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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one
part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m
not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do
participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Dedication

 For anyone
that can appreciate a stalker’s dedication.

(This is a joke. Seriously.)


Playlist

 The Extra Mile –
Vicki Voxx

Close to You – Maxi
Priest

Cry – Mandy Moore

You and Me – Lifehouse

Falls on Me – Fuel

The Flame – Cheap Trick

If I Can’t Have You – Yvonne Elliman

Above as Below – Blood Red
Sun

Below the Mouth – Torii
Wolf

Blame Game – Geminii

Cool with Me – Maybe


Prologue

 Even though I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, I wasn’t
scared. I wasn’t scared, and the fact that I wasn’t was what was
truly terrifying. The fact that my mind was working to justify what
was happening had me doubting everything that I’d ever thought
about right and wrong.

I stared out
the window, the pouring rain
making it hard to see anything in the dark. The howling wind just
added to the fact that only a stupid person would be out here in
this weather at this time of night. The rest of the city was tucked
safely inside their homes, avoiding Mother Nature’s wrath like any
sane person should.

Despite my
insistence that I wasn’t scared, I could still feel my heart
beating hard and painfully in my chest, knocking against my ribs in warning. By driving out
here, I had crossed a line that I couldn’t uncross; at least, not
mentally or emotionally. Yeah, I could still turn on the ignition
and go back to making smart life choices, but could I really go
back to doing what was safe? What was sane?

I thought
about these past couple of
weeks, and for better or for worse, I wasn’t the same person as
before. My sense of right and wrong didn’t feel so simple anymore,
and my integrity had been compromised in a way that had changed me.
Where I had spent most of my life making sense of the things that
confused others, I was no longer interested in what made sense. My
logic was taking a backseat to my emotions, and that hadn’t ever
happened before. Before a few weeks ago, life had made sense; I’d
made sure that my life had made sense.

My hands
tightened around the steering
wheel, whitening bloodlessly.

You can still leave, I reminded
myself. There was nothing stopping me from leaving. There was
nothing stopping me from going home, locking the doors, and not
leaving until I had to show up for work on Monday. I mean, it
wasn’t like I’d been stripped of my ability to make my own choices,
so I could easily go back to doing the right thing, no matter what
I was feeling. Emotions weren’t a green light to do whatever you
wanted, no matter how strongly you felt them. A person might feel
like robbing a convenient store in desperation to feed themselves,
but it was still wrong to rob someone; their feeling of desperation
didn’t make it right. So, no matter what I was feeling, I still
knew the difference between right and wrong, and that made me
responsible for being here right now.

I
let out a shaky breath, wondering why
I couldn’t get my hand to reach out, turn on the ignition, then
leave. How many times had I told people that they could do anything
that they set their minds to? How many times had I preached about
choices? How many times had I praised someone for overcoming their
compulsions? God, how many times had I judged someone for their
weakness, not truly understanding how they could let themselves
become a victim to their emotions?

I was a
hypocrite.

Right here, in
this moment, I was the biggest
hypocrite in the world, and I had no idea how I was going to be
able to look myself in the mirror after this. I had no idea how I
was going to be able to go back to business-as-usual when
everything wasn’t business-as-usual for me anymore.

There was also
how I had to question my own sanity. Never mind being a hypocrite,
what about my mental
wellbeing? What kind of person agreed to something like this? What
kind of person stood in a field of red flags but still kept
walking, losing themselves in the middle of them all? What kind of
person walked towards danger, instead
of running away from it?

If I
were sitting in my office
right now, I’d know the exact answers to all those questions. I’d
know the answers, and I’d deliver them with the confidence of
someone with my years of experience. I was a thirty-nine-year-old
adult with enough understanding of life that I shouldn’t be acting
like a naïve girl that was fresh off the farm.

When a crack
of lightning lit up the sky, my heart skipped when I finally
noticed the dark silhouette standing
a few yards away, hidden in the trees, but not quite. Unconcerned
about the weather, his imposing frame stood eerily still, taking
Mother Nature’s beating, no umbrella or raincoat in
sight.

My hands
tightened even more painfully
around the steering wheel.

It was now or
never.

As my mouth
dried up from anxiousness, I
was going to either start the car and drive away, or I was going to
open the car door and get out.

