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BEFORE THE NEXUS

 


 




Prologue

 

Brisbane, Australia.

A beautiful September Thursday.

 

“You are my light in the darkness, my beacon of calm in the chaos. With you in it, the world makes sense and everything is as it should be.”

Emily and Damian recited it together, looking at and seeing only each other, even though they were surrounded by their family and small circle of friends; in a meadow by the Brisbane River, only a few hundred yards from where they had met, one late night, not so long ago. 

By chance. Or maybe not. It didn’t matter.

They were together now; after far too long in waiting. Once they had signed the forms laid out on a small table, beside which stood the wedding celebrant, it would be official. Because that’s the way they wanted it.

So they pulled together and kissed each other. Nothing more needed to be said; for it already had on that same night they first met. 

The kiss lingered, until Damian felt Emily’s lips curve into a smile. They separated by a few inches; still close enough to feel the other’s breath play across their faces.

“I guess we should be good,” Damian murmured.

Emily brought her mouth close to his right ear. 

“For now,” she whispered.

They faced their family and friends—and they saw that everybody, including the celebrant, was grinning. She held up a pen.

“You guys ready to do this?”

“Silly question,” muttered Lisa, Damian’s youngest daughter. “They even got rings. Which kind of makes it very serious.”

“And when you are really married,” Lucy said to Emily, “I can call you ‘granny’.”

Emily gave her a narrow-eyed look.

“Don’t you dare!”

Lucy giggled contagiously, with the adults falling in; including Sophie, her mother and Damian’s eldest.

Damian took Emily’s hand in his and they headed for the table to sign-seal-and-deliver what they had started less than two months ago.  




Chapter 1

 

About two months earlier. A Thursday in July.

 

Sometimes Emily thought that, no matter how safe living in Brisbane might be, and no matter that she still had things to finish here, she was ready to leave. Like now. Except that if she went back home to the UK or anywhere else in Europe maybe, she would almost certainly be killed. Which was an outcome to be avoided if at all possible. And where else could she go? Uproot herself again?

Just another couple of years.

Then what? Where could she go after she finished that degree? Would they support her if she requested it? It wasn’t cheap, keeping her here; and relocating her again might not be in the budget. 

Her feet hit a patch of unpaved track along the southern riverside shared cyclist-pedestrian track. The ground was still hard, but now fine gravel and dirt crunched under her feet. She didn’t actually hear the crunches, because her in-ear Bluetooth phones were blaring out an old Phil Collins track on Spotify. But she felt them, just like she felt the occasional tiny touches of stones hitting the back of her calves. The ground was still wet from the rain hours ago. As a result, some stones briefly stuck to the soles of her running shoes and were thrown up and back at her. 

She hoped that they wouldn’t end up in the heels of her shoes, because that would force her to stop, and right now she really didn’t want to. She was right in the groove; in the rhythm; legs, arms, breathing, music. Despite the dropping temperature on this late July evening, the air still smelled musty, and the occasional errant gust of wind shook the leaves of the tall trees to her left and right, causing a few more fat drops to fall down on her and flicker through the spectrum of colors as they plummeted like tiny sparks through the beams of light cast by the lamps dotted along the path. 

Emily liked this part of the track because the lights were spaced quite widely and some of the trees had reached out with their branches and were partially covering them; making it quite dark—and for a few moments she could pretend that she wasn’t running through central Brisbane, but somewhere far more idyllic and rustic. She would really have to spend another weekend somewhere in the hinterlands north or south of the city and experience some more seclusion and nature communing. This part of Australia had some lovely spots to get away to, even though many of them were overrun by tourists and simply got too hot at certain times of the year. And she seriously missed the misty atmospheres of her native Britain. The skies here were clearer and bluer, but sometimes it was too much. 

Emily arrived at a break in the trees as the path approached the riverbank to within a few yards, right up to the mangroves just below at the river’s edge. At the railing stood a man, dressed in dark clothing that would have made him almost invisible, if it hadn’t been for the lights of the CBD highlighting him. He was leaning on the railing, looking out over the river and the city.

Emily’s in-the-zone rhythm faltered as her attention focused on the man. Phil Collins’ Something in the Air Tonight in her ear added a strange atmosphere to the scene.

The man obviously had heard her, as he briefly turned his head in her direction. The dark baseball cap kept his face in shadow. Emily, fighting the urge to stop and forcing herself to speed up again, reminded herself that it wasn’t a good idea to stop and talk to strangers. Even though there was something about him—as if...

Not possible. She’d never seen him before. The men she knew by face in this city—well enough to be able to identify them under the shadowing cap—she could count using the fingers of her hands.

And yet…

For a disorienting instant she thought she saw double, but when she turned her head away, in the direction she was going, the sensation faded. She determinedly focused on the path ahead. It veered away from the river again and into another dimly lit alley flanked by trees. As she continued, from the corner of her eyes she thought she saw, or maybe just sensed, the man turn his face back to the river. Then she had continued too far to keep him in her sight without turning her head.

She was at the end of Something in the Air Tonight and maybe another forty paces into the soothing embrace of the trees when there was a tap on left shoulder. The tap itself was quite gentle, but together with it something like a brief electric shock jolted right through her. Again, there was a brief instant of disorientation; almost as if there were two of her—but that went away almost instantly.

She stopped and whipped around; fought a sudden panic.

What if—

The man in the baseball cap took a step back, and raised his free hand in a pacifying gesture, just as the first bar of A Groovy Kind of Love sounded through her earphones.

Emily fought an urge to bolt and run away as fast as she could, because looking at him—his stance (screaming “ready!”), his figure (not much fat on this guy)—she had a feeling that if he were so inclined, he might just be able to give her a run for her money. Never mind that he wasn’t wearing running gear. 

So she stood her ground—in silence, because if anybody started a conversation here it wasn’t going to be her.

For a moment they both just looked at each other.

A Groovy Kind of Love was getting to “When I'm feeling blue…” when he made an impatient gesture with his hands indicating that he wanted her to remove her headphones.

Why not?

Emily took the phones out of her ears and put them in a pocket of her running shorts.

The man, his face still hidden in the shadows under the baseball cap, nodded.

“I guess you hear me now?” 

The voice was pleasant enough. Definitely male. Resonant. Probably not Australian. She thought she detected leftovers of ‘British’. But, pleasant voice or not, the sarcastic undertone pissed her off. Like seriously. She hated that kind of shit directed at her.

Glasshouse! Rocks!

Emily told the inner voice to shut up, and rubbed the spot where he’d touched her.

