Donnie flashes in her mind. Could she really let herself have him for real? Not just some hours of lust filled pleasure? “Elijah, I’m sorry–”

      “I understand,” Elijah interrupts her. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just I have a difficult time hiding my feelings when we are in public. I just wish I didn’t have to hide it. Where are you parked? I’m here.” She tells him the row she’s parked in and a moment later he’s pulling in beside her, as another vehicle stops behind her car. Worm jumps out of the passenger-side back seat, coming up to her door. Lisa opens her door.

      “Hey, Lisa.” Worm smiles down at her. “Hack asked me to drive your car to his place. He’s wanting you to help him pick out wallpaper and paint for his house.” Lisa’s heart melts a little more. Elijah has protected her feelings by giving Worm a fake story, so he won’t know she’s had a meltdown in the Walmart parking lot. She exits her vehicle to see Elijah waiting for her. Worm jumps behind the wheel of her car, adjusting the seat to fit his much larger frame.

      “Thanks.” Lisa smiles back at Worm. “There are groceries in the backseat. I would tell you to leave them and I’d get them out when we get there, but there’s cold stuff. If you could just take those bags in.” Worm shakes his head.

      “No problem.” Worm grins at her. “We’ll put them up. I’m sure we’ll be helping him eat them anyway. It’s the least we can do.” The vehicle Worm had exited pulls up behind Hack’s truck to let Worm back out. Mercury is behind the wheel and Virus is in the passenger seat. They wave as they drive away. Worm honks the horn at them as he passes. Once they are gone, Elijah turns to her.

      “Hey, babe.” He pulls her into his arms. She relaxes into his embrace, relishing his touch. He pulls back a little, and she looks up at him, only to have him take her mouth in a hot kiss. His tongue sweeps into her mouth to duel with hers. She fists her hands in the back of his shirt as one of his hands slides into her hair, and the other travels south to grip her ass. They make out for several minutes. She’s left breathless when he’s done taking her mouth. “Been needing that all day.” He smirks at her.

      “You kissed me before you left this morning,” she reminds him. Her pussy spasming as she remembers the other things he did before he left for P.T., this morning.

      “I did,” he agrees. “But that’s been hours ago.” He sighs as he turns her toward his truck. “I’m like a junkie. I need a fix on the regular.” She giggles at him, causing him to laugh along with her. He opens the door for her, helping her into his truck. Once she’s buckled, he closes her door and rounds the bed to take the driver’s seat. “You ready to go pick out some paint?”

      “We really are going to get paint?” She’s surprised, thinking he’d only told the others that story to protect her from them knowing she’d had a panic attack.

      “Well, we could just go home, but the guys will be there.” Elijah gives her a meaningful look. “I’m not keen on putting on a show. Just not my style.” Lisa frowns at him.

      “What are you talking about?” Lisa looks over at his handsome face. She loves to look at him, especially when he isn’t paying attention to her. His broad shoulders and bulging biceps are so sexy. When she recalls how they move when he’s on top of her, thrusting inside her, driving her over the edge, she bites her lip as she feels her need for him growing.

      “I’m going to fuck you senseless when we get home. I don’t want Mercury, Worm, and Virus there for an audience.” Elijah winks at her before turning back to watch the road. Lisa gets it that he’s joking, but just thinking about what they’ve been doing, being seen by anyone, but especially by their friends, causes a blush to bloom from her neck up over her face.

      “Elijah! What am I going to do with you?” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, she knows she’s walked right into his response before he utters a word.

      “You’re going to suck my cock while I eat your pussy, then you’re going to take my cock in your hot pussy until you explode all over it.” Yep! She’d practically begged for it. She’s so embarrassed at his words all she can do is laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Donald Winters seethes from his vantage point two rows over from where Lisa’s car is parked. Seeing the man pull her into his arms makes his blood boil. He knew the bitch had been messing with someone named Elijah, and now he has the proof. He snaps pictures with his telephoto lens. He’s been forced into hiding all because of her. He’s lost everything: his job, his standing in the community, even his sons, and it’s all her fault. If she hadn’t forced the divorce on him, none of this would have happened.

      She must have been wanting this boy all along. His daddy had taught him from a young age, women are all whores and will stab you in the back at the first chance they get. Get a young one, his dad had said, one you can raise up like you want her to be. He must not have gotten one young enough. Lisa had only been sixteen when he began dating her. She came from a good church-going family. He thought she’d be the perfect wife. She would have been if she would have listened to him. She’s too independent. He’d tried to get her in line several times, but she just hadn’t cooperated no matter how harsh his punishments.

      He’s made mistakes. He accepts it. He never should have allowed her to go to college, and he sure as hell shouldn’t have let her work at the hospital. She got to thinking way too much of herself being around the doctors day in and day out. He has to admit the money she brought home was pretty good for their little hole in the wall town, but it wasn’t worth her thinking she deserved better than him. He’d been good to her. He only disciplined her when she got out of line, not like his old man who’d hit you for walking through the house too loudly.

      His other mistake has been to allow her to stay friends with Charlotte Williams-whatever her last name is now. That woman always tried to get Lisa to leave him, and she finally succeeded. Here he is hundreds of miles from their hometown, because Charlotte has convinced her to come here. Worse than all that, Lisa is now shacking up with this boy. He looks back to where Lisa is standing with the man. They’re sharing a very heated kiss. He shoots more pictures, but what he wants to do is pull out his revolver and put a bullet in the man’s head for daring to touch what belongs to him. Lisa is his. He took her virginity and had been the only one to touch her until now. He’d accused her over the years of being with other men, but he knew it wasn’t true. He’d kept close tabs on her even after the divorce.

      He watches the couple get in the man’s vehicle. He starts his engine but waits patiently before pulling out of his space to follow them. This isn’t his first stakeout. He will wait patiently until he has everyone in line like he wants them. He’ll make every one of them pay. His first order of business will be to send these photos to his sons. They’ve shunned him thinking he’s done something wrong, which is Lisa’s fault. She didn’t tell the boys about her boyfriend, didn’t explain to them the reason he had to punish her, but when they see what their mother is doing, they’ll be on his side again, as they should be. It will be what gets her back in line and home with him where she belongs. Lisa is a lot of things, but a bad mother isn’t one of them. She loves those boys. She will do anything for them not to be upset with her. Yeah, he’s on the right track now. He’ll get everything back like it’s supposed to be.
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      Damn if Hack doesn’t love making her blush, even though he now has a raging hard on and it’ll be hours before he can satisfy it. He is taking her shopping for paint and other things he needs for the remodel on the house he’s bought. He will do his best to help her in any way possible and keeping her panic attacks their secret is one way he can do it.

      Even Charlotte doesn’t know how often Lisa has them. They’ve been getting better over the last few months, despite the god awful beating she’d gotten just over a year ago. Hack glances over at her. So strong and resilient, even though she doesn’t see it. She’s entirely too hard on herself. He wonders what triggered today’s incident, but he doesn’t question her about it. She’ll tell him in time when she’s ready.

      He pulls into the Lowe’s parking lot, parking in a space. He climbs out and rounds the hood to open her door. He’s finally gotten her used to waiting for him to get her door. Her hand lands in his as he helps her down. Unable to resist, he pulls her to his side, a little more forcefully than necessary causing the air to woosh out of her.

      “Elijah!” she exclaims breathlessly, which reminds him of how she calls his name when he is balls deep inside her sweet heat. His cock hardens at the memories. He captures her mouth, devouring her briefly before releasing her to take her hand and lead her into the store. “What was that for?” she questions as they make their way into the store.

      “Do I need a reason to kiss you?” he queries giving her a side glance. She bites her lower lip, looking up at him through her lashes.

      “I suppose not.” A sly grin breaking over her face. “I just wasn’t expecting it.” He squeezes her hand. He turns them down the aisle with all the painting supplies, including a wall full of swatches of various colors. “What room are you getting paint for today?”

      “Master bedroom.” He waggles his eyebrows, and she barks out a laugh. “What color should the walls be, babe?” She looks at the overwhelming number of choices of colors.

      “Oh my, I don’t know.” Lisa browses over the selection. “It depends on what you’re wanting. They have every possible shade of every color imaginable. What color do you want? Once you know the color then we can consider various shades.” She looks up at him expectantly.

      “What color do you want?” Confusion covers her face. “If it were your bedroom, what color would you want the walls to be?” he clarifies. Understanding dawns, the confusion leaving her look.

      “Elijah,” she scolds, her tone full of disapproval. “It isn’t my room. This is your house. You need to choose what you like.”

      “I want it to be your room, too.” He gives her a pointed look. She begins shaking her head and turns away. He grips both of her shoulders gently as he turns her to face him. “Babe.” He waits for her to look up at him. When their eyes meet, he sees her wariness. “I know that scares you, but I’m dead serious. I want you in my bed for the long haul. I understand you don’t believe me yet, but it’s true, babe. You’re it for me.” Her lower lip begins to tremble and moisture floods her eyes.

      “Elijah, you can’t mean it,” she denies. “You’re so young. Don’t you want kids of your own?”

      “No,” he answers her swiftly and honestly. She gives him a puzzled expression. “I don’t hate kids, but I’ve never wanted any. I can’t see myself as a father. I enjoy my life as it is and to be honest, I don’t want to share you with someone else. You have your sons, and I would never want to come between you and them, but I don’t want to have more of your time taken up with another child. I suppose it makes me a selfish asshole, but I like us just the way we are. We can come and go when we please. We don’t have to pack the whole damn house, including the kitchen sink, like Hawk, Ace, Deadeye, and Straw do to go somewhere.” Lisa shakes her head.

      “It isn’t that bad,” she chides, “I love being a mother, but I’m more than happy my boys are grown and can take care of themselves. I don’t miss the sleepless nights, dirty diapers, and endless hours of crying. I get enough of that helping with Charlotte’s little ones.” She turns back to the paint swatches, studying them as if they are the most interesting thing she’s ever seen. He considers them, too. She picks up a couple cards considering the colors. He watches her determined to get her to choose something. He leans in close, crowding her space, looking over her shoulder at her choices. She leans into him with a sigh.

      “I’m leaning toward a light shade of green.” She angles her head up so she can see him over her shoulder. “What do you think?” He considers the square she’s pointing toward. He likes it. He can see her in the room. The color will coordinate with the bedding set he’d gotten her to pick out for the king bed he’d purchased when he’d moved into the home.

      “It’s perfect.” He motions to the clerk who’s been hovering ever since they arrived. He hands the card to the clerk, asking for two gallons of paint in the shade she’s indicated. He turns back to her when the clerk heads off to mix their paint. “That color will complement the bedspread. You have a good eye for decorating.”

      “Listen to you sounding all, ‘this old house’ experty.” Lisa laughs.

      “Hey I pay attention when you’re watching the DIY channel.” He grabs her hips, pulling her close to nip her lower lip. She wiggles in his embrace, planting her hands on his chest.

      “I don’t see how.” She scowls. “You’re always absorbed in some game or working on your laptop.”

      “That’s my cover, babe.” Her exasperated look has him clarifying. “You only think I’m absorbed in something else, so I can look at you without you getting your feathers ruffled.”

      “What?” Lisa scoffs. “I do not get my feathers ruffled.”

      “Yeah, babe. You do when you catch me staring at you.” He shrugs when she glares at him. “It’s even worse if I dare touch you in front of our friends.” Her eyes roll skyward, remaining there as if she’s praying for strength. The clerk calls him over to check the test dot to see if it’s to his approval. He places his hand to the small of her back urging her to follow him over. They check the color and find it acceptable. He grabs a few more items while the clerk mixes the second gallon.

      “Now get something for the trim in the room.” He leads her back to the swatches. She huffs and puffs as she considers the choices. “Which one do you like best?” He leans down to check out a shade of grey, holding up the card for her inspection. He agrees on it, too, and has the clerk mix them a half-gallon of the paint.

      “You need to get what you like, Elijah,” Lisa counsels him. “It’s your house.”

      “Our house,” he corrects her. He’s never had told her before, but he only bought the house after he’d shown it to her and seen the way her face lit up as she talked about how he could remodel and fix it up. Luckily the former owners were in a hurry to unload it, so he’d gotten a very good deal on the place.

      “You’re speaking like it’s a given, that we’re a couple.” Lisa lifts her chin defiantly as if daring him to confirm it.

      “We are,” he responds. His tone brooking no arguments, but he knows she’s going to argue anyway. She opens her mouth, but he’s heard it all before. So instead of listening to her, he kisses her, thrusting his tongue into her mouth effectively shutting her up. She doesn’t give in right away, not that he expected she would, but it doesn’t take long for her to return the kiss just as passionately. When they break apart, her lips are swollen, her eyes glazed over with lust. She swallows, her eyes flicking to his. “When are you going to stop denying it? I mean, I’ll wait forever if needed, but it’d be so much easier if you’d just accept it.”

      She snorts. “You’re pretty damn sure of yourself,” Lisa grumbles. He can’t keep the grin off his face. She rolls her eyes as she comments, “Cocky bastard.” He bursts out into a full, hardy laugh, which causes her to laugh, too. They stand there chuckling in front of the paint swatches until an uneasy feeling comes over him. At the same time, she gets tense, the happy look fading from her face. His head snaps up, taking in their surroundings. He pulls her to his side. The unease isn’t going away, despite not being able to pinpoint the cause of his discomfort. The clerk hands them their selections.

      “Elijah, can we go?” Lisa’s voice is timid and filled with fear. He nods, taking her elbow in his hand, he leads her toward the check out. Making quick work getting through the check out. They exit the store, his head on a swivel monitoring everything and everyone around them.

      Once they reach the safety of his truck, he puts the paint in the back, and then helps her into the passenger side before taking his seat behind the wheel. He turns to her. “Are you okay?” She shakes her head. He takes her hand. She grips him tightly.

      “You felt it too, didn’t you?” Lisa questions him. He nods. “It happened earlier at Walmart. That’s why I had an attack. Someone is following me.” Her eyes meet his. Her fear coming off of her in crashing waves. “He’s here, Elijah. I just know it.” Hack knows it, too. Damn!
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      Saying out loud what she’s been thinking, been fearing for months, has her quivering in apprehension. Elijah seems calm as can be until she looks in his eyes. The stark anger she sees scares her, although she knows it isn’t directed at her but at Donald. Him being angry at Donald is more frightening to her, because Elijah won’t hold back when it comes to Donald, which means Elijah could get hurt, or end up in jail.

      God! She hates Donald. He ruins everything. From the day she married him, he’s worked hard to make her life a miserable existence. Well, no more. It’s past time she gets rid of him once and for all. She needs to live her life free from fear and anxiety. She might never be completely free from the anxiety, but dammit she can at least remove a huge source of it. Elijah isn’t going to like it. She doesn’t like it either, but she can’t see any other way. At least if she’s bait, they’ll be ready for him.

      “I need to draw him out,” Lisa voices her thoughts. She’d only be able to say these words to Elijah. He makes her feel brave, strong, and capable. Elijah’s face hardens.

      “No!” His voice harsh like she’s never heard before. “I won’t allow you to put yourself in danger where he could hurt you again.” He looks so tortured. “I almost lost you last time. I…I can’t go through that again, babe. I sound selfish, because you are the one who suffered at his hands, but seeing you in that hospital bed…it broke me. I don’t ever want to see you there ever again.”

      “Oh honey.” Lisa’s tears are flowing freely. “I never thought about it from your perspective.” She can’t imagine how hard those days had been for him. Just thinking about the possibility of their roles being reversed and she had been the one watching him fight for his life makes her feel physically sick. “Thank you for being there for me through all of it even when I fought you.” His wry smile makes her feel marginally better.

      “I couldn’t have been anywhere else,” he responds. “Let’s go home, yeah?” She agrees and he backs out of their space. The trip to his house doesn’t take long. Elijah is wound as tight as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. His tension bleeds off onto her. She fidgets in her seat, worry riding her. She wishes she wasn’t the cause of his worry, but she can’t change it no matter how much she might want to. Her phone rings, causing her to jump in fear at the shrill sound. She digs it out of her purse to see it’s Charlotte calling.

      “Hey Char,” Lisa answers. “What’s up?”

      “Just checking to make sure everything is all right.” Charlotte’s voice comes over the line. “I couldn’t help noticing you didn’t come home last night?” Lisa can hear the question in her statement. Lord, she needs to nip this in the bud. Charlotte’s been hell bent on getting her to start dating again. She means well. Lisa understands Charlotte is blissfully happy with Hawk and their little family. Therefore she wants everyone around to be just as happy. The woman is a hopeless romantic.

      “Everything is fine,” Lisa assures her. “I was working late and decided to stay over.” She isn’t lying. She and Hack did work on stripping the old wall paper off his bedroom walls last night, for a while, before they got a little distracted. She just doesn’t want to tell Charlotte where she stayed.

      “Umm, hmm.” Charlotte hums. “How’s Hack’s remodel coming along?” Lisa’s mouth falls open. How does she know? She scrambles to come up with some response, but her brain isn’t firing on any cylinders currently. When the silence drags on, Charlotte continues. “Look the two of you are close, there’s nothing wrong with it so I don’t get why you’re trying to hide it. He’s a great guy”–Lisa’s eyes fly over to make sure he can’t overhear their conversation–“and I’ve seen the way the two of you look at each other. The sexual tension when you are both in the same room is explosive. If you haven’t, you need to explore it.”

      A sudden sharp, near hysterical laugh escapes her. “Charlotte!” Lisa’s eyes keep flying over to Elijah’s profile. Crap! He’s definitely overheard their conversation if the smug look on his face is anything to go by. “We should talk about this later. How’s Lilly and the boys?” She asks, hoping to change the subject.

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” Charlotte admonishes. “You haven’t answered any of my questions.” Lisa bites her lip. Elijah turns his head in her direction. Glancing over, their eyes meet. His are filled with humor.

      “Just tell her.” He mouths soundlessly. Lisa’s eyes bug out. She shakes her head so violently she’s a little dizzy. He barks out a laugh which Charlotte hears of course. Lisa jerks the phone away from her ear when Charlotte squeals louder than any elementary school girl ever thought about doing.

      “Sounds like I’m interrupting.” Charlotte drags out the word interrupting. “Love you! I’m locking up as I don’t expect you home tonight either.” Before Lisa can respond, the call ends. She huffs as she pockets her phone into her purse, noting a string of texts from Charlotte ping her phone. Emojis hearts, kisses, and even an eggplant. You’d think Charlotte was a teenager not a near fifty-year-old woman. She glances at Elijah who’s grinning after catching sight of the texts. She glares at him. He’s enjoying this way too much.

      They arrive at his home, minutes later, without incident. Just as she’s suspected, Mercury, Worm, and Virus are at the house, and it seems Bull has joined them, too. They’re all hanging out in the game room Elijah’s fixed up in the basement. He activates the security system alarm once they are in the house. Lisa heads into the kitchen to begin cooking them all something to eat while he heads down to talk with the guys.
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      Hack keeps his guard on high alert as they head home from Lowes. He doesn’t pick up on anyone following them, but he can’t be one hundred percent sure. Donald is a seasoned police officer with years of experience in surveillance. Hack knows the man could be as good as his team at being covert, which makes this situation even more dire. He will do whatever it takes to keep the asshole from getting his hands on Lisa again.

      Arriving at their house, yeah, he thinks of it as their house, not just his. She’s spent many a night in his arms, in his bed. He’s relieved to see the vehicles in his driveway, knowing his team-brothers are here. He hurries Lisa inside and activates the alarm. He needs to let the guys know what’s up so they can help him keep her safe. She’ll be pissed if she finds out he’s telling the guys, but he’ll keep her safe no matter the cost. She can be angry if she wants. He’d rather her be angry or embarrassed than dead. She has no reason to be embarrassed. His brothers would never judge her for the reasons she’s made up in her head for why they can’t be an official couple.

      At the top of the stairs, he pulls her to him for a quick kiss. Her body is tense, likely nervous they’ll be caught by one of the guys, but when they get started playing HALO they aren’t coming out unless there’s a nuclear blast or food, neither of which are available at present.

      “You okay, babe?” He needs to know where her head is at now that they’re at home where she should feel safe. She looks up to him and smiles. She hasn’t pulled away from him, which he’s taking as a good sign.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Lisa’s voice is soft so no one will hear her, but him. He keeps his voice low as well. He wants her to feel comfortable.

      “You’re safe here; you know that, right?” Her nod eases his concerns. “I won’t let him near you. I promise, babe. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “I know you will, Elijah. I trust you.” His heart constricts. She trusts him. He knows that’s not easy for her. He nods and kisses her again. There’s so much more he wants to say, but now isn’t the time. Later when they’re in bed, he’ll give her his thoughts, his heart, but for now, his kisses will have to do.

      “I’ll fix you guys something to eat,” Lisa leans against him. “Anything you want in particular?”

      “No baby, whatever you fix, we will gobble it up.” He grins at her. “You know we will.”

      “Yes, I do know.” She giggles. “Y’all can out eat anything I’ve ever seen. Good thing I know how to cook to feed an army.” He growls, causing her eyes to widen in shock.

      “You’ve got to do better than that. We’re Marines baby, not Army.” Hack realizes she doesn’t understand the difference, but he’s going to make sure she learns the difference.

      She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Are you seriously going to have a hissy fit over semantics?” Lisa quirks her eyebrows at him.

      “It’s a long-standing thing, babe,” Hack informs her. “Never and I repeat never call a Marine, Army, got me?” Placing her hand on her forehead, she drops her head and shakes with silent laughter but eventually raises her head.

      “Got it,” she wheezes out around her laughter.

      “I’m serious, babe.” More laughter. She fans her face, trying to regain control. He growls again which doesn’t help the situation.

      “Just go,” she finally replies. “I’ll refrain from making that mistake again.” Humor is still dancing in her eyes. He grips her hips tightly kissing her deeply. When he pulls back, she exclaims. “Elijah! You need to stop kissing me with them downstairs. They’re going catch us!” It’s his turn to smack his head.

      “Babe, they’re not going to care if we are together,” he explains calmly. “I mean, they’ll care in that they’ll be happy for us, but they won’t think badly of us.” Lisa narrows her eyes at him. He can tell she doesn’t believe him, so he gives up trying to change her mind. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” She acknowledges him then turns to head into the kitchen, and he heads for the stairs heading down to speak with the guys.

      He enters the game room to the roar of voices. They get so wrapped up in these games. He strolls over grabbing a controller from Mercury’s hand, hitting the pause.

      “What the fuck, man?” Mercury exclaims as does Virus. “Who pissed in your Cheerios?” Before he can respond. Worm joins the fray.

      “One guess!” he yells as all eyes turn to him. “Lisa!” He sing-songs her name. Hack growls, causing them all to chuckle. He glances toward the door fairly certain she can’t hear them.

      “Stop! This is serious!” The men sober and give him their attention. “Look, while we were at the hardware store, I got the feeling we were being watched. Lisa felt it too. She said she had the same feeling earlier at Walmart. I believe her ex-husband is here in Jacksonville.” All the men stare him down. He can see their irritation as well, not as high as his own, but they too feel angered on Lisa’s behalf. Every one of them had taken turns standing guard at the hospital when she’d been there. They’d came by, brought him food, clothes, whatever he needed while he’d been at her side.

      “You called Hawk?” Mercury asks. Hack shakes his head as he begins to pace.

      “No, I haven’t for a couple of reasons.” Hack pauses his pacing to face them. “One being I don’t have any concrete evidence that he’s here just a gut feeling. We all know to trust our gut, though. Another reason is Lisa is freaked out as it is. If I call Hawk and we go into full protection mode as you know Charlotte will want us to do, it’ll only upset her more. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for full protection mode and then some, but I have to think of her feelings, too. I need to keep her safe from him, but I don’t want to cause her to run if we make her feel trapped. It would be no better than what he’s done.”

      “I don’t think she’ll feel that way,” Worm interjects, “If you just explain to her why we are doing what we are doing, she’ll understand, Hack. She’s a smart woman and has more tenacity than all of us put together. We can all see she doesn’t believe in herself, but you don’t survive what she has by being weak. No fucking way.”

      “You have it right,” Hack agrees with Worm’s assessment. “She doesn’t accept how strong she is and she feels embarrassed about getting overwhelmed sometimes.”

      “I’m going to ask a personal question,” Virus perks up, “but don’t kick my ass. If you don’t want to answer, fine, just don’t go all ape shit on me?” Hack works a muscle in his jaw as he can tell Virus’s question is likely to piss him off, but he needs their help, so he’ll kiss ass if he has to. He dips his head to encourage Virus to continue. “What’s the deal with you two?”

      “It’s complicated.” The room erupts into a roar of laughter. “Dammit!” More laughter. “Listen!” The men settle down. “You all know she’s been through a lot, not only physically, but he’s messed with her head, too. He’s made her afraid of trusting anyone. Additionally, she’s concerned, in part, because of the age difference and what people will have to say about it. I know we all bust each other’s balls about relationships and such, but I ask you guys not to do that with her, please.” They all agree.

      “You know we would never want to hurt her,” Virus confirms, “We will keep the ribbing to when she isn’t around, but dude we have to give you shit. It’s like a commandment. Thou shall bust the balls of any brother who falls in love.” The guys all chuckle. Hack gets it. He’s doled out his fair share of jabs at the men on the team who have settled down over the years. It’s only right he gets it in return. “Now what can we do to help her and help you get rid of this asshole?”

      “Keep an eye on the house?” Hack requests. “I need to come up with something for when we are out of pocket. That’s when she’ll be most vulnerable. I know Hawk is going to want to have a sit down when I tell him about this, if I tell him. I need you guys to back me up when I insist Lisa stay here not at Hawk’s. And before you all start in, it isn’t just about her being here with me. I do want her here with me, but it’s more than that. It’s about Charlotte, the boys, and Lilly. Donald is a nutjob. He’s never liked Charlotte because she’s always tried to help Lisa get away from him, and she never allowed him to run her off like so many of Lisa’s other friends and family.”

      “You got your six,” Bull speaks up for the first time. “If you lay it out to Hawk like you just did for us, I can’t see him arguing with you about it neither will Lisa. She’s Charlotte’s friend, and we’ve all seen how she is with those kids. There’s no way she’d take a chance putting them at risk.”

      Hack agrees as he’s been thinking along the same lines. Now if he can just get everyone else on board. “Wait a minute!” Mercury jumps in. “What do you mean by if you tell him?”
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      As Elijah descends the stairs to join his teammates, Lisa heads into the kitchen pleasantly surprised to find the guys have put up all the groceries she’d bought. She gathers the ingredients to make lasagna for them. Pulling hamburger from the fridge, she places it on the counter. Bending down, she pulls a skillet, a large stock pot, and another large pot to cook the noodles in.

      Humming to herself, she moves around the kitchen with ease. Music is her muse, and she whips out her phone to send her favorite play list to the Alexa speaker in the kitchen. Lisa and Charlotte have always enjoyed singing and dancing, mostly when no one else is watching, but there is more than one video of them tearing it up with microphones in hand. She loves to listen to music while she’s cooking or clean.

      Lisa simply loves cooking. Her grandmother has instilled the love for it in her. It’s another of the many things she and Charlotte have in common. She places the pots and skillet on the very expensive new stove. This kitchen is like a chef’s wet dream. She and Elijah had gone together and chosen each appliance. While she’s browning the hamburger, cutting vegetables for a salad, and starting the sauce, she reflects on that day.
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      Lisa is at Charlotte’s house, watching the kids while Charlotte is at work. She only works two days a week due to the three small children. Hawk had wanted her to just be a stay-at-home mom, but Charlotte loves her job as a nurse practitioner, and the need for good providers in the area has made it possible for her to work part-time at a VA clinic. She’s tried to get Lisa to come to work there as well. Lisa has considered it, but if she does work with Charlotte, the children will have to go to daycare, which isn’t such a bad thing, but Lisa’s still adjusting to the move. She isn’t ready to jump into a new job as well. She’d fortunately had a nice nest-egg saved before the incident.

      Lisa’s phone pings with an incoming message. She fishes it out of her purse, expecting it to be Charlotte or Hawk checking in on the kids again. However, the message is from Elijah.

      Elijah: What are you up to today?

      Lisa: I’m watching Lilly and the boys until Charlotte’s off work.

      Elijah: What are you doing after? Any plans?

      Lisa: No…why do you ask?

      Elijah: I was hoping you’d be willing to help me with something? I need some help picking out appliances for my kitchen. I know nothing about them. I can’t even boil water, lol.

      Lisa: Then why are you buying new appliances?

      She watches the three dots blinking, go away, then return. It seems to take forever for him to reply to her question. She doesn’t have time to ponder the reason, though, as Lilly is toddling toward the boys’ make-shift fort they’ve made in the middle of the living room. Lisa can see a meltdown/war about to ensue when Lilly tears down the boys’ haven. Lisa gets to her feet to intercept before it can happen. While she’s redirecting Lilly, her phone chimes again.

      Elijah: I just want it to be nice. If I flip the house after it is fixed up, it’ll sell better and for more money if it has a great kitchen.

      Lisa has to agree. It will increase the home’s value. Elijah had asked her opinion on buying the house before he’d purchased it. Lisa had fallen in love with it instantly. Yes, it was run down and needed a lot of work, but she could see the potential right away. She secretly wishes she’d found the home before Elijah, but she hadn’t.

      Now she finds herself happily helping him every step along the way in the remodel. He’s been working on it room by room. He started in the basement cleaning and applying a sealer to the walls in the oldest part of it. The house has been built onto a couple of times with additions added to the basement as well with a door to connect the new sections. They’d finished the walls in the two new additions making a tech room and a game/living room. The space has turned out so well.

      Lisa: What time are you wanting to go?

      Elijah: I’ll pick you up around 6? If we can’t get everything today, maybe we can go Saturday morning, too.

      Lisa: Sure, I’ll be ready.

      Elijah shows up about ten minutes early. Charlotte gets wide-eyed when Lisa tells her where she’s going with Elijah but doesn’t comment further. They head out to the local Lowe’s where they look over the selection of stoves, refrigerators, microwaves, and dishwashers.

      “You’ll need to pick them out,” Elijah informs her as they start down the first aisle.

      “Elijah, I don’t know what you want,” Lisa protests, but he isn’t deterred.

      “Just pretend this is your kitchen; pick out what you would get if cost wasn’t an issue,” Elijah says as if it’s so simple.