My lips
quivered as I let out another shaky breath, already very aware of
what I was going to do, though it really wasn’t going to matter in
the long run. No matter what, I was no longer the same person
that I’d been a few weeks ago,
and nothing that I did now would change that.


Chapter 1


Kennedy~

People loved to
complain about their jobs, but no job was worse than any job that
forced you to deal with the public in general. Customer service was
a thankless job, and I was
guilty of sometimes forgetting that those people weren’t paid
nearly as much as they deserved.

Walking out of
my favorite corner café, I hurried out the doors, feeling sorry for
the poor cashier that was dealing with the nightmare that had
been standing behind me in
line. The epitome of rude and entitled, the sourly woman had turned
my quick trip to the café into a horror movie. Granted, she hadn’t
been rude to me, but she’d been rude enough that some of it had
landed too close to my shoes.

Letting out a long sigh,
like a pro, I maneuvered my way down the busy sidewalk, doing my
best to get back to my office before I had to encounter another
rude human being today. Ironically, people weren’t my thing, though
I made a living off them. Or maybe it was just that
rude people weren’t my thing, and it seemed as if
they were everywhere these days. With everyone’s face glued to
their phones, no one ever said excuse me or thank you anymore, and
I really missed those days.

Luckily for
me, my office was only two
blocks away from Lots of Shots, and luckily for me, I only had two
more patients for the remainder of the day. On Fridays, I only took
patients for half the day, then caught up on paperwork for the rest
of the afternoon. Zigzagging through the streets, I cursed my heels
as I hurried to get back in time for my next patient.

At
thirty-nine-years-old, I was in the mental health field, having a
reputation for being a well-respected psychiatrist and
advocate for self-care.
Burnout was a real thing, and I had witnessed it firsthand when I’d
been only seven-years-old. My mother’s sister, Aunt Geraldine, had
crumbled under the pressure of her family’s expectations of her,
and she had ended her life because of it. She’d left behind a
suicide note, telling everyone as much, but not wanting to take any
blame for Aunt Geraldine’s ‘shame’, my mother’s family had refused
to acknowledge her note as the truth.

My mother had
taken it hard, and my father had been a good enough man to drag her
away from those toxic people, and we’d all been better for it. My father, Roger Winters, was
a biological chemist, and my mother, Doreen Winters, was a surgical
doctor, so it wasn’t like they had suffered when cutting off my
mother’s side of the family, so it’d all been for the best. In all
honesty, even if my parents hadn’t had good-paying jobs, my father
still would have gotten us out from under their thumbs. There was
no obligation to remain loyal to toxic family members, something
that I told my patients all the time.

As for my
father’s side of the family,
they were just as snooty as my mother’s people, though without the
bullying. Nevertheless, they were still old money, and my sister,
Ingrid, had made them proud when she had married Harvey Conrad the
Third, then had gone on to give him two perfect children, sending
out the perfect Christmas cards every year.

At forty-two,
Ingrid was three years older than I was, and though we weren’t close, I really did love my
sister. As far as I was concerned, it was neither of our faults
that we weren’t as tight as most siblings. We just had different
interests, and that was okay. Ingrid knew that I loved her and that
I’d always be there for her if she ever called me for
something.

Nevertheless,
even though high-society-living hadn’t been for me,
I’d still gone to college, and I had
chosen psychiatry as my career. Aunt Geraldine’s suicide had left a
profound impact on me, and my parents hadn’t been shy about why we
had stopped associating with my mother’s side of the family. So, as
I’d grown older, I’d done my best to be a good person, and when it
had come time for me to choose a career, helping people had won out
over my other options.

Surprisingly
enough, when my maternal grandparents had finally passed on, we’d
all been shocked to hear how they’d kept our branch of the family in their wills. My
grandfather, Rupert Barca, had passed away first from a stroke,
then my grandmother, Evelyn, had passed shortly after that from
failing health.

While we’d
gone to the funerals, so that my mother could say
her goodbyes and find some closure,
we hadn’t stayed for the reading of my grandmother’s will. Since
she’d still been alive when grandpa had passed, everything had been
willed to her, and it’d been left up to her on what to do with
their estate. With my Aunt Geraldine gone and having not left any
children, the entire estate had been divided evenly between my
mother, my sister, Uncle Norman, Cousin Curtis, and me.