Zapped me, is more like it!

“Not that it’s any of my business,” the man continued, “but I thought I’d say it anyway.”

“Say what?”

Stop snarling at the man!

Snarling? 

Really?

Who? Me?

His free hand made a sweeping gesture, encompassing the partially-lit spaces around them.

“Nobody around,” he said. “Except you and I. But there might have been.”

Emily noted the style. Not “you and me” but “you and I”. Either a pretentious asshole or someone who did give a damn about correct English usage. 

“I called out to you,” he said. “Twice. Loudly. And you didn’t hear me. At least I think you didn’t, because I can hear the music coming out of those earphones from where I’m standing, because you haven’t turned them off. I could have done much worse things than tap you on the shoulder.” 

He looked behind him and at her again. 

“Just you and me. It’s a stupid time of the night to run around here anyway, but with these damn things in your ears—"

He tilted his head just slightly, and it looked like he was assessing her in some way.

“You a cop or something?” she finally said.

He shook his head.

“It really is none of my business what you do,” he said, “no matter how stupid. But you strike me as an intelligent woman.” He shrugged. “Still, even intelligent people do very stupid things sometimes. For lots of reasons, which I shan’t go into, though I’m tempted.”

He paused again.

“Life is short and precious. Don’t bring disaster upon yourself by living in denial about what’s real and what needs to be done. Please don’t. You’ve got too much to lose.”

“How would you know?” she snapped.

Not fair, because he was right, but he had no right to treat her like a child.

“Because we all have,” he said, so quietly that she had to strain to hear him. “People just don’t think about it. When you’re dead, you’re dead forever. Even if whoever might lurk around here one night—and you can bet that there will be one, and it’s probably going to be a man, and he’s probably going to be strong enough to overpower you—if he just ends up injuring you…

“Is that worth the risk? Way I see it—and, yes, maybe that’s just me—if we take risks we should do so because we’re doing something that’s worth taking these risks. But not going for runs late at night when there’s nobody around, along a path that’s got more potential ambush points than you could poke a stick at, and with you having knocked out one of the senses that could alert you to danger and might increase your chances of getting away unharmed.

“And one more thing. What you should have done when I tapped you on the shoulder was run! Not stop. Run as if your life depended on it, because if someone comes up behind you and touches you, and it’s at a place like this and at this time of night, then running for your life, or at least your well-being, is the only sensible response!”

“Well,” she said—knowing that she was behaving like a teenager; but somehow she didn’t seem to be able to help it, despite her thirty-three years— “I didn’t. And I’m still alive and apparently healthy, too.”

Should have thought of that before I nearly got myself killed a few years ago!

For a moment the memory threatened to paralyze her, but then she refocused on the present—and the man. Even with his face in the shadow she had a sense that he was giving her one of those looks. She wasn’t quite sure what look, but it definitely was one-of-those.

“Please!” he said, oddly gentle. “Don’t be stupid.”

He nodded, turned away and headed back to where she had first spotted him.

Emily stood there, staring after his departing back.

Never ever in her whole life had a complete stranger had the gall to give her a lecture like this. Her parents had, in their own way; for as long as she let them get away with it of course.

The memory of her parents occasioned a stab of pain. She could never see them again. They knew what had happened to her, but they must never know where she had gone. 

She fought tears as she stood there, watching the man walk off into the direction whence she had come.

Damn you!

She watched him go, wondering what it was about the way he moved that was different. It was purposeful, yet unhurried. Strong and flowing, like someone who…

She couldn’t place her finger on it.

Ignore Mr. Sarcasm-And-Un-Asked-For-Advice. Keep running.

In other words…

Don’t do it!

Disorientation again…

Do it!

 

∞ ∞ ∞

 

Damian heard her coming up behind him. He knew it was she because he recognized the footfall. Besides, there was nobody else around. The fact that she had decided to follow up his somewhat condescending lecture—made an ass of yourself, didn’t you?—by coming after him was maybe not all that surprising. She seemed like the touchy type, who wanted the last word in this.

But why not? Being accosted by a total stranger and then lectured about personal safety… Well, he’d be pissed off, too. Which suggested that she was probably going to return the lecture. And that was all right, too, because it meant that she had listened to it. He just hoped that her irritation with his behavior wouldn’t overrule her better sense.

Which brought him to wondering why he had done what he’d done. 

‘Impulse’ was probably the best one-word explanation. Maybe the only one. Pre-conscious processes that made you do things your conscious mind only picked up on by the time you already had initiated the action. Advanced readiness potentials. In this case, the moment he’d seen her run past him with the music blaring in those stupid inner-ear phones, blotting out one of the senses that just might warn her of danger, something had happened. He didn’t know what, as whatever it was blew away like a wraith in a breeze. But for a moment there it seemed that maybe he had stopped breathing—even as his heart did a double-take, stopped for a scarily-long interval, before resuming its normal beat.

He had hesitated for a moment, telling himself that he really shouldn’t be doing this, because it was none of his damn business. But then he ran after her, tapped her on the shoulder, and took a step back just in case she had any self-defense training and maybe responded with a kick to his groin, abdomen or even higher, depending on her flexibility. Or maybe she had learned that the best way was to aim for the knees. Few people knew that, but it was the most practical, quickest and just plain easy way to disable an opponent who wasn’t prepared. No great dexterity required. Just a good aim and a bit of skill. But kicks to knees only qualified as ‘defensive’ if actually attacked. More often than not they could permanently disable the recipient, or at least condemn him to a lifetime of pain.

Damian stopped and watched her approach. Not running, just walking with determined strides. As she moved through the light near the barrier from where he had been taking pictures, something strange twisted in his chest. She was all grace and, as he had noticed before, beautiful. Blondes had never really been his type—as evidenced by Mandy and the two girlfriends he’d had before her—but the woman coming toward him, ponytail swaying in rhythm with her step, was…well, different. 

He’d had the chance to watch her before, as he was being what must have seemed like an arrogant, overbearing, white-male know-it-all, self-important asshole, holding forth on the dangers of too much noise in one’s ears when in potential danger zones. Her face had been clearly illuminated by the light behind him. The eyes—probably blue, though it had been difficult to tell because of the ugly orange-yellow light from the high-pressure sodium lighting—had the slightest upward tilt at the sides. The precise sweeping eyebrows contributed to creating an expression of curiosity, with just a touch of amusement. 

But there also lurked caution—and as she stopped about three paces before him, and despite the fact that her face was now partially concealed by backlight from the same street light that had previously revealed her to him, he sensed, more than actually saw, suspicion, determination and challenge. 