      “Elijah! Cost is a concern. You can’t just blow money on something you’re never going to use,” she objects. He gives her a look that says, ‘yes, he can’. “Well, if you’re certain, but if you don’t like something speak up.” Lisa looks over at him and quirks her brow. He nods, so she begins browsing the various stoves. He’s knocked out a wall to the original dining area, opening it up, making the kitchen much larger. He’s adding an addition with a new dining room, and a master bedroom upstairs over it. She eventually choses a 5-burner single oven with air fryer and convection oven settings. She couldn’t wait for him to get it set up and let her try it out.

      They end up staying in the store until closing, but they are able to make several purchases. Elijah arranges for them to be delivered the next week. Lisa agreeing to meet the delivery guys at his house and show them where to place the appliances. It seems Tank and Straw bought a house a few years ago and remodeled it, so they’ve told Elijah they’ll come by and install the appliances in the evenings after they’re done on base.

      They’ve had such a good time, talking, laughing, and enjoying some friendly banter while they shop. Afterward, he asks her to dinner. She tries to decline, telling him Charlotte will be freaking out over them going out together, but he finally convinces her to go to a local Italian restaurant. She texts Charlotte to tell her they were eating and would back later. She replies to stay out as late as she wanted.

      The next morning, Lisa gets the third degree about what all had transpired the evening before and why she hadn’t come home until breakfast. Lisa assures Charlotte nothing but shopping had happened, and it hadn’t. Although that’s not to say she hasn’t spent more than a few nights at his apartment since they’ve returned from California. Charlotte hasn’t commented on it, which has been a shocker, one that Lisa is thankful for. She isn’t sure how to process the relationship that’s developed between them. She isn’t sure she could explain it to herself much less her best friend. She’s secretly the happiest she’s ever felt in her entire life, except for the births of her sons, and that terrifies her. She isn’t strong enough to deny herself the happiness she’s found in being with him. She still isn’t ready for it to be common knowledge or to make a big deal out of it. She’s still expecting him to grow tired of her at some point in the future.
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      Footsteps on the stairs draw her out of her musings. She glances over to see Elijah entering the kitchen.

      “Something is smelling delicious.” Elijah hums as he nears her. She grins at him. The man has a voracious appetite…for food, yeah, that’s what she meant. How he stays so fit is beyond her comprehension, although she knows he and all the guys work out and train many hours a week. “What are you making, babe?”

      “Lasagna and garlic bread,” Lisa answers. “It’ll be ready soon. Are y’all hungry?” He reaches over her shoulder where she’s making a salad to snag a cucumber slice. She turns to scold him, but he steals a kiss before she can protest. She swats him playfully.

      “Starved,” he declares. “I can’t wait to eat the lasagna, too.” A lustful look on his face as he leans in to kiss her again. She glances over his shoulder to be sure none of the guys are around before losing herself in his kiss. The man drives her to distraction. He breaks the kiss. “I’m having you for dessert.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” Lisa reprimands. He just laughs and kisses her forehead, before grabbing more cucumber slices from her stack.

      “Can I help you with something?” he asks, looking over everything she has spread out on the counter. Vegetables for the salad, the thick slices of bread, she’s spread with softened butter, sprinkled with garlic powder along with a healthy layer of mozzarella, cheddar, and parmesan cheeses.

      “No, but thank you,” Lisa answers. He turns to head back to the basement. “I’ll call down when everything is ready.” He nods his acknowledgment as he disappears from sight down the steps. She turns back to her task at hand.

      Thirty minutes later, everything is ready. She turns off the oven after pulling the large tray of garlic bread from its heat. She grabs plates, silverware, and napkins and quickly sets the table for six. Once everything is on the table, she heads to the top of the basement steps.

      “Elijah! The food’s ready!” Lisa calls down. In seconds, all the men in the basement are clamoring up the steps. She steps out of the way as they head into the dining room. She asks each man what he’d like to drink.

      “We’ll get our own drinks, babe,” Elijah tells her. “You don’t have to wait on us.”

      “I know, but I don’t mind.” Lisa is happy to get them their drinks. Staying busy helps keep her mind off Donald and if he really is here in Jacksonville. Also, she knows Elijah and his teammates train very hard each day. The worst she’s had to do is chase down two preschoolers who were hell bent on catching a butterfly. She’d feared they were going to wander into the road in pursuit of the creature, but she’d managed to keep them in the relative safety of the yard.

      They all sat down at the table, Lisa feeling a little out of place being the only woman at the table, but the men make her comfortable in no time at all.

      “Oh my God!” Virus exclaims after his first bite. “Lisa, Charlotte has met her match. She’s a damn fine cook, but this lasagna is out of this world!” Lisa chuckles as she watches the men tuck into their food, eating as if it’s their last meal. They pick at each other, stealing bread off each other’s plates, fighting over the last of it. When their plates are empty, she gets up and hurries into the kitchen to get the dessert she’s made for them. Derby pie still warm with vanilla ice cream to top it.

      “I’ve died and gone to heaven!” Worm declares when he tastes the pie. “It’s too bad, Hack has laid claim to you, because if he hadn’t, I’d do my best to convince you to move in with me.” Lisa can feel her face heating. Mercury smacks the back of Worm’s head so hard the pop rings in the room. Everyone stops eating. Their eyes going to Lisa to see her reaction. Lisa isn’t sure what she should say or do. She hasn’t wanted to put a label on her and Elijah, but she knows everyone around them can tell they have something, especially after San Diego.

      “You snooze you lose,” Lisa replies, startling all of them. The room deadly silent for a beat before they erupt into a roar of laughter. Elijah’s hand on her thigh squeezing gently makes her smile. She’s just given acceptance to his claim on her without actually coming out and saying it.
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      Elijah can’t believe his ears. Lisa’s reply to Worm has everyone in stitches, but it has his heart beating erratically. Hope blooms that she’s going to accept their relationship and no longer feel ashamed of her feelings for him. It seems this is as good a time as any to broach the subject of her safety with her. As the laughter dies down, he reaches out to take her hand.

      “Hey, babe?” Lisa looks over at him. He notices she doesn’t jerk her hand away. “I need to talk to you about something. Now don’t get upset until you hear me out, okay?” She pinches her lips together but nods her agreement. Hack glances around at his teammates, getting nods of encouragement. “So I mentioned to the guys what happened at Lowe’s”–he pauses as if trying to gauge her reaction to his words–“I believe Donald is here, watching you. I’ve asked the guys to help keep an eye on you and the house.” He watches her face and body language expecting her to blow up at him for taking such liberties, but he’s pleasantly surprised when she merely nods. “You’re safe here with the security system I have, but I’d prefer if you didn’t go out anywhere by yourself.”

      “I understand, Elijah,” Lisa complies much too easily for Hack’s liking. Her body is tense; her face is gaunt. She’s more frightened than he’s imagined. She isn’t putting up any protests. This isn’t like her. She’s fought him at every turn since the day they met. He must have let his thoughts show on his face. She blows out a breath. “I’m well aware how dangerous this situation could be, and I won’t put anyone else in danger over me. I’ll do as you ask.” Hack knows this isn’t easy for her, but she’s allowing him to make the necessary decisions to keep her safe.

      “One more thing,” Mercury speaks causing everyone in the room to turn in his direction. “Lisa, you need to stay here with Hack, like move in with him.” Lisa starts to speak, but Mercury cuts her off. “I get it. You’re worried about how it will look or what people will think, but none of that matters, for several reasons. First of all, it’s no one’s business if the two of you are into each other. Second, Hack’s a damn fine man, and you’re a lucky woman to have his attention, and third and most important keeping you, Charlotte, and her kids safe is the most important reason of all. You need to put your pride or fear or whatever it is aside that keeps you from accepting you and Hack are a great fit for one another.” The room descends into stunned silence. Mercury has never been much of a talker. That fact alone is enough to have caused the shocked feeling of the room, but his words are the main reason for everyone looking like they’ve seen Elvis in the flesh.

      “Mercury.” Hack is about to launch into his friend, but Lisa’s hand on his arm stops his words.

      “You’re right, Mercury.” An uneasy breath rushes out of her. “It’s obvious all of you can see there’s something between us.” She glances at Hack, giving him a tentative smile. “It’s not that I’m ashamed of us. It’s just the way I was raised, you know?” Hack looks at her curiously. She’s never really talked about her life before Donald or even much about her time with him, mostly stuff about her sons. The other men in the room seem intrigued as well. “I was raised in a strict Christian home. Now I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with religion at all. I raised my sons in the church, too. It’s the level of judgement that exists in some groups. I was raised in one of those groups. They set the bar so high it’s unattainable. My mother is one of the worst. She never sees her sins, but is more than eager to point out everyone else’s. I can hear what she’ll say in my head and I know it shouldn’t matter, but she’s my mom, even though I’m a grown woman with children of my own, who aren’t much younger than all of you. My mother would be mortified.”

      “I can understand how your mother’s opinion matters to you,” Mercury answers. “But this is your life not hers. Additionally, we are hundreds of miles from your mother. Just try to relax and enjoy your life. You have enough stress with Donald out there without adding to it by worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet.”

      “I know, but I can’t help it.” Lisa’s body is tense, and Hack wants to soothe her. He scoots his chair back and pulls her into his lap. Probably the wrong move, but his need to comfort her outweighs his best judgement. He’s overjoyed when she leans into him and continues to speak. “It’s ingrained into to me to worry about what other’s think of me. I carry all this guilt over stuff that shouldn’t matter, but it does. Until you’ve lived it, you can’t understand not fully.” She raises up to look into Hack’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m doing the best I can.”

      “Babe, you have nothing to be sorry for.” Hack hopes she can hear his sincerity. “I understand. I really do, and I’ll be here, always.” Tears fill her eyes before she lays her head on his shoulder and sobs softly. Knowing they have an audience, he stands, cradling her in his arms. He looks at his friends. “I’ll be back in a bit.” They nod.

      Hack carries her up the stairs to their bedroom, the one they’re sleeping in while remodeling the master bedroom. Once inside, he pushes the door shut with his foot and strolls over to the bed. He settles them on the bed with his back to the headboard, still holding her on his lap. He lets her cry it all out. He’d been planning to have a serious conversation with her tonight, but it looks like it’s going to be now instead of later. As her tears subside, he smooths her hair from her face and wipes the tears from her cheeks. Looking down into her face, all he can feel is the love he has for her. It’s time he tells her how much she means to him.

      “Feeling better?” he asks when their eyes meet. Her hand comes up to cup his cheek.

      “Why are you so good to me? So patient?” Hack grins down at her. He wasn’t sure how to get started with what he wants to convey to her, but this gives him the opening he needs.

      “Because I love you, Lisa.” Her eyes widen, and her mouth drops open. “I have for a long time. From the moment we first met, I’ve been drawn to you, needed you. You’re scared of this, us, a relationship. I get that, but I need you to understand I’ll do my best to give you what you want and what you need and never hurt you. I just need you to be brave and face this life with me.”

      “Elijah!” Lisa sits up to straddle him, holding his face in her hands. “I am scared. In some ways I’m more scared of you than facing Donald. You have the power to be my undoing. Do you understand that? I love you, too, and when you leave me, that will be my end. I won’t be able to live without you.”

      “I’m never leaving you, babe,” Hack pleads with her. “Please believe me when I say this. I could never leave you. I can’t live without you either.” She closes the distance between them, kissing him deeply. He communicates all his love for her through the kiss, and he can feel her returning his love. He tilts his head. His tongue diving deep into her mouth. She moans, stoking the fire that’s building in his belly. He needs her, needs to feel her skin on his. His hands slide under her blouse, grazing the skin of her back with his fingertips. She shivers with another moan. She pulls back, her eyes full of desire and want.

      “I need you to fuck me, Elijah.” Lisa’s hands begin tugging on his shirt. He helps her rid both of them of their clothing. When they’re devoid of their clothes, he rolls her to her back, kissing her as he eases himself between her legs. He spends several minutes kissing her mouth, trailing down her neck to suckle her breasts. She’s writhing under him. “Please, honey. I need you,” Lisa implores.

      “I’m not going to fuck you, baby,” Hack relates to her between kisses. His words sink in, the lust clearing from her eyes as she gazes at him. “We’re going to make love. You deserve better than a fuck. You mean more to me than a good time. I want you to know, to feel it deep in your bones how much you mean to me.”

      “Oh, Elijah.” Tears are in her eyes again, but he can tell these are happy ones. He kisses her briefly before he slides down her body to feast on her. He loves her taste and can’t seem to get enough. He settles between her thighs. Their eyes meet as he lowers his mouth to lick between her folds. “Mmmm,” she coos as he gets to work on her. She’d confided in him she’s always had issues getting to orgasm, but in the times they’ve been together, he’s learned her body and how to get her there. The medications she’s on for her anxiety make it difficult for her to climax. True it takes a while sometimes to get her there, but he doesn’t mind the time or effort. He’d be happy to never have to leave his bed, just the two of them, forever.

      Licking into her channel, he laps at her walls, loving the rough feel of them as they try to clench his tongue. Her hips buck up to his face as her hands slide into his hair. He licks her clit with just the tip of his tongue before sucking on it. A deep guttural moan escapes her. As her hips buck faster, he pushes two fingers inside her. Her breathing changes to short and fast. He knows she’s on the edge, just a little more will push her over, but he isn’t ready for her to come yet. He flicks her clit with his tongue, continuing to work his fingers in and out. “Please!” she begs and he must comply. He sucks her clit just the way she likes it as he rubs her g-spot and she shatters. “Oh God! Oh! Oh! Oh!” Lisa screams. Her hands holding his face to her pussy as she comes. He works her through it taking his pleasure in how much she’s enjoying it. Her hips fall to the bed, and her hands drop from his head. “God, Elijah! I think I almost died.” He chuckles as he crawls up her body, pressing kisses to her skin as he goes.

      “We can’t have that, babe,” Hack informs her. “Because I’m nowhere near done with you yet.” Lisa shivers as his words roll over her. Their eyes meet, and a smile breaks over her beautiful face. He needs to kiss her, so he does. Long, slow, and deep, their tongues tangling in a dueling dance. “I love seeing you come apart like that, babe. So fucking hot.”

      “What would be hot is if you’d put your cock in me.” Lisa’s breathy request has him leaking from the tip of his cock. She wraps her legs around his waist, drawing his achy cock to her wet entrance. “Please, honey. I need you.” Never one to deny Lisa what she needs, he slides into her wet heat. They’d dispensed using condoms not long after they returned from California. She’d had a partial hysterectomy and had been free of any STDs at her last gynecological exam. Hack had gotten tested after his last deployment, everything being negative. He’d always used condoms, taking her bare the first time had been incredible. The feeling of her walls clenching his cock had made him come harder than he ever had before. “Umm, yes!” Lisa declares as he bottoms out inside her. Hack begins a slow steady rhythm pulling out to the tip and sliding all the way in. She lifts and tilts her hips to match his rhythm taking him deeper with each thrust.

      “Damn woman! I love how you take my cock.” Hack keeps an even pace, not wanting to rush this moment. “Your pussy is so hot and greedy, sucking me in deep.” Lisa’s eyes flash with lust. She lifts her hips with more gusto.

      “I love taking your cock,” Lisa moans, “You feel so good, filling me up.” She drops her head to look into his eyes. “I love you, Elijah.” His heart swells with love and happiness.

      “I love you, babe,” Hack tells her. “So fucking much.” He continues to work in and out of her channel, taking his time with her. His orgasm builds slowly. He can tell she’s getting close, too her walls clenching him. He shifts their position slightly throwing both of her legs over his shoulders, bending her basically in half. He sets to pounding into her, hard, fast, and deep. He rubs her clit at a maddening pace. Her inner walls fluttering as her cries increase in frequently and pitch. A few more thrusts, and Lisa is screaming his name as she gets her release. He keeps going, chasing his. His balls draw up as he pounds her. His release hits as he buries himself to the hilt, holding himself deep. His vision darkens as he shoots ropes of cum into her. He thrusts a few more times emptying himself completely. He slumps down as her legs drop from his shoulders, keeping his weight off her. She holds him to her. Her arms and legs wrapped around him. Their sweat soaked bodies moving in tandem as they catch their breaths.
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      Holding Elijah to her as she catches her breath, Lisa can’t help thinking the sex between them gets better every time. She never imagined enjoying sex, but she is, and not only that, but Elijah makes it feel like so much more than sex. It’s a connection, a coming together of not just their bodies, but their hearts and minds. Lisa hadn’t wanted to fall in love with him, but she has. She can’t lie to herself anymore. Elijah is hers, and she is his. Is she ready to confess this to Charlotte and the world? She isn’t sure yet, but she will no longer live her life in fear, and that includes Donald.

      Elijah kisses her cheek as he slides out of her and rolls to his side, taking her with him. She snuggles into him, loving how warm his body is next hers. She traces her finger tips over his chest, drawing circles as she reflects on how much her life has changed since meeting him. While she still suffers from anxiety and panic attacks, they are much less often than they’d once been. Hack calms her in a way no one has been able to do before. He’s never made her feel less than for having them. He’s patient and kind with her even when she’s having a full-blown meltdown.

      More than once, he’s had to bring her out of a flashback. The smallest of things can trigger them. A loud sound, a male yelling, a scent like the smell of Donald’s cologne, or flowers from a florist. Too many times to count, Donald had sent her flowers after one of his rages in order to get back into her good graces. He thought saying he was sorry and giving her a gift made up for the pain, fear, and humiliation he’d caused. Each time, though, he made sure she knew it was still her fault what had happened. He was only apologizing for having to punish her.

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” Elijah’s question shakes her from her past. Her head is resting on his upper arm that’s wrapped around her. She tilts her head to look at him.

      “How lucky I am,” Lisa replies honestly because she is so very lucky to have this man in her life. She’s fought him tooth and nail, but she’s so thankful he hasn’t given up on her. Elijah kisses her forehead.

      “I’m the lucky one, babe.” Looking in his eyes, she knows he’s telling the truth that he believes it. She needs him to understand what he means to her.

      “Thank you for never giving up.” Lisa blinks back the tears that threaten to fall. “Despite how bitchy I was to you, how hard I pushed you away, you kept after me. I need you to know that means everything to me.”

      “I’ll never give you up, babe. I know you think differently, or at least you did for a while, but I’m a man of my word.” He rolls her onto her back and hovers over her, resting his weight on his left forearm. “I love you to the depth of my soul. I’ve never told anyone other than my mother and my sister those words. I’ll never leave you. I’m here, always.” His lips drop to hers once more. The kiss starts out gentle and sweet, but Lisa can feel him getting hard again. His cock pressing against her thighs. Elijah’s mouth begins to explore her body once more, but she needs more. She pushes on his chest. He raises up in surprise, which gives her an edge. She shoves him even harder rolling him onto his back. She climbs on top of him, exploring his body with her mouth. Kissing and licking his chest and abdomen. She loves how his muscles quiver at her touch. She finds a scar on his side. It looks ugly. She’d noticed it before, but had never been brave enough to ask about it.

      “What happened?” Lisa whispers her question. He gazes down at her.

      “Work injury.” Is his cryptic answer. Lisa frowns as she studies the sight. Looks like a bullet wound.

      “You were shot?” The concern clear in her voice. “Has that happened very often?”

      “Yes, I was shot.” Elijah’s voice sounds uncomfortable discussing this. “No. It doesn’t happen often. I’m a special forces Marine, babe. I’m well trained.”

      “I know all that,” Lisa fusses. “You still have a dangerous job. I can’t help worrying.” He grabs her under the arms and hauls her up even with him.

      “Don’t be worrying about me,” he chastises. “I’ll always come home to you.” Lisa smiles at him before kissing him.

      “So cocky,” Lisa kisses his chest again.

      “I’ll show you some cock!” He pulls her over to straddle him. She eagerly grabs his cock stroking him from base to tip and back again. She notches the head between her folds and sinks down on him. He fills her completely, the sensation overwhelming. She doesn’t move at first, staring down at him, loving the connection she feels between them. Her hands resting on his chest. She wonders how she’s lived this long without him. He bucks his hips pulling her from her thoughts. With a grin, she begins to ride him, moving up and down his shaft. His hands move to her hips, gripping her tightly, lifting her up and slamming her down. Over and over until she’s crying out his name as she comes. Moments later, he comes inside her, filling her up with hot seed. She collapses onto his chest, their sweat soaked bodies sliding against each other as they recover. A thought comes to her as she comes back to earth.

      “Oh my God!” she exclaims as she sits up. His half-hard cock still buried deep inside her. “The guys are still downstairs.” Her eyes are as wide as saucers. They surely heard what’s been going on up here. Her face heats with embarrassment.

      “I’m sure they took the food and went back to the game room the second we left the dining room,” Elijah assures her. “They are in a heated battle. No way they missed the opportunity to keep playing. They only came to the dining room out of respect for you.”

      “Really?” Curiosity getting the best of her.

      “Oh yeah,” he quickly replies. “We would have just ordered pizza and beer and ate in front of the gaming console if you hadn’t been here.”

      “You don’t have to change how you do things for me,” Lisa counsels. “I can fix stuff you guys can eat while you play. I understand. My boys are the same way.”

      “Well sometime, I might want you to do that but having a sit-down meal is special for us bachelors,” Elijah confesses. “We love going to Charlotte’s for dinner. It’s like going back home, having a home cooked meal.” With his mom is what Lisa hears. She bites her lower lip not wanting to ruin the moment. After all, he’s still inside her. She lifts herself up, and he slips out. She moves to get out of bed to clean up. He grips her hips. “Stop it!” She frowns at him. “I can see the wheels turning in your mind. You’re overthinking what I just said. I don’t think of you as my mother, babe. Trust me I’ve never wanted to do what we just did with my mom.” He shudders. “I love you, Lisa. You, not a mother figure or substitute.”

      “Okay, I was overthinking.” She leans down to kiss him. He rolls her to her back and kisses her deeply. When they break apart, he feathers light kisses to her lips and face, before pulling away.

      “I’m going to get a wash cloth and clean you up,” Elijah declares as he climbs out of the bed. She watches him saunter toward the bathroom undeterred by his nakedness. His fine ass moves with grace as he walks. She sighs happily as she stretches, feeling the aching reminder of their love making. She’s likely to feel it for days. She smiles, knowing he’ll be with her even when they aren’t together. He exits the bathroom with a cloth and a towel in hand. He strolls toward her, and she can’t help, but appreciate his sensual masculinity. “What?” he asks when he notices her staring at him.

      “Just admiring the view, honey.”

      He smirks at her. He comes to her, not letting her take the cloth to clean herself.

      “No, let me?” He leans over her. She parts her legs, watching as he tenderly washes the cum from between her legs and off her thighs. When she’s clean he dries her with the towel. He returns them to the bathroom before coming back to the bed. He lays down next to her, pulling her close. She rests her head on his chest with her arm thrown over his waist and her leg hitched up on his. Utter bliss, laying here with him. It won’t last, but she’s going to enjoy it while she can.
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      Hack pulls Lisa close, loving how she wraps herself around him. For several minutes they lay together enjoying just being together. It’s most relaxed they’ve ever been with one another. His fingers on the arm wrapped around her trace patterns on her back. He just needs to touch her, feel her, know that she’s really here with him. Her hand is wandering over his stomach. Long before he’s ready, she tilts her head to gaze up at him, breaking the spell with her question.

      “So what are we going to do about Donald?” she asks, distress clear in her voice. Hack stiffens, his entire body growing tense. He can’t let her put herself in danger, no way.

      “We aren’t doing anything.” His tone hard, unyielding. She needs to understand this isn’t negotiable. “I’m going to find him and put his ass in jail.”

      “Elijah, that’s easier said than done,” Lisa argues. “He’s been on the run for over a year. You know Justin, Charlotte’s son, has been searching high and low for him without success.”

      “Your point?” Hack knows he’s sounding like an ass, but he can’t stand the thought of her putting herself in harm’s way.

      “I need to lure him out,” Lisa sits up. Her naked body on display. His eyes drawn to the sway of her breasts as she moves. They’re very large and hang heavily on her chest. No, they aren’t perky, much too large for that, but he loves how they look, how full they are. He reaches out to cup one, toying with the nipple, hoping to distract her from this line of thought. “Stop it!” she swats his hand away. “You’re trying to distract me. I’m serious Elijah. It’s the only way and you know it.”

      “No!” he barks harsher than he meant. She flinches at his outburst. “I’m sorry, babe, but just thinking about you being in danger makes me feel sick. I need you here with me, safe. If he were to hurt you again…I don’t know what I’d do.” He holds his arm out, encouraging her to lay back down with him. She melts into him, soothing some of the anger that’s invaded him remembering her lying in the hospital, on a ventilator fighting for her life. It was then, he’d determined she would be his, no matter how long it took to win her love. He’d promised himself and her he’d do whatever it took to keep the bastard from ever touching her again. He’s going to keep that promise, one way or another.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Lisa glances up at him. He looks down at her. She’s beautiful even when she’s worried. “I just want him gone, out of our lives forever. He’s insane, Elijah. I’m worried for you as much as for myself. I don’t want him to hurt you because of me.” Hack’s heart beats faster. She’s concerned for his wellbeing. His love for her grows even more. He didn’t think he could love her more than he did already, but he’s finding his woman can pull more from him than he’d ever thought he was capable of.

      “I’m not going to let him hurt me or you, babe.” Hack hopes she will believe him. “I know he’s a well-trained law enforcement officer, but I’m special ops trained. It’s the toughest training imaginable. He has no clue what he’s up against. With my team at my back, he doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “Are you going to tell Hawk?” Lisa’s face pinches with worry. “About Donald being here? Charlotte will freak out.” He tightens his hold on her wanting to comfort her fears away.

      “No, not yet anyway,” Hack relays. “We don’t know for sure. It’s just been a gut feeling. Do I think he’s here? Yeah, I do, but I don’t want to get everyone riled up without just cause. For now, we’ll keep it between us and the guys downstairs.” Relief spreads over her features, softening them. Her smile lights up her face. She raises up to press a kiss to his lips.

      “Thank you.” Lisa pulls back to gaze at him. “You always know what to do to keep me calm, to ease my fears. I never dreamed I’d find someone like you.”

      “Well, you’ve found me babe and I’m not letting you go.” Hack kisses her again briefly. “You’re mine, now. I’ll do whatever needs doing to keep you safe and here in this bed with me.” She grins.

      “I’m yours,” Lisa replies, shocking him. “You’re mine, too. I want to keep you safe, too. I love you, Elijah. I never thought I’d feel love again…actually I don’t think I have felt this before. I love my sons, but this is different. When Donald and I met, he was so charming and smooth. I know now it was all an act, but at the time, he knew just what to say and do to make me fall in love with him. At least I thought it was love.

      “Really it was infatuation at best. I was unhappy at home. My mom and dad were so strict. I wasn’t allowed to really date. They didn’t want me going to prom. They said it was sinful for boys and girls to be dancing in public. Drinking, smoking, sex before marriage all were forbidden. All of that was drilled into me that I’d go straight to hell for even thinking about doing those things. Donald knew my family, how I was raised. His family went to the same church. It’s how he convinced my parents to let me go out with him. They believed he was a good Christian boy who’d want to wait for marriage to have sex. Boy were they wrong. Looking back, I can see he actually targeted me. He was ten years older than me. He could see I was wanting to rebel against my parents’ strict ways. When he took me out, he let me do all the things they wouldn’t. We hadn’t dated long at all when he’d gotten me drunk and took my virginity when we had sex the first time.”

      Hack can’t keep from growling at the thoughts of that bastard touching her. He knows it happened; she has two children by him, but he still doesn’t like thinking or hearing about it. He needs to remember she’s here with him. Lisa gives him a placating look.

      “Don’t get all grumpy on me,” she scolds him. “I’m just explaining what happened, how I was so easily fooled. I was pregnant with Donnie within months, and we had a “shotgun” wedding. Tommy was born a couple years later. The abuse was always there, but it got worse over time. He was even jealous over our sons. When we’d been married about five years, I defied him and went to college to get my nursing degree. I’d started out sneaking in the classes. Later when I got into the nursing program, I had to tell him. He hated it at first, but when he saw how much money I could make, he allowed me to finish and get a job. Most nurses have to start out on night shift. This was a huge area of conflict at first. He was always accusing me of sleeping with the male nurses or doctors I worked with, but when he realized he could screw around on me easier since I wasn’t home several nights a week, he let me keep my job.”

      “He cheated on you?” Hack couldn’t believe his ears. The man beat her and cheated on her? He wasn’t worth living. She nods her response.

      “Oh yeah, many times.” Lisa shivers. “Gave me STDs on several occasions. Thankfully they were all treatable ones. I tried to stop having sex with him, but he wouldn’t let me.” Rage fills Hack as the meaning of her words sink in.

      “He raped you?” Hack needs clarification. She cringes at his words but nods her agreement. “Fucking bastard! He needs to die.” Lisa’s eyes widen in fear.

      “No, Elijah!” Lisa looks on the verge of a panic attack. “You can’t do that. I can’t lose you not now. Please promise me you won’t do something to land yourself in prison.” When he doesn’t reply, she grabs his shoulders with a gentle shake. “Promise me.”

      “I promise I won’t intentionally do anything that will land me in jail.” Hack gives her the only answer he can at this point. “But if he’s about to hurt you or anyone we care about, he’s going down. Whatever it takes.” Lisa nods not arguing with him, and for that, he’s thankful. Needing to feel their connection, he pulls her to him once more, holding her for several minutes.

      “Elijah?” He peers down at her. “I’m hungry. I didn’t eat much earlier. I was to upset. Then we came up here and had a sex-a-thon. I need food.” He chuckles at her confession.

      “Come on, let’s go get something to eat.” Hack hauls her up out of the bed. “Hopefully those greedy bastards didn’t eat it all.” Lisa’s musical laugh fills the room, warming his heart.

