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        This is for two people who took a troubled teen into their home and taught her to trust and love. I often wonder where I would be if the Bernhardt’s hadn’t introduced us. I’m the mother and wife I am today because of you. You taught me family isn’t blood but those that stick by you. I love you, Karen and Clark! I love how you love my girls and husband. I love that even all these years later we are still family.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Grief never ends… But it changes. It’s a passage, not a place to stay. Grief is not a sign of weakness, nor a lack of faith… It is the price of love.”

        AUTHOR UNKNOWN
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      Meghan barrels through the door as I step in, and I close it behind us. My hand lingers on the knob as I look around our little cottage. It’s three bedrooms with a large kitchen and family room combined, and a formal dining room off the kitchen. We've only lived here a year. When we got here we didn't have anything. Now the walls are lined with recent pictures and some old ones the team brought back from their quick trip to London last year. I smile at my new life as I turn to watch my daughter.

      "Go get out of your uniform, sweet girl, then do your chores," I holler to her back as she runs for the kitchen.

      "Can't, Mum. Going to get a snack then head to Dr. Nic's so I can play with Fang and Dane."

      "Meghan, I said something," I yell over the screech of the stool sliding across the floor as she pulls it to the cupboard where the snacks are kept.

      My little six-year-old has become a social butterfly over the last few months. She's always been social, but lately she only wants to spend time with Dane. Maybe it’s a crush. Can't let all her overprotective uncles find out. Every day after school Meghan tries to go to Dane's house to play with his puppy. Although puppy is a relative term for the seven-month-old nearly eighty-pound English mastiff that dwarfs my little girl.

      I want her to socialize, but she also has to learn responsibilities. Over the summer I decided to start her on chores, nothing too big. She only puts the silverware away. I'm not ready for her to become a big girl, but I know she needs to do these things. I want my daughter's life to be different than mine was. At her age I had already been in over eight homes. I shake the memory off as I prepare “the mom” voice. I hate raising my voice at her, but when she doesn’t listen I’m left with no other option.

      "Meghan Jane Anderson, please go get changed now and put the silverware away! Dane has homework, so you'll be getting there by the time he gets done." Dane is eleven and in advanced classes, so he has homework most days.

      She turns toward me, her long red hair is up in a ponytail and swings with the action, smacking her in the face. Her blue eyes zero in on me as if she's sizing me up. Her bottom lip pops out and her eyes sparkle.

      "Mum, I want to go to Dane's, then I'm having a tea party with Grandpa. He said so," she replies in her sweet little voice that usually makes me cave.

      "Sweetie, Grandpa Greg is at the office. And you won't pull the fake tears you use on the guys on me. I need to get back to the office and you need to change out of your uniform, now." I’m in full mom voice mode. I can't give in or she'll walk all over me. She already does it with Grandpa.

      "Okay." She huffs and storms off to her room. I can't help the smile that comes to my face.

      I love how Greg has her call him Grandpa. We have no biological family; the team has become our family. Most of the men here served with my deceased husband, Christopher, and they took my daughter and me under their wings when he died. Duncan, who was best friends with Christopher, is Meghan's godfather. When a crazy man wanted to use us to get Duncan's wife, Maya, to come out of hiding we were brought here to Scotland near Dundee, where Maya owns over two thousand acres of land the compound sits on. I was thankfully able to retain my job as the receptionist for Securities International, the company they all work for, or own.

      I pull my mass of red curls over one shoulder and head to the kitchen to finish Meghan’s snack. The loud shrill of an alarm fills the house, jolting me from my progress. I'm instantly on alert as the sound reverberates through my body. My phone pings in my pocket, and I pull it out to see a text from Timothy.

      Timothy: Rebekah, Duncan is on his way back to you. This isn't an exercise. The compound is under attack. Get Meghan and be ready.

      My skin tingles from fear. Fear I haven't felt in a long time. I turn toward my desk tucked into the corner of the family room and reach under to grab my bag, it's always there and ready for me. The urge to protect and run dominates me, pushing the old me to the surface, but I push back and remember I can't let that me out. The fine hairs along my neck prickle with awareness. I grab the little purse I carried today and throw it into the bag. I'll need both of them if shit gets real.

      "Meghan, we need to go. Uncle Duncan is on his way here." The front door bangs open as the words come out of my mouth, and in walks Duncan, a six-foot-eight-inch muscled mass of anger. His dark hair and blue eyes are flaring with fire. He reaches into the front closet and pulls out two backpacks, one is smaller than the other. I've never touched them after I watched Derek put them in there a few months ago. I’ve never even looked. Derek told me they were go bags for if there was ever a problem. He's always making sure Meghan and I are taken care of. I trust him to protect me like I've never trusted anyone before. Not even as a kid.

      "Let’s go. Maya is waiting at the office. I want you in that jeep in thirty seconds or I'm carrying you both." Duncan’s loud directive causes me to jump, and I can tell he’s worried.

      "Uncle Duncan?" We both turn as Meghan steps into the room with her hands covering her ears. She’s wearing her Princess Aurora dress and holding her new doll from Derek. "What is all that noise? I didn’t do it."

      "Meghan, I told you to change, not get into an outfit. Come on."