For a few heartbeats they stood there, facing each other. 

Your turn to start the conversation, Damian thought. You waited me out the last time.

She appeared to have come to the same conclusion.

“Would you mind taking off your cap?” she said. 

That voice! The kind that could easily worm its way through his defenses if he let it. 

“You keep hiding your face under that thing,” she continued. “It’s like talking to someone wearing sunglasses. I hate it.”

He chuckled. No flies on her. 

He doffed the baseball cap. 

“Mind if we go back so we’re under that light?” he said. 

He motioned toward the street lamp beside the railing.

What are you doing?

Good question. He should know better than to actually engage in a conversation with her. Those eyes, that face, that voice—total resistance killers.

She let him come close and walk beside her as they went the few steps back to the railing.

If I were twenty years younger—

A pang of regret shot through him.

Maybe Sophie’s age. 

Damian hated to even think anything that might conceivably, even in his own mind, class him together with what he considered pathetic dirty ageing men.

And yet look at me. Closing in on fifty and having a late-night conversation with a beautiful woman who could be my daughter. 

And thinking inappropriate thoughts.

Damian forced himself into ‘professional’ mode and admitted that there was more to this than just a conversation. It had started on an impulse; had continued as a not-unemotional tirade of sorts on his behalf; and now continued at a level he didn’t quite understand—or maybe he just didn’t want admit that he knew exactly what it was.

But he resolved to keep this conversation short. And then he would walk away, and that would be that.

They stopped by the railing, this time well under two paces from each other. Nothing was said as she studied him with unabashed frankness for a few heartbeats.

“I’m Stephanie,” she finally said.

“Damian. Pleased to meet you, Stephanie.”

“Steph.”

He smiled.

“Thank you. Steph. My very few friends call me ‘Dami’. Like a ‘dame’, but with an ‘ee’ sound at the end. It’s been called too cute for me, but I firmly refuse to bow to the Australian habit of shortening every male name in sight and ending it with ‘o’.”

“I’ll remember that. Not ‘Damo’.” 

“Don’t even think it,” he said.

For the first time she smiled.

I’ve got to get away from her!

Like now.

That smile, with those arresting eyes, was a killer. And he didn’t want to be killed. Not again. He also didn’t want to make a fool of himself. 

No fool like an old fool.

His age, in this particular situation, definitely made him ‘old’. Not that he actually felt, and couldn’t imagine ever feeling ‘old’, no matter how long he lived for; but everything was relative.

Still, he wasn’t going to be an ass about it.

“So,” he said, “you were going to say—“

She chuckled, her lips twitching most…well, bewitchingly.

Down, boy! Now!

“I was going to ask you a question, actually.”

“Ah, all right. What’s the question?”

“Why did you—“ She hesitated. “Come after me. Stop me. Give me this lecture. Is that like a habit of yours? With every damsel you might think is in danger because she’s not watching her butt when running by herself along badly-lit paths at night?”

Damian laughed.

“You’re not going to get out of it like that,” she said. “You accosted me. Without my permission. You gave me a damn lecture! Treated me like I was some halfwit who needed it.”

Damian shook his head, still smiling.

“I wasn’t laughing at that.”

“You weren’t?”

“No. But you used the words ‘damsel’ and ‘butt’ in the same sentence. I don’t think I know anyone—and I mean anyone—who would do that.”

“You’re changing the subject,” she said. “Very cleverly, but you’re doing it.”

Damian shook his head.

“Am not, but you’re right, I owe you an answer to that.”

“You don’t owe me anything. I just would like one.”

“Why?”

“There you go again!” 

Those enchanting eyes narrowed dangerously.

“No, I’m not. But here’s your answer, so that you stop accusing me of changing the subject. No, I don’t do this with every damsel whose butt or other attractive physical features appear to be in jeopardy. I just did it to you, and I apologize if I behaved like an asshole. Didn’t mean to. Just felt that I needed to say it. That’s all.”

“Why me?”

He shrugged.

“I was here. You ran past. I noticed you. I heard the music in those earphones. Still hear it now, even though they’re in your pockets—because you haven’t turned them off, and though I like Phil Collins this really isn’t a good time or place to listen to him. Something—don’t ask me what; it just happened!—made me do what I did. I hope it’ll do some good. Keep you safe.”

She nodded thoughtfully, never taking her eyes off his face. Under ordinary circumstances Damian would have found that unsettling, but here it wasn’t.

Definitely time to leave.

But as yet he didn’t.

“Impulse?” she said.

“Best explanation I have.”

“Never done it before?”

“Never been here before at this time of night, with a bea—“ he swallowed the word “—damsel running past.”

Her mouth twitched again. He did his best not to look at it. 

“Didn’t answer my question,” she said.

“Never done it before,” he said. “Probably will never do it again either.”

“Which makes me unique, I guess.”

“Definitely.”

A silence fell. 

Not uncomfortable at all.

Very strange.

“Well, Steph,” he said, “I guess I’d better get going. And you’d better finish that run. And be safe.”

She looked in the direction where she’d been heading, then back at Damian.

“All right if I call you ‘Dami’?”

“Sure. That’s why I told you.”

“Well, Dami, since no good deed goes unpunished, you’ll have to suffer for imposing yourself.”

Her eyes were laughing, but behind that lurked a kind of hesitant seriousness.

Damian chuckled. 

“Hit me with it.”

“Well, since you’re completely right about everything you were lecturing me about, I suddenly feel very insecure about continuing this run. Meaning that I would appreciate the company of a competent male member of the species until I’m back in safe regions of the city.”

“I hate running.”

“Who said anything about running?”

“But—“

“You can walk, right?”

 

∞ ∞ ∞

 

She saw that she had surprised him.

Almost as much as she had surprised herself.

What am I doing?

“You do realize of course,” he said seriously, “that a really clever predator might not just jump from the shadows and drag you into to bushes to work his evil deeds. He might instead do exactly what I did.”

He was right about that, too. A really, really, really clever predator would have told her exactly what Damian had just now.

But she knew better. After he’d finally taken off that cap and she’d been able to look into his face without concealing shadows, she had focused all her attention on just getting a sense of who he was. 

Unruly, somewhat carelessly kempt, hair; dark with streaks of grey. Serious eyes that were probably blue, under eyebrows that also showed traces of grey hairs. A full-face short-cropped beard, silvering around the chin. The unremarkable straight nose divided a symmetrical face. The mouth would have been unremarkable, if it hadn’t been for its constant movement, giving away the play of emotions of its owner. 