      “I made two huge pans.” Lisa reaches for her clothes. “They surely haven’t eaten both of them.” Hack wasn’t sure about that, but he hopes she is right. They dress quickly and make their way down to the first floor to find the dining room has been cleaned up. He finds a note indicating their plates and the other leftovers are in the refrigerator. Lisa gets them out to warm them in the microwave while he runs down to the game room to find all the guys have left. He returns upstairs to sit in the breakfast nook with Lisa while they eat. Later he leads her back to bed, where they enjoy each other again, before falling into an exhausted sleep.
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      A few days later, chaos descends on Elijah’s team. Abigail, Straw’s girlfriend who came home with them from California, had been attacked by her ex-boyfriend, the father of her daughter. She’s severely injured in a car accident. Thankfully, Ellie, Abi’s daughter isn’t injured, but the team rallies around the family, supporting them through Abigail’s hospital stay. These events have put Lisa’s problems on the back burner, for the time being, and thankfully she doesn’t have that uneasy feeling during the next few, tough days of worry for her friend.

      Tank, Straw’s best friend and house mate has become infatuated with Ruby, a homeless woman they’d met at a meeting about fundraising for the local homeless shelter. Not long after Abigail is out of the hospital, Ruby disappears after some men attempt to abduct her. Hack and his team manage to capture the men. Hack brings the men to his house and ties them up in the old portion of his basement. He wants Lisa to go to Charlotte’s for the night, not wanting her in the house with the unknown men there, but she refuses not willing to be away from him with danger so close. Several of the other guys stay at the house with them through the night.

      Early the next morning, Hack lets Lisa know Tank has found Ruby and brought back to Tank and Straw’s home. Ruby will be coming to Hack’s with all the guys, so the men in the basement can be interrogated. Lisa rises and begins to prepare food to feed everyone who’ll be there during the long day of interrogation.

      Within an hour, many of his teammates have already arrived at Hack’s including Hawk’s other special ops team. She’d put a Boston butt pork roast into the crockpot the night before on low. She sets to work boiling chicken breasts to make chicken salad sandwiches. She’ll need a mountain of food to feed more than twenty special forces Marines.

      Charlotte texts to see if she needs any help, but Lisa lets her know she’s got everything under control. Charlotte is staying with Abigail while everyone is at Hack’s dealing with Tank and Ruby’s problem. Lisa has Hack to take the first tray of food down, and she follows a few minutes later with more food for the men, seeing Ruby for the first time in several days. The poor girl looks exhausted and afraid. Lisa can empathize with her. She’s been there several times herself when dealing with Donald. It’s not long before Hawk asks Lisa and Ruby to head upstairs to give the men room to talk about the situation, confidential stuff the women can’t be privy too. Lisa rolls her eyes, but complies not wanting to make things more difficult.

      Being special forces with the Marines, a lot of what Elijah’s team does is classified. Lisa understands this even though it also terrifies her. He could be sent anywhere in the world and be killed, and she might never know where or how he died. She shivers at the thought. She has to believe he’ll come home to her, no matter where he’s sent. The women head upstairs and into the formal living room, which hardly ever gets used.

      “Would you like something to drink?” Lisa asks Ruby who asks for water. Lisa heads into the kitchen getting a glass from the cabinet filling it with ice and water from the fridge door. When she brings the glass back, Ruby gives her a questioning look.

      “May I ask a personal question?” Ruby asks as they settle on their seats. Lisa nods her agreement not sure where this is going. “You seem very familiar with Hack’s house and the tension between the two of you when you’re around each other is off the charts. What’s going on there, if you don’t mind my asking?” Lisa stiffens. She doesn’t know Ruby all that well. She hasn’t even talked about her relationship with Elijah to Charlotte who is her very best friend in the world. Maybe it’ll be easier to confide in someone who doesn’t know her that well. Lisa sighs before launching into their story. She gives Ruby a brief rundown of her marriage to Donald, how she met Elijah, and how their attraction has grown over the years. When she’s finished, Ruby looks contemplative.

      “You’re in love with him?” Ruby enquires. Lisa nods as she swallows. “Does he love you?” Lisa grins.

      “Yeah, he does. Well, he says he does, and everything he does shows me that he does.” Lisa looks at her hands as she thinks about them together. “I’m just scared. I fell hard for Donald, and he betrayed me at every opportunity. What if I’m such a bad judge of character that I can’t see the bad? I know Elijah isn’t anything like Donald, but he’s so much younger than I am. He’s surely going to wake up one day and realize he’s with an old woman. He’ll want someone more his own age. A woman who can give him a child.”

      “Have you talked to him about your concerns?” Ruby doesn’t seem to be judging her, only curious and seems to want to help her.

      “I have,” Lisa confirms. “He says he doesn’t want children, but he’s only in his mid-thirties. He might change his mind later.”

      “Lisa, none of us can know the future,” Ruby tells her. “If you keep living in fear of the unknown, you won’t be living. I’ve had to accept that in my own situation. I’ve been on the streets for six years. I’ve tried to push Tucker away, although not as hard as I should have, but he refused to let me keep hiding. I’m terrified something will happen to him because of me, but I can’t deny how I feel or how he feels. It hurts him when I push him away, when I don’t turn to him when I’m afraid. I get that you want to protect your heart but think about his heart, too. If you can’t ever accept him publicly, you need to end it altogether. It isn’t fair to him, jerking him around like that.” Lisa is stunned. She hadn’t thought of him being so invested in her, at least not until recently. Ruby’s right. Elijah does love her; of that she has no doubt. He’s been so patient with her she hadn’t considered how much her hot and cold attitude is hurting him. The women sit in companionable silence until they hear the men coming up the stairs. Something in Elijah’s face tells her whatever they talked about downstairs isn’t good.

      “What did Hawk say?” Lisa can’t help asking. She knows he likely can’t tell her anything, but she’s afraid he’ll be sent out of the country again. She’s been on pins and needles every time he goes. He gives her the you-know-I-can’t-say look. “I’m not asking for classified information,” she snaps. “I just wanted to know if you’re being deployed?” Elijah settles on the seat next to her as Tank lifts Ruby from her chair and into his lap. Their PDA is embarrassing to Lisa. She secretly wishes she was comfortable enough to let Elijah handle her that way in front of everyone.

      “Not yet,” he answers her. “But likely in a few days.” She nods, pinching her lips together. She hates it when he’s gone. Not only because of Donald being on the loose, but the fact that Elijah is in danger every time he’s out there serving his country. His hand on her shoulder squeezes as if he can read her thoughts. Tank and Ruby are murmuring to each other. Lisa isn’t really paying them much attention. They stand and announce their intention of leaving. Elijah walks them out, and Lisa gets up to clean up the mess she’s made in the kitchen.

      He returns a few minutes later to let her know everyone has cleared out, but are planning to gather up at Tank’s place. Charlotte has been prepping some food, too. Elijah tells her he has to go to base for a meeting in a little while, where hopefully he’ll get more information on when he might have to be deployed. She quickly packs up the food she’s prepared to take over to Abi’s home that she shares with Straw and Tank. Elijah helps her carry it out and puts it in her vehicle.

      They arrive to find the house is full. Both of Hawk’s teams are here as well as the wives or girlfriends of the men. Kids are running wild, but there’s a happy, family feel to the whole thing. Ruby’s words are still playing in Lisa’s head when Charlotte pulls her to the side an hour or so into the gathering.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Charlotte asks. Lisa gives her automatic response.

      “I’m fine.” But seeing the frown on Charlotte’s face reminds her this is her lifelong friend. She needs to stop shutting her out. She remembers how hurt she’d felt when Charlotte had been kidnapped and returned, but didn’t come to Lisa for help but stayed with Hawk. “I’m sorry, Char”–using her nickname for her friend–“I’m not really fine, but I’m dealing. There’s so much going on around here. I don’t want to add to your stress with my worries.”

      “You are adding to my stress, Lisa,” Charlotte complains. “I worry about you. We used to tell each other everything, but you’ve shut me out since my abduction. I know I hurt your feelings by not coming back home right away, and I’m sorry for that, but I needed Hawk. He kept me from falling completely apart.” Lisa gives Charlotte a sad smile. She can totally relate.

      “I understand,” Lisa informs her. “Much better than you realize.” Charlotte’s eyebrows shoot up.

      “Oh yeah? Care to elaborate?” She wiggles her eyebrows suggestively. Lisa giggles. She wants to be annoyed that Charlotte is pushing her for information, but she can’t be mad at her friend. She recalls her conversation with Ruby. She needs to be honest with herself and her friend. It’s past time she stops denying her feelings for Elijah.

      “I know what you mean is all.” Lisa dodges the subject still trying to formulate how to tell Charlotte what she likely already knows. The woman gives her a stern look. “Fine I know what you mean because Elijah does that for me. Are you happy now?” Charlotte’s face lights up in delight. Lisa is expecting her to start squealing like a pre-teen any moment, now, but is happily wrong.

      “I knew it!” Charlotte whisper-shouts, glancing around to make sure no one else overhears them. “He’s in love with you, Lisa. I can see it when he looks at you, but what about you? Sometimes I think I see it, but other times, you seem pissed or scared. How do you feel about him?”

      “You promise you won’t go all freaked out on me if I tell you?” Lisa has to ask, although Charlotte will still likely freak out anyway. Charlotte nods eagerly. Taking a deep breath to shore up her courage, Lisa confesses everything to her friend. “He does love me. He told me so.” Charlotte quietly claps her hands together repeatedly with glee. “I love him, too, but it scares the shit out of me. I’m afraid of getting my heart broken, of something happening to him while he’s deployed, of Donald showing back up to ruin everything like he always does, but I can’t keep lying to him or myself. What we have is precious, and I’m going to savor it as long as it lasts.”

      Charlotte breaks into a huge smile, hardly containing her delight. She hugs Lisa tightly, almost painfully so, before releasing her and taking a couple of deep breaths before she speaks. “Thank you for finally trusting me. I know this wasn’t easy for you, and I know part of that is because I tend to go overboard with things, but I’m going to try to control myself and not go crazy on you, okay?” Lisa nods as Charlotte hugs her tightly once more, rocking them back and forth. “I’m so happy for you. Hack’s a good guy.”

      “I know. He’s the best.” Lisa grins at her friend, feeling happier than she has in a very long time.

      “I have to know.” The look on Charlotte’s face lets Lisa know she’s about be embarrassed. “You’ve broken your dry spell, right?” Lisa rolls her eyes but confirms the question. Charlotte barely contains her shriek of excitement. “Please tell me it was good?” Another eye roll from Lisa, but she won’t deny her friend. After all they’ve shared girl talk all their lives.

      “Yes, very good.” Lisa blushes. “I never knew it could be like this.”

      “It really is when you’re with a good man who loves you and wants the best for you,” Charlotte declares. Lisa nods because it has made all the difference. Elijah is a generous lover, and he’s given her a confidence she never knew she could have. He’s allowed her to be herself in the bedroom and out of it. He gives her as much pleasure as she gives him; something she never had before.
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      Several days later, Hack is drumming his fingers on his thigh in nervous anticipation. His team has been sent to Columbia to help a SEAL team rescue a woman who’d been kidnapped by the cartel. The cartel had mistaken the girl for Mary Amato, a.k.a. Ruby Cox, Tank’s girlfriend. The teams have been successful in recovering the woman, but the whole mission has been odd. The recovery was entirely too easy. He should be thankful that it went so well, but he can’t stop the nagging feeling that something isn’t right.

      On the flight back, Wolf, the leader of the SEAL team, and Deadeye, the leader of Hack’s team question the woman they’ve rescued. She reveals a conversation she overheard that causes Tank to have a meltdown. Hack can understand where the man is coming from. After what they’ve learned, Ruby is likely in a lot of danger. Once they land for a refuel, they discover Ruby is indeed missing. Hack is relieved to receive several texts from Lisa letting him know she’s okay, but had been followed by an SUV when taking Ruby to work. She had lost the vehicle and she’d feared it was Donald, but later when Ruby disappeared, Lisa determined it had been Ruby’s mobster ex-fiancé.

      Hack is anxious to get home to Lisa, but they need to recover Ruby first. Hawk gets in touch with John “Tex” Keagan, a former Navy SEAL, turned computer genius. Tex had been medically discharged after losing a leg while on a mission, but he’s never let it keep him down. He may not be able to remain on active duty as a SEAL, but he can use his computer skills to help servicemen and women and civilians when the chips are stacked against them. The man can find information on just about anything or anyone. As a civilian, he isn’t bound by rules that Hack and his teammates as active duty need to follow. Tex manages to locate where Ruby has been taken and even coordinates transportation for the teams. It’s a massive undertaking. Hack is concerned Ruby won’t be alive when they get to her. He fears Tank will be inconsolable and do something foolish, but the odds are in their favor. They are able to rescue her, although she’s taken a beating and has a couple of nasty knife wounds.

      Hours later, they touch back down at Camp Lejeune, his team’s home base. He’s pleasantly surprised to see Lisa waiting for him along with Charlotte and a few of the other women. As the men approach, Hack is prepared for Lisa to be standoffish as usual when they’re in public. However, that is not to be the case. She breaks from the group and hurries to him, throwing her arms around his neck. He wraps his arms around her waist, hugging her tightly, and lifting her off her feet.

      “I missed you,” she whispers into his neck. He holds her until she pulls away. Looking into her eyes, he sees they’re wet with unshed tears.

      “I missed you, too,” he murmurs, wondering what’s come over her. He isn’t complaining, but she’s been so adamant about them keeping their relationship confidential. He wonders what’s changed. “I hope you’re here to drive me home.” Lisa grins at him and nods.

      “Yes, I thought you’d be tired after everything that’s happened.” He agrees with her. They walk arm in arm to where she’s parked her car. He debates with himself if he should ask about her change of heart, but he doesn’t want to spoil the moment. Just before they reach her car, she looks up at him. “I told Charlotte about us.” His head jerks to look at her in shock. “The day everyone came over, then we went to Abigail’s. Ruby had made some good points when she and I talked, then Charlotte was asking questions, so I just told her. I hope that’s still okay with you?”

      “Of course, it’s okay.” He stops walking to turn to her, holding her with both hands. “I’ve wanted this all along, babe. You don’t know how good it makes me feel to have you happy to see me and not caring who saw us together.” She leans into him, and he kisses her right there in the parking lot for all the world to see. Cat calls cause them to break apart. Hack glares over his shoulder to see it’s Hawk his CO. He schools his features not wanting to get on Hawk’s bad side. Hawk and Charlotte join him and Lisa. Hack is prepared for it to be awkward.

      “Hack,” Hawk greets him with a smirk and a hand clamped to his shoulder. “Glad to see the two of you together.” Hawk turns his attention to Lisa. “You have a good man here, Lisa. I don’t think you’ll ever have to take me up on it, but if he doesn’t treat you right, let me know. I’ll kick his ass.” Lisa giggles as Charlotte swats Hawk’s upper arm playfully.

      “What am I going to go with you?” Charlotte questions Hawk teasingly. He grips her waist, pulling her into his side.

      “Anything you want, love. Please tell me you have a sitter for the kids?” Charlotte grins.

      “Indeed I do,” Charlotte replies. “Your parents showed up this morning and have taken all three children to a hotel for the night. I tried to get them to stay at the house, but they wanted to take the kids swimming, especially after I told them you’d been gone a few days.” Hawk smirks at his wife.

      “You just want to hide Harry Potter’s wand, don’t you?” Charlotte’s face blushes a deep shade of red. Hack shakes his head and glances down at Lisa, who’s face matches Charlotte’s.

      “Let’s go, babe before Hawk tries to give us instructions on how it’s done.” Hack chuckles as Lisa looks flabbergasted at his statement.

      “He wouldn’t!” she exclaims, but Hawk gives her a meaningful look. Lisa turns and nearly drags Hack toward the car. Hawk’s booming laughter follows them across the parking lot. Hack opens Lisa’s door even though she’s driving them. Once she’s settled, he rounds the car and slides into the passenger seat. They leave base and head out to the neighborhood where Hack’s house is located. It’s a long drive, and traffic is light due to the late hour they’ve arrived back on base. He’s relieved when they pull into the garage.

      “Has everything been all right?” Hack asks her as they enter the house. Hack makes quick work of the security system when they enter.

      “Yes, actually.” Lisa sighs. “It’s strange how I felt like he was following me everywhere, then all at once, he’s just gone. I know I should be thankful, but it actually makes me even more anxious, because I don’t know when he’s going to show back up.” Hack pulls her into his arms.

      “I understand how you feel.” Hack has his arms around her shoulders, and she’s wrapped hers around his waist, as they face one another. “Often the not knowing is worse than knowing what’s coming.” Lisa nods her agreement. “For now, though, let’s just enjoy the peace and quiet.” Lisa raises up on her tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips. He’s missed her so much while he’s been gone. His hand slides into her hair, holding her head where he wants it as he devours her. Three days has been entirely too long without her kiss, her touch. She moans into his mouth, making his dick thicken and lengthen in his pants. He needs to feel her skin on his. He scoops her up into his arms and proceeds to carry her to the stairs. He ascends the stairs quickly, carrying her to their bed.

      “I need you naked, babe.” Lisa snickers but begins to lose her clothing as Hack makes quick work of removing his own. When she’s completely bare, she lays back on the bed and watches as he removes the last of his clothes. He switches on the stereo in the room. Kane Brown’s Heaven begins to play. Lisa’s face lights up as the song plays. He gazes down at her as he strokes his aching cock. “You are so damn beautiful laid out there for me.” His voice is husky with his desire. Lisa watches his hand move up and down his hard length. “You want this, babe?” Her eyes flick up to meet his.

      “Yes.” Is her simple reply. She reaches for him as he climbs onto the bed. He takes a nipple into his mouth, the firm bud already stiff in anticipation of his attention. He suckles it, flicks it with his tongue, which pulls a groan from Lisa. Her back arches pushing her breast more firmly against his mouth. He releases it with a pop. Then kisses his way over the mound of her breast to the valley between them and over to the other side. His teeth graze the soft flesh, before he sucks this nipple into his mouth. He takes his time, giving each one ample attention. She is writhing under him by the time he’s done. His right hand drifts down over her belly to the mound of her sex. His fingers brush through the hair before moving to the slit between her folds. She’s already wet for him, but he wants to taste her before he enters her.

      Rising up from the bed, a whimper of protest leaves her as he slides off the bed. He grabs her ankles quickly pulling her to the edge of the bed. She shrieks at the sudden movement but realizes his intent. She bends her knees, planting her feet on the edge of the mattress, letting her legs fall apart, opening herself up to him. Her pink flesh glistens in the dim light of the room. Dropping to his knees beside the bed, he lowers his head and gives her a long, slow lick from bottom to top.

      “Oh Elijah!” His name a breathy whisper from her lips. “Mmm, yes!” He circles her clit with his tongue as her hips begin to move against his mouth. Her hands slide into his hair. She grips his hair tightly, almost painfully, but he doesn’t care. He continues to lick, loving the sounds of pleasure she makes. As she nears her release, he sucks her clit, causing her to cry out and her hips to increase the pace of their bucking. “Oh God! So good!” He smiles against her pussy as she cries out her pleasure. His fingers enter her hot channel stroking, getting her closer and closer to the edge. A few more strokes and her hips are bucking wildly into his mouth, a well-placed stroke over her g-spot has her combusting. She cries out his name as moisture floods from her wet heat. He laps at her clit, drawing out her release. The walls of her pussy flutter and clamp on his fingers. He continues to work them in and out until he feels her relax into the bed. He lifts his head. Lisa is slumped into the mattress with her eyes closed. He stands to lean over her, kissing each closed eyelid. She opens one eye to peer at him.

      “Good, sweetheart?” Hack asks her. A lazy smile appears on her face.

      “More than good, honey. That was out of this world.” Hack chuckles at her description and the satisfied look on her face. He repositions her on the bed and climbs in beside her, tucking her to his side. “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “You look like you’re about to fall asleep any second,” Hack informs her. “I’m just making you comfortable.” She raises up and turns toward him.

      “I’m not sleepy,” Lisa protests. “I’ve been waiting three days for your cock.”

      “Well never let it be said I denied my woman what she wants.” Hack lays back on the bed. His thick hard cock jutting up to his abdomen. Lisa looks at it hungrily, which causes a thick wave of desire to hit him. Pre-cum leaks from the tip and onto his stomach. Lisa leans over him, licking it from his skin. “I’m yours to do with what you please.” Lisa’s eyes fly up to meet his. He’s floored by the hunger and desire he sees swirling there. She sucks his length into her mouth, never breaking eye contact with him. She takes him deep into her throat, her eyes water as his slips deep. He grunts at the sensations hitting him. She slides her mouth back up his length, sucking the whole way. Reaching the tip, she laves the sensitive tip with her tongue, running the tip of her tongue over the slit of his cock. His hips buck involuntarily in response. Smiling around the tip, she closes her eyes as she swallows him down again. She sets up a steady, mind-blowing pace. He revels in the sensations she’s giving him, but he doesn’t want to shoot down her throat. He wants to be buried deep in her heat when he empties himself. Gripping her hair, he tugs just enough to get her attention but not to hurt her.

      “Take my cock, baby. Ride me.” Lisa crawls up and straddles his hips. She lifts herself up as he guides his cock to her entrance. He swipes it through her wet folds a couple times before notching it. She lowers herself onto him with a groan.

      “So good, honey,” Lisa praises as she seats herself completely. “You make me feel so full. I love it when you’re as deep as you can get.” Her head lolls forward until their gazes meet. Hack feels such a deep connection to her in this moment. He is balls deep inside her. Their eyes locked on one another.

      “I love you,” Hack declares as she raises up only to drop down on him again. She rocks her hips and grinds herself on his pelvic bone as she comes down. His hands grip her hips, helping her move. He kneads her ass cheeks as she rides him hard and fast.

      “I-love-you, Elijah,” Lisa squeaks out as she rises and falls on his cock. He grunts as she comes down, the pleasure almost too much. Her pussy is hot, and it’s gripping his cock so tightly. He isn’t going to last long. He needs her to get there again. His thumb finds her clit, and he circles it until she’s fucking him wildly. He pushes his hips up to meet her as she comes down. Slapping of flesh on flesh fills the room. One, two, three times until she’s coming apart on top of him. He thrusts up one more time before spilling himself inside her. Her name on his lips as he comes hard. He gives her a few more lazy thrusts, making her shudder as his cock rubs her inner walls. She collapses onto his chest. He holds her to him stroking her back with his hands. He loves holding her in his arms. Best feeling in the world.
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      Three weeks later…

      Lisa is in the kitchen preparing dinner. Life seems to be calming down after Ruby’s abduction. Lisa is thankful Ruby and Tank seem to be doing great together after the incident. Even better, Lisa hasn’t seen, heard, or felt like Donald was anywhere near her. She checks the time on her phone. Elijah should be getting home from base soon. He’d texted earlier to tell her, Mercury and a few other of the unattached guys were coming over to play Halo tonight.

      It’s Friday night, and the team has the weekend off, barring any major national or international disaster. The guys will likely be here until late into the night. While she’s happy to cook for them, she won’t have anything to do while they’re gaming. The remodeling on the house is practically done. She doesn’t have a project to work on while Elijah is entertaining his friends. She shoots off a text to Charlotte to see if they can get a girls night going on such short notice.

      While waiting on her friend’s reply, she has the radio blaring as she moves around the kitchen. Strangers by Maddie and Tae comes on. Lisa is swaying her hips and singing along with the tune as she prepares a mountain of food for the men. She thinks how appropriate the song fits how she feels about Elijah. He’s her everything, and it’s getting harder every day to remember her life before he came into it.

      They’ve grown so close in the years she’s known him. Their love grew slowly, steadily, but she now knows it will last and stand the test of time. They became friends before lovers. She feels such a deep connection to him, almost like she can read his thoughts and he hers. She has healed so much mentally in the time they’ve been together. Her panic attacks are much less frequent and not nearly as severe, especially when he’s close by. He calms her in a way no one else has ever been able to before.

      “You sure seem happy.” Lisa drops the bowl in her hand at the sound of the voice from her nightmares. Vegetables scatter across the floor. How did he get inside the house without her knowing? She had set the alarm as soon as she came home just over an hour ago. Elijah has drilled it in her to keep it on whenever she’s here alone. Slowly she turns to see Donald standing a few feet away. Her hands tremble, and her knees feel weak, seeing him after all this time. He’s aged so much in the last year or so he’s been on the run. More gray in his hair and mustache. He’s grown a beard while he’s been hiding, trying to alter his appearance obviously. She places her hands on the counter behind her on either side of her body, steadying herself.

      “How did you get in?” Lisa questions.

      He glares at her before responding, “That’s the first thing you say to your husband you haven’t seen in over a year?” Donald’s tone is harsh, no surprise there. He steps fully into the kitchen, only the island is between them. Lisa eyes him warily. She’s trapped. There’s no way she can get past him to make a break for the basement exit or the back door. Her eyes dart around as she contemplates her situation. “There’s nowhere to go.” He observes, smugly. Her eyes fly to him to see an evil smirk on his face.

      “You need to leave.” Lisa stiffens her spine and juts her chin out. She’s not going to be afraid of him. Not anymore. “You shouldn’t be here. There’s a warrant out for you. Leave now and I won’t call the police.” His humorless laugh sends a tremor of fear through her.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he growls. “Not without you.” He begins to circle the island. Lisa backs away in the other direction. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, Lisa. You’re coming with me, back home where you belong. You will drop the charges against me.”

      “No!” Lisa shouts. “I will not go back with you, not willingly. It’ll be over my dead body.” His growl of frustration scares her into action. He’s been moving toward her the whole time as she’s circled to keep the island between them. In doing so, she’s inched her way closer to an escape out the way he came in. Keeping her eyes on him, she forces herself not to look where she wants to run so as not to give herself away. She’ll need every advantage if she’s going to get away.

      “Is that what you want?” Donald’s question throws her. Her face contorts in confusion. “You want me to kill you so I’ll go to prison for life or be on the run for the rest of my days?” He continues to inch toward her, taking one menacing step at a time, ever so slowly. Time seems to have come to a standstill. She knows Elijah is on his way home. If she can keep Donald talking long enough, Elijah will save her. He will know something is wrong when he sees Donald’s vehicle in the drive. At least she hopes he’s parked in the drive, which will alert Elijah to his presence.

      “How did you find me?” Lisa asks. “How have you been able to avoid arrest for so long?”

      “Do you doubt my abilities?” Donald quirks a brow up at her. “I’m a damn good cop. I know how to avoid all the things law enforcement does to find someone. Plus, I still have friends, powerful ones, who owe me a few favors. I’m not some stupid, wet-behind-the-ears rookie. You should know that by now. Not like that kid you’ve been playing house with.” Lisa jerks at hearing him mention Elijah, and Donald notices her reaction. “Oh, I know all about your boy-toy. You should be ashamed of yourself. He doesn’t look any older than our sons. I can’t believe you’d stoop so low as to take a child into your bed.” Shame washes over her without her consent at his words. She knew this is how he would react to the knowledge about her relationship to Elijah. It’s the same way her mother had reacted. Some habits are hard to break. She doesn’t truly feel ashamed of her relationship with Elijah, but years and years of indoctrination are difficult to overcome in times of stress. “What do you think the boys will say?” His question draws her out of her past and those insecurities.

      “You need to go,” Lisa demands in an attempt to change the subject. Donald’s evil chuckle escalates her fear even more. She’s gained some confidence over the last year or two with Elijah’s help, but Donald still has the power to paralyze her with fear.

      “Don’t dodge the subject,” Donald drawls. “The boys will finally see and believe what I’ve tried to tell them all along.”

      “What’s that?” Lisa finds herself asking, despite knowing she isn’t going to like the answer.

      “That their mother is a lying whore,” Donald sneers. “One who’ll fuck a damn child. You think they’ll continue to defend you when they learn about this? They’re going to turn their backs on you and declare you the slut of Deer Run and this God-forsaken town.”

      “They know,” she blurts out in her anger, wincing when she realizes what she’s said. She won’t reveal their support for the relationship out of fear Donald will retaliate against them. He furrows his brow at her. She inches a little closer to the door of the kitchen which leads toward the front door.

      “They know but still talk to you?” Donald sneers at her again. Lisa needs to diffuse this situation if at all possible.

      “Listen, Donald I didn’t say they’re happy about it. Now, you need to go.” Lisa straightens her spine willing herself to be brave. “Elijah will be home any minute now. If you don’t want to go to jail, you should leave.”

      “I’m not going to jail, stupid bitch!” Donald lunges for her. She shrieks in fright and takes off running toward the front door, but it’s to no avail. He catches her before she reaches the formal living room. His grip is brutal on her upper arms. “I’m not intimidated by that want-a-be soldier. You are coming with me! Do. You. Understand?” He growls in her ear. He jerks her around to face him. His lips hitting hers in a brutal cruel kiss. She puts her hands on his chest and pushes as hard as she can, but it does nothing. He forces his tongue into her mouth. Her knee comes up and lands hard between his legs. He grunts, losing his grip on her as he doubles over in pain. Seeing her opening, she plants the heel of her right hand into his nose, then shoves him away and bolts toward the front door.

      Reaching the door, she flings it open, sprinting out into the porch and down the steps. She looks up to see Elijah’s car turning onto the street heading her way, followed by Mercury’s truck and another vehicle. Relief floods her; she runs faster. Elijah must have seen her because his vehicle picks up speed suddenly, flying down the street. Tires squeal as he speeds into the driveway coming to an abrupt stop. His door flies open, and he jumps out.

      “Lisa! What’s wrong?” Elijah’s concern easy to hear in his voice. She’s almost made it to him when she hears the first pop. Elijah’s shoulder jerks as he grunts in pain. Red blooms on his t-shirt. Horror hits her as she realizes what’s just happened. Another pop and searing pain burns in her left arm as Elijah’s body jerks a second time. Mercury’s truck roars to a stop. The doors open, and four of Elijah’s teammates emerge with guns in hand. Elijah stumbles toward her. Just as they reach one another, Lisa is jerked backward by her hair. Pain sears across her scalp. Round hard metal is pressed to her right temple as Donald’s arm comes around her, pinning her wounded left arm to her side. She whimpers in pain and fear as she watches Elijah fall to his knees. He’s hurt, and she can’t get to him. He’s bleeding heavily and struggling to breathe. Their eyes lock. Terror and agony clear on his handsome face. Donald drags her toward the street. Her eyes never leaving Elijah’s.

      “Stop right there, asshole,” Mercury shouts, a pistol in his hand, held steady despite the situation. “Let her go!” Donald rams the muzzle more firmly against her head. “There’s more of us than you, mother fucker!”