      Duncan lifts her up into his arms before I can rush her back to her room to change. He turns and grabs my hand, then drags us both out of the cottage.

      "Come on, princess. That’s an alarm your Aunty Maya set up." His voice is gentle over the loud alarm, but I can still hear the edge of concern.

      Meghan’s eyes widen, and she pierces her cupid bow lips together as he carries her to the open top jeep.

      I look back at my haven. I thought I finally had a home. "Come on, Rebekah, now." He pulls on my hand, propelling me to the passenger side.

      "What’s going on?" I pull my hand from his. I want to ask where Derek is but can't give away how scared I am. He was angry when he left earlier, but not at me.

      Derek and I have grown close since I’ve been here. He’s a widower too, but I know he’s still struggling with his loss. Lately we spend every moment he’s not working together. My heart skips a little beat. Will I see him again? I push the question from my mind, I can't dwell on that now.

      "Meghan, we don't have a booster seat for you in this jeep, just cinch your seatbelt tight, we're going to drive fast. Buckle up, Rebekah."

      "What's going on, Duncan?" I ask again, hoping this time he'll answer me.

      "You'll be briefed when we get to the office." He nods his head to the backseat, indicating he doesn't want to discuss it in front of Meghan. I climb in and buckle up.

      He takes off fast, heading to the center of the compound where the main office is located. When we pull up Greg comes running out and grabs Meghan from the back seat. His six-foot muscular frame doesn't look like he's fifty.

      "Meg, baby, looks like you're going to a party." He chuckles as he carries her into the office.

      "Grandpa, I want a tea party." Meghan pouts.

      "Soon, baby girl. We need to get inside." He turns to Duncan. "Ten minutes out. No comms from Derek and Dani. Raul called and said he's on the ground and heading to Broughty Castle. Owen directed him there, something about a hand off is supposed to be happening, but it's a trap. Mikayla is off compound today, but we've gotten a message to her. She confirmed she took Dani off compound. Joshua is about to come unglued, so you better hurry."

      I hear it all and stop, no communication from Derek. My heart doesn't beat for a while, not him too. I can't lose him too. My mind flashes back to the day I was notified Christopher was never coming home. I feel a hand on my back and look up into Duncan's face. He was there that day. I start to pull away, and I see it in his eyes when he realizes where I'm going. His voice sounds gravelly, but I hear his words over the panic.

      "Come on, Rebekah. It will be okay. We need to head in now." He tries to push me into motion, but I stand my ground.

      "No, we need to find Derek." I shake my head back and forth. I won't lose him too.

      "Rebekah, Timothy is pulling up his tracker now. Come on." The gruffness is gone from his voice. He stares me down, looking at me like I'm a trapped animal.

      I feel trapped. I need to see him for myself. I need to make sure he's okay.

      "Sweetheart, we'll find him." Greg adds as he turns to see me standing there in the open. "Come on, darling."

      "Okay." I follow them through the large glass doors into what is supposed to be our conference room. The table is pushed to the side, and an opening in the floor with steps leading down is visible.

      What is this?

      I'm pushed down the stairs and look around at the large space. There are rooms separated by what appears to be glass walls. Tommy, Isabella, and the other kids are in a room with Renee and Patrice. Greg carries Meghan over that way and gets her settled. I watch as Dane and his dog, Fang, move to her side. I need to keep an eye on her in case I need to run. Greg walks back to where I'm standing on the steps just staring around.

      A shelter was under our office, and from the looks of it we could stay here for a while.

      Leave it to Maya to plan for the apocalypse.

      "Bekah, come on down here. I promise we'll find Derek," Greg calmly says as he steps up and takes my hand. His warmth and the spice scent of his cologne soothe me, and I step closer to him.

      I feel like clinging to him but I'm worried about allowing myself to care too much. Every time I care people are taken from me. I'm just a burden. He and Derek have forced me to care about them so much already.

      Now Derek is missing.

      I've done it again. My bad luck.

      "Rebekah, can you help me?" Timothy calls from a large bank of screens. Video feeds from all over Dundee, the compound, London, Angus, and other places I don't recognize at first glance are displayed. He's been teaching me how to help him with computers.

      I smile at myself, and walk past the rest of the residents of the compound. With something to do I feel a bit better.

      "Okay, what can I do?" I ask as I take a seat at a second set of computers and keyboards. The two banks take up a whole wall with all the monitors. I can feel the cool breeze of air on the computer equipment. My body trembles from the chill. I put my backpack on the floor at my feet as Duncan walks over and drops the other two backpacks.

      "Can you pull up the security footage for the compound to those monitors?" He points, and I nod. This is something he's recently taught me, so I act like I'm fumbling for a moment as I put all the feeds on the requested monitors. I'm certain I know more about computers than Timothy, but I can't let him know that. If I'm caught doing this I can face punishment, but these are my friends. I turn to see him smiling at me as he continues to search for Derek and Dani. His support has always been calming for me. He doesn't spend as much time with Meghan and me as the others do, but when he does we are his complete focus. He won't talk to me about what happened with Christopher, none of the guys will. I only know he died on a mission, nothing else. I want to know more, but the cause of his death is still classified.