Now, when you
do the math on a nearly eight-billion-dollar estate, even after
inheritance taxes, that had
left my bank account with more commas than I was ever going to know
what to do with. Right now, unmarried and with no children, it was
all going to charity if I outlived my sister and
parents.

That was
another thing about my existence that was uneventful. I had no love life worth
bragging about. Yeah, there’d been a few guys in my past, but I had
continued to get it wrong, leaving me still single. No matter what
type of guy I ended up dating, my job always became our undoing. My
commitment to it had been a problem for most of my ex-boyfriends,
and if it wasn’t my job, then my family money would be the issue
for them. The fragility of the male ego was no flippin’ joke; I
ought to know.

At any rate, I
had no complaints. Other than those new vibrators that needed to be charged versus the
dependable battery-operated ones, I really couldn’t complain about
my life. My job as a psychiatrist guaranteed that my days would
never be boring, and I was even lucky enough to be able to say that
my secretary, Bucky, was also the closest thing that I had to a
best friend, making our work relationship damn-near
perfect.

Bucky Oliver
was thirty-five, taller than me at five-foot-five, curvier than me
with a pinup figure, and the
smartest person that I knew. She had white-blonde hair that she
always wore in a bun, big blue eyes that saw right through you, and
she talked with a twang that shouldn’t be there. She’d grown up in
New York, and as far as I knew, New Yorkers didn’t have twangs.
Nevertheless, Bucky had one, and she wasn’t embarrassed to assault
people with it whenever she wanted to.

Looking at us,
Bucky and I were the complete opposite in looks. I had dark brown
hair with amber-colored eyes, and I was only five-foot-three,
making me two inches shorter than she was. Now, while I wasn’t as busty as Bucky was, I had a
good amount of curves, giving me that hourglass illusion, something
that Ingrid was glad that she hadn’t inherited. Though you could
tell that Ingrid and I were sisters, I had gotten the pounds while
she had gotten the height.

Like Ingrid,
Bucky was very married, and very happy being married. Her husband, Brandon, was an
honest-to-goodness stunt driver, and let her tell it, the man was
also a god in bed. They had two dogs, but no kids because Brandon’s
job was too dangerous. Brandon hadn’t liked the idea of orphaning
his children, and Bucky hadn’t wanted Brandon giving up a job that
he loved and was good at. So, the compromise had been getting the
dogs, Cha Cha and Chi Chi.

“You’re
cutting it close, missy,”
Bucky chided.

I grinned. “Rude
people.”

Bucky grinned back
as she jerked her head towards my office door. “Get in there,
lady.”

Because a lot
of people still felt the stigma of seeing a psychiatrist or counselor or whatever, I gave all my
patients the option to purchase extra time to preserve their
privacy. My sessions lasted exactly sixty minutes, but if they were
overly concerned about their privacy, they could buy an extra
thirty minutes, ensuring that the waiting room would be empty when
they left. All my appointments were thirty minutes apart, and I
never went over, something that most of my patients
appreciated.

I also didn’t
take on new patients unless they were referred to me.
Even without the fear of burnout that
Aunt Geraldine had scared into me, my patients deserved my utmost
attention, so I didn’t take on more patients than I could handle. I
was the last stop for a lot of these people with psychiatry still
being referred to as a quack field of medicine.

Setting my cup
of coffee on my desk, I sat
down, then pulled up my appointment book for next week. Most of my
patients were of the once-a-week variety, but I had five patients
that I saw twice a week, and one that I actually saw three times in
one week. For the most part, I didn’t have many surprises, but that
was a good thing. Surprises in my line of work were never
good.

That had me
eyeing my Monday appointment for my latest referral, and I was
still debating if it’d been a
good idea to take him on. Even though he was a reputed recluse,
everyone in the country knew the name Felix Hawthorne. Supposedly,
he was one of the top fifty riches men in the world, and it was
said that his top team were the only people that worked with him
directly. It was rumored that if you got a face-to-face business
meeting with him, then it was like bragging that you’d been allowed
to touch The Holy Grail. If Felix Hawthorne gave you his time, then
you were considered a god among men, and it was incredible how
fascinated the public was with the man. Granted, it didn’t hurt
that he was gorgeous.