      “She’s coming with me!” Donald bellows, causing her to shrink away as much as possible from the loud sound in her ear. “I’ll splatter her brains all over this yard if you don’t back the fuck off!” Mercury doesn’t back down. He continues to argue with Donald as he inches ever closer to them. Lisa tunes them out. She can’t take her eyes off Elijah. The defeat in his eyes, tugs at her heart. She tries to let him see how much she loves him with her eyes. Regret hits her hard, so much time she wasted, so many things she didn’t say. This is the last time she’ll see him, of that she’s certain.
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      Hack’s chest is on fire and not just from the bullets that have pierced his right lung and left shoulder. His heart is pounding in his chest as he watches the bastard man-handling his woman. Lisa’s taken a bullet to her arm, but she doesn’t seem to have noticed. Her eyes are boring into his soul. He can read the emotions flooding her. Terror, regret, concern for him. He can see her shutting down, accepting her fate. He wills her to be strong, to keep believing he’ll come for her. He might be on his knees, but he will not let Donald have her.

      Gathering strength from his years of training and his love for Lisa, Hack pushes to his feet, staggering forward. Donald, who’s in a heated debate with Mercury, doesn’t seem to notice he’s on the move. If he can just reach her…he can feel his life’s blood leaving his body. He resolves himself to stay on his feet and to have the strength to get her away from the devil trying to take her. Hack catches snippets of the argument between Donald and Mercury.

      “I won’t tell you again,” Mercury thunders, “Let her go or your brains will be what’s splattered all over the yard, motherfucker!”

      “She been fucking you, too?” Donald’s voice full of derision. “She’s been banging all you boys? Is that why you’re all so hot to defend her?” He tightens his hold on Lisa. “Fucking whore! You’re going to pay for all your sins. Just wait until I get you home. You’re gonna regret the day you were born.” He hits her with the gun, blood drips from her eyebrow. It’s a hard blow. Her eyes roll back in her head, briefly, but she remains conscious. Hack realizes the man is unhinged, completely insane. His finger on the trigger. He could easily shoot her in the head in his wild state. This rachets up Hack’s own anxiety for Lisa’s well-being. He makes a concerted effort to reach her.

      Donald suddenly whips toward him, dragging Lisa around like a rag doll. She stumbles, and he jerks her so forcefully her head bangs against the gun barrel hard enough he hears the impact from where he is.

      “Back off!” Donald waves his gun, firing off another round in Hack’s direction. The shot goes wild missing him. Hack holds his hands up in surrender, not that he’s afraid for himself. He’s afraid for Lisa. Donald returns the gun to her head. She winces from the contact. Hack has never known such abject terror. He’s faced down many an enemy, been held hostage, tortured, but nothing compares to seeing Lisa’s life in the hands of this madman, and there’s not a God damned thing he can do about it. He can feel his body weakening, his life fading. It’s getting harder to breathe. Dizziness hits him as his vision begins to fade. No! He must remain on his feet. She needs him. He takes a couple deep breaths, willing himself to stay present.

      “Let her go and we’ll allow you to leave.” Hack’s voice is weak, even he can hear how near to death he is. He can see Virus moving toward him in his peripheral vision. He’s swaying on his feet. He doesn’t have long, but he needs to save her. He can feel the warm, sticky blood draining down his chest and back. “Please,” he begs. Lisa’s eyes are still on him, her sadness penetrating his heart.

      “You’ll let me leave anyway,” Donald declares. “It’s clear none of you will put her life in jeopardy. Now we are leaving.” Donald is looking at Mercury. “If you want your friend there to survive, I suggest you back the fuck off and let us be on our way.”

      “Please, Mercury,” Lisa speaks up. Her voice waving in her fear. “Help Elijah. I don’t want him to die because of me.” Her eyes have remained on Hack even though she’s speaking to Mercury. Hack shakes his head. He won’t allow her to put herself in more danger for him. He’d rather die than see her leave with Donald, knowing what the man will likely do to her. When Mercury doesn’t immediately back down, she turns her gaze to him. Something exchanges between the two of them an unspoken communication. Mercury takes a step back but keeps his gun up. No way he’ll put everyone’s safety at risk by lowering his weapon in case Donald decides to try to take them all out.

      Donald begins to drag her toward the street. A large black van pulls up, the back door opening. Donald shoves her inside and climbs in behind her. Mercury fires twice as the door slams shut, and the van speeds away.

      “NO!” Hack screams as his knees give out again, and he hits the ground. His teammates descend on him, but he can’t take his eyes off the van. “Please!” he begs Virus who’s leaning over him holding pressure to his wound. “Go after her.” Virus looks down at him with regret but doesn’t let up the pressure on his wound. Mercury and Bull rush to his side.

      “How bad is it?” Bull questions Virus. The men exchange a look that lets Hack know the wounds are as bad as they feel. Worm is nearby talking to someone in a hurried fashion on his phone. Hack can’t make out the words. Darkness is descending from his peripheral, and the world is going quiet. His mind is on Lisa as he sinks into the abyss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Lisa

      

      

      Her heart is pounding so hard she’s sure Donald can hear it. She’s going to die. She knows this and she’s ready. Elijah had looked close to death as she’d been thrown into this van. She’ll be with him again soon. She hasn’t felt the crush of loss, yet, so she believes he’s still alive. She just knows she’ll be able to tell the moment he leaves this earth. When that happens, she’ll be ready to follow him. It won’t be difficult to provoke Donald to finish what he’s started.

      She regrets to leave her sons behind, but they are grown men, now. They’ve grown into the type of men she’d always hoped they’d be, despite their father. Donald being responsible for her death has been inevitable since the day she met him. She hopes her death will bolster her sons’ determinations to strive to be better men, to treat their future wives with the love and respect due them. Closing her eyes, she focuses on her love, her connection to Elijah. She wants him to be her last thought.

      Hours later, Donald hasn’t spoken a word to her since they’d gotten into the van. Two men who she’s never seen before are with him. They’ve conversed about where they’re headed, but otherwise they’ve ignored her completely. Her head is throbbing from the hit she’d taken from Donald’s gun. Her temple is tender from the minor burn she’d received when he’d placed the hot muzzle to her head after firing at Elijah a second time.

      Lisa lays back in the seat, resting her head against the window. Her heart aches as she remembers Elijah’s pale face. He’d lost so much blood. Please God don’t take him! So many people will miss him if he dies. His mom and sister, his teammates, herself, if she lives long enough. Exhaustion overwhelms her as the adrenaline rush from all the excitement leaves her body. She allows the scenery going by to lull her into sleep.
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      Lisa wakes as she feels the van slowing down to make a turn. She sits up to look around. They’re exiting the interstate. Night has fallen, the bright lights of passing vehicles causing her to lift her hand to shield her eyes. Movement to her right draws her attention. Donald turns toward her.

      “You’re awake,” he states. “That’s good. We’re stopping for gas. If you behave yourself, I’ll let you use the restroom. Don’t be stupid, Lisa. I’ll shoot anyone who tries to interfere, so you remember that when you think about trying to get someone’s attention to help you.” Lisa nods. She knows he’s serious. His mental status seems to have degraded significantly over the years they’ve been apart. The van pulls up to the gas pumps at a truck stop. Donald takes a pair of handcuffs out grabbing her hands he slaps the cuffs on her with her hands in front of her. He opens the van’s sliding door. He steps out, turning his head side to side, taking a survey of their surroundings. The driver and front seat passenger have gotten out as well. Donald leans back into the van and grasps her upper arm roughly to pull her from the vehicle. He drags her across the parking lot toward the bathrooms. Lisa keeps her head down watching where she’s walking to keep from falling.

      They reach the bathrooms. She’s looking forward to being away from him, even if only for a moment, but it’s not to be. He pulls her into the open family restroom. He secures the door behind them. “Hurry up!” he growls at her. “We don’t have all night. We need to keep moving in case your boyfriends try to find us.” Anger flares. This asshole has likely killed her boyfriend, and she’s sick and beyond tired of him insinuating she’s been with all of Elijah’s friends. That isn’t who she is, even though it’s who he is. He had multiple affairs over the years they were married, and she knows for a fact he’s had several girlfriends since their divorce. All of them young and too naive to know the type man he is until it’s too late. Her anger gets the best of her causing her to speak foolishly.

      “I don’t have boyfriends!” Lisa emphasizes the plural. “I had a boyfriend, but you’ve more than likely killed him, you bastard.” Pain blooms across her face as he backhands her. She refuses to give him the satisfaction of making a sound.

      “Get your business done,” Donald demands. “We are leaving soon. If you don’t want to piss yourself, I suggest you get busy.” Humiliation hits her hard as she’s forced to relieve herself in front of him. He takes his turn when she done. She ignores him as she washes her hands. He roughly jerks her from the bathroom and into the main store part of the truck stop. A small diner is located toward the back. She sees the other two men sitting at a table. Donald forces her to accompany him to the table. He shoves her into the booth, taking a seat beside her.

      A waitress approaches their table. She is big busted and has on a very low-cut top showing lots of cleavage. She’s eyeing all three of the men at the table with an appreciative gaze. Lisa lowers her hands under the table to hide her handcuffed hands, thinking Donald wouldn’t want anyone to see them. “Get your hands where I can see them!” he demands loudly, causing her to jump. She pulls her hands back up to the table. The waitress’s eyes bulge out of her head at the sight. Donald notices her reaction.

      “I’m a detective transporting a dangerous criminal,” he explains casually, as he flips his wallet open to reveal his badge. Lisa glares at him and his lies. “Now we’d like to order so we can get back on the road.” The waitress nods, nervously. Donald orders food for her and himself while the other two men order their own meals. Lisa isn’t sure she can even eat a bite, but it’s been many hours since she ate lunch. Looking around, she sees a large clock on the wall displaying the time in every time zone in America along the top of one wall. It’s just after midnight eastern time. She wonders where in the hell they are, but she can’t get any sort of location as she takes in her surroundings.

      “Don’t even think about it, bitch,” Donald states when he notices her looking around the truck stop. “You won’t get far. I have paperwork showing I’m legit. No one will stop me from taking you or putting a bullet into you if you try to run.” Lisa nods not wanting to anger him further. She would never try to run in public anyway. She knows how brutal he can be, and she wouldn’t put all these innocent people in danger. Still she needs to remain alert and look for anything that might help her. It’s what Elijah would want her to do. She’d been so distraught when Donald had first taken her, she’d been ready to die, certain that Elijah was dead, but it’s been hours, and she hasn’t felt the soul crushing loss yet. She has to believe that he has survived. He will want her to fight, to save herself, to stop being a victim. She’s determined to do just that. She will make him proud.

      The waitress brings their food a while later. Lisa manages to eat about half of the burger he ordered for her. She drinks two glasses of water which requires another trip to the bathroom before they climb back into the van and resume their travels. She watches the road signs for a while as they travel. She realizes they are headed back to Kentucky. She prays someone will be able to figure out where he’s taking her, but he’s been able to hide from authorities for over a year since his ruthless attack on her. Why should she think he’ll be any easier to find now that he has her in his clutches?

      Despair and grief wash over her, once again. Her mind replaying the events of the day over and over in her mind. A tear trails down her cheek as she thinks of Elijah. She refuses to believe he succumbed to his injuries. He’s the strongest, bravest man she knows. He’s survived a gunshot wound before. He surely will again. She just has to have faith. The rocking motion of the vehicle on the dark road sends her into sleep once more.

      Hours later, she’s awakened as the vehicle slows again. The van is pulling up to a cabin in the woods. She has no idea where Donald has taken her. He drags her out of the van and into the cabin. He takes her to a bedroom and into the bathroom. After once again watching her use the bathroom, he takes her out and handcuffs her to the bed frame.
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      For nearly three days, she’s been held in this room. Donald comes in to bring her food and allow her to use the restroom. Other than that, she’s been left alone, which is unsettling to say the least. She’d fully expected him to, at the very minimum, beat her and, at the worst, rape and kill her. His behavior has her more terrified than him beating her. She knows violent Donald, controlling Donald, but apathetic Donald? She’s never met him before, and it’s frightening, keeping her off kilter.

      Day four arrives to no Donald. Another man the one who’d been driving the van when Donald abducted her, enters with a tray of juice, eggs, bacon, and toast. A much better meal that what Donald has been bringing her. This change is unsettling. Where is Donald, and why is allowing this man to be her guard. He’s never wanted any man to be near her when he wasn’t around to make sure she wasn’t throwing herself at them.

      “Where’s Donald?” she finally asks when the man moves to release her handcuff so she can go to the bathroom. He ignores her at first, but Lisa is persistent. “Please tell me what’s going on. Where is he?” He gives her a sympathetic look causing her brow to furlough in confusion.

      “He had to go see his sons,” the man finally answers looking uncomfortable with the conversation.

      “What? Why?” Lisa’s voice is high pitched as she worries about her sons. “Are they okay?” The man shrugs his shoulders, and Lisa’s eyes widen. Without thinking about possible consequences, she grabs the man’s arm. “Has something happened to them?”

      The man grips her forearm tightly, dragging her off his upper arm. He shoves her toward the bathroom. Lisa’s mind is racing, her breathing increases, and she can feel her fear and panic rising rapidly. Surprisingly Elijah’s voice enters her mind. “Calm down, babe. Slow your breathing down. You need to keep it together for them.” Lisa forces herself to slow her breathing and focus on putting one foot in front of the other.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” the man declares after he’s gotten her into the bathroom. “He said his sons were sick, and he needed to take them medicine. He’ll be back in a couple of days. He asked that we look after you in the meantime.” Lisa’s mind races. She’s lived and dealt with Donald long enough to know what his cryptic words mean. He’s angry the boys knew about her relationship with Elijah but didn’t tell him about it, even though he’s been on the run from the authorities for more than a year after beating the hell out of her. They’ve had no way to contact him. Yet, he believes they’ve betrayed him. They’ve broken his cardinal rule. Everything is Donald’s business, and if you know something, you’re to make sure Donald knows it. They didn’t follow the rules. Now he’s gone to hurt them for their perceived sins, according to the book of Donald.

      The man returns her to the prison bed and cuffs her to the bedframe, once again leaving her to her thoughts and fears. She’s in a constant battle to keep her anxiety from taking over and sending her into the abyss. If he hurts her sons, she’ll have nothing left to live for with Elijah gone. Her heart is too damaged to believe she could ever find love again after him. She hadn’t believed she could love him, but he’d held on, pushed her boundaries, let her see that she is a valuable, desirable woman who deserves to find happiness. Defeat envelopes her, and she succumbs to her fears at long last. She drifts off into the dream world she’s often escaped to in the past when things had gotten to be too much to bear.
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      Lisa finds herself floating among the clouds. Her hair is hanging down her back. She’s dressed in the most beautiful cream-colored robe. The clouds are glowing with some type of inner light. She’s searching for him, but she can’t find him. “Please?” she asks no one in particular. It’s as if she knows whomever is in charge will hear her request. She begins to move more quickly then. Zipping over the multi-colored clouds, after what seems like an eternity, she sees him just up ahead. Her heart soars as she gazes upon his handsome face. She looks him over, seeking the injury she knows he’d sustained, but she sees no sign of his wound.

      He notices her, too, and his countenance lights up. He looks her up and down and back again. His eyes heating with love and lust. Oh, how she wants to touch him, to hold him, but she knows that’s impossible. He must recover first, and she has to be free before they can be together as they both want to the very core of their beings.

      As she comes near to him, he reaches for her, but something keeps her just out of his grasp. She wants him to take her, kiss her, and to fill her body with his, letting her know he’s alive and well. Over and over again, he stretches out his hand, but he can never make contact. He questions her. “Why?” She doesn’t answer his question. Instead, she conveys what she needs.

      “I need you to come back to me,” she replies simply. He frowns at her as if he doesn’t understand what she’s saying.

      “You come to me,” he counters when it’s clear he can’t reach her. A sad smile crosses her face.

      “I wish I could,” she replies. A deep regret envelops her. She begs him. “I need you, Elijah. Please, I need you to wake up.” He looks confused at her words. She isn’t sure she understands them either, but she knows this is what he needs to hear.

      “Why can’t you come to me?” he questions. The answer comes to her so clearly as if someone has spoken the words into her ear.

      “He has me.” His entire body tenses at her simple reply. She can practically feel his distress on her behalf.

      “Please tell me what to do,” he pleads with her. “I need you.” She feels the draw of him. She wants him so badly, but something is keeping them apart. They can’t cross whatever this barrier is that’s between them.

      “You need to wake up. Your body is healing. I need you, Elijah,” she pleads her case, willing him to understand, even though her words aren’t making sense to her either. Her body jerks and pain washes over her.
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      Hack feels himself floating, feeling so relaxed and comfortable, but that makes him feel anxious. He shouldn’t be relaxed. There’s something important he should be doing, but he can’t for the life of him remember what it is. How long he drifts he isn’t sure could be minutes, could be days. He keeps trying to remember what he should be doing, but it continues to allude him. It’s right there, yet he can’t grasp it.

      After a while, he catches a glimpse of something in his peripheral vision. Turning his head, he seeing the most angelic creature he’s ever seen floating slowly toward him. Her face is lovely, and her body ignites a fire in him. She’s so familiar. He knows this woman, her body, her heart, and her soul. The closer she gets; he knows she belongs to him and him alone. Her long, wavy blonde hair calls to him. He wants to wrap it around his hand while he kisses her before he moves to kiss the rest of her.

      Then she’s there within his grasp. She smiles at him. He reaches out to her, but she remains just out of reach. He tries again, but every time he reaches for her, she floats away. His frustration grows. He growls as he tries once more to touch her. “Why?” he asks as she continues to dodge his touch. She is his, so why will she not let him touch her?

      “I need you to come back to me,” she replies simply. He frowns; that’s what he’s trying to do, yet she’s blocking him. He doesn’t understand.

      “You come to me,” he counters when it’s clear he can’t reach her. A sad smile crosses her face.

      “I wish I could,” she replies. A deep look of regret permeates her features. “I need you, Elijah. Please, I need you to wake up.” Confusion reigns, and he knows the answers are there in his mind, but he can’t grasp them.

      “Why can’t you come to me?” He needs to know. Somehow he knows the answer, but he needs to hear her say it. Yet he doesn’t want her to say it out loud. That will make the churning fear in his belly a reality in this surreal state he’s found himself.

      “He has me.” Her simple reply sends an urgent need through him. He needs to get to her, but as hard as he tries, he can’t reach her.

      “Please tell me what to do,” he pleads with her, “tell me how to help you. I need you.” His body is begging for her touch. He loves this woman with his heart and soul. She is his whole world.

      “You need to wake up. Your body is healing. I need you, Elijah.” The angel’s voice is pleading as it fades away. Hack is confused. He thought he was awake. “Hack! Hack!” The angel’s voice morphs into a male voice. His surroundings fade. The happy comfortable feeling flees as pain, light, and fear flood his body.
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      A blaring alarm penetrates his consciousness. A deep voice is calling his name, but he wants the woman back. He keeps trying to say her name, but his mouth is full. Something is in his throat. He chokes and coughs. More alarms sound.

      “Hack, buddy.” Mercury’s voice calls to him. “Calm down. You’re in the hospital. You’ve got a breathing tube in, but they’re about to remove it. Come on buddy, you’re okay, just relax.” Hack forces his eyes to open. The bright lights hurt his eyes as he opens them before closing them quickly. He blinks several times as the room comes into focus. Memories of the events that brought him here flood his mind. Lisa being taken. Donald shooting him. Panic hits him. A man he doesn’t know peers down at him.

      “Mr. Smith, I’m Dr. Mattney,” he informs him. “You’re doing well after your surgery. I’m going to pull the tube out of your throat, now. I want you take a deep breath and hold it.” Hack complies as the man grabs the tube firmly and swiftly pulls it out. Hack can’t keep from coughing as it leaves his mouth. They lift him up into a sitting position. Pain flares through his chest as he moves. A woman in scrubs slips an oxygen mask onto his face, wrapping straps around his head.

      “Take a couple deep breaths in and out, slowly,” the woman says. Hack does his best to follow the instructions. A few lingering coughs rack his body, along with an intense searing pain. Minutes later, the doctor and nurse seem to be satisfied with his situation. They’ve taken vital signs, updated him on his condition which isn’t nearly as bad as he feels at the moment. The doctor informs him he had a collapsed lung on arrival as well as internal bleeding. He’d under gone surgery to repair a torn vein and place a chest tube to reinflate his lung. He’d gotten several units of blood to replace all he’d lost. He has also had surgery to his left shoulder to remove the bullet lodged in the joint. The doctor informs him only time will tell if he’ll get use back in the joint after the repair. After the nurse has allowed him to take a few sips of water to wet his parched mouth and throat, he begins to ask the questions he needs the answers to so desperately.

      “Where’s Lisa?” He turns his eyes on his friend and teammates. Mercury and Virus are at his bedside. He doesn’t like the look on Mercury’s face, which lets him know before the man speaks he isn’t going to like the answer. Hack can see the guilt in both men’s eyes.

      “Donald got away with her.” Mercury swallows hard, looking down at his hands. “We haven’t been able to locate them, yet.” Hack attempts to get up from the bed, but strong hands hold him back. “Calm down, you aren’t going to help her by tearing open everything they’ve done to put you back together.” Mercury finally meets his gaze. “I’m sorry, man, but you were bleeding out. I had to let him take her. It’s what she wanted, even though I hated doing it. I didn’t have any other options at the time.”

      “You should have let me die!” he exclaims, attempting to shout, but his voice is much too weak. His gaze is hard as he looks at his friend. His anger and disgust clear in his every action. “He’ll torture her. There are worse things than dying, Mercury. You know that as well as I do.” Mercury nods, shame clear in his features.

      “I’m not going to apologize for saving your life,” Mercury replies, meeting his gaze. Hack can see Mercury means every word. “I did the best I could under the circumstances. I got off a couple of shots, but I don’t know if I made contact.” Mercury lowers his head into his hands taking a few minutes before continuing, “Lisa wouldn’t have forgiven me for letting you die, and I know you’ll never be able to forgive me for letting her be taken, but we’ll get her back. I promise on my life we will get her back. So I’d rather have you hate me and be alive than the alternative.”
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      Hack considers Mercury’s words. He knows none of this is Mercury’s fault. It’s that bastard, Donald’s, but he needs to be angry at someone. He needs someone besides himself to blame for her abduction. He should have had better security. He should have gotten a tracker from Tex so, if she ever went missing, he could find her. So many regrets. He knew she was in danger and should have done more to secure her safety. Mercury isn’t at fault; he just happens to be handy for Hack’s ire. Hack glares at both men sitting at his bedside. There’s so much he wants to rage at them, but he keeps it all to himself. A conversation he’d had with Lisa in the early days of their friendship flitters through his mind.

      “Words can cut as deeply as a knife, sometimes even more so,” she’d said, sadly. It was then she’d played her favorite church song for him. Line after line from the song comes into his mind–“Angry words, oh let them never, from the tongue unbridled slip, May the heart’s best impulse ever, check them ere they soil the lip. Love is much too pure and holy, Friendship is too scared far, For a moment’s reckless foley, Thus to desolate and mar. Angry words are lightly spoken, bitt’rest thoughts are rashly stirred, Brightest links of life are broken, by a single angry word”–as if by magic to keep him from saying something he shouldn’t. So many times, he heard her humming or singing the song. He knows she’d be disappointed in him if he ruins his friendships by lashing out, unjustly at his friends.

      With a big sigh, Hack gives his friend as much forgiveness as he can muster. “I know you’re right. I probably would have done the same if the situation were reversed, but I can’t stand the thoughts of her in his clutches.” Mercury nods.

      “I get it. I do. I’ve been sick ever since it happened.” Hack takes a hard look at his friend. He can see the truth in Mercury’s eyes and posture. The man looks like shit. That triggers another question.

      “How long?” Hack asks. He needs to know how long he’s been out of it. How long she’s been in Donald’s clutches.

      “Three days,” Mercury replies, his voice conveying such emotion it causes a lump to form in Hack’s throat. He slowly closes his eyes. Three days is a long damn time to be in the hands of a monster. The implication being, Lisa is likely already been killed by this point, but Hack refuses to consider that possibility. He reaches inside himself, reaching into his heart where his love for her lives. She isn’t gone. He would know, wouldn’t he? He’d feel the loss, which means she’s still on this earth with him, in the monster’s clutches. His shoulders slump as he considers what’s she been going through. He needs to get to her soon. This isn’t a time to be wallowing in his sorrows. He must be strong for her.

      “What do we know? Anything?” Hack asks. Mercury sighs before answering. Hack can see how the last three days have weighed on him. They’ve been on dangerous missions many times. They’ve been held by the Taliban and tortured before Hawk and Deadeye had been able to rescue them. Yet, Hack has never seen Mercury look so defeated.

      “Not a lot.” Mercury shrugs. “He’s damn good at hiding and obviously has help by that van showing up and whisking them away. Hawk has called Tex. He’s been working on digging up everything he can find on Donald Winters and looking for possible aliases he might be using. He’s supposed to call with an update later today. Hawk and both teams are in the waiting room as well as your mom and sister. I’m going to let some of the rest of them come back, okay?” Hack nods. He knows his mother will likely be in a state of panic as well as his sister.

      He can hear her sobbing before she opens the door. Hack’s mother, Ilene Smith, runs to the side of his bed, throwing her arms around his neck, and crying softly. He reaches his right arm up to wrap around her back. “Shh, momma. I’m okay, don’t cry,” Hack coos to his mother. Hearing the door click shut, he looks up to see his sister, Stacy, approaching his bed too, her face streaming with tears. He lifts his left arm as best he can to encourage her to come in for a family hug. They hold one another for several minutes. Hack trying unsuccessfully to comfort them.

      “Elijah, son,” Ilene says when she finally raises her head. “You have given us such a scare.” She cups his face with both her hands. He takes in her appearance. She looks as bad as Mercury and Worm had looked. Everyone has been worrying about him when they should have been out looking for Lisa. Although his mother and sister don’t know about her. “How did you get shot at your home?” Before he can say a word, his sister answers.

      “I heard your girlfriend’s ex-husband shot you?” Stacy glares at him, accusingly. His mother draws back further to study his face. “Is he really her ex? Or were you messing with a married woman?” Stacy questions. “You’ve always liked older women who aren’t looking for commitment. It’s finally caught up with you.”

      “Stacy!” Ilene exclaims. “Stop assuming this is your brother’s fault. Not all men are like the shithead, excuse my language, who broke your heart.”

      “I didn’t say Elijah was like shithead,” Stacy complains. “I was just trying to get to the bottom of this. How does a Marine get shot on American soil?”

      “Wait!” Ilene turns to Stacy. “Where did you hear this story. Captain Jackson didn’t say anything about Elijah having a girlfriend.”

      “Capt. Jackson didn’t tell us anything,” Stacy says heatedly. “Which is why when I overheard some of the guys talking in the hall as I came out of the bathroom, I realized why he been so vague. He didn’t want to have to tell us that Elijah has been fooling around with a married woman and gotten himself shot.”

      “Stop!” Hack whisper shouts, causing him to cough. “If you would stop talking and listen, I will explain everything.” His mother and sister stare at him awaiting his reply. “First of all, I have never, nor would I ever date a married woman.” He glares at Stacy, who starts to protest, but he holds up his hand. “Yes, it’s true. In my twenties, I didn’t want commitment. I wanted to keep things casual. However, since meeting Lisa, things changed.” Hack reaches for the cup of water on the bedside table. His mother hurries to help him. After taking a couple sips, he continues.

      “I’ve known her for several years now, but she was reluctant to begin a relationship due to how her marriage had gone and because she’s older than I am.”

      “I knew it!” Stacy interrupts. “You’ve always liked older women.”

      “That’s true, I do. I’m not going to apologize for it. Now, let me continue. Lisa is divorced. She has been for years, but he won’t let her go. Donald, Lisa’s ex, is an abuser and mentally unstable. He’s gotten worse over the years, which has culminated in him abducting her and shooting me in the process.” He takes another sip. His throat is so damn dry and sore. “She’s been gone for three days while I’ve been laid up in here.” His voice catches from the emotions riding him. It must be the drugs they’ve been giving him. He’s suddenly so tired.

      “Oh, son.” Ilene pats his hand. “I’m so sorry about Lisa. Aren’t the police looking for her?” He nods, still afraid to try to speak. He hasn’t cried in front of his mother since he was ten years old. He blinks several times willing his tears to recede. A nurse pokes her head in the room.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but Mr. Smith really needs to get some rest,” the nurse announces. “We will let a few more come back in a couple hours. Ilene leans over to kiss his cheek as Stacy kisses his other cheek.

      “I’m sorry, Eli,” Stacy says, using her pet-name for him. “I can see Lisa is important to you, not just a fling. I’ll be praying she comes home safely.” He nods, giving her as much of a smile as he can manage.

      “We’ll be back soon, dear,” Ilene says. Hack can see how tired and worn both women look.

      “Mom, you and Stacy need to rest.” Hack takes her hand. “Have Mercury take you to my house. I’m going to be fine. You can come back in the morning.” Ilene pinches her lips tightly, but nods her agreement.

      “Okay, since you insist.” Ilene smiles down at him. “Such a good boy, always worrying about his mama.” Hack can’t keep from grinning at her. He’s teased his mama for years that he’s a mama’s boy, and she just needs to get used to it. Seems perhaps she has. The women leave, and Hack settles back on the mattress as the nurse returns.

      “Your heart rate is up,” she informs him. “Are you in pain?” Hack nods. He doesn’t like admitting it, but his chest is very painful. “I’ll be right back with something to help.” Hack nods. Minutes later, she returns and injects something into his IV line. Seconds later his vision blurs and blessed sleep claims him where he returns to the clouds and his angel.
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      Sometime later, Hack awakes as Hawk enters his room with Charlotte at his side, holding his hand tightly. She doesn’t speak when they enter, which is unusual for the woman who’s never at a loss for words. Hawk stares him down taking in his appearance and the equipment that’s attached to him. He strolls closer to Hack’s bedside. He places the two chairs in the room side by side. Hawk and Charlotte settle into the empty seats.

      “You look like shit,” Hawk comments when they’re both comfortable in their chairs. Hack nods because he can only imagine just how bad he looks. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’ve been shot, like my heart’s been ripped out of my chest.” Hack raises his eyes to meet Hawk’s and Charlotte’s piercing stares. “I’m sorry.” His breath catches as he allows the emotions that have been riding him since he woke to take over once more.