      "Has Carter noticed anything at the gate?" Joshua asks as he steps up behind us, shaking me from my thoughts.

      "No." Timothy continues working on his searches and I'm seriously contemplating moving him aside so I can work faster. I type much faster and I can focus more of the search with a few adjustments. After a moment he ends my worry. "I have them, no communication. They are at Broughty Castle, just like Owen said. They're heading around to the back," Timothy says, and the monitors display a delayed, grainy feed. I can barely make them out. "I can't sharpen the image or get his com-link to work. He might not be wearing it." As he's saying this I feel the slight tremor as the ceiling above us closes us in. I look up and watch it close, the feeling of claustrophobia starts to takeover. I've never liked closed in spaces, not since I was a kid and was punished by being put into a broom closet.

      Joshua is watching the monitors, so I turn back to see what he's seeing. I can barely make out other cameras in the area. If I can boost them we could see if Derek's ear bud is in. Dani's mouth is moving, and I can see her body tighten in anger. We lose them in the shadows of the massive structure as they round a corner.

      "I lost them," Timothy says, and tries again to get them on the feeds.

      My palms start to itch, and I feel the helplessness of defeat. Timothy stands in a show of frustration and paces in front of the monitors. I know he's running through his mental checklist to try to figure out what he missed or what he can do. I know a way, but am I willing to do it? Am I willing to expose myself? Expose the real me to these people after all these years? Risk mine and Meghan's lives?

      The monitors flicker slightly with movement from a third figure stepping out of the shadows with what looks like a gun.

      I don't think, I just react. I slide my chair over to the bank Timothy just stood from, pushing his chair out of the way. I begin the process I've known for years. The programs I developed through the years. I hack the security office of the castle, then hack the Wi-Fi signals, the cameras all around the castle, and finally I amp the signal with a hack into the mainframes systems. I boost the resolution of the cameras and focus as many as I can on the scene. I notice Derek's comm-link in his ear. Using the castle's own system, I boost the amps and a crackle sounds across the speakers throughout the room.

      I finally hear his voice and start to calm, not even the hush from behind me stops me from my mission. I fine-tune the resolution on the camera focused directly on the side of the castle and wait for the images to appear. I utilize all the years of experience I have, and I'm even able to hack the emergency response system in case it's needed. I'm waiting for the next move I need to make.

      "Dani, we need to get back now and work on a plan with the team. We can't do this alone." His voice is projected around the room.

      "He emailed me and said if I didn't come here he was going to kill Raul. I told you I won't have my child grow up without both its parents. Please, Derek, ten more minutes," Dani begs.

      "I knew you would come if I threatened him. Your father thought he could protect you, but he was wrong. I sent him on a wild goose chase. Now, call Maya and tell her to come here or you will both die." All the voices are coming across the speakers in the room. The silence behind me continues and now I'm beginning to worry.

      "You're Sir?" Dani exclaims.

      "What are you doing here? You can't be Sir! Maya trusted you." Derek's voice is full of doubt.

      "I want Maya now, Derek, or I'll kill her cousin, just like I killed all those others. She's mine and has been since before she was born. It's fate. I will have her." He’s delusional.

      Derek shifts around and gets closer to Dani.

      "Where is my husband?" Dani yells, and the man with the gun steps out of the shadows more. Sunlight flashes on him and I can make out brown hair that is combed back from his face.

      "Oh my God, Marcus is Sir!" Maya says from behind me. I don't turn from the train wreck that's about to happen on the screen. Movement on another monitor catches my attention as an individual sneaks up on them. I know my hacks won't allow me to communicate with Derek. But I have to do something. How can I help him? I pull up the emergency response system I hacked and type in a message about shots fired at Broughty castle. The police will be on the way.

      "Someone is sneaking up, find out who it is now, and someone figure out a way to talk to them," Joshua orders.

      Timothy sits at the bank of computers I was at and watches the compound and me. I don't turn to see what he's doing, I need to keep my focus on what I'm doing. I fine-tune the camera the last little bit I can as we see the individual, another man I don't know, step out. This one has lighter brown hair with sprinkles of gray.

      "That's enough, you won't hurt them. Tell her you tricked her," the stranger says.

      "Oh, Owen, always in the right place at the wrong time," Marcus says, lifting his gun.

      The bullet fires out of the gun, and I watch in horror as Derek dives in front of Dani and takes the bullet in his chest. My worst fears are played out in front of me. In the background Maya is yelling and Greg is on his phone trying to get a signal to leave the room. I know it won't happen, with Timothy's skills and Maya's money they would make sure this area was a complete free-zone. No tracking equipment or cellular allowed unless they want it. I continue to watch as Derek's body collides with Dani’s and knocks her to the ground.

      I block out the noises behind me and continue my hack into the emergency response system. The cameras and audio are focused as tightly as I can get them; my fingers fly across the keyboard. I'm not thinking clearly, I'm not covering my steps right now. I hack into Timothy's gear and find the signal blockers for the panic room and shut them down.

      Owen fires his gun at Marcus as Dani lifts a gun and shoots at him too. She crawls to Derek and pulls him to her as more gunshots are fired. Each bullet is a loud explosion in the room around us. It's like watching a 3-D movie. My eyes focus on the blood pooling around them. In the background we watch Marcus fall to the ground.

