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CHAPTER 1

 


As Vic Stonewarden stood under the hot flow
of water in his apartment's shower, his mind was active. In three
hours, he would be doing yet another job for his family. Since he'd
turned nineteen, he'd been well trained and had gained exceptional
experience in high-caliber jewelry theft. That was his family
legacy. Stonewarden ancestors had been trusted to be wardens of
gems. Over time, the literal interpretation of that had changed.
Nobody in his current family dynamic had ever guarded jewels. What
they did instead was take them. Take them, process them to sell in
different forms, and then use the money gained from the sale to
help others in need. It sounded romantic and good, robbing from the
rich and giving to the poor. He knew the law would never see it
that way.

The job they were about to do wasn't
anywhere near the caliber of many they'd done before. It was only a
small jewelry shop, and the gems were less well known than some
that the Stonewardens had gathered over the years. What set the job
apart for Vic was that it would be the first time that he'd run a
job. It was long overdue, and he was ready for it, but it seemed
like a very long time since he'd expected his father, Mitchell, to
hand over control of the family business. There was still a long
way to go before that happened completely, but the process had
begun. It was what Vic had wanted for years. Now that he was about
to do the first job without his father right beside him and his
brothers, he began to feel overwhelmed. Was he ready? Was he in the
right place to make sure everything went as smoothly as it should?
Was he confident enough to be able to ensure it could all go to
plan?

Things not going to plan wasn't something
that would be new if it happened. There had been plenty of jobs
that Vic had worked on, when things had either been a little bit
too close in them getting caught, or so wrong in how it felt that
they'd canceled and walked away rather than risk something going
wrong. He knew that those scenarios were perfectly acceptable. No
gems were worth risking the lives of family members for, no matter
what.

The lives of his family - that was what
drove him on in his nervousness in the lead up to the current job.
By taking the lead, he'd effectively be taking responsibility not
only for his own life, but also those of his younger brothers -
James, Regan, Max, and Fitz. The skills they all had in heists was
something to be confident about. They'd all been trained well by
their father, Mitchell, whose military background had provided him
with the appreciation for precision and worst-case scenario
planning that worked well on the jobs. The Stonewarden sons had
learned from the best, but could they really pull off such a job
without Mitchell being right there with them while it happened?

In a moment of uncertainty, Vic moaned out
loud. Was he doing the right thing? Was he sure he was ready? He
had to take time to concentrate and get his head in the right
space. Not doing so could surely contribute to disaster.

When he'd turned off the
shower and stepped out to towel off, he took some time to wipe the
bathroom mirror and then stand still, looking at himself. What he
was going to be responsible for was something that he'd desired for
years. He knew he had the maturity to guide his brothers in each of
their roles. He knew he had the patience and the intelligence to
assess if something about their plan wasn't sound. He knew he had
years of training from his father. The unknown that hadn't yet been
tested was whether Vic truly was
all of those things when under the added pressure
of being in charge.

"Babe, are you okay? It's already six," he
heard his long-time partner, Hayley, call out to him.

Hearing her voice, Vic was forced to
consider that if anything went wrong on the job, he and his
brothers weren't the only ones who'd be affected. Hayley had been
in his life for a decade. Over that time, she'd accepted the
initial randomness of when Vic had to disappear for nights at a
time to prepare for a job that his father would have been running.
Hayley had never asked where Vic went, or what he did. Vic knew he
possibly could have gone on forever, not sharing any information
about his family life with her. When they'd passed the five-year
mark, he'd known it was only right to inform her about who he truly
was. She'd had responsibilities herself. He'd expected and accepted
that she might walk away upon hearing his news. To his relief, she
hadn't.

"Thanks," he called back to her as he
continued to look at the man in the mirror. He was having doubts,
and he knew that had to stop. There was no room in what they did as
a family, for nervousness or doubt. If the job didn't feel good, it
was better to walk away. "You got this," he said quietly to his
reflection. "You want it, and you got it."

After breathing in deeply to shift his mood
and his thoughts, he opened the bathroom door.

"I was considering coming in to see if you
were okay," Hayley said suggestively as she ran a finger down over
his chest and belly.

Vic grinned at her before nudging her up
against the hallway wall and kissing her passionately. When he was
in his regular nine to five job, and when he was around his family,
there was little that truly made him happy. When he was in the
presence of the woman he loved, it was easy to smile.

"You can't be late," Hayley said as she felt
him pull back. "But rest assured, lover - I'll be getting more of
those kisses later!"

"Oh, yes you will," Vic said, continuing to
smile as he made his way to the bedroom to dress.

He moved swiftly in putting on the clothing
that wouldn't be too noticeable if he was seen around the area of
the jewelry shop. Into a bag went other clothing for afterward. As
a family, they had their routines and methods of getting in,
getting what they wanted, and getting away. It wasn't always
seamless, but he considered that they probably did incredibly well
compared to most other criminals who chose theft as their form of
income.