      “For what?” Charlotte questions. Her face full of confusion. She glances at Hawk as if he might have the answer to her question.

      “I didn’t protect her.” Hack swallows the huge lump in his throat, feeling like he might vomit at any moment. “He has her, and I should have been able to stop it from happening.” The guilt he feels for what’s happening to his love, even as he speaks, is killing him more effectively than the bullet he’d taken.

      “Hack, none of this is your fault,” Charlotte scolds him. “I know you feel responsible, but you were shot! No one can fault you for not getting her away from him. We can’t fault the other guys either. He’s a madman. He would have killed her on the spot if they’d tried to rush him, and you know it’s true. We just have to be patient and wait for Tex to locate her. She’s tougher than any of us give her credit for. She’ll hang on until we can get to her. I just know it.”

      Hack prays Charlotte is right about everything. He knows how strong and brave of a woman he has, but a person can only take so much. Donald is evil to his very core. Lisa has only shared small tidbits of the things he’d done to her. Rape, holding her for days against her will, the beatings. He can’t begin to imagine what he’s doing to her now. It fuels his rage. He needs to get out of this damn bed and go find her. As if he can read his thoughts, Hawk speaks up.

      “You need to stop!” Hawk glares at him. “I can see the wheels turning but pull it back. You’re in no shape to go after her right now. We don’t even know where to begin looking. Rest, heal. By the time you’ve recovered, Tex should have more information for us, and we’ll go get her. Hack knows he’s speaking the truth, but it doesn’t make it any easier to accept. He pulls his memories close and replays every moment they’ve shared. He will have her in his arms again. Hold on babe, I’m coming!
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      Lisa wakes to pain as Donald shakes her hard by her injured arm. A burning sensation shoots through her arm as renewed bleeding ensues. Donald has a plate of food in his hands which consists of a sandwich and chips and bottle of water. He sets it on the bedside table. Lisa doesn’t look at him. She finds it better to keep her head down and her mouth closed. He remains standing beside the bed. “Eat!” he demands. Not wanting to anger him further, Lisa nods and reaches for the plate. She isn’t fully awake, the vivid dream still fresh in her mind. She isn’t hungry, but she does need to keep her strength up if she is to have any hope of escaping. She’s done nothing but lay in this damn bed for days, not like she’s burnt a lot of calories.

      “Good.” Donald smirks down at her. “You’re going to need your strength.” Her eyes fly to meet his gaze. Fear skitters down her spine at the look on his face. A nasty grin spreads over his face that she’d once thought was so handsome, but the evil in him has made him hideous.

      “What about Donnie and Tommy?” Lisa enquires. “That man said they were sick, and you took them medicine. What did you do?” He sneers at her.

      “What had to be done,” he replies casually as if they were talking about the weather instead of him torturing their sons. “They betrayed me. They betrayed you. They know you aren’t stable. They should have told me the instant they knew you were fucking around with that Marine. You need to be protected from yourself.”

      “The only person I need protection from is you!” Lisa proclaims. “They were protecting me by not telling you!” Lisa is so angry she can’t think straight. Her anger so hot it’s overriding her fear and panic. “Tell me they’re okay that you didn’t hurt them.” The look on his face confirms her worst fears. He’s done something to them. “What did you do?” she whispers.

      “What needed to be done years ago.” His tone is harsh, uncaring. “A simple accident. That old car of Donnie’s, I told him to be sure to check the breaks. Such a tragedy, the boys traveling to North Carolina to visit their mother.” A gut-wrenching sob escapes her.

      “No! God! No!” Lisa sobs. “Please tell me you didn’t do this to our sons?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Donald argues. “This is all you. You never should have left me, Lisa. I never wanted children, you know, but it was expected by our families, by the county. A sheriff is supposed to be a family man. I played the part. Coached basketball, baseball, and volunteered at camps. I gave those boys the fucking world!” he roars, hurting her ears as he screams. “But those boys have turned their backs on me. They believed your lies; over the truth their father gave them. I never betrayed my father. I had his back all the way. I knew my place, and those boys should have known theirs, but you brainwashed them into thinking I’m the bad guy. A monster to fear. Well they feared me today; that’s for damn sure. They’ll never make that mistake again.”

      “No!” Lisa’s mind flutters through the possibilities. “Please, I’ll do whatever you want. Please, tell me you didn’t hurt them.” He lifts his ruthless eyes to stare at her.

      “You are crazier than you’ve ever been,” he comments, shaking his head. “I told you it’s already done! Now get some rest. I’ll be back soon.” His words cause bile to rise up in her throat, but she swallows it down. Donald leaves her alone to worry about what his cryptic words mean. She never imagined she’d be able to sleep, but sleep claims her all the same.

      Hours later, she startles awake to have Donald glaring down at her. She closes her eyes again, not wanting to see his ugly face. Hate fills her heart to overwhelming. “Wake up! It’s time to play.” Donald’s tone tells her she’s in for a world of hurt.

      Opening her eyes, she sees him standing over her. The menacing expression on his face confirms her fears. He reaches for her. She scoots as far away as she can, but with the handcuffs, she can’t go far.

      “There’s no place for you to run, Lisa.” Donald stares down at her cowering on the bed. She shivers as he kneels next to her. His hand reaches out to stroke her hair. She flinches. He grabs her hair, winding it around his hand and pulling viciously.

      “Stop!” Lisa struggles unsuccessfully to get away from him. “Don’t touch me, you bastard! You’ve taken everything from me. I won’t give in to you. Do you hear me? I’m not going to let you hurt me anymore!” She fights with a renewed effort. She’ll make her last actions ones that she, her sons, and Elijah can be proud of when her time is over.

      “You’re going to take everything I give you, bitch,” Donald declares. “Starting with my dick.”
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      Another three days in the hospital and Hack is about to lose his mind. He can’t stop thinking about Lisa and what she’s suffering through at the hands of her ex. Tex has been running leads and searching hours of CCTV footage, but he’s lost track of them. The general consensus is they’re headed back to Kentucky, but they haven’t been able to locate them anywhere. Tex has searched every security camera in Deer Run, but there’s been no sign of them. Frustration is high. Hawk and his other teammates have tried to keep his spirits up, but the more time that passes, the worse he feels.

      “Good morning!” Charlotte chirps as she enters the room. Hack is in no mood for her sunny disposition this morning. “It’s discharge day! Now I’ve been by your house and cleaned everything up, went grocery shopping, and restocked your fridge. Your mother and sister are so sweet. Now the girls and I have set up a schedule. You’ll have round the clock care until you’re released by the doctor.” Hack heaves out a heavy sigh.

      “Thanks, Charlotte,” Hack answers. “I really appreciate you all going to all this trouble, but I don’t need babysitters. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “We aren’t babysitting,” Charlotte denies, “We are making it possible for you to be discharged sooner than you would be otherwise. Do you want to stay in here a few more days?” The smirk on her face tells Hack it’s a losing battle.

      “No, I don’t want to be in here another minute longer than necessary,” Hack admits. “I need to be out there”–He makes eye contact with Charlotte, knowing she will understand him most of all–“looking for her.” Charlotte’s eyes water as she nods.

      “I know, but you have to get healed first.” Charlotte busies herself straightening his bed covers. He’s been restless in his sleep ever since waking from the drug induced coma, three days ago. His dream of Lisa, just before he woke, has been playing over and over in his mind. He’s been hoping she will come back to him again in his dreams, but so far, he hasn’t dreamed of her again. The not knowing is driving him insane, one day at a time.

      “We’re going to find her.” Charlotte’s voice wavers as she speaks. Hack can hear her breath catch, and he knows she’s been crying as she’s worked. “She’s going to be fine, Hack. She’s the strongest woman I know. She will get past this…I have to believe it, and you need to as well.” Hack can see Charlotte believes her words. He wants to believe them, too, but he’s terrified of what he’ll see when he does find her. “She is going to need us to be strong for her when we get her back.”

      Later that afternoon, Hack is being wheeled out of the hospital in a wheelchair against his will. He’d protested heavily that he didn’t need a wheelchair. He’d been shot in the chest and shoulder, not his legs, but it is hospital policy, and he has been overruled. His teammates and all the associated women are present making a fuss over him. Hawk greets him at the door of his large black SUV. Hack is assisted inside by Worm and Hawk. Hack is weaker than he wants to admit, which annoys him to no end.

      In less than thirty minutes, they are pulling into his driveway. He stares at the front yard, the memories of Lisa’s abduction playing on a loop in his mind. Seeing her run from the house in terror had torn him up, but when he was shot and he couldn’t stay on his feet long enough to get her away from the bastard taking her, that was the worst of all. Nausea hits him hard. He throws the door open and stumbles from the vehicle and into the grass before losing his lunch. Hawk is on him in seconds, supporting his weight with arms around his shoulders. Once he’s finished emptying his stomach, Worm appears on his other side. His friends put his arms around their shoulders and lead him inside and up the stairs to his bedroom.

      “No!” Hack tries to pull out of the men’s hold. He isn’t sure he can be in this room where they’d made love and shared so many precious memories.

      “What’s wrong?” Hawk asks, apprehension on his face. Hack shakes his head. He can smell her in the room. While his heart is aching for her, the smell is overwhelming, yet comforting. He doesn’t know what he wants.

      “I…I don’t know if I can sleep in here,” Hack confesses. “I can smell her…” His voice breaks as tears begin to stream down his face. Fuck! He’s crying like a bitch. What’s wrong with him? He can’t be weak. He needs to be strong for her, not weeping and wobbling on his feet. Damn pain meds turning him into a pussy. Hawk squeezes his uninjured shoulder.

      “You want to go to the guest room?” Hawk questions. Hack starts to nod, but then shakes his head. He doesn’t know what he wants. No, that’s not right. He wants her, here with him in his bed. He wants her to be the one fussing over him, making sure he takes his medication and changes his bandages. He sags under the mountain of loss he’s feeling at her not being here.

      “Just help me to the bed.” He finally relents. “I may not be able to stay, but I need to feel close to her, right now.” Hawk nods and they get him to the bed. He sits down on the edge of the bed, dropping his head into his hands as he lets the memories overcome him. His mind drifts to the day he became fully aware he was in love with her.
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      Hack is seriously pumped. His new bedroom furniture has been delivered. He’s gotten everything placed just as he’s imagined Lisa will. He set up the bed and put the new sheets on it. Lisa had helped him pick them out. He can’t wait for her to get here so he can show her how good the room looks. They still have to paint the walls in here, but the master bathroom is finished. They’ve been completely remodeling his old house, and it’s really coming together. The master bedroom is completely new. He wanted a larger room with a master bath and walk-in closet that would have been impossible in the old part of the house. By adding the new bedroom, it freed up the other rooms as guest rooms for Lisa’s sons when they visit. He hasn’t disclosed that as his reason yet. She would run for the hills if she knew he was doing all this with her in mind. He hears her entering the front door downstairs just as his phone chimes with her text that she’s here.

      “I’m up here!” he calls down to her. “You have to come see this.” He hears her footsteps as she climbs the staircase. He peeks out of the bedroom to see her grinning at him.

      “You sound so excited. What’s up?” Lisa approaches. He can’t keep from bouncing on his toes. He’s that eager for her to see the final result. She walks into the bedroom, and a sharp intake of breath lets him know she’s seen the room. “Elijah! It looks so good!” She turns toward him smiling broadly.

      “Yeah, I’m really liking it.” He walks toward her. She walks further into the room, taking in everything. “It’s going to look perfect once we get it painted.” She nods as she enters the bathroom, perusing the space with her critical eye. She’s got a knack for decorating. She spins to face him.

      “It looks so good!” she exclaims. “I knew those towels would make the wall color pop. I love it.” Her excitement is contagious. He’d been hoping she would react this way. He opens the door to the master closet and gestures for her to take a look. She peeks inside and squeals in delight. He hasn’t let her in the room since they’d discussed the best and worst attributes of a premium walk-in closet. “Oh my God! It’s absolutely perfect.” She glances over her shoulder at him. “I’m so jealous.”

      “Why would you be jealous?” he queries. He knows the answer, but wants her to say it so he can lead into his revelation that he’s built all of this for her.

      “This is my dream closet,” Lisa confesses. “Actually the whole room is my dream.” She keeps looking around at the room longingly.

      “I know,” he admits. Her head jerks around to face him. “Why do you think that is?” She stares at him a long time.

      “Elijah, you shouldn’t have done that,” Lisa admonishes him. “Why- why would you do that?” She surely knows the answer, but if she needs to hear him say it, he’ll oblige her.

      “Because I want you here with me,” Hack divulges to her. “If I’m not enough to get you to stay, I’m hoping to bribe you with your dream home.” Her face falls as she frowns at him. His heart hammers. He’s fucked up, said the wrong thing.

      “You are enough,” she whispers, “You shouldn’t have had to make your home into my dream.”

      “I didn’t have to do a damn thing,” he counters. “I wanted to. I care for you, babe. I want you here with me. Not just today or next week, but forever. You don’t believe me, yet, but you will in time.” Lisa comes to him, throwing her arms around him, catching him off guard as she kisses him. In mere seconds, the kiss is heated, and his hands begin to roam her body of their own accord. His cock hardens painfully in his pants. He trails kisses along her jaw to her ear and the spot on her neck that seems to drive her insane. A moan escapes her, and she arches her neck to give him better access. He sucks the skin before flicking it with the tip of his tongue. He pulls back to gaze down at her. Her eyes are closed, a look of utter bliss on her face. “I need you,” he whispers in her ear. She shivers from head to toe, before nodding and moving toward the bed.

      They’re devoid of their clothing in record time. His need for her is so intense, and she has a need to match his own if the state of her pussy is anything to go by. It’s dripping wet, leaking onto her thighs. He lays her back on top of the bedspread, kissing her deeply, their tongues tangling. He breaks the kiss to seek her nipples out. He sucks one into his mouth flicking the hard bud with his tongue while he pinches the other one, loving how it stiffens even harder at his touch. He bites the one in his mouth drawing a groan from Lisa.

      “Oh, please, Elijah,” she implores. “Don’t tease me. I need you so much.” He agrees. She parts her thighs in invitation. He needs her, too. He moves to the other breast lavishing it with attention. As her moans gets more intense, he rises, and she whimpers. He grabs her legs and drags her to the edge. He kneels next to the bed between her legs. Throwing a leg over each shoulder, he lowers his head to her wet heat. He licks between her folds, drawing a cry from her mouth. “Oh yes!” He smiles against her moist folds. He works her clit just how he knows she likes it. They’ve only been together a few times since they’ve returned from California, but he’s come to learn her body well. The more he works her clit, the wetter she’s getting. He slides two fingers inside her as he sucks her clit. Her hips are fucking into his face. Her hands are gripping his hair almost painfully so, but he isn’t about to stop. She’s nearing her climax. Her pussy is getting hotter. She’s so wet, sucking sounds are echoing in the room as he fucks her with his fingers. “Oh God!” she screams as her pussy begins to convulse, sucking his fingers deeper. He continues to work in and out of her and sucks her clit until she’s begging him to stop.

      He rises to his feet, letting her legs fall to the side. He grabs her hips and slams into her. “Ohhh!” she cries. He pounds her hard and fast, chasing his climax. He’s been hard for her all day, and he can’t hold back. Only her asking him to stop would be a deterrent, but she isn’t asking for him to stop. No, his woman is asking for more. “Yes, yes that’s it, honey, harder!” He pulls back to the tip and pauses. Her head’s been thrown backward in ecstasy with her eyes closed. She lowers her head and opens her eyes to peer at him. She’s lust drunk, can barely open her eyes. Slowly they begin to clear.

      “You want my cock?” he asks. “You want it to hit you hard and deep?”

      “Yes,” she answers. “I love your cock when it’s driving into me, so good.” He grins as he slams home. She grunts, her legs wrapping more tightly around his waist. She lifts her hips to meet his every thrust. No matter how hard he drives home, she’s reaching for more. He pushes himself to the max, thrusting faster and faster. He can feel his balls drawing up, his spine tingling. He thumbs her clit, but it’s not enough. She isn’t close enough. He grabs a couple of pillows from the bed and stuffs them under her hips. He takes her right leg up over his shoulder, shifting the angle of his thrusts to hit her g-spot. He renews his efforts on her clit, and moments later, she’s screaming his name and milking his cum from his cock. He shoves himself as deep as he can go and holds himself there as he feels ropes and ropes of cum shoot out of him. He gives a few lazy thrusts to ensure he’s emptied his cock. He lets her leg slip from his shoulder as he bends over her. He lays his head beside hers as they’re both gasping for air.

      “Damn babe,” Hack wheezes out between breaths. “It gets better every time.” He feels her head move in her agreement. Her arms come around him. He presses kisses to her neck and shoulder before devouring her mouth. The look of contentment on her face steals his breath just as he’s getting it back. He wants to tell her he loves her, but he knows she isn’t ready to hear those words, not yet, so he keeps them to himself. He leaves her briefly to get a washcloth to clean her up. Turning down the bed, he positions her where he wants her and climbs in next to her. She’s asleep in minutes, but he lies awake for a long time just watching her breathe.
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        * * *

      

      “Hack, are you all right?” Charlotte is standing in the door to his room. He looks up at her. He’s been so lost in his memories he hadn’t heard her approach or noticed when Hawk and Worm had left. He can’t speak around the lump in his throat. His heart is hurting too badly. He feels wetness on his face and realizes he’s been crying again. Dammit, he needs to get himself under control. It’s got to be those damn pain pills. Swiping at his face in frustration, he determines he isn’t taking another one. He’ll learn to deal just using Tylenol and Ibuprofen.

      Charlotte walks closer to him. He shakes his head. He’s in no mood to have a heart to heart with Lisa’s best friend. Charlotte, undeterred, sits next to him and puts her arm around his shoulders. “I miss her, too.” Her voice cracks as a sob escapes her. Hack puts an arm around her, too. They sit that way a long time, just holding onto one another and crying.
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      Bile rises in her throat as Donald reaches for her. He gropes her breast roughly before he grabs the hem of her dress pushing it up to reveal her panties. He grips both sides of the waistband of her panties and tries to pull them down. For once, she’s thankful she’s put on a few pounds causing her panties to be a little snug. She’ll be damned if she lifts her hips to help him. She hits at him with her free hand. She won’t let this happen willingly. She might not be able to stop it, but she will make it as unpleasant for him as possible.

      “Stop it, bitch!” Donald swings his fist, hitting the left side of her face. A grunt escapes her before she can stifle it. She doesn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing he hurt her. The blow addles her momentarily, giving him the advantage to get her underwear off. When she recovers, she resumes hitting, kicking, scratching, and fighting him at every opportunity. He backhands the right side of her face this time with a resounding pop. The door to the room flies open.

      “What the hell are you doing?” One of the men who helped Donald kidnap her appears at the door. Donald turns to glare at him.

      “None of your business! Get out!” Donald yells at the man, but the man isn’t deterred. He walks further into the room, peering around Donald at Lisa on the bed, seeing her dress up around her waist and her pussy exposed.

      “You’re going to rape her?” the man asks incredulously. “What the hell is going on? You said she was being held against her will and that she’d been brain washed. If you cared for her, you wouldn’t be trying to rape her. You’d be getting her help.”

      “She’s my wife,” Donald growls at the man. “You need to mind your own business.” The man’s face sets in a hard determination. Lisa has been closely watching the exchange. Seeing a crack between the two, she’s going to use this to her advantage.

      “He’s my ex-husband,” Lisa calls out. “He’s the one who’s kidnapped and tried to brainwash me.” A hard blow lands on her face. Donald yells as he pounds her face. He manages to get in a couple hard hits before the man lunges for him, dragging him off her. The two men grapple around on the floor. Another man comes to the door.

      “Jesus!” he exclaims. “What’s going on in here?” The men ignore his question. Donald gets on top of the man who’d come to her defense initially. “Donald, stop! You’re going to kill Bobby!” The new comer hurries over to pull Donald off his friend. This gives Bobby the perfect opportunity. He comes up quickly landing two quick punches to Donald’s jaw, knocking him unconscious. Relief washes over Lisa as hope blooms. These men are going to help her now.

      “Thanks, Jacob,” Bobby wheezes out. “I think we’ve been duped.” Jacob frowns down at Donald sprawled out on the floor.

      “What do you mean?” Jacob enquires. He spares Lisa a brief glance before turning back to his friend. “What were you two fighting about?”

      “Dude was in here trying to rape her.” Bobby gestures toward Lisa, who’s still handcuffed to the bed. “I think he’s lied about everything.” Bobby and Jacob stare at one another for a beat as if trying to figure out if the things they’ve been told are true.

      “Listen, I know you have no reason to believe me,” Lisa pleads, “but I’m telling you the truth. Donald and I have been divorced for years, but he won’t leave me alone. I moved to North Carolina to get away from him after he put me in the hospital for a week. Please, help me. He’s going to kill me after he tortures me for God knows how long. I need to get away before he wakes up.”

      Neither man speaks as they contemplate her words. Donald begins to stir on the floor coming awake. Jacob and Bobby grab Donald under each arm and drag him from the room. The door slams leaving Lisa alone but still handcuffed to the bed. She sags in relief, but how long will the reprieve last? Everything hinges on those men believing her and being willing to protect her from the monster. She waits in fear, but minutes turn to hours. She doesn’t hear anything, and no one comes back. She eventually drifts off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa and Elijah are sitting out on his patio enjoying a warm summer evening. She has a glass of wine and he has a beer. He tells her about his day on base and all the training they’re doing, gearing up to go out of the country soon. It worries her when he leaves, but she knows he is as well trained as he can be. Seeing how concerned she is, he distracts her by asking about her day.

      She relays her adventures at the urgent clinic where she’s been working part-time. A boy had come in today with a BB in his ear. He’d only been five years old, but it had taken four people to hold him while the doctor extracted the BB. Once it was out, the child had stopped fighting immediately and smiled. He’d said, “That didn’t even hurt!” The adults had all had a good laugh about it. Elijah laughs as she recounts the story.

      She finishes her wine. Elijah gets up and takes her glass inside along with his empty bottle. He returns a few minutes later with a huge piece of the devil’s food cake she’d baked that afternoon after her shift. He sits the plate down on the table beside her lounge chair.

      “You surely don’t expect me to eat that?” She frowns up at him. His sexy grin causes butterflies to erupt in her belly. Shocking the hell out of her, he scoops her up in his arms before sitting back on the lounger with her in his lap.

      “Nope!” he declares. “We are going to eat this delicious confection.” He proceeds to feed her and himself bites of the cake. It is such an intimate thing. Something she’s never experienced before. As he places the last bite in her mouth, his eyes have a hungry gleam, but not for food. “You have icing on your chin.” Before she can attempt to wipe it off, he leans over and licks the sweet treat from her skin. Heat burns in her belly as need churns inside her. She can feel her panties dampening. He licks her again before devouring her mouth. She shifts on his lap, turning to straddle him, her hips rocking against his pelvis. His shaft lengthens and firms from her movements. She grinds her hips, getting the much-needed friction on her clit. She moans into his mouth. He nips her lip.

      Suddenly he’s on his feet with her in his arms. She wraps her arms and legs around him. His hands under her ass as he carries her through the house and up the stairs to bed. He makes love to her several times. The first is hard and fast, taking her breath. She’s never come so hard in her life. Later, he’s so slow, easy, and gentle she doesn’t think she’ll be able to climax. It takes a very long time to get her there, but he seems to enjoy every moment. His thrusts are long, slow, and deep, not at all hurried like the frenzy from before. She doesn’t know how he has the stamina, but she supposes it’s because he’s so fit.

      For hours, he loves and worships her body. Over and over, they come together, pleasuring one another, making love to each other. Her heart is so full of love for him. She never knew she could love someone this much. She loves her sons, but this is a different type of love and deep intensity she never knew was possible.

      Lisa jerks awake. The dream still fresh in her mind. She reflects on the night that dream had inspired. It had been one of the best nights of her life. Perhaps that’s why she’s dreamed of it. The memories comfort her even in her current situation.

      Lisa can hear voices out in the other room, but she can’t make out what’s being said. She’s certain Donald is one of them. The other one sounds like Bobby. She wonders if they’re still arguing over Donald lying to them. She prays those two strangers will protect her.

      She closes her eyes and recalls Elijah’s handsome face, his mischievous grin when he’s trying to get her into bed. His hard muscular chest, back, and thighs. The way he can practically read her mind. He knows just what she needs, when she needs it, often before she knows it. Please God, let him have survived! If not, let me leave this world so I can be with him.

      Lisa is filled with regret. She shunned him so hard when he first began to pursue her in earnest. She’d been worried about what other people thought about the relationship. If she could have a redo, she’d change everything. She would accept him with open arms. Then she wouldn’t be living with the regret of all the wasted time, all the memories they could’ve made.
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      Hack and Charlotte are still sitting on his bed mourning Lisa and praying she’s still alive. Hawk enters the room, standing quietly, waiting for them to get themselves under control. Charlotte grabs the tissues off the nightstand, handing him a few, and taking more for herself. Hack feels so damn weak, not only physically, but emotionally. He never would have imagined he’d be crying in front of his CO. Hell he hasn’t cried in private, not since he was a pre-teen. Charlotte gets to her feet, patting him on the back. Hawk reaches for her. She plasters herself to him for several seconds. He whispers to her, but Hack can’t make out what’s said. Hack’s head is bowed as he tries to calm his raging emotions.

      He looks up to see Charlotte is gone, leaving Hawk at the door watching him. Hack sighs and closes his eyes again. He’s in no mood for a lecture or to be ribbed about his manhood. He’s hurting too badly, both his body and his heart. Feeling a presence near him, he opens his eyes to see Hawk right in front of him.

      “You need to get some rest,” Hawk declares as he kneels in front of him to remove his shoes. Hack wants to protest, but he doesn’t have the energy to argue. Hawk makes quick work of removing his shoes. He forces Hack to stand and helps him out of his pants, before helping him into bed. It’s the most humiliating experience Hack’s ever had to endure.

      Once he’s settled in bed, Hawk takes a seat on the edge of the bed with his back to Hack. He sits quietly, and Hack begins to wonder if he’s ever going to say anything. Hack shifts, trying to get comfortable, which draws Hawk’s attention.

      “You need something for pain?” Hawk questions, looking over his shoulder at Hack.

      “No!” Hack growls. “I’m not taking them anymore.” Hawk’s eyebrows reach into his hairline as his face is colored with surprise. With a heavy sigh, Hack explains. “They’re turning me into a blubber mess, man. I…Fuck!”

      Hawk lays a heavy hand on his arm. “Hack, it isn’t the pain meds, and I know you feel showing your emotions makes you weak, but it doesn’t…It makes you human. You love her and having her in that bastard’s hands is tearing you up inside. No one thinks less of you for your showing how you feel.” Hack shakes his head. He understands Hawk means well, but he doesn’t understand. Hawk laughs which just pisses him off.

      “You think I don’t know how you feel?” Hawk questions. “Charlotte was pregnant with my sons when she was taken; if you recall, we were on a damn plane out of the country. Don’t you remember how crazy and out of control I was?” Hack has to concede. Hawk had been inconsolable at the time. It’s been years since that happened, and Hack had forgotten about that time, but obviously Hawk hasn’t forgotten how he’d felt.

      “I’m sorry,” Hack apologizes. “I do remember, and I didn’t think any less of you. I suppose that’s why I forgot you’ve been through this before.” Hawk gives him a sad smile.

      “We are going to find her.” Hawk’s voice full of determination. “Soon. I promise, but you aren’t going to be any help to her if you don’t take care of yourself and heal.”

      “I know all that, but every fucking day I’m laid up here, he’s hurting her.” Hack’s voice cracks again as he reveals one of his worst fears. “He’s raping her Hawk, and it won’t be the first time he’s done it.” Hawk’s eyes widen. Lisa had never told anyone about that part of her relationship with Donald except for him. Hack feels like he’s just betrayed her, but he needs to talk to someone. “Please don’t tell Charlotte,” Hack pleads. “I shouldn’t have told you that, but it’s on a repeat in my head. She confessed once; she could take him beating her, but him forcing himself on her was the worst. He took so much from her, and now he’s taking more. I want him dead, Hawk. I don’t care if it’s justified or not. I’m putting a bullet in the bastard’s head!” Hack declares vehemently.

      “I get it, Hack,” Hawk begins. “I really do, but you can’t land yourself in prison.” Hack wants to protest, but Hawk holds up a hand. “Lisa is going to need you more than ever once we get her back. You need to focus all your efforts on helping her and not yourself by getting revenge.”

      “I will be helping her by killing him,” Hack counters. “She will be able to sleep at night, knowing he’ll never be able to hurt her again.” Hawk nods at those words.

      “That might be true, but she won’t have you. We will do everything we can to ensure Donald gets what he deserves,” Hawk says. “I promise you that Hack. Lisa is family, and we take care of our family, but you don’t need to be in prison. You calm her when she’s struggling like no one else has ever been able to do.” Hawk stares him down making sure he is listening and understanding his words. “Charlotte has been so fucking impressed with how you’ve been able to help her with her anxiety, better than any therapist. She needs you, Hack, more than anything else. Now you need to get some rest.” Hawk stands, looking down at him over his shoulder before leaving the room. “You sure you don’t want something for pain?”

      “Yeah, I could use something,” Hack admits. “Maybe a half one or some ibuprofen or something.” Hawk nods and leaves the room. A few minutes later, Emma enters with a glass of water and a large white pill.

      “Here.” Emma gives him a sad smile, placing the pill into his hand. “This will ease you off and let you rest. When you wake up, I’m going to change your dressings.” Hack gives her a quick nod, as he throws the pill to the back of his throat and gulps down some water. Emma helps him settle back in bed, trying to make him comfortable.

      “I’m sorry about Lisa.” Emma’s voice is soft and sad. “She’s a strong woman. She’s going to be fine, Hack. We just need to get you well so you can take care of her. Get some rest.”

      “Thanks, Emma,” Hack grimaces as he moves the wrong way. “I appreciate it.” She smiles at him and exits the room, leaving him to his fears and his memories. Even with the pain medication, it takes him forever to find sleep. Once he does, it’s a fitful, restless sleep. Nightmares plague him. Lisa is scared, crying, and calling out to him, but she remains just out of his reach. So much like the dream he had in the hospital.