Age? Early forties maybe. Hard to tell. The face gave nothing away, and as she had already observed, he appeared to be in good condition. No athlete, but solidly built. Flat belly. Probably not a hard-as-rock muscle man, but definitely no slouch. The T-shirt underneath his open denim jacket stretched over well-developed pectorals.

No, he wasn’t that predator he was talking about. If anything, she had a feeling that he actually wanted to get away from her. He did his best to conceal it, but she sensed that he was just looking for a break in their conversation to send her on her way and go on his own.

It wasn’t because he didn’t like her. He did. He wasn’t gay either. There was more here than just a guy telling someone off for being stupid; meddling in things that weren’t any of his damn business.

He likes me.

Definitely.

So why did he want to get away?

Because he liked her?

Interesting…

Which was why she was going to make sure that he wouldn’t just walk off, but stick around for a bit longer.

Which, by the way, was totally stupid, because—well, it just was a real bad idea. The last thing she wanted was to get interested in someone who absolutely radiated ‘complication’. Guy like him probably had family anyway. Didn’t wear a wedding ring—yes, she had peeked!—but a lot of guys didn’t. Besides, not everybody ‘partnered’ was married. 

Damian—‘Dami’—had an air of potential complications about him. Circumstantial and personality-wise. And he quite possibly thought the same of her. Hence the wanna-get-away-asap thing.

Not going to happen.

She wasn’t quite ready to let him go yet. 

‘No good deed’ indeed!

“Sure,” he said agreeably. “I’ll walk with you to your car.”

“Didn’t come in a car.”

“Where do you…“

He shook his head. 

“None of my business. Don’t want this to get creepy for you. Just tell me where you need to go until you’re comfortable.”

“Not creepy at all,” she said. “And it’s Newstead.”

“You ran all the way from there?”

“Do it twice a week.”

“Long way to walk.”

“You got a car somewhere closer?”

“Somewhat.” 

He grinned. When he did that, there was a little boy lurking in there, only waiting to come out.

“You know this isn’t a good idea, right?” he said.

“Because—“

“Strange man. Car.” 

He shrugged.

Emily laughed.

“I’m serious,” he said.

“I know you are. So am I. You may be strange, but I am also sure that you’re not dangerous.”

Not in that way anyway.

“I’m not,” he said. “But I also don’t want this misunderstood. I really just want to make sure you get home safe. At least tonight.”

A crooked grin.

“What you do tomorrow—” he shrugged.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“This. Why me? ‘Impulse’ somehow doesn’t cut it. You don’t seem the type.”

“Second thoughts? I could call you a cab, if that would make you feel safer.”

“No need. I feel quite safe with you.”

Which she did.

Why?

She stepped close to him and slid her right arm under his left. If he was surprised at her action, he didn’t show it. The only thing she sensed was a brief hesitation, which kind of confirmed something she had already suspected. 

Well, I like you, too.

There was nothing wrong with letting him drive her home. She’d probably never see him again after that, but it would be a nice end to a strange and unexpected night run. Except that she didn’t like the idea of not seeing him again one bit. 

“So, what were you doing there, staring at the bright lights of Brisbane?” she asked as they started walking.

She was walking closer to him than she had to, but told herself that she needed the warmth, as the night air was chilly enough once she’d stopped running. The perspiration also didn’t help, and she was cooling down fast. This definitely hadn’t been in the plan.

The best laid plans of mice and men…

Damian stopped and detached his arm from her. For a moment she thought it was because he didn’t like the question, but then he took off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.

“Better?” he said. “And before you protest or whatever, this is my ‘keep the damsel warm’ good deed for the evening.”

She wriggled her arms into the sleeves, which were too long, but not too much. Too wide, too, but she knew why, because now that he had taken it off, his well-muscled arms were clearly visible; as was his upper torso, which was definitely…well, interesting.

Don’t go there!

“How about you?” she said.

“What about me?”

“You’re going to do the he-man thing and pretend you’re not cold?”

“I’ll survive to the car. It’s just a few minutes.”

Pity.

She had hoped for more.

When she tried to button up the jacket she found it big enough to fit over her C-cup sports bra. Damian stood by and waited patiently.

When she was done, she slipped her arm under his again and pushed close.

“Help to keep you warm,” she said. 

“Thanks,” he said dryly.

For a little while they walked in silence. She noticed that he had adjusted his step length to hers. She was going to say something about it, but then decided not to. Why spoil a pleasant experience with chatter? She still wanted to know what he had been doing there. Maybe even what he had been thinking about. 

But that could wait until they were in his car. Right now she just enjoyed walking like this. So, it appeared, did Damian. His arm definitely held her close to him, and she thought that he radiated something resembling contentment.

 

∞ ∞ ∞

 

Pity this has to end, he thought.

But things did, and when they did and you least expected it, when you thought everything was fine and life was as good as it was likely to be under the circumstances, then endings sucked. 

He knew what that was like and didn’t care to repeat it. Like ever. And the woman walking beside him was just the kind to make it happen again. 

Even if he were twenty years younger, but if he knew what he knew now, he almost certainly would be doing exactly the same thing. Enjoy this moment, brought about by an unexpected accident that came out of nowhere, and then let it go. That way the memory of this pleasant interlude would remain, instead of being destroyed by the shit life sometimes threw at you.

He knew how dangerous this moment was, because of the unexpected feelings it invoked. The warmth of her walking close to him, her movements, the memory of her face and those eyes studying him, the scent of her and her perspiration, which probably would continue to linger in his jacket until he cleaned it—which he now wouldn’t for a long time, if ever!—all of that added up to DANGER written in capital letters across the forefront of his mind. Together with I wish it could be different—not in capitals!—but he decided to ignore that, because it couldn’t and wouldn’t be different. 

He would take her home, forget where she lived—like that’s going to happen!—and not ask her anything more about herself. Because the less he knew about her the better. 

Why is she holding me like that?

Definitely not something to pursue any further.

But when they finally reached his car, an older model Range Rover that he drove as little as possible, but which he liked too much to get rid of, he also wished that he’d been parked further away.

They hadn’t said anything during that walk. Each busy with their own thoughts—and he’d wondered what hers were. Thing was, the very silence of that walk, combined with the closeness and joined rhythm of their steps, had made it into an acutely intimate experience. That scent of hers would be with him for a long time, even without the jacket. It was like they had been doing this for a long time, attuned to the other’s movements without effort.

There but for twenty years.