      "Oh God, Derek, where is your vest? Why wouldn't you wear it?" Dani asks.

      I know where his vest is. He took it off and left it on my counter.

      "I left it when you called and said it was urgent. Can you do me a favor?" His voice is raspy sounding. His chest rattling with each breath.

      "Anything, Derek…anything. Just be okay. Oh God, please be okay. I'm so sorry. Daddy, help him, please," she begs the man named Owen. He must be her father, the Protector. So much for protecting. Derek is hurt.

      "I’m trying, baby, but he must have placed a signal blocker around here." Her father kneels down as Derek reaches for Dani’s hand.

      "Tell her…I-I ch-chose her. I wouldn't ha-have kissed her like th-that if I had-hadn't already made my m-mind up. I wanted her and Meghan. Tel-tell her I'm s-s-sorry, I wanted to keep myself safe for her, but I couldn't wa-watch another woman and ch-child die in front of me. Tell her I…" He stops talking as he loses consciousness.

      No! He won't leave me like that. Not him too. I push the last of my restraint aside and say fuck it. I pull my cell phone from my pocket and noticing it has a signal, I dial directly into a dispatcher whose system I've hacked into. Setting my phone on the desk in front of me, I hack into the hospital on another screen.

      "No, Derek, you tell her. Wake up, Derek. I'm sorry. Wake up!" she screams at him.

      "Emergency Services. How can I help you?" I watch as Dani clutches him to her chest, begging him not to leave me like this. Raul tries lifting her into his arms and she screams in pain, a pool of blood forming at her feet.

      "Mi amor, what is it?" Raul yells.

      "It hurts…" She’s clutching her stomach as she collapses.

      In the distance Marcus is up and hobbling off to a waiting boat in the water.

      "Emergency Services. Are you there?" the voice repeats.

      I push aside the years of living in London and drop back into my real accent. The Cajun mixed with the Creole of New Orleans slips through. "GSW to the chest and a woman in pre-term labor backside of Broughty Castle." So many years of hiding myself. So many years of faking my voice and accent all melt away. I should cover myself here. My voice was recorded, is known. Several people from my past will find me from this call if I'm not careful, but I don't think. I just speak the words that come from my racing heart. Wait. My racing heart? I do care. I do want him too. I want it all. I can finally have it if he survives this. He has to survive.

      Again, not paying attention to the people watching me, I contact the hospital. I’m determined to save the man I love. "GSW to the chest and a thirty-seven-week pregnant woman inbound. Need trauma and medical personnel standing by. Private physicians will be on location shortly for both patients. Plasma and blood products for both A positive and AB negative need to be on hand." I pulled up both their medical records that Dr. Jen and Dr. Nic have on file for the blood types. I can feel the people behind me shuffle around. The people that should have known me and are probably looking at me with mistrust.

      Raul pulls Dani out from under Derek and Owen lies him flat. A young Hispanic man who looks a lot like Raul begins chest compressions as the police pull up. Minutes later we watch as ambulances pull up. I watch as medics start CPR on Derek.

      "Single helicopter is inbound, will be in our air space in five seconds, Bossman," Timothy says as he watches the monitors. Maya reaches over and hits a couple switches.

      "Bloody hell, Maya, what's that?" Joshua questions her.

      "Don't worry, they won't know, and there'll be no evidence of what's about to happen." Maya shrugs as what appears to be a missile flies up and hits the helicopter, blowing it up.

      I back out of all the programs, trying to cover what I can and leaving a little bot that will lock Timothy's and the other system for a few hours. All phone lines, Internet, and other mobile devices won't have a signal or work for a while either. Enough time for me and Meghan to escape if need be. What will these people expect of me now? Will they trust me?

      "Rebekah, what did you do? Where did you learn…" Joshua turns on me. The set of his shoulders lets me know what I already knew. I'm now not to be trusted.

      "I…" I try to start but the words won't come out. I continue to cover my tracks as best as I can. I activate a backdoor I installed on Timothy's gear months ago. It was only meant for a rainy day, just in case. Looks like thunder is rolling in.

      "No more bogeys, Bossman." Timothy interrupts.

      "We need to get to the hospital, now," Maya yells. "Question her later, we need to get to Derek." She's in motion and heading for the stairs.

      Everyone turns as the ceiling opens, and most exit the building and take off for vehicles. I pause and spot Meghan as I grab my backpack off the floor beside me. I only hesitate for a moment before I grab the other two backpacks and head up, but it's long enough I'm separated from Meghan. I need to figure out my next steps. Joshua watches me closely as my cell phone rings in my pocket. I slip it out to see unknown number on the screen. My blood freezes. I want to ignore it, but I can't. I'll just make things worse. How did they find this number already? Fuck! I used my personal cell to call emergency services.

      "Hello?" I know who it is, and I can't show fear. My years of training come again. The old me is pushing her way through. She wants to be heard and seen. After over twelve years it’s like I have multiple personalities. The old confident hacker me, and the new quiet reserved me. The battle is about to begin and right now I know who I want in charge.

      "You can cover your tracks all you want but you can't cover your keystroke pattern. You broke the rules. You have thirty-six hours to turn yourself in. You know where my London office is. Oh, JazD, I've got you now." He hangs up.