      He wakes after hours of tossing and turning, his bladder begging to be emptied. He throws the covers back and begins struggling to sit up. Instantly, strong male arms wrap around his shoulders. He looks up to see Mercury helping him up and out of bed.

      “Why are you here?” Hack demands, angrily. He tries to shrug his friend off, but Mercury won’t be deterred, and Hack isn’t strong enough to fight him off.

      “I’m trying to help you, asshole,” Mercury grumps. “Stop fighting me. I know you’re still pissed at me for not getting Lisa away from him. I understand it. Hell, I’m pissed at myself, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to help you.” Hack stops struggling and allows his friend to help him. He makes it to his feet but sways unsteadily. Mercury leads him into the ensuite bathroom, flicking on the lights, bathing the room in a warm glow. Memories of Lisa flash before him, hitting him with a visceral reaction. A particular night not long after they’d gotten back from California comes to him.
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        * * *

      

      Hack pulls into his driveway, pleased to see Lisa’s car parked in her usual spot. He’d texted her earlier asking her to come over tonight, but she’d been vague about whether or not she was coming over. He’d had to stay on base longer than expected. Hawk had gotten some last-minute intel he wanted to brief the team on before their next mission. They’re wheels up at 0500. It’s why he’d wanted her to come over so badly. He needed his fix before he was sent to parts unknown to take out the bad guys.

      He hurries inside, expecting her to be in the kitchen or the den, watching television, but she isn’t in either place, even though the house smells delicious. She’s unquestionably been cooking something. He turns in a slow circle, trying to figure out where she could be. He peers into the basement, but it’s dark as a dungeon down there. The laundry room is also vacant. He takes the stairs two at a time as panic builds. Has something happened to her? Is she having an episode?

      Entering the bedroom, he notices the bathroom door is ajar, and a flickering light is glowing from inside. Frowning he nears the door, knocking softly before pushing it open further.

      Lisa is soaking in the large garden tub, bubbles up to her chin. Candles are sitting on every open surface. Their soft glow bathing her in an ethereal light. She looks like an angel lying there. Her head is resting on small pillow on the edge of the tub. She’s laid back with her eyes closed. She has her long, golden locks piled up on top of her head in a messy bun. She swirls her arms in the water suggestively, giving him little peeks of her bare body when the bubbles moved under her motions. His imagination runs wild with images of her naked body under all those bubbles.

      “Well you sure look comfortable.” Hack observes as he inches further into the room. Her sultry smile has him hard in seconds, but she still doesn’t open her eyes. He considers stripping down to join her, unsure if she’d welcome him or leap from the tub and bolt for the door.

      “I’m very comfortable,” she murmurs as a deep sigh escapes her, increasing the discomfort in his pants. That’s done it. He’s going for broke and losing his clothes. They’ve had sex a couple times since she moved here, but every time, he has to start over with her. She lets stuff get in her head: their age difference, her issues with anxiety, and Donald’s brainwashing shit. Every time he gets close to her, she pulls back, and he feels like he’s at square one all over again, but he isn’t giving up. She’s worth the struggle and someday he hopes she’ll come to accept the fact they are destined to be together.

      He disposes of his clothing into the hamper near the shower stall. He moves until he’s standing on the end of the tub where her head is resting. He moves swiftly, not giving her a chance to escape. He slides his arms under hers as he steps into the tub to slide in behind her. To his delight, she grumbles at being disturbed but doesn’t make any effort to leave the tub.

      Once he’s seated behind her, the water coming to the very edge of the tub, she leans against his chest, trapping his painful erection between their bodies. He slides his hands down her arms, twinging their fingers together. Her head on his left shoulder lolls to the side, inviting him to kiss her neck, which he happily does, drawing a moan from her.

      “This is a happy surprise,” he comments after he’s laved her neck in kisses. Another smile that melts his heart for her even more. She turns a little then, to meet his gaze. She’s biting her lip, which means she’s about to confess something she worries others won’t approve of.

      “Charlotte let it slip that Hawk had told her you guys are heading out in the morning.” Hack nods his confirmation. “I…I wanted to see you before you left, and then you texted asking me to come over, so…here I am.” He grins at her before taking her mouth in a deep, passionate kiss. When they come up for air, he grabs one of the washcloths she has on a stand near the tub. Wetting it, he proceeds to wash her body. She lays back against him, letting him do as he will. When every inch of her body has been washed, she takes another cloth and washes him in return. The water is cooling by the time they’ve finished. Yet they soak a few more minutes. Neither one wanting to lose the moment.

      “You must be starving,” Lisa comments after a time.

      “Yes,” he replies heatedly, turning her to straddle him. He takes a nipple into his mouth, sucking and nipping the hard bud.

      “Elijah!” Lisa exclaims, giggling. “I meant food. I made you dinner. It’s in the oven on warm.”

      “We can eat later,” he murmurs as he moves to give her other breast the same attention. He releases her breast. “I want my dessert first.” Bending his knees, he moves to stand, gripping her ass and lifting her from the tub. After setting her on her feet, Hack leads her into the shower stall to rinse the soapsuds from their bodies. She pulls the pins from her hair letting it fall in waves and steps under the spray. Hack watches her with rapt attention. She’s truly a goddess. Pumping some shampoo into his hands, he reaches for her. Her eyes fly open at his touch. Her startled expression softens when she realizes he’s wanting to wash her hair. Lathering her hair, he massages her scalp for several minutes before he works his hands through her long locks.

      “Oh God, Elijah! How did you know I love to have someone else wash my hair?” Her face has a blissful expression, When he doesn’t answer right away, as he’s mesmerized by her beauty, she opens one eye to peer at him.

      “I didn’t know.” he mumbles. “But I do now. I enjoy washing your hair. In fact, it’s my new favorite hobby.” Her musical laughter competes with the water in volume. He steals another kiss before easing her back under the water to rinse the suds from her hair.
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        * * *

      

      “Hack, are you okay?” Mercury draws him from his memory. Blinking he looks over at his friend in confusion. “You kinda zoned out there for a minute. Maybe you need to lay back down?” Hack shakes his head. He still has to piss, but he’s not going to do it with an audience. He reaches for the sink. Gripping it tightly, he’s able to stand up right.

      “I’m fine,” he insists. “Now get out! I don’t need you to hold my hand while I take a piss.” Mercury chuckles as he leaves the room, pulling the door closed. Hack manages to take care of business and is just finishing washing his hands when Mercury knocks on the door.

      “You ’bout done in there?” Hack rolls his eyes. He quickly dries his hands on a hand towel, Lisa had picked out. He closes his eyes, holding the towel to his nose. The scent reminds him of her. Every fucking thing in this house reminds him of her. With a heavy sigh and heavier heart, he opens the bathroom door to Mercury’s concerned gaze.

      “I’m good, but I do need to lay back down,” Hack admits, reluctantly. “I’m so damn tired.” Mercury nods as if he understands, which on some levels he does. Mercury has had his share of injuries over the years, but nothing as severe as what Hack’s just gone through. Mercury helps him back into bed. Hack closes his eyes and wills Lisa to come to him in his dreams once again.
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      It’s been hours since Bobby and Jacob saved her from being raped by Donald. Since she found out Donald murdered their sons. Fresh tears begin to fall. Did he really do it? Did he kill their sons? Donald has always been a liar. She’s hoping against hope he’s lying to her just to hurt her. Please let him be lying. She’s dying to use the restroom. She’s heard them moving around out there in the cabin. She heard what sounded like a scuffle again a few minutes ago, but the cabin has been quiet since. She jerks on her cuffs, trying for the hundredth time to break free.

      The door to the room, flies open suddenly scaring her. She cries out in terror. A man is standing at the door, light from the other room shadowing his face, but she can tell by the shape and size of his body it isn’t Donald. The man steps forward, and she discovers it’s Jacob. Hope blooms that he’s here to free her and allow her to go home. He walks closer to the bed, pulling a key from his jeans pocket. He releases her cuff from the bed, but leaves the other attached to her wrist.

      “Get up,” he demands, but not unkindly. He pulls her to her feet and takes her to the bathroom. “You should bathe, but don’t try anything stupid like trying to climb out a window. It’s sealed shut.” Lisa nods her acquiescence. Thankfully he leaves her alone in the room while she relieves herself and bathes. Feeling marginally better, she redresses in her dirty dress. She debates putting her days old panties back on if nothing more than a temporary deterrent if any of these men try to assault her again, but they’re so nasty. She washes them out in the sink and hangs them up to dry.

      Jacob is waiting for her with a sandwich and a bottle of water when she emerges. She gives him a tight smile in thanks when he hands her the food and drink. She perches on the edge of the bed, sipping on the water. “Eat,” he commands. Lisa jerks her head up to look at him in confusion. He saved her from Donald. Was it only to take Donald’s place. “Look, I’m not going to hurt you, but I can’t let you go either.”

      “What? Why not?” Lisa exclaims. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “You know who we are.” Jacob shrugs his shoulders. “We can’t take the chance you’d identify us. I’m not looking to go to prison for kidnapping.”

      “I won’t throw you under the bus!” Lisa cries. “I’ll tell them you didn’t know, that Donald lied to you. It’s true, isn’t it?” Jacob blows out a breath.

      “It is, but that doesn’t mean the courts will see it that way,” Jacob counters. “We’re both retired service men. I won’t risk losing everything I’ve worked for on your word that you’ll have our backs.”

      “Then what are you going to do with me?” Lisa demands. He shrugs again, and fear rears its ugly head once more. She’s been saved from Donald only to have hope snatched away from her again. Fresh tears fill her eyes, which is startling. She’s cried so much in the last few days she didn’t think she had any more in her.

      “We haven’t decided on anything yet,” Jacob relates, seemingly uncomfortable with her tears. “Don’t go getting all upset.”

      “Don’t get upset?” Lisa screams. “Don’t get upset? Are you for real right now? I watched the love of my life bleeding out as you helped that psycho drag me away from him, and you don’t want me to be upset?” Jacob is looking more uncomfortable by the second. “Donald said he killed our sons for not telling him that I was with Elijah, and you don’t want me to be upset?” Jacob grabs the handcuffs and secures it to the bed frame once more. She jerks at the cuff, violently. “No! Please don’t leave me here!” Jacob hurries out the door, leaving her alone in the darkening room. Her appetite gone as she drops onto the bed and sobs.

      The next few days, Bobby brings her food, takes her to the bathroom. He gives her a clean change of clothes, albeit much too large for her. She questions him about where Donald is, but Bobby refuses to speak to her, and after several failed attempts, she gives up trying. The days are long, and the nights longer with nothing but her thoughts to keep her company. Not knowing what has happened to Elijah is its own kind of hell. She can feel her body weakening from lack of exercise and adequate nutrition. Although the men are bringing her food on a regular schedule and allowing her to bathe and use the restroom, she hasn’t been eating much. Her anxiety and worry keeping her from being able to take more than a few bites at a time, and even then, she’s gotten sick later and vomited it back up. She begins to pray for death to take her so she can be with Elijah once again. Her tortured mind convincing her he died on the lawn of the home he’d made for her.

      Five days later, heavy footsteps approach causing fear to skitter down her spine. She knows that walk. She’s heard it so many times before. Donald pushes into the room looking pretty rough. His face is marred with bruises. He looks gaunt and tired. He’s aged so much in the last few years. Looking at him, she can’t believe she’d once loved the man. Of course, he’s made sure over the years to beat any ounce of caring she ever had for him out of her. He looks worse every time she sees him. He’s always drank too much, but she wonders if this is something more. Is he on drugs?

      “Are you going to be a bitch today?” Donald asks casually as he enters the room, closing the door behind him. He turns his soulless eyes on her.

      “Depends, are you going to try to rape me, again?” Lisa counters. She’s done cowering to this man. He’s taken everything and everyone she loves. He may kill her, but she’ll go out fighting. She’ll leave him with a mark he won’t soon forget. His growl causes her to jump.

      “It’s not rape when it’s your wife, stupid cunt!” Donald rages. He nears the bed, but she doesn’t shrink away from him, this time. If she’s going to die, she’ll die with her dignity intact. He kneels next to her, grabbing her by the hair. She jerks away, attempting to kick out at him with her feet.

      “I’m not your wife!” Lisa shrieks. “Not anymore!” With renewed effort, she hits and kicks at him as he attempts to subdue her.

      “Stop fighting me!” He yells as his fist makes contact with her face, pain burns in her scalp and her face from the impact.

      “You’re mine, Lisa!” Donald bellows as he slams his fist into her stomach, the air whooshing out of her. “Say it! Say who you belong to!”

      “Elijah,” she wheezes out, prepared for another blow. He roars angrily as he pummels her over and over.

      “Who do you belong to?” Donald rages again.

      “Elijah,” Lisa answers again, knowing he is going to beat her worse for not replying the way he wants, but she refuses to lie. She is Elijah’s, and he is hers. “I was yours once a long time ago, but your need to control everything and everyone around you destroyed it. I loved you once, but you took that love for granted, abused it, and smothered it until it died a slow painful death. You’re selfish and evil to the core. I’ll never be yours again. I’d rather be dead than belong to you.”

      She’s hurt for so long; what’s another hit? She’d rather be beaten than raped by this evil man. She swings her free arm around clocking him in his left ear. He howls in pain before grabbing her free arm in an attempt to restrain it. How long they wrestle and fight she couldn’t say. It seems to go on forever, the old metal cot clanging loudly as it bounces from their rocking bodies, fighting for dominance. Eventually he has her spread eagle on the bed with both her hands and her feet tied to each corner of the cot. He stands over her breathing hard. She has the satisfaction of seeing blood trailing from several wounds she’s managed to inflict during their tussle.

      “Why do you keep saying that you aren’t my wife?” Donald growls in frustration. “I don’t care what a piece of paper says. You are my wife!” Lisa laughs humorlessly, shaking her head.

      “Why do you insist on saying that I am?” she demands just as frustrated.

      “We were married before God!” he insists. “I have the marriage certificate to prove it with your signature on it.” He stares down at her smugly.

      “And we were divorced before God,” Lisa smirks, “and I have the document with your signature on it, but that marriage was void long before I had the paperwork to prove it. You broke your vows long before I ever sought a divorce.” His face hardens as he narrows his gaze on her.

      “It says in Matthew that God frowns on divorce,” Donald informs her as if she didn’t know the Bible. “In I Corinthians it says a wife is to love her husband all of her days and to keep herself for him alone.”

      “The husband is to love his wife, too,” Lisa counters again. “You vowed to cherish me. Beating me until I was hospitalized, was that cherishing me? Or how about the time you beat me until I miscarried our daughter? Huh? Until I had to have a partial hysterectomy to keep from bleeding to death? What about that? Oh and don’t even get me started on the being faithful part. You were sleeping with other women before we were married, and it never stopped. I doubt you even waited a week before you were fucking some random whore.” Lisa knew the moment she’d pushed too far. His posture changed. His eyes flared with venom. She’s seen him like this a few times. Things did not work out in her favor then, and she doubts they will this time either. The difference now? She no longer cares if she dies. He’s taken everything from her. She has nothing left to live for if he truly killed their sons as he hinted.

      Donald, despite aging, not so gracefully, is no less malicious than he was before she’d divorced him. He pulls out his pocket knife to threaten her with it. “You need to be taught a lesson. One I’ve tried to teach before, but you stubbornly fail to learn.” Lisa glares at him. She’s learned everything she needs to know from him already.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa is a broken woman. He has been torturing her for days on end. She’s lost track of time. How many days have gone by? She has no clue, but it’s been an immensely long time. She’s been tortured by him before, but she’s certain she’ll never recover from this, even if she were to be rescued before he kills her. Elijah’s gone. Her sons are gone. She doesn’t want to live anymore. Her body hurts from head to toe. She’s covered in blood, cuts, bruises, and likely some broken bones. She briefly wonders where Bobby and Jacob have gotten off to and why they’re allowing him to do all this.

      He's tried to rape her, but thankfully his age is catching up with him, and he couldn’t manage it, which increased his rage, upping his cruelty. Although he couldn’t rape her, that didn’t stop him from abusing her in other ways. She’s fought him every step of the way. She hasn’t been successful in fighting him off, but she’s been determined to make it as unpleasant for him as possible until he stops coming at her or ends her misery.

      His mind games are the worst kind of torture. She has no way to know if what he says is true or not. The things he’s said about her sons. He’s told her they’re dead; they’re in the hospital, and that they’re both fine at home. Every time it’s a different story. He’s repeated the stories in various order, constantly changing the details. She’s already been an overthinker due to the abuse she’s endured over the years. She doesn’t know which end is up.

      For years, she’d never known what mood Donald would be in when he came home or how he was going to react to something. One day, the boys had been playing tag in the house. Lisa had told them several times to stop, but boys being boys they’d continued and had broken a lamp. Donald had just come through the door when it clattered to the floor. He’d gone ballistic. Ranting and raving at Lisa for allowing them to run wild. Donnie had tried to defend her, but Donald wouldn’t hear it, not that she wanted him to take it out on the boys. He’d beaten her severely. A few days later, the boys had been playing baseball in the yard. A foul ball had broken the large front room window which had cost a small fortune to replace. Donald hadn’t been upset by that at all. That is just one example. There are thousands of others. One night, he’d be angry she’d fixed his favorite meal. She wouldn’t cook it for a while; he’d get mad about that. He’d always kept her on guard. She’d never known what would set him off.

      Hearing footsteps, she knows he’s coming to torture her again. She isn’t sure how much longer she can take this. Donald enters the room once more. She’s so weak she can barely lift her head. Taking in his expression, she falls back limply on the bed, resigned to her fate. She doesn’t feel the blow that takes her consciousness from her.
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      She’s been gone for three weeks. Every day he wakes without her, his hope fades a little more. His body has gotten stronger. He isn’t in top form by any means, but he’s ready to go after her, if they knew where to look. Tex has been working non-stop using his every resource to gather intel. Hack has been on his computer as well, helping in the search as much as he’s been able as he’s healed. Virus has been at his home non-stop watching CCTV footage, following leads, and gathering intel. Hack is at the end of his rope. If he can’t save her, bring her home where she belongs, he should have just died that day on his lawn.

      Hack hears Hawk’s phone ringing in the next room. His heart kicks up as it has every time he’s heard it ring over the last three weeks. It’s crazy to keep holding on to hope, but he has to. Without it, he has nothing left. Hawk enters the computer room at a fast clip with his phone still to his ear. When he’s reached the table where Hack and Virus have been working tirelessly, he lays the phone down and swipes the screen, “I’m putting you on speaker”–Hawk says into the phone–“Hack and Virus are here with me. Tex, can you repeat what you just told me?”

      “Hack, how are you holding up?” Tex’s voice booms from the phone. “I know this has taken much longer than we ever imagined.”

      “Yeah, it has,” Hack admits. “I’m still here…that’s about all I can say.”

      “I understand,” Tex replies. “I think we have a really good solid lead this time.” Hack sits up a little straighter, hope growing once more. “I dug deep into Donald’s past, relatives, friends, close contacts he might ask a favor from, every avenue came up zero, until yesterday. I found a great uncle of Mr. Winters who had no children, but he owned a significant amount of land. Now it took some creative looking because in that particular area, the digital age took a little longer than it has in others. Although they’ve been digital for years, many of the oldest records were lost years ago in a fire prior to digital.”

      “What’s all that have to do with Lisa?” Hack interrupts angrily, unable to contain his frustration. “How is any of this significant?” Hawk gives him a stern look. Tex is their friend and a valuable asset. The meaning is clear. “Don’t offend or piss off Tex.” Hack would never do so intentionally. However the man is killing Hack by not spitting it.

      “I’m getting to that,” Tex replies calmly, seeming to ignore Hack’s testy mood. “It’s taken a while to track ownership of the property after the great Uncle’s death. While the property is still under the great Uncle’s name, even though he’s been dead for years, someone has maintained the property taxes on it.” Hack growls, drawing another look from Hawk, but Tex ignores the sound. “After doing a lot of digging, I believe Donald Winters has been in control of the property. It’s located in the direction the van was traveling when we last saw it on CCTV. It makes perfect sense why we couldn’t find any further video or images of the van. It’s a perfect hiding place: remote, no neighbors for miles and miles, not even electricity in the area.”

      “Where?” Hack demands, moving to stand. He’s ready to head out this instant. They finally have something to do, some place to check out. Hawk shakes his head in discouragement, but Hack isn’t going to be deterred. He’s going to this place today.

      “It’s in the mountains of eastern Kentucky near Daniel Boone National Forest. There are literally thousands upon thousands of acres of uninhabited forests,” Tex informs them. “I’m working on satellite imaging of the area. It might not help much with the heavy tree canopy, but hopefully there’s a cabin on the property, and it’ll be in a clearing that’ll show up.”

      Hope, that’s been on its last leg in recent days, revives in Hack’s heart. This is it. He has a good feeling about this. She’s there. Now he needs to get to her. Pushing to his feet, despite Hawk’s warning glare, Hack turns to Virus.

      “Virus, start digging into any nearby towns to the property,” Hack commands. “They’ve been there for weeks. They’ll have to get supplies, right? That damn van or his ugly mug will surely show up somewhere. I’m going to pack. We’re leaving within the hour.”

      “Hang on Hack,” Hawk interrupts, “We don’t know this is where she is and even if this is where she’s being held, we can’t go in half-cocked. We have to gather all the intel we can. We can’t risk her life by going in blind.” Hack swallows back the bile that’s risen into his throat at the mere mention of her life being at risk. He closes his eyes, breathing through the urge to lose his stomach contents all over the floor. He gives a single nod of understanding, still unable to speak.

      “I’ve gotten the most recent images,” Tex rejoins the conversation. “I’m sending them to you now.” A ping on the computer indicates their arrival. Virus begins clicking to pull the images up on a big screen. “I’ve located a clearing with a good-sized structure located on it. Hang on…”  Clicking can be heard over the open phone line. Hack waits with bated breath.

      “Please God!” Hack pleads with the deity in his head. “I need to find her. She needs me, now more than ever. I can feel it. Give me this miracle, let me bring her home alive, and I’ll give you whatever you want, even my own life.”

      “Yes!” Tex exclaims suddenly. “The van is there along with another vehicle, a dark blue sedan. It’s parked just right, I’ve gotten the plate numbers, running them now should have more information soon.”

      “She’s there,” Hack declares, causing Virus and Hawk to look over at him, concern on both their faces. “I feel it, right here.” His hand lands on his heart. Hawk stares at him a beat before nodding.

      “I’ll start making some calls,” Hawk states, “Looks like we are taking a road trip. You need to get some rest. You’re still recovering and this trip is going to take a lot out of you.” Hack nods and sags back into his chair as relief floods him. His team, and his friends have his back. They are going to get his woman. Virus helps him upstairs to his bed. He doesn’t think he’ll be able to sleep, but he needs to try so he’ll be the strongest he can be when the time comes. Settling in the bed, he grabs Lisa’s pillow from her side. Holding it tightly, he inhales, deeply. The scent is fading, but he can still smell her sweet, alluring scent on the pillow. Hang on babe, I’m on my way!
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        * * *

      

      Hack is floating among the clouds again. He’s weightless, no pain, no worry, no fear. He could drift here forever…yet something is missing. Something very, very important. He senses her before he sees her. An essence of rightness wafts over him. He turns to see her angelic form coming closer. Lisa, his angel. His queen.

      “Babe!” he calls to her. Happiness comes over her face as she nears him.

      “My love,” she calls back to him. She’s so close he can almost touch her. “Elijah, I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too, babe,” he replies honestly. He reaches for her, happy that he’s able to touch her this time. He pulls her into his arms, holding her to his body. She clings to him, a feeling of desperation in her touch. “You’ve come home to me at last.”

      “No.” She lifts her head to gaze at him. Her expression one of sadness and longing. “He still has me, but not for long. I’ll be here in heaven with you soon. The end is near.”

      “NO!” Fear ripples through him. This isn’t right. He isn’t in heaven. He didn’t die. He can’t allow her to give up, to leave this world and him behind.

      “Don’t be sad,” she scolds, “I’ll be with you, Donnie, and Tommy very soon.”

      “No, baby! No!” Hack pleads. “Hang on! Promise me you’ll hang on. I’m coming for you. Please, baby. I need you to keep being strong for me. I can’t live without you. Don’t leave me!” Even as he speaks, she’s fading, slipping from his fingers.
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        * * *

      

      “Lisa!” Hack wakes, roaring her name, reaching for the air where she’d just been in his dream. His bedroom door flies open. Mercury, Virus, and Deadeye enter at a dead run. They skitter to a stop and look him over as if expecting him to be fighting the bad guys.

      “Hack! Are you okay?” Mercury asks after an awkward silence ensues. Hack just nods, not trusting his voice as the lingering dream is still fading. The image of her is still flicking in his mind’s eye, just out of reach.

      “I’m…it was just a dream.” Hack flops back on the mattress, closing his eyes. He told them it was a dream, but it was so damn real. He could feel her touching him, feeling her love for him, and her fear of what’s happening to her. Forcing himself up, he turns to his friends. “We need to move, now! She’s at the end of her ability to survive this. I must get her back, soon or…” He trails off unable to voice what he knows in his heart to be true. She’s going to die and, soon, if he doesn’t get her out of Donald’s clutches.
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      Life is a funny thing. One day everything can be great. You have a job you enjoy. A man, who you love to depth of your soul and who loves you more deeply than you ever dreamed possible, has you in his bed every night. He’s made a dream home with you, and everything is rosy. The next day, everything has gone to total shit. You’re ready to give up and let the darkness take you on to the next life. This is where Lisa Winters finds herself.

      She’d just gotten to a place where life was going great. Her anxiety was better. Everyone knew she and Elijah were a couple, and the world hadn’t stopped turning. Her sons were thriving on their own, starting new lives pursuing their dreams. She was the happiest she could ever remember being in her entire life…and then Donald had shown up to ruin everything. Just like he’s done so many times in her past. God, how she hates that man!

      She forces her eyes to open. Her face burning and stinging with the effort. She huffs out a breath as she takes in the dirty walls of the cabin where she’s been suffering for so long. She’s lost track of the time. It’s been days, weeks, months? She doesn’t know. Have they already had Elijah’s and her sons’ funerals? She wonders to herself, despite the dream she’s just had of Elijah where he’d begged her to hold on for him, that he is coming for her. She wants to believe it as deep down she doesn’t believe Elijah is dead, but Donald had told her Elijah had died and that he, Donald, is being hunted by the authorities for murder. He had raged at her during one the many beatings he’s given her, saying everything was her fault. She had ruined his life, taken everything from him by not being the good obedient wife she was supposed to be.

      The man is utterly and completely insane. He’s always been evil, cruel, but this is something new. Something much worse. His words replay in her mind. Surely he was lying about Donnie and Tommy. He wouldn’t kill his own sons, would he? Over and over the thoughts, worries, and fears play on a loop in her mind. She can’t keep going on like this. She’s losing what was left of her fractured mind. Dreaming of Elijah and his love for her is the only thing that’s kept her going. Especially after Donald had confessed he’d killed their sons. He told her that her time is coming soon. It won’t be long. He has a few lose ends to tie up, but then they leave this world together. He’d sounded so proud of himself, like he was doing some great deed. Yes, he’s completely lost his mind.

      Lisa rolls to her back with a grunt. She pushes herself up with her hands, scooting her hips back to sit up on the old cot. She swipes her hair from her face…wait. The handcuff is dangling from her wrist, but it isn’t attached to the bed! Donald must have forgotten to reattach it when he left. Her parched tongue flicks out to rub over her chapped lower lip that’s covered in dried blood. Her breathing increases as the implication hits her. She could get free, get away. She has no idea where in the hell she is, but at least if she can get out of this cabin, she has a chance. A chance to live.

      Her body protests violently when she swings her feet over the side of the bed. She listens intently to see if the sounds of her moving have attracted the attention of anyone else in the cabin, but all she hears is the rapid beating of her own heart. She eases to the bathroom. She turns on the sink, scooping water into her hands and gulps down several handfuls. She has no idea how long she’s been out of it or when she’s eaten or drank last. She splashes water onto her face, letting the cool water soothe her battered skin.

      Feeling marginally better, she shuffles to the door. Placing her ear to the hard wood, she listens for any sounds of life on the other side of the door, but there is nothing. After several long minutes, she braves opening the door to peek out into the main part of the cabin. A long hallway greets her. She’s at one end of it. At the other end, it opens to reveal a large room. On the left side of the room, the edge of a bar or island is visible with a couple of tall stools in front of it. On the right side is the back of a long black leather couch. Several closed doors line the long hallway. She debates what to do. She’s already tried the window in the bathroom, but it was indeed sealed shut. The bedroom didn’t have a window. She has to either give up and remain in the room until he comes back or take her chances that she can get down the hall and to the outside before she runs into Donald or one of his helpers.

      Lisa wonders what’s happened to the two men, Jacob and Bobby. She hasn’t seen or heard them in many days. Did they decide Donald was insane and they hightailed it out of here, leaving her to his mercy? Or worse, did Donald kill them, too? She realizes she’s been standing there for far too long. She needs to move if she has any hope of getting away from him.

      Fear is riding her, but Elijah’s voice speaks to her, reminding her of all the lessons he taught her.

      “Use your fear, babe,” Elijah offers, when she complains it rules her life. “Don’t let it rule you. You rule it. You are the master.”

      “I don’t know how,” Lisa whispers, as fresh tears fill her eyes. He pulls her close. She closes her eyes causing the tears to spill down her cheeks. He kisses each closed eye in such a tender way she shudders as her emotions wreak havoc on her body. He kisses her tears away with such reverence, never making her feel weak or less than.

      “Whatever you’re afraid of”–Elijah speaks softly between kisses–“use it as your motivation to do the hard things, the things you don’t think you can do on your own. Never forget, I’m with you. Even when you can’t see me, when I’m not here to hold you, my heart is with you. I’ll never leave you.”

      Taking a steadying breath, she gathers her courage and love for Elijah and her sons. She forces herself to ease down the hallway, praying none of the doors open as she passes. With slow, measured steps, she tip-toes down the hall to reach the open room. With her back pressed against the wall, she darts around quickly to take in the room. The movement is fast, and she doesn’t see anyone. A little slower this time, she eases around the corner. Taking her time, she surveils the room. It is indeed empty besides the furniture.