Because after just that short walk with her, he suddenly realized that but for the age difference, he wouldn’t just let it go, no matter what he thought he should have learned from life. He’d take a chance, no matter the risk. Even if he made a fool of himself, because he had misread all the signals. Even if there was pain at the end, as there had been at the end of his almost twenty-six-year marriage.

But so much becomes impossible. So much becomes ‘if only’.

“Here we are,” he said as they stopped at the Range Rover.

“Already?”

Her arm tightened around his a bit more. 

“Thanks for doing this.” 

Damian operated the remote key.

“You’re very welcome. Always happy to help a damsel’s butt out of distress.”

She chuckled. “You definitely got your mileage out of that one.”

“Too good to let it go to waste,” he said.

He opened the door for her, felt her arm slide out from under his, realized that he didn’t like the feeling one bit.

What a strange meeting in the night!

 

 




Chapter 2

 

The drive to her place was too short. Not enough time to really say anything much. But there was so much she wanted to say. Wanted him to say.

Which was odd. She had made taciturnity into a habit; for mostly practical reasons, but also because of what she recognized as a desire to shield herself from close connections with others, which tended to require personal revelations that she could not or did not want to make. Her social interactions confined themselves to those emerging from her studies and the inevitable and necessary contacts with fellow students. Since almost all of those were significantly younger than herself and almost certainly had had none of her own traumatizing experiences, that created a natural distance and barriers that didn’t take much effort to maintain. She had learned to be friendly, affable and cooperative, but that was as far as it went.

But now she sat in Dami’s Range Rover, and the closer they got to her apartment, the more she wanted to tell him to stop so they could just talk. What about she wasn’t sure. Anything. Herself. Him. Life. The Universe. Whatever.

The silent walk to the car had been almost romantic with its silence and just the warm feel of another human body. His body. The silence had been strangely communicative, in its own way—even though she’d been wondering what he had been thinking about; or maybe even if he’d been maybe thinking about and wondering what she had been thinking.

She hadn’t had those kinds of thoughts for a long time. But now she was having them. Had them on the walk. Had them now, in the car. But thoughts were just thoughts, and the oddly intimate communication between them walking along that dark, devoid-of-people riverside path needed something more of a follow-up. Something maybe to provide…what? 

Closure? 

No!

Because she wanted to know. And she wanted him to know, too.

Know what?

Just…know.

On the other hand—and here she forced herself to put on an emotional brake—what if this really was it? Once he had dropped her off, what if he went back home to a wife or girlfriend, and this brief interlude faded into the back of his mind?

It’s not going to fade into the background of mine, that’s for sure!

“Left here,” she said. “The apartment block on the corner.”

He nodded.

So little time left!

“Can I ask you a question?” she said.

“Sure.” 

He slowed the car as the intersection came up. 

“That one?” He pointed.

She nodded.

Damian pulled up the Range Rover after the intersection, ignoring the no-stopping sign, turned off the engine and looked at her. 

“Ask away.”

She took a deep breath.

“You married?”

His face went very still, but his eyes remained locked on her face.

“I was. Until about a week ago. Legally, that was the end.”

“Sorry!”

It sounded lame and insincere, even to herself.

What a stupid thing to say!

Especially since she didn’t actually mean it. 

“Shit happens,” he said, trying to sound dismissive, but she caught the undertone of…what?

Resignation? 

Sadness?

Acceptance of something he hated, but had learned to live with?

“It does,” she said.

He eyed her knowingly.

“I thought you might understand.”

“Why?”

“Just a hunch.”

She grimaced. She wasn’t ready to go any further with this right now. Maybe never. But ‘never’ was a long time…

“Can I ask you another question?”

“Follow-up. Right?”

She just nodded.

“The answer is ‘no’. I’m not in a relationship. But—“

He fell silent. A series of expression flitted across his features, many of them too quick to pin down. It looked like he was wanting to say something several times, but then obviously fought it down.

Finally however he sighed.

“Look. I’m flattered—“

He paused.

Oh, shit. Here it comes! Did I really have to make a fool of myself?

“Will you please trust me?” he said, and it was almost a plea. “Like you did when you asked me to take you home?”

“You going to tell me this isn’t a good idea?” she said. “If you are, then I’d like some reasons. Please.”

He grimaced, looked away from her, stared out the windshield for a few moments, then turned back to her, his face set.

“All right. I’ll give you reasons. Means I’m going to tell you things about me I really don’t want to talk about, but I guess I brought this on myself when I lectured you down there by the river.”

A rueful twitch of the mouth.

“And, yes, I am flattered. What almost-fifty-year-old wouldn’t be flattered by a beautiful, intelligent and just outright bewitching woman twenty or more years his junior showing an interest in him that goes beyond the ‘safe, nice guy’ thing?”

Almost-fifty? No way!

Dami smiled, somewhat wistfully she thought. 

“There you go, flattering me again,” he said.

“What did I say?”

“Say? Nothing. But you had that ‘no-way’ look. Which, since you obviously mean it, could seriously weaken my resolve.”

“You don’t look—” She hesitated.

“Forty-eight. And thank you. But I am. And you’re what? Twenty-eight, max.”

“Now you’re doing the flattering. In the interest of disclosure and honesty: thirty-three!”

Damian chuckled. “Wow! Well, that ‘no-way’ look definitely boosts my self-esteem into the stratosphere. But my age is real, as is yours. And no matter the reason why you’re obviously interested in me, the difference is real, and it matters. Especially if you add a few other factors.”

“Like?”

“Like I’m not a short-term relationship guy. Never was and don’t want to be either. Don’t do affairs or one-night stands either. Never have and never intend to. I’d rather be alone. My daughters call me a hopeless romantic, and if that’s what it is, then so be it. I take it as a compliment. But my predilections, if that’s what you want to call them, also mean that I really can’t even begin to allow myself to get too close—maybe even fall in love?—with a woman a generation behind me. Because she’ll probably want a family. And, forgive me for potentially being a presumptuous ass again, but I get a sense that you’d love to be a mother and have children of your own. Am I wrong?”

Emily felt herself freeze up. Pulling back into a shell that she had just started to crawl out of less than an hour ago.

Don’t!

He must have seen something in her face.

“I’m so sorry. What did I say? I didn’t mean—“

She shook her head.

“Don’t be! Please don’t.” 

Her voice. What had happened to her voice? 

Why couldn’t she see him properly?

A hand reached out and cupped her face—warm, gentle, firm.

“I am sorry,” he whispered. “Just my stupid mouth running away with me. I should—“

The hand started to detach itself.