      Joshua is still watching me closely as I hang up.

      "Who was that?"

      "It was the school, they have a field trip tomorrow." The lie rolls off my tongue. Now I will have to run. No waiting. No finally having a family. Nothing again. It's just Meghan and me.

      "Why did you take that call now?" He stares in my eyes. I stare right back.

      "Because I recognized the phone number." I don't flinch under his stare. I've watched him use that stare to get information out of people before, but I'm conditioned stronger than he knows. I've spent years studying each member, but I have never let them know me. The real me. I have the upper hand here. His eyes cloud with concern. He knows I'm not going to give him anything more now. I can't help it, the old me wants to play, so I egg him on a little more. I don't break eye contact, just keep looking at him, then I slowly lift my eyebrow in question. It's what he's done to others. It's also a tool I learned to use years ago. I'll never flinch under pressure. When you've lived in foster care as long as I did, you know. When you've gone through what I have, you learn. I never trusted anyone until Christopher, and now I have to take back the little bit of trust I had in them. A trust I was giving to Derek as I was slowly losing myself in all that was him.

      "Okay," he says, shaken from the fact he couldn't break me. I hated doing it, but it's better they hate me and let me leave than still be concerned and try to come after us when we leave.
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      I ride with Joshua, Ana, Maya, Duncan, and Greg, and no one says anything to me. When we arrive at the hospital we're led to a private waiting room. The rest of the family comes in after us, and Meghan runs to me. I need to get away, but I want to check on Derek first. I look at my watch and do the math. I know the constable won't give me the full time he stated. He can't afford to lose me again, he wants what I know and have.

      Jen and Nicole push through the doors and go to help. Jen will help with Dani because she's a special baby doctor, and Nicole was a trauma surgeon, she'll assist with Derek's care.

      Raul disentangles from his parents and strides to me. He stands in front of me covered in blood, some of which I know is Derek’s, and shifts from foot to foot. He clears his throat, but I don’t give him a chance to speak. I know what he's going to say. I wrap my arms around him and talk into his chest. “I heard it all. I choose him too. I'm not mad at her. I'm so sorry she's hurt." I choke the words out. I've tried to keep my tears at bay or they'll overpower me. I swallow and run binary codes through my head to keep from thinking of the pain in my heart.

      Raul rejoins the others, and it’s not long before he’s pacing the room with Maya at his side.

      Two hours after we arrive a nurse finally steps out.

      "Mr. Lopez?" she says to the room.

      "That’s me." Raul rushes to her and we all stand in the hope she has news for all of us.

      "Come with me."

      It’s another thirty minutes of waiting before Jen appears. Her husband, Ian, steps close to her. Their just over a month-old baby is in his arms. I heard him say he was going to send his parents back to the compound with the baby and their toddler. But I understand right now everyone wants to be holding onto those they love. I wish I could.

      "Dani is in recovery and they have a healthy little boy," Jen tells the room.

      That’s two down. Come on, please let the doors open with Nicole or the surgeon for Derek next.

      "Excuse me, can I ask you a question?" I look up to see Wesley standing over me.

      "I can't focus right now. Please give me a moment." I'm worried that Joshua sent him to question me, but why him? He's one of the newest members of the team. As I'm looking at him, he cocks his eyebrow and I'm flashed back in time to another man. He was only slightly taller than Wesley's six-foot-one-inch. I shake myself from the memory and lean back and close my eyes, hoping he'll get the hint and walk away. His dark blond hair is in a long beachy style that curls at his collar. I know he just got out of the military, so he must be growing it out.

      The air shifts around me and I open my eyes. Wesley is sitting next to me with his son's car seat on the floor in front of us so Meghan can play with the baby.

      "I think I know who you are?" he whispers, and it takes everything in me not to whip my head around to ask him what he means.

      The doors swing open again and I hold my breath, until I see a nurse with an infant bed and Raul with a baby in his arms step out. Wesley is distracted and I'm glad for the reprieve.

      I watch as Raul struggles to get words out.

      "Oh my God, look at his beautiful eyes. I hope they stay that color," his mom exclaims.

      "Me too," he manages to say. "Rebekah, come here please." I walk to him, glad again for the chance to get away from the questions. "I would like to introduce you to Christophe Derek Owen Lopez, if you're okay with it," Raul says in a thick voice.

      Tears brim my eyes, blinding me for a moment. I push the tears away again. I can't lose it here.

      "Oh, Raul. I love it. He…he would have been honored, and so will Derek." My voice sounds froggy and gruff, and the baby tips his head my way and I see the eyes Raul’s mom was exclaiming over.

      "Thank you." He leans over and kisses my cheek as Meghan demands to see the baby.

      "I must look, Uncle Raul, please," she says from beside me.

      He kneels down so she can see him, and she gently takes a hold of one of Christophe's hands.

      "He's little," she says in awe.

      "Well actually he's a big boy. The nurse said if he had gone to full term he would have been over four and a half kilograms, do you know how many pounds that is?" He questions her.

      "Ten pounds, Uncle Raul," she says in her know-it-all voice.