      She inches toward the front door, looking for anything she could use a weapon or to phone to call for help. A large picture window is to the right of the door. Ducking low, to keep from being seen as she passes, she risks a peek out. The large black van is parked out front, but she doesn’t see anyone or any movement out there. Nothing but endless trees is visible from window. She crawls under the window, just to be on the safe side. She scrambles onto her butt and sits beside the front door, breathing hard as she debates whether or not to attempt to go out it. There could be someone out there just out of sight, and she’d be caught, but she can’t just sit here waiting for him to come back. Biting her lip, her eyes flicker around the room. She spies a back door. It might be the smarter option. She quickly scrambles across the floor and into the kitchen area, making her way to the back door.

      This door has a window in it, coming up on her knees, she peers through the bottom of the window. Again, nothing but a small cleared area behind the house and more trees. Stealing herself for whatever may come, Lisa eases the door open. She inches out the door on her knees looking left and right, but she doesn’t see anyone.

      Using one of the posts holding up the roof of the small back porch, she pulls herself to her feet. She takes a couple of deep breaths. She just needs to get across the small clearing and into the trees before she’s spotted. With a final prayer for safety, she steps off the porch onto the bare ground to head toward freedom.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Lisa turns to see Donald standing at the end of the cabin. Fuck!
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      It has taken longer than he wanted, but Hack and his team have finally surrounded the cabin where they believe Lisa is being held. They’ve been observing for about an hour which is fifty-nine minutes too damn long for his liking. The black van is parked out front, but the sedan they’d seen on satellite imaging is nowhere to be found.

      Virus has launched a heat sensing-camera drone that’s just revealed there’s a single heat signature inside the cabin. Hack is crouched with Hawk and Virus located just behind the cabin in a dense clump of trees and undergrowth. The rest of the teams are spread around the cabin covering every advantage point.

      “I’ve got movement inside the cabin,” Virus informs them. “Whoever is in there is moving from the back room to the front door.” They wait, hoping whoever it is will exit so that can get eyes on them with the drone. Static from the earpiece lets them all know someone is about to relay some intel.

      “We’ve got company,” Ace’s voice comes over the comm. “Dark blue sedan headed up the drive. I only see the driver inside.”

      “Dammit!” Hack whispers to Hawk. “We need to go before he gets here!” Hack begins to stand, but Hawk grabs him.

      “Wait!” Hawk cautions. “We don’t know who’s in the cabin. It could be anyone. We need eyes on her before we move.” Hack jerks his arm, but Hawk’s hold is firm. “Her life depends on us doing this the right way, Hack.” Fuck if he isn’t correct, but that doesn’t make waiting any easier.

      “Subject inside the cabin seems to be crawling toward the back door,” Virus murmurs into the comms. Hack turns to glare at Hawk.

      “It’s her!” Hack insists. “We need to move!”

      “I have eyes on the driver,” Mercury communicates in low hushed tones, “It’s him, Donald Winters.” Hack, Hawk, and Virus leap to their feet and begin to move toward the back of the cabin.

      “She’s exiting the back door,” Virus updates them. He apparently agrees with Hack that Lisa is the person inside the cabin. The men pick up their pace as more intel comes over the comms.

      “Donald is headed toward the back of the cabin!” exclaims Bull, who’s watching the left side of the cabin. Rustling indicates, Bull is on the move without waiting for orders. Hack is thankful his team is here.

      As they near the clearing where the cabin is located, Hack hears the bastard.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Donald’s voice booms through the quiet of the woods. Hack is close enough to see her now, holding onto a post as she turns to see Donald. Her already bruised and battered face pales as she sees him. Donald says something else, but not loud enough for them to hear what he says. Lisa surprises Hack with her next actions. Instead of screaming, running, or fainting, she squares her shoulders and reaches into the waistband of her pants pulling a metal object from it. A gun? Pop! Pop! Pop!

      Hack watches as Donald’s body jerks as each bullet finds its target. The popping continues as Lisa empties the gun into him. Donald’s body crashes into the dirt with a resounding thud. Hack runs toward her as fast as his healing body will allow. She’s still clicking the empty gun when he reaches her. He places his hand over hers as she continues to click, staring at Donald’s lifeless body in the dirt.

      “It’s okay, babe,” Hack speaks softly, calmly. “He’s dead. He’s not going to hurt you anymore.” Lisa turns her head slowly toward him yet keeping her eyes on Donald. At long last she brings her eyes to meet his. He’s gutted by what he sees in her haunted gaze. Fear, pain, and uncertainty.

      “Elijah?” Lisa’s voice is barely a whisper. He wouldn’t have heard her if she hadn’t been so close and looking right at him.

      “Yeah, babe. I’m here.” He takes the gun from her hand passing it off to Virus who is waiting patiently nearby. Hack reaches for her, but she’s just staring at him, not moving, not speaking. “Babe? Lisa?” She blinks slowly looking dazed.

      “How are you here?” Her voice full of wonder and confusion. “Am I dead? Did he get me before I got him?” Hack would have cracked a smile at her questions if the situation wasn’t so dire, so fucked up.

      “You aren’t dead, babe.” Elijah takes her in his arms, assuring himself as much as her that she’s alive and present. “I’m here. I’ve been going crazy not knowing where he had you. Tex finally figured it out.” Understanding dawns on her face, and she throws her arms around him as her legs give out.

      “Oh God! Elijah!” Gut wrenching sobs pour out of her. Elijah scoops her up causing pain to sear through his chest and shoulder, but he ignores the pain. He isn’t at one hundred percent, so he sits on the edge of the porch, holding her as she cries. She curls into him. Her head buries in the crook of his neck with her arms around him and her legs fold up in his lap.

      “Shh baby, I’m here,” Elijah coos in an attempt to calm her as he holds her close. His hands roam over her back, confirming to himself she’s in one piece. Her body shakes with her grief as she sobs. Hawk, Virus, and Bull stand there looking as distraught as Hack feels having her sobbing so. “It’s okay, baby; you’re safe now.” It has no effect. Her tears aren’t deterred. He just holds her and thanks God she’s alive, and that he found her before it was too late.

      Hawk walks over to the body on the ground, but there’s no way Donald survived taking nine rounds to the chest, but it never hurts to be certain. He leans down checking a pulse. His eyes meet Hack’s. A shake of his head confirms it. Donald is dead. Hawk walks back to them, speaking into the comms as he pulls his phone from his back pocket. “Deadeye, notify the authorities, we have one deceased.”

      “Confirmed,” Deadeye replies. “Asset?”

      “Secured, alive,” Hawk confirms as he swipes up on his phone, holding it up to his face. When the screen unlocks, he presses it a couple times, before putting the phone to his ear.

      “We’ve got her,” Hawk says. Hack wonders who he’s speaking to, but most of his attention is on the sobbing woman in his arms. “She seems to be physically intact, no worse than we expected, mentally…I don’t know.” Hawk’s eyes meet Hack’s as he sighs. “No, I’ll call her sons. They’ll want to speak to her. I know they’re going crazy. When I spoke to Donnie last, he said Tommy wasn’t handling this very well. They’ll be relieved to hear her voice”–Hawk pauses to listen to the other person on the line–“I’ll tell her. I love you. I’ll see you soon, my love.” Hack realizes Hawk has called Charlotte.

      Hawk makes another call. Hack refocuses his attention on Lisa. He surveils her body, which is clad in an over-sized shirt and jeans. Both are stained with dried blood. Her face is bruised and scabbed. Nothing appears to be broken, but he can’t be sure. Her hair is matted to her head. He can tell she hasn’t bathed in weeks, maybe even before she was taken. Hack pulls his gaze away to look up at his teammates. They’re standing around looking uncomfortable in the face of Lisa’s condition. Straw and Wallace are standing near north side of the cabin. Hack waves them over. He’s anxious for them to check her over.

      “Hey, Lisa,” Hack murmurs into her ear, “Straw and Wallace are going to check you over, okay, babe?” He pulls back to peer down at her, but she’s still glued to him. He isn’t sure she even heard his words. “Lisa?” Still no response. His eyes meet Straw’s then Wallace’s. He nods to encourage them to get to work.

      “Lisa, it’s Straw. I’m going to check your vital signs.” Lisa doesn’t make any indication she’s heard them at all, but Straw slips the blood pressure cuff around her right arm. Wallace is listening to her lungs and heart as Straw works. As the cuff on her arm tightens, she tries to pull her arm away.

      “No!” She cries out, jerking her arm out of Straw’s grasp. “Stop! I hate you, Donald!” The visceral, angry cry startles the men huddled around her. They’ve all known her for years, now, and while she’s often been snarky with them, especially in the early years, none of them have ever heard such a sound come from her, although they understand it.

      Hack struggles to hold onto her. “Lisa, baby, calm down,” Hack settles her back on his lap. Her eyes come to his, but she isn’t focused on him. Her eyes are wild with fear. She’s zoned out, deep in a living nightmare.

      “Don’t touch me!” she yells again. “I’ll never let you do it!” Hack is feeling physically sick as her words cut him to the core, fearing what she’s reliving in her mind.

      “Hey! It’s me, Elijah.” He dips his head down, making eye contact with her. “Come back to me. I’m right here.” He stares into her unfocused eyes. She blinks slowly much like she’d done earlier. Her eyes focus. Her breath flutters out of her.
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      Elijah is holding me. Here at the cabin. Lisa thinks to herself as his handsome face comes into focus above her. Donald! Where’s Donald? He’ll kill Elijah if he sees him. Her breathing increases as her heart pounds. She needs to warn him, but she can’t get a word to form, because she can’t breathe. Donald is coming. He’ll kill Elijah…but Elijah is already dead, right? She can’t focus on a thought. Her chest is tight, painful. No air!

      “Lisa!” Elijah’s voice penetrates her fog of panic. She sucks in a breath; her eyes focus on him. He’s here. He’s real. She can feel his warmth where they are touching. She stares at his handsome face, marred with concern.

      “Elijah?” she questions. His face softens. Raising her hand she cups his face, feeling his scruff against her hand. “You need to shave.” Elijah’s face breaks into a sad grin as he chuckles. He pulls her tighter as he shakes with laughter. Chuckles from his teammates can be heard, too.

      “Lisa?” She turns toward the voice. Straw is kneeling beside her. “Hey, I’m going to check your blood pressure now.” He’s speaking to her like she’s a frightened child…perhaps deep down she is, but she hates that these men, Elijah’s friends…her friends are seeing her this way. He hasn’t moved, still waiting on her acceptance of his actions. She’s got to pull it together. With a shaky nod, she consents. Wallace is on her other side. The two men check her over as best they can with her curled up on Elijah’s lap. She watches their every movement. Deep down, she knows they would never do anything inappropriate or to hurt her. However, the pain and psychological damage she’s endured since she was dragged away from Elijah is making it difficult for her to relax and allow them to take care of her.

      Elijah shifts her on his lap to make room for Wallace to place an IV line into her arm. Pressure to the top of her head has her tilting her head back to see Elijah is placing a kiss to her hair. His eyes are closed, yet his face has an expression of utter bliss. Her throat tightens as reality slams into her. Everything comes crashing down like a wrecking ball.

      Crawling through the house, in search of escape, she’d found a gun in the drawer of an end table in the living room. Elijah had taught her to handle handguns. He owned several different types, and he’d made sure she knew how to use them all. She’d grabbed it and stuck it in the waistband of the overly large jeans, Bobby had brought her that day so long ago.

      Exiting the cabin, she’d almost gotten away when she heard him speak. She’d turned to face him. When their eyes had met, she’d known without any doubt, he’d come back to kill her, just as he said he would do. He’d taken a step toward her and said, “It’s time to play.” She’d known she had to act. Donald had said those words so many times over the years, and every time they were followed by hours to days of endless pain and suffering. She wasn’t going to allow him to do it again. He’d taken everything that had meaning in her life. She vaguely remembers reaching for the gun and pulling it free, but everything after is a blur until…

      He'd found her. Elijah had suddenly been there taking the hot, smoking gun from her hand and pulling her into his arms. She thought he had been a dream, something her fractured mind had conjured to help her deal with her reality, but no. He’s here, alive, and in person. He’s holding her in his arms. He’s breathing. Her mind begins to race once more. Donald had said Elijah was dead. Donald lies. He’d said her sons were dead, too. Donald lies. Did he lie about that also? Her question is answered before she can ask it.

      “Lisa?” She looks up to see Hawk standing over them. “I have Donnie and Tommy on speaker. I told them you might not be able to answer, but they want to speak to you.”

      “Mom!” Tommy’s concerned voice flows through the small device in Hawk’s hand. Tears spring to her eyes, once more, at the sound of his precious voice. He’s a man, now, but she can still hear the little boy he’d once been when he calls her name. “Oh God, Mom! We’ve been so worried. Thank God, they’ve found you.”

      “Mom, it’s Donnie.” Her oldest son’s voice comes over the phone, sounding thick with emotions. “Are you okay? Hawk said you were, but we’ve been so fucking scared.”

      “Donnie!” Lisa admonishes, finding her voice. “Language.” That brings a chuckle from him, Tommy, and the men gathered around her. She might be broken, but she’s still their mother. “I’m okay.” Elijah glances down at her when she says this. The love in his eyes is overwhelming. “Really, I’m okay.”

      “Yes, you are, babe,” Elijah’s confirms. ‘You’re so fucking strong and brave. Thank you for hanging on, waiting for me to be able to come for you.” His words remind her he had been injured.

      “Oh Elijah! Are you okay?” Lisa tries to sit up and get off his lap. “Am I hurting you?”

      “I’m fine, and no you’re not hurting me, babe.” Elijah gazes down at her. “It’s been three weeks, and while I’m not at one hundred percent yet, I’m mostly healed.”

      “I thought you’d died,” Lisa whispers. “I wanted to give up. I wanted to go be with you, especially when Donald told me you were dead and that he’d killed our sons.” She can see the shock on Elijah’s face at her words. Then his face morphs with anger.

      “He told you that the boys and I were dead?” He asks for confirmation.

      “Yes,” Lisa admits. “I believed him. He was so angry. He kept going on and on about being charged with murder and how since you were in service, he would get the death penalty. He eluded that the boys were in a car accident that he caused by damaging their car. He blamed me for that, too. He was upset that they knew about you and I, and didn’t tell him.”

      “Mom?” Donnie breaks into the conversation once more. “I’m so glad they found you. We’ve been looking everywhere for you. I’m so sorry I didn’t think of the cabin. It’s been years since Dad took us there. It never crossed my mind.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for, son,” Lisa assures him. “Your father is sick, mentally.”

      “Um,” Hawk pauses to clear his throat. “Donnie, Tommy I’m sorry to inform you, but your father didn’t make it.” Lisa stares up at her best friend’s husband as he informs her sons their father is dead. She waits for him to tell them it was she who took his life, but Hawk doesn’t continue.

      “Make sure no one faces any legal implications,” Donnie says calmly. “You understand what I’m saying?”

      “I do,” Hawk replies.

      “Dad has been unstable since he attacked Mom,” Tommy joins in. “He’s talked a lot about dying…seemed suicidal to me.”

      “I don’t think we can pass this off as a suicide,” Hawk informs them. Lisa is shocked at what she’s hearing.

      “I did it,” Lisa blurts out. She looks to Elijah for confirmation. “I killed him…didn’t I?”

      “No,” Donnie demands, “He took his own life, mom. He set the cabin on fire with himself inside. He left a note in the van, right Hawk?” They are all silent for a moment.

      “Yes,” Hawk confirms. “Such a shame, it was a nice cabin.” Lisa looks around at the men in confusion. Are they saying what she thinks they’re saying?

      “Let’s get you out here,” Elijah says softly. She looks into his beautiful green eyes. Ones she wasn’t sure she’d ever see again such a short time ago. She nods. Wallace and Straw take her from Elijah’s arms, and place her on a field stretcher, and carry her away from the cabin to the group of SUVs they have gathered not far away. They place her in the back of one of them. Elijah climbs in to sit next to her, taking her hand. “I’ve got you, babe.” She nods, so thankful her nightmare is over at last.
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      Lisa is alive and breathing, in his arms. He’s never been so grateful for anything in his entire life. He holds her in the back of the SUV as his teammates clean up the mess surrounding the end of Donald Winters. Hawk had instructed Straw and Wallace to get Lisa and Hack out away from the cabin. The men had carried her on a stretcher while Hack walked beside it holding her hand the entire time. Wallace had gotten an IV started and was giving her some fluids.

      Besides her bruises, abrasions, lacerations, and the nasty infected bullet wound to her left arm, she looked severely dehydrated and malnourished. The bastard had not only beaten her, but it appears withheld food and water, too. Hack is glad Donald is dead. His only regret is he wasn’t the one to end Donald’s miserable life. He hopes Lisa can cope with the reality of what happened. Hack hasn’t asked her what Donald had done to her. Honestly, he doesn’t want to know, not unless she needs to talk about it. Hack looks back toward the cabin to see smoke beginning to rise as his teammates are making their way toward the cluster of vehicles. As they drive away, an explosion rocks the ground.

      A few weeks later…

      Hack wakes with a start. His heart hammering in his chest as he wonders what woke him. A whimper from next him draws his attention. Lisa is curled up next him. Her eyes darting rapidly behind her closed eyelids. She jerks as a cry leaves her lips.

      “Shh, baby.” Hack pulls her closer, stroking his hand through her hair. He places a kiss to her forehead before pulling back to look down at her. Her eyes fly open, stark fear in them. “I’m here, Lisa.” She blinks, recognition shines in her eyes as they focus on him.

      “Elijah,” she whispers his name, unshed tears brimming her eyes.

      “I’m right here, babe,” Hack assures her. He places a soft closed mouth kiss to her lips. Loving the feel of her in his arms, her lips touching his.

      “I had a bad dream,” she replies, shuddering from the memory.

      “You’re okay. You’re safe.” Hack smooths her hair away from her face, catching a tear as it leaks from the corner of her eye. “I’m here with you, babe. No one is going to hurt you.” Lisa nods, swallowing hard, her body trembling as she fights to hold back her tears. Hack hates seeing her upset and afraid, but he knows she can’t help her nightmares. “It’s okay to let it out. Cry if you need to; I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.” Lisa cuddles up against Hack’s chest as she sobs. He holds her close, murmuring to her comfortingly. She calms after a few minutes.

      “I’m sorry.” Lisa hiccups in the aftermath of her tears. “It was so real.” She shudders.

      “Nothing to be sorry for,” Elijah reassures her, pulling her closer to him, although they are as about close as they can be, touching from head to toe. “You can’t help your dreams, and I know they seem real, but I’ll always be here to bring you back to reality when they come.” Her face relaxes at his words.

      “I love you,” she whispers. Hack smiles broadly. He loves hearing her say those words. He’ll never get tired of hearing them or saying them in return.

      “I love you, babe,” he answers her as he lowers his head to kiss her deeply. While they’ve slept in the same bed every night since he brought her home, he hasn’t allowed anything other than holding her or a few chaste kisses. She still hasn’t told him what all happened in the cabin. He isn’t sure he wants to know. It won’t change how he feels about her, but the need to resurrect Donald so he could kill him all over again would be worse if he learns the details of his abuse.

      Lisa has met with her therapist three times a week since he brought her home. The fear of legal repercussion over Donald’s death are still hanging over their heads. Donald’s body had been practically obliterated in the explosion and subsequent fire they’d arranged to cover up how he died. They’d placed Donald’s body inside the cabin and with some carefully placed explosives, gasoline, and a whole lot of luck, there hadn’t been anything left of his body except a few teeth and bone fragments. The guys had made sure to remove all the casings from the scene. Most of the bullets seemed to have gone through and through and had been lost in the trees and bushes surrounding the cabin, so no bullets had been found near what was left of the body. The police are conducting a thorough investigation, and Hack believes Lisa will be exonerated, but until they get the official word, he won’t relax completely. A carefully crafted suicide note was left in the van. In it, Donald had stated his intent to end his life, because Lisa had escaped, and he knew his time was limited before the authorities caught up to him. He’d reached the end of his resources. He had nowhere else to turn if the cabin was compromised. Receipts for the gasoline and a paper trail to the explosives were also in the van with only Donald’s fingerprints on them.

      All of this was bolstered by the fact the bodies of the men, who Lisa said had helped Donald kidnap her, were found not far from the cabin. Donald had murdered them for trying to stop him from hurting Lisa.

      The team had taken Lisa a few miles away before calling Justin to tell him Lisa had been found. Hack had spent the entire time, coaching Lisa on what to say to the police when they arrived. She’d tell them she’d escaped, leaving out where Donald caught and stopped her, and that she’d fled into the woods. Hawk then joined the story reporting they’d been searching for Lisa, when they’d seen smoke. The explosion had brought them to the area where they found her wandering in the woods.

      Justin, Charlotte’s son, had been a little skeptical about their story. He’d asked a lot of questions when he first arrived on scene but suddenly stopped being interested in the details. Since then, he has been keeping tabs on the investigation, giving them updates with as much information as he can gather. Justin indicates he feels confident Lisa won’t be charged with any crime, and Hack is praying the man is right. While legally the way Donald died may or may not be considered a justifiable homicide, Lisa feels she hadn’t had a choice in the moment.

      Hack wanted to believe with all the evidence of Donald’s abuse, Lisa would not be charged, but none of them had wanted to take the chance of her not getting off as self-defense or even an insanity plea. Donald had held her for three weeks, doing God only knows what to her. When he’d tried to stop her from leaving the cabin, she couldn’t see past the fear he’d caused. She’d snapped. Hack had seen that in her actions, but that didn’t mean even with all her years of therapy that a jury would believe it.

      Hack doesn’t regret for a second the measures they’d taken to make his death appear to be a suicide. Donnie and Tommy have given sworn statements to their father’s mental state, indicating he’d made comments about dying, not being around long, and his intention to end Lisa’s life. Donnie had actually found a real rambling manifesto in Donald’s house in Deer Run. In it, he’d alluded to killing Lisa before taking his own life. We didn’t have access to it at the time we found her at the cabin, so we’d had to come up with something on the fly.

      “Elijah.” Lisa’s soft request draws Hack’s attention. He gazes down at her, seeing more than fear in her eyes, now. “Are…I…” She frowns and shakes her head. “Nevermind, it’s not important.”

      “What is it?” Hack asks. “You can ask or say anything, babe. You know that, right? No judgement from me.”

      “It’s just–” She pauses as she swallows hard. “you haven’t touched me since we got back.” He frowns, not understanding what she’s trying to say. He’s holding her right now. “Do you not want me anymore?” Realization dawns on him.

      “Yes, I want you,” he assures her. “I just didn’t know if you were ready for anything more than me holding you. You’ve been through so much. I’ll wait as long as you need, babe. There’s no rush.”

      “I don’t want to wait.” Lisa shifts so she’s leaning over him. “I need you, Elijah. Help me forget. Fill me with good memories to erase the bad.” Hearing her request, has him rolling her to her back as he hovers over her.

      “You want this?” he questions as he presses his hardened cock between her legs. She sucks in a breath before nodding eagerly. Hack lowers his head to kiss her, pushing his tongue into her mouth exploring her like he hasn’t since before she was taken. She moans as she meets him with a passion to match his own. He trails kisses down her neck, loving how she responds to his touch. He takes his time exploring her body. Wanting to relearn every curve, dip, and valley.

      Lisa pushes against him. He instantly pulls back thinking she’s getting overwhelmed, but he doesn’t see fear or anxiety when he looks at her. She pushes him onto his back. As she moves to straddle his waist, she grabs the hem of her nightgown, pulling it over her head exposing her heavy breasts that sway with the movement. Hack grunts in pleasure as he cups them with his rough hands. She rocks her hips, grinding her sex over his enlarging erection. She hums in pleasure as she moves, creating the friction she wants. He lets her take control as he continues to toy with her nipples. He knifes up to suckle her breasts, causing her to groan and move faster against him.

      “Elijah!” she cries out as he bites down on her nipple, tugging gently. “Please, I need you in me.” He fumbles with the waist band of his sleep pants finally freeing his cock. It’s reaching for her wet heat greedily. He rips her panties from her body, hoping they aren’t a favorite pair, or if they are, she’ll forgive him. She doesn’t seem concerned as she lifts her hips, urging his cock to her entrance before she sinks down on him. “Ohhh, yes!” she calls out as he fills her.

      “Fuck!” he exclaims as her pussy grips his cock tightly. He isn’t sure he’s going to last long. It’s been so long since he’s had her. She makes no effort to move when she is fully seated on his cock. He lets her have a minute to adjust to him being inside her. His cock is throbbing with need as she stares down at him from her perch.

      “You feel so good,” she groans and undulates her hips. Her head rolls back as she basks in the sensations. He places his hands on her hips, keeping her steady, but makes no effort to help or speed her up. This is about her and her pleasure. She rises and falls on his cock, causing him to moan along with her at the glorious friction she’s creating as their bodies move together. Her head rolls around to face him. Her eyes slowly open and focus on him. “Elijah. I need you to fuck me, please.” He raises up so they are face to face with him buried deep inside her. He kisses her deeply, before rolling them so she’s under him once more. He knows what she wants, and he’s more than happy to give it to her.

      “Not sure how long I can last, babe,” Hack confesses. “You feel so fucking good, and it’s been too damn long since I’ve had you.” He brings her legs up over his shoulders and begins to drill into her, hard and deep.

      “Yes!” she cries out, “More baby, don’t hold back.” Her request fuels his own desire for more. He plants his hands on either side of her, with his knees bent, resting on either side of her ass, he pumps into her faster and harder. His left shoulder is still an issue for him, but he ignores the pain as he chases his pleasure. Feeling his own impending release, he shifts his weight to his right arm and uses his left thumb to stroke her clit, causing her to cry out, he rubs harder and faster until she explodes on him, crying out his name over and over as he continues to pound into her until he erupts inside her. His thrusts stall as he begins to shoot his cum into her depths. He gives her a few lazy, slow, deep strokes, loving how her walls grip and squeeze him as if her body can’t get enough of his. Eventually he pulls out, letting her legs drop off his shoulders. He rolls to the side and pulls her body flush with his, pressing kisses to her temple. A contented sigh escapes her as she snuggles into him. Her eyes closing as sleep takes her under.

      Hack watches her sleep for a long time. He can’t take his eyes off her, so thankful she is back in his arms where she belongs. He hasn’t told her; he will be leaving the team. He’s been on medical leave, but his shoulder isn’t rehabbing as expected. It’s only a matter of time, before they begin pushing him for a medical discharge. Since he wasn’t injured while in service to his country, he isn’t sure how that will affect his benefits. He’s been wise with his investments over the years, but he has spent a small mint on the remodel. He worries about being able to provide for her when he’s out not that he’d change one thing. He’s proud of the home he’s made for them, and Lisa has told him how much she loves it.

      He's considered talking to Daisy’s brother about his security company to see if they need any help, but it’s in Virginia Beach, and their home is here. He needs to talk to her about all of this, but he’s wanted her to focus on healing not on him or his injuries. He knows she feels guilty he was injured trying to protect her. He’s carried his own fair share of guilt. If he’d done a better job of protecting her, she might not have been taken, or they would have at least found her faster. As soon as he’d gotten her back, he’d called Tex and ordered her a necklace with a GPS tracker inside. It arrived today. Another thing he needs to talk with her about. He doesn’t expect her to have an objection to it, but he won’t give it to her without letting her know about his ability to track her with it. Donald is gone, and he doesn’t think Lisa will ever be abducted again. Still, he will feel better knowing if anything ever happened, that she disappeared, he’d be able to find her. Hawk, Deadeye, and Ace have all gotten similar pieces of jewelry for their wives. They’ve all been receptive. He hopes Lisa will feel the same. Kissing her forehead, he allows sleep to take him once more.
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      The sun is streaming through the large window of the bedroom as the fog of sleep lifts from Lisa’s mind. She’s surprised she slept the rest of the night without having another nightmare. For the last three weeks she’s woken multiple times a night dreaming of Donald shooting Elijah again, of him beating her, or him hurting her sons. Her mind knows he’s dead and he can’t hurt her anymore, but it still wants to give her dreams about him. Terrifying dreams.

      Lisa turns over to look at the man holding her like she’s the most precious thing in the world. She can’t keep a smile from her lips as she watches him sleep. He looks so peaceful in sleep. She’s noticed over the last three weeks he’s tense all the time. While he’s never ill-tempered with her, he’s been short with his friends who have come over to see them as they’ve recovered from their injuries. She can’t help feeling he’s keeping something important from her.

      Her anxiety and her tendency to overthink everything has had her worried he was ready to end their relationship after ever thing that happened, but last night, he’d made love to her again. It could have been good-bye sex, but it didn’t feel that way to her. He’d taken her just as she’d asked him, hard and frenzied. It had been amazing. She’d felt so good when they’d come at the same time, then he’d pulled her to his side and sleep had taken her. She’d been exhausted, having not slept well in six weeks.

      Elijah’s eyes blink, as a smile forms on his lips. Seeing him this way, she can’t imagine him not wanting to be with her. Still, he’s been through so much because of her. Donald had shot him landing him in the hospital for days, forcing him to take medical leave from the Marines, and then he’d come to find her. She’s worried it’s all been too much, and he will have decided she’s more trouble than she’s worth.

      “Good morning, babe.” His sleepy, sexy voice washes over her causing desire to flare to life again. She smiles at him as her libido kicks in making moisture leak between her thighs.

      “Good morning, honey,” she replies, scooting closer so she can kiss him. He devours her mouth as he maneuvers his body over hers, pushing her legs apart with one of his own. His length presses against her entrance. All concerns about him wanting to end their relationship flies out the window as he kisses her. He breaks the kiss before rapidly sliding down her body.

      “I need to taste you,” he murmurs as he lowers his mouth to her wet sex. “Been too damn long since I’ve been between your thighs baby.” Lisa moans as he devours her nether region, licking, sucking, and nipping her clit until she’s crying out as her climax hits her. “So, fucking beautiful!” Elijah declares as he comes up for air. She grins at him before he takes her mouth in a carnal kiss. She can taste herself on his lips, which ramps her desire even more. He pulls back, coming up on his knees to gaze down at her. “Turn over babe. I want you on your knees and elbows.” With a happy smile she complies, knowing what he wants.