“Don’t!” 

She grabbed it and pressed it to her face. Held it there.

She sniffed. “I’m still waiting for your reasons.”

“I just—“

“So far,” she said, “they’re neither persuasive nor reasonable.”

“Really? Well, how about this? My wife of over twenty-five years hooked up with another man, separated from me, and went back to the UK with him; leaving two daughters and a grandchild behind, and doing whatever she did to terminally fuck up an already fucked-up relationship between me and our son. 

“I know what you’re going to say. She did that. Her choice. Her affair. Her desertion of our family. But it’s never as easy as that. When people break up, both parties carry their share of guilt. I still don’t know what mine was, but I know it was there! 

“Apart from being too old for you, I’m a really bad risk, Steph. I’m a cognitive psychologist with a bunch of significant research papers under his belt, but I still can’t figure it out what went wrong with my marriage. Means there’s something very, very wrong with me. I don’t know what it is, but I know it is there.”

She was still holding the hand cupping her left cheek.

Not letting you go that easily.

“I’m not after an affair,” she said. “Or a one-night stand. Don’t know what I’m after. Didn’t know I was after anything—until you stopped me.”

His voice was gentle.

“Then be after something good. And I’m sure there’s someone out there with whom you can have a life. A future. A family. Don’t waste it—and I mean ‘waste’—on someone who could almost be your father.”

“Don’t give me that shit! Please!” She chuckled. “You’d have to have been be a very seriously wild-oats sowing sixteen year old to be my dad! And before you say it or even think it—I don’t have an Electra complex! You’re nothing like my dad. And I never felt competitive about him with mom either. And stop looking at me funny just because I happen to know what an Electra complex is!”

His thumb gently stroked her temple. 

“I’m not looking at you funny.” He smiled. “Just admiring. Seriously!”

“What’s there to admire?”

“A lot. And believe me: I’m tempted. But—“

“There you go again!”

 “Steph, listen to me. Please! Because here’s the killer. Even if this came to anything. Even if I wasn’t almost a generation ahead—”

“Sixteen years isn’t a generation.”

“Whatever. But let’s suppose that it didn’t matter. And—”

He paused and shook his head. His hand was still against her cheek, and it felt so good and right there that it almost hurt. The thumb still stroking her gently was the most soothing caress she thought she had ever felt.

What is happening here?

“Are we really having this conversation?” he said.

“Looks like it, doesn’t it?”

He sighed.

“Well, Steph, then I need to tell you this. And when I’m done I hope you’ll realize that you really need to get out of this car, go up to your apartment, and forget we ever met. You see, you can never have a family with me. I—”

“I know,” she whispered.

The thumb stopped stroking.

“You do? How?”

“Because I can’t have kids. Ever.”

Her vision blurred again.

“Oh crap,” he said softly.

The hand cupping her face drew her to him until she leaned against his left shoulder. His other arm went around her.

That did it! 

The dam finally cracked. 

Broke. 

And Emily let it. 

After all that time. 

The one thing she’d never allowed herself to do, not even in private. And here she was doing it in the presence of a guy she’d known for maybe an hour; who was trying to convince her that she really, really shouldn’t follow up on what she knew she needed to do. 

But none of that mattered, as she grabbed Dami and just held on—and held on, and held on even tighter—and let the tears flow; because she needed to, as she sobbed and sobbed, and just clung to him and wet his T-shirt, while he made soothing noises that sounded a lot like lullabies.

 

∞ ∞ ∞

 

What have I let myself in for?

That’s what happened when you went out on a late night walk in the city.

No, it doesn’t.

But this one had. 

I’m not going to exploit this. She deserves better.

Because there were other issues. His daughters would absolutely kill him if he showed up with a girlfriend—not so hasty!—just a few years above their age. Sophie, his eldest, was twenty-five and Lisa twenty-one. Peter, the youngest at eighteen, didn’t count, because he was a total stranger and had been for quite some time. He also had moved to the UK with his mother to live with her and a guy called ‘Fred’, whom she apparently was planning to marry.

Win some, lose some.

Damian’s relationship with his daughters was solid and close. They and Lucy, his granddaughter, were what kept him here and grounded. He’d learned what mattered in life—something he had thought he had already kind-of figured out; but apparently he hadn’t, because Mandy had left.

And now suddenly, out of the darkness of some trees someone called ‘Stephanie’ just…appeared. There she was, and right now she was doing the worst thing she could be doing: a strong, beautiful, intelligent woman crying and quite unintentionally pushing every damn protective button in sight while seriously drenching his T-shirt. He didn’t think this one was disposed to crying easily; which meant that this torrent of tears and grief was serious business and probably had been held back for a long, long time.

Why me?

Not that he minded, but he was hardly the one she should turn to. 

Why?

Because (a) he wasn’t a trained counsellor qualified to provide sage advice, (b) he was far too emotionally involved already and hormonally influenced at that, and (c) Steph needed something else but a guy who would he heading into geriatric territory when she was still in her prime. He was in good shape and health, but time was a merciless foe, and eventually it would get him, like it got everyone else.

And then what? She shouldn’t waste her life. If she stuck with him that long and didn’t get fed up with him and who and what he was well before that—as Mandy surely had; with whatever it was that had irked her about him. 

Steph’s spasmodic sobs subsided, but she kept leaning against him, though the arms around his neck weren’t trying to strangle him anymore. She turned her head so that her cheek leaned against his chest.

“I don’t want to talk about this, OK?” she whispered, her voice still somewhat tremulous.

“No need. Not ever.”

She sighed and lifted her head off him. Their faces were close together. Her eyes were red and puffy; streaks of wetness still glistened underneath them.

“I must look a mess,” she said and sniffed. “You wouldn’t happen to have any tissues?”

“Sorry. How about using my T? If it can soak up anything more, that is.”

She gave a tentative smile, then did exactly what he had suggested and lifted her head off him again.

“By the way,” she said, “if we—“ She hesitated. “If we, like—”

“Continue this?” he said.

“Yeah. If we do that.”

“As I told you—” he started.

Steph shook her head.

“Don’t say it. I don’t want to hear it. And, by the way, I didn’t go all teary just to soften you up either. I don’t usually do this shit, and—“

“I know.”

“You do? How?”

“Just do.” 

She considered him very quietly and intently from so close up that he could feel her breath play over his face.

Temptation, get thee behind me!

“But if we did,” she said. “Just supposing.”

“We shouldn’t be having—”

“Just supposing!” she repeated.