      "That's right, kiddo. Okay, we are going to head up to the maternity floor with Aunt Dani. Come on up after you hear about Derek," he says to Joshua, who nods.

      Joshua hasn't tried to question me, but I sense him watching me. I’m sure he knows I'm preparing to flee. My heart skips a beat. For the last six years these men have been a part of mine and Meghan's life. They're the closest to a family I've ever had. Derek has been there for just a year. I'll miss them all. I again run code through my head to distract from the pain and tears. I look up to see Dr. Mason watching me, along with others. They don't trust me anymore. They don't know me and it's my fault because I kept my secrets.

      Not even minutes after Raul leaves a doctor walks in with Nicole following.

      "Family for Derek Williams." We all stand and walk over to the physician.

      "That's us," Greg says as he grabs mine and Maya's hands, Meghan clings to his leg.

      Nicole pulls the surgical cap from her head in exhaustion and my gut clenches.

      "Mr. Williams, my name is Dr. Jamison, I'm the thoracic surgeon on staff here. Your son sustained a single penetrating chest wall injury to his right side. Few inches more to the right and I understand Mrs. Lopez would have been hit, a few inches to the left and we might not be having this conversation. He's sustained some rib fractures, of which we had to repair with mesh due to the high velocity impact. His right lung was compromised, and we had to insert a chest tube to keep fluid out of it after we repaired it. He'll also have to go through a lot of physical therapy to repair the damage to the pectoral muscle and shoulder. He survived the surgery and is in a medically induced coma to help him heal. The prompt attention at the scene and the hospital being prepared saved his life. We did lose him a couple times but were able to bring him back quickly, I don't see any reason for a neurological consult currently. You can see him but only a couple people at a time, please. Our hope is that he'll make a full recovery, but it will take some time. We'll keep him in the coma for several days as his body repairs." He shakes Greg's hand and gives us a reassuring nod.

      I'm so glad I got the ambulance there when I did. I would do it all again.

      "Greg, how about you and Maya go first, I'll go after you." I need to get away as soon as possible, but I need to see him with my own eyes.

      "Are you sure? We can all go together."

      "He said only a couple at a time, and I need to reassure Meghan before she sees him."

      "Okay, darling. Let's go, Maya." He takes her hand and they walk off down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      I take Meghan and walk into the restroom, not leaving our backpacks behind. Opening the first, I notice a change of clothes in my size, tennis shoes, several bundles of cash, a gun with loaded magazine, a burner phone, and notebook with everyone’s contact information and safe house addresses around the England, Scotland, and Ireland areas. Upon further inspection I find a tracker sewn into the lining. I remove and transfer everything to my bag. The second backpack has a change of clothes and shoes in Meghan’s size, and everything as the first one minus the gun. Again, I pull out everything and put it into my now overflowing bag. I slip my cell phone out of my pocket and remove the battery, then drop the phone into the trash, knowing they will find it after I’m gone. They need it to start the process of unraveling the secrets of my past. Looking around the bathroom, I notice the ceiling is made with tiles that I can move. I lock the door and lift myself onto the counter after I remove my heels. Pushing a tile aside, I slip both empty backpacks into the opening, then replace the tile to hide them. Meghan is watching me, and I can see the questions in her eyes.

      "Okay, little sweetie." I jump down and slip my shoes back on, then lift her onto the counter. "You know that Derek was hurt. He’s asleep and will only wake up with the doctor's help. He was hurt really bad but will get better, so please don't worry. I want you to give him big kisses and tell him whatever you want, but he won't respond back to you, okay? I also need you to not tell anyone about the surprise I hid in the ceiling." I point to where I hid the bags.

      "Can I lie down with him, Mum?"

      "No, sweetie, he has lots of tubes and machines attached to him. These will help the doctors keep a watch on him and make him comfortable with medicines. You'll only be able to touch his hand. I'll lift you up to kiss his cheek, okay? After that we are going to go back to the compound so you can get ready for bed, you have school tomorrow." I set her back on the floor and unlock the door.

      "Mum, I want to stay here with Grandpa."

      "Sweetie, I need you to listen to Mommy, okay?"

      "Okay, Mum."

      My brave little girl is going to be upset when she finds out we are leaving for good. I help her wash her hands and decide to wait to answer her questions until after we get out of here. There are too many variables, too much can interfere right now, and I need to control the situation. With the money Derek stashed for us I won't have to dip into my little savings. But I must get to London where my supplies are. I look at myself in the mirror. I'll wait to change into the spare clothes, especially the tennis shoes. My five-foot-eleven-inch frame is willowy and I don't have to wear heels but I like to give myself every advantage. The spare clothes included a hoodie for each of us. I'll be able to keep Meghan warm.

      "Rebekah, they're ready for you," Ana says as she steps into the restroom. I'm glad I unlocked the door.

      I look at myself in the mirror again and briefly wonder if they would help me if I told them what was going on. I’m so used to taking care of myself that I let that thought go. The old me doesn’t trust anyone but myself. I see the old me coming to the surface, and square my shoulders, I thought I’d never be her again.

      Walking into Derek’s room, I hold onto Meghan's hand tightly. I could have lost him. I remember this morning after we took Meghan to school, when he came back to the cottage with me.