      Coming up on her knees and forearms, she presents her ass to him. She never would have had to confidence to be this bold before him, but he’s made her feel comfortable in her own skin. He’s allowed her to be who she is without making her feel like she’s a dirty whore for wanting what she wants. He grips her ass cheeks in his hands, kneading the flesh. She feels his lips as they press kisses to each globe. “I’m going to fuck you hard, babe. You okay with that?” She looks back over her shoulder at him. He’s always more concerned about what she wants and needs than about himself.

      “Yes, I want it,” Lisa tells him, shaking her hips as she gives him a wicked smile. He returns the smile, gripping her hips tightly as he lines himself up to slam home in one hard thrust. “Mmmm.” She purrs her approval. He sets a brutal pace, and she pushes her hips back to meet him with every thrust. He has her climax growing with each pass of his cock inside her. He makes her feel so good, so safe when she’s with him even vulnerable like this. He spreads her wider pushing his knees between hers, increasing the sensation running through her as he fucks her. His right hand leaves her hip, and she feels him press his thumb to her asshole. “Ohh!” she exclaims at the new sensation. She’s never thought that would be something she’d enjoy, but the pressure is pushing her closer to her release. A few more hard thrusts and pressure from his thumb has her screaming his name as she comes harder than she ever thought possible. Her arms give out, and she falls to the mattress, turning her head to the side to keep from faceplanting into it. Her legs are trembling. She isn’t sure how much longer they will hold her up. Elijah removes his thumb from her ass to hold her hips as he continues to drive deep chasing his own release. Just when she doesn’t think she can take more, he thrusts deep and holds himself inside her as he comes.

      “Fuck, babe, you slay me,” Elijah huffs out leaning over her back to kiss her neck. “I’m never going to get tired of waking up to your sweet pussy.” He pulls out. She can feel their combined release leaking out and down her thighs. Her legs give way, and she sinks into the bed as Elijah covers her body with his. His breath fanning over her neck. He shifts positions so he can kiss her lips. “Mmm,” he murmurs. “Your mouth is pretty good, too.” She opens one eye to peer at him. He chuckles as he spoons her from behind.

      Lisa’s arms and legs feel like j-ello, but she needs to be facing him. She slowly turns until they are laying face to face with their arms and legs tangled together. He kisses her nose and both eyes before he settles back on the pillow to look at her. “What’s going on in here?” he asks as he taps her head. He can read her so well, always knowing when something is on her mind.

      “Are you okay?” she asks one of the many questions swirling around in her head. He frowns at her before responding.

      “I’m pretty sure what we just did should answer your question, babe.” She giggles because she could almost hear him say, “duh!” at the end of that sentence. “I’m more than okay.” Lisa rolls her eyes.

      “That’s not what I meant,” she explains. “How’s your shoulder? I know you haven’t been taking anything stronger than Ibuprofen since you brought me home, which is great, but you look like you’re in pain a lot of the time.”

      “I’m fine, babe,” Elijah answers, but Lisa isn’t buying what he’s selling.

      “Elijah!” Lisa’s tone is scolding.

      “What? I’m really fine,” he counters. Lisa shakes her head.

      “You always want me to be honest with you,” Lisa begins. “I need you to be honest with me, too. You haven’t said how therapy is going and I can tell there’s something you’re keeping from me. I know you’re worried about my mental state, but I can handle whatever is bothering you. I promise I’m not going to lose it.”

      “I never doubted whether or not you could handle anything, babe,” Elijah tells her. “You are without a doubt the bravest, strongest woman I have ever known. I just don’t want you to worry about me when you’re recovering yourself.”

      “Elijah, do you love me?” she asks. His brow creases as he looks at her.

      “You know I do, babe.” His voice sounding hurt she would question him.

      “Are you planning on us staying together for the foreseeable future?” she asks. Again, he isn’t looking happy with her questions.

      “Yes.” He shifts so he can look at her better. “Why are you doubting me?” he counters with a question of his own.

      “I’m not doubting you,” Lisa argues. “It feels like you’re doubting me. If you love me and trust me, you won’t keep secrets from me.” He stares down at her so long she begins to wonder if he will ever say anything.

      “I’m not keeping secrets.” He sighs before continuing. “The doctor nor the therapist have said anything to make me believe this, but my shoulder isn’t healing like it should. I don’t think I’ll be cleared to return to the teams.” Lisa sucks in a breath. Of all the worries in her mind, this one hadn’t even come up on her radar. What will he do if he can’t return? This is all her fault. If she’d never allowed him to get close, he wouldn’t have to go through all of this and potentially loose his career.

      “Stop it,” he says gently. “I can see you working all this around in your mind and blaming yourself, but this isn’t your fault, babe. This is life. It’s just something we will have to deal with when the time comes. It does concern me but not for reasons you might be thinking.”

      “What do you mean?” she snuggles against his chest, getting comfortable while they talk.

      “I want to be sure I can provide for you,” he informs her. “That’s my main concern. Will I miss being on the team? Of course, these men are my brothers. I know things will change if I’m no longer active duty and I’ll miss the comradery, but honestly, I’m tired of being sent to hellholes to take out targets only to have new ones take their place in a month or two. I don’t like being away from you for weeks at a time either.”

      “Oh Elijah!” Lisa raises up to kiss him quickly on the lips. “I do worry about you when you’re gone, and I’d love nothing more than to have you home with me all the time, but at the same time, I don’t want something you love doing to be taken away from you. I’ve known your job since we’ve been together, so don’t think you need to bow out on my account. I’ll always be waiting for you.”

      “Thank you.” Elijah smiles at her. “How did I get so lucky?” She laughs at his words, because she’s definitely the lucky one in this relationship.
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      Years later…

      Hack is humming to himself as he’s hanging the streamers Charlotte as insists are needed for the party he’s planned for Lisa’s sixtieth birthday. Lisa’s going to kill him and Charlotte when she arrives, but it’ll be worth it. He wants his woman to know just how much she’s loved and cherished, not only by him but her family and friends, too. He can’t keep the smile off his face as he works to make everything perfect.

      The party is a combined celebration for Lisa and their youngest grandchild’s first birthday. Tommy’s wife had delivered a beautiful baby girl on Lisa’s fifty-ninth birthday. The couple had given the child her grandmother’s name in honor of their shared day. Hack smiles as he thinks about little Lisa. She’s just a pretty as her grandmother. She has the same golden, wavy hair but dark brown eyes and the cutest little dimples in her cheeks when she smiles.

      Hack has never been overly fond of children, but little Lisa has her Pappa wrapped around her precious little finger. She’s his little princess, and he’ll do anything to see those dimples. She’s a very happy child, always smiling and cooing. She’s recently been saying some actual words in her baby babbling. He’s distinctly heard her say, “cookie” on their last visit, although it sounded more like took-tee.

      His shoulder protests as he attempts to reach a little higher to attach the happy birthday banner to the arch leading into the dining room. Despite the years since getting shot, his old shoulder likes to make itself known from time to time. At forty-six, he isn’t the kid he was when he’d met Lisa all those years ago. He can’t fuck her all night like he once did, but like Toby Keith’s song, ‘he’s as good once as he ever was’. He chuckles at the thought. They still enjoy each other often thanks to the little blue pill and lots of lube. Getting older has changed some things, but their relationship has gotten even better with time. He never dreamed when he’d first realized he was in love with her that he’d be capable of loving her more than he did in that moment, but their love has gotten deeper, stronger, and more fulfilling. He’d left the team just a few months after Lisa’s rescue and hasn’t regretted it for a second. As it turned out, he wasn’t the only one wanting out. Hawk and Deadeye, being the oldest of them, had chosen not to continue at the end of their enlistments shortly after Hack had left.

      Straw and Tank had been the next to go as neither of them wanted to leave their wives or children behind to go off to save the world anymore. Hack could totally relate. The times he’d had to be deployed after meeting Lisa had been the hardest of his career. He couldn’t imagine how much worse they would have been if he’d had a child to worry about, too. Lisa had worried for years he’d regret not having his own child, but he didn’t. His sole focus has been on her and her happiness and he has been a very happy, fulfilled man.

      “Yo!” a deep male voice calls out. Seems Donnie has arrived.

      “I’m in here!” Hack calls over his shoulder, seeing Donnie coming around the corner in his peripheral vision. “Help me with this thing, would ya?” Donnie hurries over to help him with the banner. The men manage to get it hanging perfectly centered. Hack steps back to admire their work.

      “You know Mom is going to put you in the dog house, right?” Donnie laughs as Hack gives him the side eye. “She hates making a fuss over her birthday. You should know that by now, old man.” Hack smiles knowingly, slapping his hand on Donnie’s shoulder.

      “Nah, she’ll be so wrapped up in the little princess’s birthday she’ll forget to be angry with me,” Hack declares confidently. Donnie gives him a look of no confidence.

      “I can’t wait to see that smug confident smirk wiped off your face,” Donnie grumbles. “How are you so confident all the time?”

      “I know your mother.” Hack shrugs his shoulders. “She says she doesn’t like having a fuss made over her, but she secretly loves it. She just acts like she doesn’t so we’ll keep doing it to mess with her. She’s always putting everyone else first, but to keep doing that we have to put her first, too. You have to refill their tank so they can keep going. You need to remember that with your own woman.” Donnie rolls his eyes dramatically before replying.

      “All right old man.” Donnie again slaps Hack’s back affectionally. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Donnie had begun calling him old man not long after, Donald, Sr.’s death, and Lisa’s rescue. It seemed he still needed and wanted a father figure. Hack hadn’t been sure at the time he could fulfill that role, but Donnie and Tommy seemed happy with their family dynamic, even though he was more their age. They both looked up to him and sought out his advice from time to time. Lisa had been overjoyed he and the boys get along so well.

      “I’m here!” Charlotte calls as she enters the front door. Hack turns to greet her, knowing she’s likely got an SUV full of stuff to be carried inside. “Hey, there you are,” Charlotte says as he exits the dining room. Sure enough, Charlotte’s arms are laden down with bags. “Hawk and the kids are bringing in the decorations and presents,” she informs him as she takes in what he’s already done.

      “I told you we have plenty of decorations,” Hack scolds her half-heartedly. He’d known Charlotte would go overboard as she always does. “Where are we supposed to put them all?”

      “Out back of course, duh!” Charlotte heads toward the patio. “I’ll drop these groceries off in the kitchen first.” Hack shakes his head as he follows her to the put up the groceries. He can hear Hawk and their children coming in the front door. Donnie heads in that direction to help them.

      Hack’s thankful for all the help. Lisa will be home from work in a couple of hours. She has no idea about the party. Tommy had told her they were going to wait until the weekend to have little Lisa’s birthday party. Charlotte had called her a few days ago to tell her she wouldn’t be able to come hang out on Lisa’s birthday because Lilly needed her to attend a parent-teacher conference at school. After Charlotte had called, Hack told Lisa he would cook her a nice dinner, and they’d celebrate her birthday, just the two of them. He’d seen a hint of disappointment when Charlotte had called, but his woman, never one to make of fuss over herself, had put on her happy face and been eager to plan their meal with him. He should feel slightly bad for deceiving her, but he doesn’t. Lisa is going to be thrilled to see their little princess on her birthday. It’s hard to believe the little girl is already a year old. It seems like yesterday, Tommy had called in a panic because his wife’s water had broken. Hack and Lisa had gotten in the car immediately, making the eight-hour drive to be at the hospital when little Lisa was born. Lisa had gotten to be in the delivery room with Tommy, his wife, and mother-in-law for the blessed event.

      A couple hours later, everything is ready. All the cars have been moved down the street and everyone is waiting impatiently for Lisa to arrive. Bull is waiting down the street watching for Lisa’s car so he can alert them when she turns down the street. Tommy and his wife had arrived about an hour ago with the other birthday girl. Hack’s phone pings with Bull’s text. Lisa is here.

      The house is quiet, everyone is hiding in the dining room. Hack is on the stairs so he can catch her when she enters and guide her to the party. He hears the front door open and her keys drop into the bowl on the table next to door. Hack hurries to descend the steps.

      “Hey, babe,” he greets her. “How was your day?” He reaches for her and she melts into his arms. He wraps her up tightly, pressing a kiss to her hair. He breathes her scent in deeply. He loves how she smells, a light coconut fragrance.

      “Exhausting.” She huffs against his chest. “I’m worn out.” He tightens his hold on her.

      “Oh yeah?” he asks softly. “Too tired for birthday sex?” She giggles against him, tightening her hold on him.

      “I’m never too tired for that.” She tilts her head back for a kiss. He devours her mouth, knowing they have guests waiting. Her hands slip under his shirt. He needs to head this off, before she gets too carried away.

      “Let’s get you some food.” He untangles himself from her embrace, much to her disappointment.

      “I’m not hungry for food,” she whines, making his dick thicken in his pants. She reaches for his pants, popping the button undone. She reaches for his zipper.

      “Gross!” A male voice calls from the dining room, causing Lisa to jerk her hands away from the zipper of his pants. Hack thinks it was Donnie, but it could have been Tommy or Hawk. He isn’t sure. He quickly buttons his pants.

      “What did you do?” Lisa accuses Hack with a glare. He holds his hands up.

      “Don’t blame me.” Hack grins at her, fully intending to throw everyone else under the bus. “Your best friend and sons are the culprits. I didn’t have a choice.” Lisa rolls her eyes as she grabs his hand and heads toward the dining room.

      “Surprise!” the room shouts as they enter. The lights flick on to reveal all their family and friends. The Happy 60th Birthday banner is in the background. Streamers and balloons are on every available space. Another Happy 1st birthday banner is hanging across the patio. Lisa’s head turns as she takes in the large group gathered in their home. She spins around to face Hack. A beautiful smile on her face with unshed tears in her eyes.

      “You are in so much trouble.” She laughs as her arms come around him. Hack kisses her deeply with lots of tongue and teeth. Catcalls and whooping finally pulls them apart.

      “Happy Birthday, babe. I love you,” Hack tells her not caring they have an audience. Lisa’s face is flushed and full of happiness as she looks up at him.

      “I love you, too honey,” she raises up on her tiptoes to kiss him again. Hack happily obliges her. Then it’s party time! The crowd heads to form a line around the dining table to load up their paper plates before heading out to the patio where they’ve set up tables and chairs to accommodate the huge gathering of people. Hack had considered renting a place to have the party knowing the large numbers that would be in attendance, but then he’d have had to devise a way to get Lisa there. Besides, Lisa loves having family events at their home. He wants  this to be a party she won’t soon forget, and it has been a complete success.

      The party lasts late into the night. Lisa and Charlotte entertain the crowd with their karaoke songs. A dance floor had been set up and many a move has been busted on it. Little Lisa is wiped out long before the adults. She’d had a mountain of presents to open and had been falling asleep before she’d been half way through. Tommy took her to the nursery Hack and Lisa had set up in their home the moment they found out they were going to be grandparents. Donnie and his wife have four energetic boys. Little Lisa was Tommy’s third child and the only girl out of all the grandchildren. Her being born on her grandmother’s birthday is icing on the proverbial cake. The child will be rotten to the core. There’s no doubt about it, but the whole family is pleased as punch to be in on the spoiling.

      Even Lisa’s mother dotes on the little girl. Lisa and her mother weren’t especially close, but after learning everything that had happened between Donald and Lisa, Lisa’s mother had apologized for not being more supportive of Lisa’s divorce. She’d confessed she’d allowed Donald to manipulate her into believing Lisa had been the problem. She has seemed truly remorseful for not supporting her daughter. Now they have somewhat of a normal relationship.

      Ilene, Hack’s mother, and Lisa are very close. They often go shopping together and plan craft projects together. Stacy has become a sister for Lisa over the years. They call each other nearly every day. They talk almost as often as Lisa and Charlotte. Hack knows he is blessed beyond what any man should be, and he is more than thankful destiny sent Lisa his way.

      Hours later, when all the guests have left or retired to their rooms for the night, Hack leads Lisa upstairs to their bedroom. Once inside, he closes and locks the door behind them, not wanting to be interrupted while he gives Lisa her gifts. Taking her hand, he leads her to the master bathroom, where he begins filling their large tub with hot fragrant water. He lights some candles, setting the mood for their bubble bath. Lisa watches him with rapt attention.

      “It’s getting awfully late for a bath,” Lisa comments as he works to set the mood. He just grins at her.

      “It’s never too late to spoil my woman,” he counters. “Besides neither of us have to work tomorrow, so we can sleep as late as we want.” She grins back at him, stepping closer as he’s almost finished lighting the candles.

      This isn’t the first time he’s drawn her a bath. It’s something they do regularly especially if one of them has had a rough day. When the candles are lit, he turns to her taking her into his arms, kissing her thoroughly. He begins to undress her, slowly, methodically. He enjoys undressing her, like opening his own present despite it being her birthday.

      She removes his clothes as well until they’re both naked next to the tub. Hack shuts off the water as he helps her into the deliciously hot water. He eases down behind her in the tub before flipping on the jets. The swirling hot water soothes away the stress of the day. Lisa leans her head back on his shoulder with a sigh. He kisses the side of her neck and caresses her breasts with his hands. He lets his hands wander over her body in a leisurely fashion, in no hurry to rush things. He loves their quiet time together. They soak for a while until the water cools. He shuts off the jets and pulls the plug. He stands and helps her out of the tub, leading her to the shower to rinse the suds from their bodies. Hack washes her hair. It’s one of his favorite things to do, and Lisa loves it, too.

      They step out of the shower. He grabs a large bath sheet toweling her off before wrapping her body in the warm fabric. He knows she gets cold easily. He’ll happily warm her up in a minute, but he doesn’t like to see her shiver. He grabs himself a towel, drying quickly before securing it around his waist. With his hand on her lower back, Hack leads Lisa to their bed.

      “I have something for you,” he murmurs as his arms come around her waist, hugging her to his body as they stand next to the bed.

      “Mmm.” She hums. “I bet you do.” Her voice sultry and low as she wiggles her ass against his hardened length. He can’t resist nipping the tender flesh of her neck before dropping soft kisses to soothe the sting of his teeth.

      “While I do plan on giving you that, too”–Hack chuckles against her skin–“I have an actual present for you.” He reluctantly releases her, opening up the secret drawer in their night stand. He pulls a black velvet covered box from the back of the drawer. She turns toward him as he straightens.

      “Oh, Elijah!” Lisa exclaims. “You didn’t need to get me another gift. You’ve given me so much already.” It’s true. Hack is definitely spoiling his queen on her birthday. Charlotte had helped him pick out some new clothes, shoes, a purse, and craft supplies. Lisa had opened all of those presents during the party. She’d fussed the whole time about him spending entirely too much on her. It had been his pleasure to see her face light up as she opened each one. This present, though, he’d picked out himself.

      “I wanted to spoil you today,” Hack tells her. “Now don’t complain, just open it.” Lisa bites her lower lip, excitement clear on her face. She carefully pries open the lid. A sharp intake of breath lets him know she likes what she sees.

      “Oh my God!” Lisa cries as her trembling fingers reach for the delicate piece of jewelry lying in the box. “It’s so perfect.” She whispers as she lifts the necklace from the box. Her eyes locked on the charm hanging from the chain. It’s an infinity sign with their birthstones in the circle at each end. Their eyes meet and Hack smiles at the awe and love he sees shining in her eyes. Hack takes the necklace from her hand, motioning for her to turn around so he can put it on her. Lisa turns, lifting her hair out of the way. Hack unclasps the necklace, lifts it over her head from behind, allowing the charm to rest in the cleft between her breast, as he latches it around her neck.

      “Thank you, Lisa, my love, my goddess,” Hack’s voice cracks with emotion. “I’m forever thankful, you gave us a chance. This necklace is a reminder to us that our love will last to infinity. I don’t remember a time I haven’t loved you, and I know that not even death will end my love for you.” A sob escapes her as she turns in his arms, throwing her arms around him, resting her cheek on his bare chest, hugging him tightly.

      “I love you so much, Elijah.” Lisa tilts her head up to look at him not losing contact with his skin. “Thank you for never giving up on me, for holding on even when I pushed you away. You are my forever, my love, my life. You are the reason I’m here today. Without you, I wouldn’t have survived my kidnapping. My love for you, the love you gave me, kept me going when I wanted to give up, when I wanted to provoke Donald to just end my suffering. This necklace is the perfect symbol of the love we share in this life and the next. Our love will never end.”

      Hack kisses her as he removes the bath sheet from her body, lowering her down onto their bed. Lisa removes his towel, reaching for his hardened length, stroking him from root to tip. He hisses as she trails her index finger over the tip, scooping up his pre-cum before sucking it from her finger. He growls as he presses her into the mattress and begins to worship his wife’s body, making love to her until the early morning hours. He looks forward to many more years of loving this woman who has him heart and soul.
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      Allison (Coming soon!)

      

      Russell Chapman, a.k.a. Worm to his friends pulls into the parking lot of Nashville’s BNA international airport. He gets in the line for picking up passengers and waits patiently for his turn to approach the pick-up spot. He’s never met the woman he’s supposed to be picking up, but Emma has sent him a picture of her cousin so he knows who he’s to be watching for. It isn’t long until he sees her emerge from the airport with her suitcase and bags in tow. He parks in a space and exits his vehicle, grabbing the sign with her name on it, which Emma had made for him.

      He holds the sign high as he rounds the back of the SUV so she’ll see it. He’s watching her, so he sees the moment she notices the sign, confusion on her beautiful face. Their eyes meet. An instant connection blazes between them. Her eyes widen as a blush floods her face. He can’t keep the smirk off his face at the way she’s reacting to seeing him for the first time.

      “Allison?” he asks, knowing he has the right woman already. No way he could mistake the beautiful curvy brunette in front of him. The picture Emma had sent did not do the woman justice even though he’d had a visceral reaction to the picture when it had appeared on his phone. The woman before him was stunningly gorgeous. He hoped she didn’t notice his body’s reaction to her.

      “Yes, I’m Allison. Who are you?” she demands, placing a hand on her hip as it cocks to the side, seemingly irritated to be talking to him. He’s taken slightly aback, not expecting this reaction from her. Did Emma fail to mention he was coming to pick her up? He notices she’s looking him over from head to toe and back again. He can see by her expression she likes what she sees but still looks uncomfortable with him being here.

      “You like what you see, sugar?” Worms asks, his voice noticeably huskier than he intended. He isn’t sure why he asked it. He can’t be getting interested in his teammate’s wife’s family. It would be crossing a line. When things ended, it could make team gatherings awkward.

      “You wish, ogre. Are you going to answer my question?” she sasses, which causes Worm’s dick to take notice, not that he hadn’t already, but that smart mouth has his body reacting even more. There’s no way she won’t notice his hard-on if she were to let her gaze wander down. He takes a step closer wanting to grab her and clamp his mouth over hers just to shut her up. She shivers and bites her lower lip. He barely manages to maintain his control.

      “I’m Worm. I work with Wallace, Emma’s man,” Worm informs her keeping a grin on his face at her reaction to his closeness.

      “Worm? Seriously? What kind of name is that?” Allison asks with disdain. The grin falls from his face. Worm isn’t prepared for the hurt her words cause. It isn’t like she’s anything to him, right? Why should he give a shit if she thinks his nickname is stupid.

      “My name is Russel Chapman. Worm’s my nickname,” he replies, irritably. “Look, I’m here to take you to the resort for the wedding. We need to get a move on; the rehearsal starts in six hours, and it will take us over three hours to drive there. I’m sure you would like to recoup from your trip before it starts.” Worm unceremoniously grabs the bags she has thrown over her shoulder and turns to place them in the back of a large SUV. He just needs to get her to the resort safely, and then his job is done, although he’s a groomsman in the wedding and paired with Allison, according to Emma. He sighs as he turns back to see what else she has for him to put into the vehicle so they can be on their way. Just three fucking days. He can do this.

      “Hey, Russell, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be such a bitch. It’s just been a long morning, and I hate weddings. So I have been a little on edge. Emma didn’t tell me someone was going to be meeting me, and I was just caught off guard. Forgive me?” Allison gives him a sweet smile.

      Worm appraises her for a moment before giving her a huge smile; one that has the ladies swooning at his feet in the bars around base. “Sure. You can make it up to me later.” He waggles his eyebrows suggestively. Allison laughs and rolls her eyes. He swears it’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. After all her things are loaded in the SUV, he opens the passenger side door, helping her inside.

      The long drive to the resort goes better than he expected. They chat like old friends for a while before Allison drifts off the sleep. He keeps glancing over at her sleeping form. He can’t seem to keep his eyes off her. He’s never in his life been infatuated with a woman before, but it’s the only explanation he has for his reaction to her. It briefly crosses his mind he’s acting like the other men on his team when they met their women. Hack especially. The man had fallen head over heels in love with Lisa from the first moment he saw her. It had taken him years to wear her down into accepting a real relationship with him, but the couple seemed to be so very happy since her ex-husband was finally out of the picture.

      Worm dismisses the thought he has found his woman. He isn’t looking to settle down. It’s much too difficult for a team man to have a lasting relationship. No, he’s much better off sticking to one-night stands with bar bunnies than entertaining the idea of starting something with Allison. Besides she lives in California, and he lives in North Carolina. They are literally from opposite sides of the country.

      He pulls into the resort, following the single lane road to the cabin, Emma had told him would be Allison’s for the weekend. She wakes as he puts the vehicle in park. He slides out of the driver’s seat, popping the hatch to the back as he goes. He walks around to Allison’s door, opening it to see a still slightly dazed expression on her face. Seems she’s a sleepy head when she wakes.

      “Hey, sugar.” Worm reaches inside to unbuckle her seatbelt. “We’re here. Let me help you down.” She yawns big, her jaw popping at the movement. Her hand flies to her mouth as she blushes.

      “Shit! Sorry,” she grumbles. “I fell asleep, huh?” Worm just grins as her. She’s so damn cute all sleepy with her eyes stilled hooded. An image of waking next to her come morning flashes in his mind. Yeah, he would love to see her first thing in the morning after a long night of fucking.

      “Yeah, sugar, you did.” He manages to say without devouring her sexy mouth like he’s dying to do.

      “Please tell me I didn’t snore”–Allison asks as her hand swipes over her mouth–“or drool. God! How embarrassing would that be?” Worm can’t help but chuckle at her discomfort.

      “No snoring or drool,” he assures her, despite the urge to tease her. His hand comes up to cup her face by instinct. Her eyes fly to his in question. He isn’t sure why he did it either, just an instinctual need to touch her. “You’re beautiful when you’re sleeping.” Her eyes widen at his declaration.

      “Are you saying I’m a troll when I’m awake?” Allison sasses, looking offended. Something in him snaps. His hand slides from her jaw to behind her neck, drawing her closer. He devours her mouth like he’s been wanting since the moment he laid eyes on her. Her startled gasp allows him access to her sweet warm mouth. His tongue swipes inside to tangle with hers. She’s reluctant at first, but as he continues to assault her mouth, she melts into him, kissing him back fiercely, which only turns him on all the more. She moans into his mouth, turning her body, letting her legs spread apart so he can get closer to her. He pulls her closer wanting to touch every inch of her. The sounds of someone approaching pulls them out of the magic spell. He pulls back taking in her lust drunk eyes. She bites her lower lip which only serves to make him want her more.

      “You, Allison could never be a troll,” Worm says to her softly. “You’re gorgeous. Don’t ever think otherwise.” Her face softens into a beautiful smile.

      “Thank you,” she replies shyly. “You’re the first man to say something like that to me. You shouldn’t say things like that anymore. I could get used to it.” Worm smiles at her even more, now determined to tell her every chance he gets just how beautiful she is so she’ll never doubt it.

      “Hey!” Emma shouts from just down the lane. “I thought that was you, Worm. Were you able to get Allison?” He steps back from the passenger side door, helping Allison down so she can go to Emma. He immediately feels the loss of contact with her body. Her eyes fly up to his as if she, too, is missing touching him. Once her feet are on the ground, she turns to Emma.

      “Emma!” Allison calls as she hurries toward her cousin. The women embrace each other tightly, rocking back and forth squealing their delight at being together. Worm notices Wallace strolling up behind them. He comes on toward the SUV to help Worm get Allison’s belongings in her cabin.

      “Trip go okay?” Wallace asks when they are dropping Allison’s things just inside the cabin.

      “Yeah,” Worm replies. “Went off without a hitch. She slept part of the way here.” Worm turns to look out the door as the women approach chatting rapidly as they catch up. He moves out the door, holding it open as the women enter the small space. The resort is essentially a string of tiny houses along a long circular drive. There are at least twenty cabins with similar design that provide a measure of privacy a hotel room might not with the close proximity.

      “Ohh, Emma!” Allison breaths out as she takes in the space. “This place is so cool! You did great picking this place.” Emma is beaming at Allison. Wallace walks up to wrap his arm around her waist as she leans into him. Worm is a little jealous at their easy displays of affection. He’s never had the reaction to seeing it before, but something about having Allison close, but not having the right to touch her this way is disturbing. As if she can read his thoughts, her eyes come to land on him.

      “I know it’s taken us forever to plan this wedding, but I wanted everything to be perfect.” Emma gushes. Allison grins at Emma’s excitement.

      “I’m sure it will be,” Allison offers. “You are going to have the best day. I can feel it.” The women squeal and hug each other again. Worm decides it’s time for him to make his escape. He needs to shower and get ready for the rehearsal and dinner after. He moves toward the door, and Wallace moves to follow.

      “Worm?” Emma calls after him. He stops and turns to look at the women. He can’t keep his gaze from drifting to Allison. She flushes when their eyes meet again. You know the rehearsal begins at six?”

      “Yes, I’ll be there,” he confirms giving Emma a nod. She beams at him excitedly.

      “Come here.” Emma waves him over to her. Frowning, not sure what she’s wanting, he walks closer as Emma grabs Allison’s upper arm. She pulls them to stand side by side as Emma gives them a scrutinizing look. “You two are going to look so good together!” Emma exclaims. “I can’t wait to see you in your dress, Allison and Worm in his tux. Y’all will be the perfect couple.” Emma’s words hit Worm hard as they sink in, surprising him at how right her words sound to him. He looks down at Allison to see his feelings mirrored on her face. She swallows hard before looking away. Worm wonders is this the beginning? Or is he just caught up in the romance of his friend’s wedding?

      Find out what happens during the long weekend celebration of Emma and Wallace’s wedding in the next installment of the Finding His Destiny series: Allison: Finding His Destiny Book 8. Coming soon to Amazon’s Kindle Unlimited.
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