“I surrender,” he said. “Supposing. Just. A hypothetical.”

“About why I can’t have kids—”

“As I said, no need.”

“No need maybe, but no choice either. Because you’ll see why. And you’ll ask me. And even if you didn’t ask, I would tell you. Because you need to know.”

Those amazing eyes considered him with a mix of apprehension and hope, and somewhere between her last words and their next few breaths something shifted. Inside him. He didn't know how or why, but he suddenly had an inkling what he would find out; what he would know whether she told him or not. 

Somehow that changed everything.

How can I possibly know?

But he just did.

“Show me,” he whispered.

Her eyes widened.

“How—“

He cupped her face in his hands. 

“Show me.”

She dropped her gaze to his chest, then raised it again; and now it was subtly different. Something had gone from it. The guardedness maybe. Or some of the questions that lurked behind them.

She detached herself from him, took his left hand, guided it underneath her grey Echt sports top until his fingers touched soft warm skin. 

He might have stopped breathing.

Guided by her, his fingers slid across her lower abdomen until they came to rest on a small hard ridge. 

“What happened?” he whispered.

“I was stabbed.”

They looked at each other across the small distance separating them.

“I nearly died,” she said.

Damian finally remembered to breathe again. 

How did I know this?

He spread his palm over the scar and left it there. Her own hand rested on his, holding him there; just as she had done when he had touched her face.

“I’m glad you didn’t,” he said.

A tiny smile brightened up her face, still puffy from crying.

“Really?” she whispered.

“Very really.”

She sniffed and wiped her nose with her free hand. The other hand kept holding his against her belly.

“But,” he said, “do you really want to even consider taking the risk involved in starting a…relationship, I guess…with what definitely qualifies as an ‘older man’, whom you’ve only known for just over an hour, who has a record of a seriously failed marriage, two very strong-minded daughters who might not approve of a relationship like we might have, and who has been called worse things than ‘odd’.”

The smile hadn’t left her face.

“You are an unusual man, Dami. I knew that the moment you opened your mouth. And before that even, because when you touched my shoulder it was like a tiny electric shock. Almost made me dizzy.”

“Static electricity.”

“The ground was wet!”

“It was, too. That’s odd.”

“Very. And, yes, I suspect that knowing you—and maybe one day—I don’t know and I know it sounds kind of… Ahh, whatever, why not say it? Even loving you maybe—and not ever wanting to be without you, which is definitely on the cards the way I’m feeling right now—that a life with you around will be interesting, to say the least. And probably wonderful. And scary. I think you know that, too. And I think you may feel that, too.”

She rested her forehead against his seriously soaked T-shirt. 

“You know what really terrifies me right now?”

His mouth touched top of her head.

“This?” he whispered.

“No, silly!” 

She lifted her head off him. 

“What I’m most afraid of right now is that you just might walk out of my life, and that I’ll never see you again.”

Again they studied each other in silence, and as they did, the things that had shifted inside Damian settled in their new place.

“I don’t think I could,” he said. “Even if I wanted to. Which I don’t. But let’s take this slow, all right? I’m still reeling from what just happened here.”

She laughed. “How do you think I feel? But I don’t know if I can take it slow. Or even want to.”

Suddenly she turned serious again.

“But I have to be honest. I am a risk, Dami. Not so much because I’m likely to change my mind about this—us!—but there are things you need to know, and I don’t know how you’re going to feel about me once you do. In fact, you might think it all far too dangerous for you—and maybe your family. And I really, really wouldn’t want to hurt you or your family.”

“You done anything bad? Or are you likely to?”

Steph shook her head.

He pulled her closer.

“Then we’ll deal with it. But you’ll have to tell me. Everything. All right?”

He felt her nod against him, before she pulled back a bit.

“I really don’t want to go up there now,” she whispered. 

“You live there by yourself?”

When she nodded…

“Don't’ want to be alone right now?”

“I don’t want to be alone and I don’t want to be up there right now.”

“How about you’ll pick up a change of clothes and a toothbrush and come to my apartment for tonight? I have a spare room for guests. Bed’s always made; just in case Lisa needs somewhere to crash when she’s in town, and Sophie and Alejandro have people sleeping over.”

“I don’t want to—“ she started.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s do this. And, no, I have no intention of seducing you, but I think you could do with the company, right?”

“I could do with your company,” she whispered, and she was so close again that he felt her breath play over his face. “And you couldn’t seduce me if you tried. You’d just have to—“

Because she was so close, and because he was bewitched beyond control, he ever so tentatively brushed his lips over hers. She sighed and held the touch for an exquisite small eternity.

 “That’s all you’d have to do,” she whispered. 

“What have we started here?”

She smiled. “We started something.”

 

∞ ∞ ∞

 

Emily’s apartment was on the second floor. Accessible only by elevator, as the doors to the fire escape shaft were one-way only, allowing people to exit, go down the shaft and out at the bottom.

She inserted the key into the lock, but then hesitated.

What would he think of her transient place? And of her as a result?

She took a deep breath and turned the key. If it mattered to him, she had made a serious misjudgment; and she didn’t think she had. 

What’s happening to me?

How did she move from carefully established and maintained keep-everybody-at-arm’s-length mode to soaking Dami’s T-shirt with a torrent of tears?

Zero to a hundred in no time. How did that happen?

“Don’t mind the Spartan layout,” she said as she turned on the light. 

She hadn’t really wanted to say anything, but just couldn’t help herself.

“Nothing wrong with minimalism,” he said, coming in behind her and looking around her one-bedroom apartment with the integrated kitchen and living room.

“Kind of you to say so,” she said. “It’s just that—”

His hands gripped her shoulders from behind.

“When you’re ready,” he said.

“I’ll tell you everything.”

Everything?

She was under strict instruction not to tell anybody anything! Like ever!

“No hurry,” he said. “Taking our time, remember?”

She felt his kiss on the top of her head.

How long had it been since someone had done that?

Maybe never.

Not even Glen. Even if he had, that was years ago, and it had never been quite like this.

She turned and faced Dami.

“There’s never time,” she whispered, because it was true. 

He pulled her closer, and she put her arms around him.

“I’m going to get my stuff,” she murmured. 

“And I’m going to look at your books while you do.” He let her go. “Books tell you a lot about people. The fact that your book case is a dominant feature of your living room, rather than a massive TV, tells me even more.”

“Are you psychoanalyzing me, Mister… What is your last name anyway?”

“Severn,” he said. “Damian Severn”. An imperfect-but-credits-for-trying tribute to James Bond. 