Now, while it
wasn’t my place to judge the people that made appointments with me,
I was curious as to why Felix Hawthorne would need a psychiatrist. Yeah, he’d been referred to
me, but with the type of money that he had, he didn’t need to meet
some random psychiatrist at her downtown office. He could ensure
his privacy by paying the best to meet him at his home or somewhere
more private. He had also paid for two hours, so while I wasn’t as
fascinated with him as the rest of the world was, the reason behind
his appointment had me curious as hell.

On the plus side,
the man could pay his bill.


Chapter 2


Felix~

I sat at my desk, my
four computer screens staring at me with a flurry of activity on
them. My home office was the size of a small lobby, and I had everything that I needed here to
do my job of running Hawthorne Advancements. If I needed to show my
face at the Hawthorne building, then it was because someone had
fucked up majorly, or because something needed to be handled by me
personally, though that didn’t happen often. I employed only the
best, and I paid them extremely well not to fuck up. It was
well-known that if I was forced to show my face at the office
because someone had failed, then that person no longer had a job
afterwards. I didn’t suffer fools gladly, and that’s how I had
become one of the richest men in the world. Hawthorne Advancements
was my whole life, and everyone knew it.

Or, at least, it had
been.

I
glanced over at the only personal
item in my office, and it was a picture of my foster parents,
Joseph and Naomi Hawthorne. The story that’d been told to me was
that my biological parents had been too young and irresponsible to
raise me, so they had put me up for adoption, deciding that I’d
fare better with people better equipped to be parents.

I smirked.

The joke had
been on them, and I’d had my
fair share of damaging rejection before I’d been placed with the
Hawthornes. I’d been just about to turn ten-years-old when they had
taken me in, me being their first foster kid ever. After years of
trying, my parents had finally given up trying to get pregnant, so
they had decided to foster kids with the hope of perhaps adopting a
few. My father had been a tech engineer, and my mother had been a
college professor, and they’d made decent enough money to support a
couple of kids, me being one of them.

One year into their care,
they had announced that they’d wanted to adopt me, and my
ten-year-old heart had almost exploded with the way that hope and
fear had battled each other in that moment. I’d been in the system
long enough to understand what it’d meant to be adopted, and I
could remember feeling the painful hope that had come with their
announcement.

Once the
adoption had become official, they’d gone on to foster a second child. However, after Arrow’s
biological parents had sobered up and had been able to get him
back, Mom had struggled with letting Arrow go back to his parents.
It had broken her heart so badly that Dad had made a deal to only
foster kids that were ready to age out of the system or had no
chance of being reunited with their parents. On the good side,
Arrow’s parents had proven themselves, and Arrow had gone on to
have a good childhood, despite his rocky beginnings.

After I’d
gotten settled with the Hawthornes, and I’d finally had some stability and security in my
life, that’s when things had started to change for me. School had
become easy; too easy. My test scores had started showing signs of
genius, though I still didn’t consider myself to be of that mental
caliber. Yeah, I was smart, but my definition of a genius was
someone that had the ability to change the world, not a man with a
freakish Midas touch.

At any rate, I
had graduated from high school at an early age, then had graduated
from MIT and Yale with four different degrees that hadn’t made a lick of difference when
it’d all been said and done. My mind worked the way that it worked,
even without those four pieces of paper, and I had become a
multi-millionaire by the time that I had turned
twenty-eight.

From
there, I had worked around the clock
to create Hawthorne Advancements, and there wasn’t one person on
the planet that didn’t use some kind of technology that had been
drummed up in my head. I had so many contracts with so many
companies and countries that I had an entire division dedicated to
reviewing those contracts regularly and making sure that Hawthorne
Advancements always got the better end of the deal.

By the time
that I had turned thirty-five, my parents had been able to
retire, and now they ran a
boarding school that only enrolled foster kids. Unfortunately, the
waiting list was longer than we could accommodate, but we did our
best. While Hawthorne Advancements donated to a lot of local
charities, most of our charitable contributions went to programs
for kids. I even had an independent firm that audited the social
services department to make sure that whatever foster kids lived in
this city were taken care of as best as they could be. Sure, we
couldn’t save them all, but as long as we could save some, I could
live with that. In a perfect world, there’d be no such thing as
foster children, but we weren’t living in a perfect world, were we?
No matter what, the Hawthornes had saved my life, and there wasn’t
anything that I wouldn’t do for my parents.

OEBPS/tmp_9f8219cc7d136a55cfb806b09ee6f7ee_ZFtvZY_html_21683da0.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpg
M.E. CLAYTON