      We sat in my little garden for a small lunch and just relaxed, not talking about anything important. It's always been comfortable to be around each other. We never had to force our conversations. There was never that awkwardness some couples have. We've always enjoyed each other's company. When I went inside to do the dishes, he followed me. I felt him close to my back before he turned me and looked down into my eyes.

      "Bekah, I'm going to kiss you now," he says as his head drops, and he kisses me. At my height he doesn't have to lean down much with him being six-foot-one-inch. His lips brush mine gently, then move over them in a dance that he and I slide into. My stomach flutters as my hands slip into his dark blond hair. It's in a high and tight style that he gels into a little faux-hawk. He slips his hands around my neck and into my long hair to hold me close. The pull and burn cause me to rub my legs together slightly to relieve the pressure. He pulls back and looks into my eyes again, and groans as he takes my lips in a bruising, passionate kiss. This time I open, and as soon as our tongues touch we both groan. The fire in my blood pulls me under and into his trance. His hands rub down my sides to my hips, and he lifts the tight skirt of my dress as he sits me on the table. We're now both at the same height and he pushes between my legs, pushing the skirt up further as I wrap my legs around his hips. The pressure of his cock through his jeans against my sensitive core through the silk of my panties has me moving against him. One of his hands again wraps around my neck to pull me closer, his other presses my lower back, pulling me in tighter. The tingles I had felt before whenever he touched me explode as he claims my mouth over and over. Our tongues slide against each other. He pulls back and nips my bottom lip, sucking it into his mouth as we both groan. He pushes away and pulls off his shirt, popping buttons in his haste. Ripping the Velcro on his bulletproof vest, he slips it off, leaving him in just a snug T-shirt. I can make out his nipple piercing and lean forward and flick it with my fingers through his shirt. He groans and his eyes widen in shock.

      "What the hell?" He groans again.

      "Haven't you had anyone play with your piercing?" I smile like a Cheshire cat.

      "No. How did you know?"

      I reach behind me to the zipper of my dress and slide it down, letting the top fall around my waist. The push-up demi bra barely covers my nipples. Pulling one down, I show him my piercing. The tiny barbell with opal stones against my pale skin stands out. He groans again and leans forward, his tongue flicking it, and it’s like a live wire to my clit. I moan and almost come from the contact.

      "It’s so much better having you play with them than when I do it." I sigh.

      "Fuck, baby." He pulls the other cup of my bra down, exposing the other piercing. "I'm going to love these." He flicks it as he pushes me back onto the table. His eyes feast on me. He leans in to capture my lips as he presses his erection against my core, causing little sparks to erupt behind my eyes. He pulls me impossibly closer to him as I grind myself against him, trying to find that release my body demands. Bells sound in my head and I can't believe this kiss is that magical, until he pulls away with a groan and pulls out his phone. His eyes never leave mine as he answers, his other hand still wrapped around my neck as if I'm going to run.

      "Yeah…Dani, hold on… What do you mean… Fuck! I'm on my way." His expression is clouded with worry as he hangs up the phone and looks me in the eye. His hazel eyes are green with desire. "I need to go, but we'll discuss this later." He kisses me again, and it’s over too soon.

      I sat on that table for a long time thinking of his lips and what I wanted from him. I smiled as I picked up his button-down shirt and vest to leave by the door, then walked to my bathroom to take a cold shower.

      Now we won't discuss that kiss and I won't get to see him anymore.

      I'm shaken from my thoughts as Meghan pulls on my hand, pulling me closer to him. His chest is covered in bandages, there’s a tube coming out of the side of it, and the sheet is resting right above his hips. I see the start of the gun tattoos he and I talked about. He has several other tattoos on his body as well. How can an unconscious man turn me on? I'm sick in the head. I shake my head and lift Meghan up so she can kiss his cheek. His heart rate jumps as soon as her lips touch his skin.

      "I love you, Derek. You promised me you would always come home to me. I wanted you to be my new daddy. You need to wake up. I'm going to give you butterfly kisses to make you better," she says to him, and I almost drop her from that statement. "I'm going to go home soon but I'll be back after school tomorrow."

      I set her in the chair as I look at his face closely. His eyes are taped shut but I can see them fluttering beneath the lids, and he has a tube coming out of his mouth where oxygen is going directly into his lungs. I lean forward and carefully kiss his cheek as I take his hand in mine, again the monitors register the fluctuation of his heart rate.

      "Derek, you were my choice too. I'm so sorry but I need to leave you now. Please get better and be safe," I whisper to him and kiss him again as tears run down my face. I've only ever cried twice that I know of. Once when I was eleven, then again when Christopher died. I know this is going to be a jag like never before, so I try to lock down the emotions as I feel Derek's hand squeeze mine. How can he do that in his coma? My heart rips to pieces and I lean over him again. "Please let me go, I need to protect you and Meghan. I love you, Derek, like I've never loved anyone before and never will. Please get better and be strong. Don't come looking for us." I kiss him a final time, my tears falling on his face as I pull away from him.

      "Mum, are you okay? Is Derek going to be okay?" Meghan asks with worry in her voice as she stands next to me.

      "Yes, sweetie, come on, we need to go my princess."

      We walk into the hall and I spot the nearest exit.