“Stephanie,” she said. “Willoughby. Though there’s a story attached to that.”

“Nice to meet you Stephanie Willoughby.”

He had a nice smile. Actually, it was a killer smile. He probably didn’t even know it. 

Or maybe it just works for me.

Who cared? It worked!

She went into her bedroom and looked around.

What to take? 

It’s just tonight. 

What was that strange, warm feeling in her belly? She still could feel the heat of his hand when it was covering her scar.

I’ll have to tell him.

Everything.

What would he do then?

But there was no choice here at all. She owed him that. 

Already I owe him. 

How did she feel about that? Her whole life for the last few years had been about not owing anybody anything. Being beholden to no one, because that’s the only way she could be safe. Because that was the price she had to pay for still being alive.

 She grabbed jeans, a blouse, T-shirt, and underwear. She needed something to wear for uni, and forced herself to fold everything nicely so it didn’t crumple. 

PJs!

She didn’t wear PJs. If it got cold, which it never really did in this place, she wore a singlet and panties and covered herself with a duvet. Otherwise…

Too bold!

Though maybe she could borrow some of his PJs. If he had any to spare. If he wore any. And then they would be too big for her for sure!

She went to the chest of drawers and pulled out a black singlet. 

That’ll do.

Panties.

Black?

Why not?

And the red ones for good measure. Just in case.

Case of what?

Whatever.

From the ensuite she grabbed what toiletries she thought she might need and stuffed them in her grab-and-run bag as well, then returned to the lounge, where Damian was leafing through a copy of a Norah Roberts suspense romance.

Crap!

What would he think?

He glanced at her as she came in and put the book back. 

She grimaced.

“Sorry. Guilty.”

He chuckled.

“Been known to pick up the odd one myself.”

“Really?”

“Why not? Better than most of the deep-and-meaningful-in-your-face stuff.”

“That’s a relief,” she said.

She eyed the MacBook Pro on the coffee table.

“Take it,” he said. “I’ve got one of those, too. No need to pack up everything.”

“You don’t mind?” she said.

“No. Why?”

“Just—”

“Take it.”

“Thanks.”

She added it to the stuff in her bag. Then, following an impulse, she rushed back into her bedroom, pulled her fire safe from underneath her bed.

She unlocked it with a key on her bunch of car- and apartment keys and lifted out the Ziploc bag with her passports.

Which was when it hit her.

I can’t do this!

Can’t!

Can’t!

She dropped the Ziploc bag back into the safe and rushed into the lounge, where Dami was looking at another book from her shelf. She couldn’t see what it was, because his back was turned to her. She stopped and something stabbed through her heart and her soul.

“You have to leave!”

Dami turned, his face betraying—what? Resignation? As if something he had expected had just eventuated?

It tore her up. She just wanted to run over to him and bury her face against his chest and that soaked T-shirt.

No!

“Now!” she said. “Go! I can’t do this. Not ever! So just—go! Now! Please!”

He didn’t say anything, which made it even harder. He just looked at her with a pensive expression. There was something else there, too, but she didn’t want to see that. Didn’t want to know. Because it would only make things worse—for both of them.

“Will you please just go! I’m sorry I misled you. I’m sorry it went this far! But this can’t be. I have no idea why you’re even here. So just don’t look at me like that. And don’t be nice to me! Please! Just be pissed off and hate me. But get out! Now! Nownownow—now!”

He carefully put the book back into its place on the shelf, then turned to face her again.

“All right,” he said tonelessly.

He looked like he wanted to say more, but then took a deep breath and headed for the door.

As he reached for the handle, she opened her mouth to say something, because she just had to. 

But no words came out.

He pushed the door handle down and opened the door. 

It’s better that way. 

She couldn’t do this to him. 

He stopped moving.

Just go!

Don’t go!

Go! 

Now!

He let go of the handle, pivoted and walked toward her in large strides. Even before the door snicked shut again he stood before her. 

So close.

Too close.

Right in her space and—

His arms went around her, and suddenly there was no distance anymore. She wrapped hers around his neck and just held him, and buried her face in that still-wet T-shirt and his scent and his warmth—and then wet the T-shirt some more. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said into her hair. “Not unless you’re coming.”

She lifted her head off him and looked at the face she’d first seen hidden in the shadows of his cap’s visor. 

“I’m such a mess,” she murmured. 

He brushed his lips over hers—as he had done before, and the effect was the same. Reason going AWOL. A pleasant tingling and heat spreading through her body, including into all those places that had been neglected for far too long.

But that wasn’t all there was. The sensation embraced her heart and soothed its hurt and desolation.

Dami’s mouth lingered on Emily’s as he breathed her in. Let her breathe him in. 

“We’ll figure it out,” he murmured. 

“I’m dangerous,” she whispered.

He chuckled. “You can say that again.”

“I’m serious! I—”

“Sshh.” 

He closed his mouth over hers. His tongue caressed her lips. Met hers in a tentative embrace that promised so much more—but right now they left it at that, as they detached again and she rested her head against him for a moment.

“I just have to get something from the bedroom,” she murmured. 

“You’re not going to come out again and tell me to leave?”

“No.” 

She touched her lips to his again. Smiled. Felt him smile as well.

“You’re not going to do what I tell you anyway. Which is just as well. For the moment.”

“Go get your stuff.”

She bumped her head against his chest and returned to the bedroom. The fire safe was still there; open. And there was the Ziploc bag with the passports. For a brief moment, doubts assailed her again. 

Emily pushed them away. They would return to trouble her, but maybe it was time to control her knee-jerk responses. Something had happened earlier that suggested it was time. 

More than just ‘suggested’.

But she would do everything she could to make sure that Dami and his family were safe. If that meant she had to leave, then so be it. But right now, fate or whatever it was had presented her with a very, very good reason to stay. 

To want to stay. 

 

∞ ∞ ∞

 

Damian eyed the fire safe as she brought it in, carrying it by the handle like a suitcase.

“Disclosure,” she said to his questioning look. “All of it. Stuff you’ll need to know. About the risks of being with me.”

He held out his hand. “I’ll take it.”

“I can—”

“Let me be a chivalrous asshole. Pretty please?”

She smiled, sniffed, wiped her nose; with a tissue this time.

“If you must.”

She handed him the box. He made an act out of it being too heavy for him to carry, which she knew damn well was a fake.

Damian winked at her and grinned.

Where have you been all my life?

She picked up her grab-and-run bag, took one more look around the apartment, wondering if she had forgotten anything important, then followed him out the door.
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