      "You never explained how you did that," Greg says from behind me, stopping me from making a run for it. I turn to see him and Joshua heading toward me. "Oh, sweet girl, you saved his life. Thank you! He’ll be okay, don't cry," he says as he takes me into his arms. I want to let the tears go but I can't. I don't have time for that luxury.

      "I know, I'm just tired. I need to take Meghan back to the compound so she can get ready for bed. I'll just have one of the drivers take me," I say as I step back.

      "I think we should talk now," Joshua interjects.

      "Please, I'm worried about him right now," I beg, hoping that will work.

      "Don't you want to stay here by his side if you're so worried?" Joshua questions. I know he doesn't mean to sound angry and accusatory. I was the one who put this doubt in his head.

      "I would but I have to think of Meghan…" My heart is breaking for so many reasons right now. The man I love is in a bed hurt, and the people that I thought were my family are hurt by me.

      "Joshua, how about you and I take our time with Derek," Ana says from behind the men. He turns to her and nods, then escorts her into Derek’s room.

      I need to distract Greg. Joshua isn't going to give me another chance to escape.

      "Greg, can you please see if Meghan left her princess dolly in the waiting room?" I ask, and hope my little girl doesn't give away where it’s really located. I squeeze my bag close to me so he can't see it.

      "Okay, sweetie, I'll be right back." He turns to leave; I hate that I had to lie to him.

      I turn and pick up Meghan and make a break for the exit door. I pause on the main floor to leave a message at the information desk, then head to the chapel, where we hide for a bit just in case Joshua sends someone to the curb. I wait around for about ten minutes with Meghan sitting next to me as I bow my head and say a silent prayer. We finally make our way to an exit and through the first set of doors when an overhead page causes me to stumble.

      "Rapid response. ICU. Room twelve. Rapid response. ICU. Room twelve."

      I fight every urge to turn around and make sure he's okay. I need to do this. I can't delay anymore; they're already looking for me. He’ll be okay.

      I hail a cab at the curb, and look at my watch. I won’t be able to shop until we get to London.

      "Dundee train station, please."

      "Oi' ma'am."

      The ride only takes us a few minutes, but I know Timothy will be able to track me, and if he can, so can Constable Klein. I need to get away as fast as I can. We rush into the station and only have thirty minutes until the next train departs. I buy our tickets and get Meghan settled in our sleeper, and pray we can make it out of Dundee before anyone figures out we've taken off.

      DEREK

      Everything looks fuzzy as I look around the room. Rubbing my eyes, I try to get them to focus, but it doesn't help. I'm lying in Meghan's room, her sheet tent my dad made for her is over my head. My Little Red has her grandpa wrapped around her little finger. The multicolored stars hanging down over my head remind me of all the days we’ve played in here. I turn my head hoping to see her, but all I find is emptiness around me. I stand and step out of the tent. Her night-light is on in the corner, but the rest of the room is dark.

      Turning around the room again, I see a woman standing at the door with her back to me. She's in a white gown, and as she turns, I see her blossoming belly. Her heart-shaped face and long, black hair cause my breath to catch. Her deep brown eyes twinkle with the smile on her face. A smile that I used to dream about.

      "Lisa?"

      "Hello, stranger." She walks to me, and stops in front of me. She doesn't reach for me, just stands there smiling at me. After a moment she shakes her head.

      "What? What are you doing here?" I look around the room in confusion. I can hear Bekah singing Meghan’s bedtime song, but I don’t see her. Oh God. I got shot! I grab at my chest, but nothing. I look for the bullet wound, the pain, something. Please, no. I promised. "I'm not dead. I don't want to die. I want to live," I beg.

      "Derek, you brought me here. Why?"

      "I don't know." I try to reach for her, but she steps back and my fingers float through mist. "Did you hear her voice?"

      "Yes."

      Bekah’s voice surrounds me again, telling me she loves me, and she has to leave me. No. Not again. I can’t lose her too. "I wasn't strong enough to save you."

      "Derek, you were the love of my life. But you shouldn't be here. Why did you call me here?

      I realize why I'm here and what I need to do.

      "Lisa, I loved you but…"

      "I know, Derek, you need to go back to them. They need you. The love of your life just walked out the door and is in grave danger."

      "Lisa, I'm sorry." I choke on the words that I couldn't tell her.

      "Stop it, Derek. Stop blaming yourself for something neither of us could control. We're here for a reason." Her hand flutters down to her belly that holds my son.

      "I don't want to die. I want to live. I want Bekah and Meghan."

      "Then go back to them."

      "I don't know how. Help me, please."

      "Always remember we're right here. But now isn't your time."

      She reaches out and touches my chest, and it's like receiving a shock of electricity, my body jolts.

      "You can't call me again. Go be happy."

      She touches me again and this time I feel like I was struck by lightning. My body hurts everywhere and there are various ringing sounds going off around me.

      I look at Lisa; she's fading away.

      "Thank you, Lisa. I'll never forget you."

      "Live your life, Derek."

      I feel something warm in my arm and I try to look down at it, but my body isn't moving like it should. I fall into an abyss of nothing. No pain. No Lisa. No Little Red. No Bekah telling me she loves me.
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