Criminals. He hated that word but knew it
was accurate. At times, it didn't seem like a bad thing, what they
did. Some people they'd robbed were so rich that the Stonewardens
expected they might not even notice some of their jewels being
missing. It probably wasn't a correct scenario, but thinking that
helped to lessen the guilt after each job.

Walking out of the bedroom, he took time to
locate Hayley and pull her into his arms.

"Be careful out there,"
Hayley said as she raised a hand and cupped the side of his face.
"Come back in one piece, please."

Vic smiled and gently kissed her lips,
taking a moment to center his thoughts again as he savored having
such an incredible woman in his life.

"I will," he said as he pulled back slightly
and studied her face. "Tonight I'll be going with Dad to see what
happens after a job, so I don't know how late I'll be…"

"No matter how late you are, please just
take a few seconds at some point afterward to let me know that
you're okay," Hayley said, her strength shining through the force
of her words and tone.

"I will," Vic whispered before pulling her
close one more time. "I'll see you later," he said as he turned and
walked to the door of their apartment.

Hayley smiled and watched as the door opened
and closed, leaving her alone. For a long while, she stood still,
letting the same anxiety flow over her that she'd always felt since
learning what Vic did out of family commitment and loyalty. The
Stonewarden way of living wasn't something she'd seen before
meeting him, but she knew he was a good man, even if he did break
the law like he did. She knew it was part of being a Stonewarden.
She also knew she had to accept it, because she certainly couldn't
walk away from the man that she loved so deeply.


CHAPTER 2

 


Mitchell Stonewarden felt mixed emotions at
what was to come that night. He'd been head of the Stonewarden
business for so long, having taken it over not long before his
father had died. That was how it usually worked - the leader
decided when it was time to hand over control, and the next in line
stood up. For hundreds of years, it hadn't been unlike the
formation of a monarchy, except what the Stonewardens did wasn't
anywhere near as glamorous or honorable.

As he waited for his final two sons to join
the group in the living room of their large family home, he glanced
around. Sitting on one of the big old armchairs was his
second-oldest son, James. Not far away, sharing the three-seater
sofa, were Max and Regan. They talked happily enough among
themselves, but there was always something unnatural about their
conversation with one another.

Since losing his wife, Caroline, a decade
earlier, Mitchell had spent many hours watching and listening to
his five sons, plus his daughter, Charlie. They were an interesting
lot at times, but he was proud of each and every one of them. They
were all a part of the Stonewarden family business in one way or
another. They didn't all like it, but they all did it.

As his mind began to wander more into his
memories of the long marriage he'd shared with Caroline, he heard
the front door open. Into the lounge walked his oldest son, Vic,
and his youngest son, Fitz. One looked as hyperactive as he always
did when they did a job. There was no calming Fitz down on such
nights. Mitchell could only appreciate that Fitz was also able to
keep his eagerness in check when they worked.

"How are you feeling?" Mitchell asked Vic
when everyone was seated.

"Yeah, I'm good," Vic replied. Inside, his
heart was beating stronger and faster than usual, but he pushed it
out of his thoughts. "Let's go over this one more time," he said as
he turned and addressed his brothers.

As the five brothers moved closer around the
coffee table where building structural plans were laid out,
Mitchell relaxed back. He was there, and he was listening, but
unless he heard something that could potentially result in disaster
for the night, he wasn't going to say anything. It was a difficult
thing to do. He knew he'd trained all of his sons well. He knew
that none of them had any habits or anything else that was a
concern when it came to doing the jobs. What worried him most of
all was the fear of something happening to any of them. He'd seen
Max in a hospital bed two years earlier, confined in the deep
slumber of a coma. That had scared Mitchell, leaving him wishing
during that time that he could trade places with Max rather than
Max suffer from the gunshot wound he'd received.

As he thought about that time, Mitchell's
sight naturally shifted to Max. Mitchell had wondered for a long
time if Max would wake up in that hospital, or if he might leave
them forever. With so much time having passed since then, sometimes
it now seemed as though the shooting had never happened. Max was
alive, he was awake, and he was as happy as he'd ever been.

Thinking about his sons' love lives,
Mitchell had to hold back a smile. Yes, they were all good kids. If
Caroline had still been alive, she would have been just as proud of
who they'd each become, as he was.

Quietly, he remained still and refocused on
everything that each of his sons was saying. As far as he could
tell, they'd planned it all as perfectly as any other job they'd
ever done. There was no concern in handing the family business over
to Vic's control. There was no concern at all.

After a long while of quiet conversation,
questions, answers, and agreement, Mitchell saw all of his sons
stand. When Vic turned and looked straight at him, Mitchell
grinned. He knew where his son was at. He'd been in that same spot
decades earlier, knowing that he was going to be responsible for
continuing the family business and being responsible for the safety
of other people. It was a bittersweet moment in time, feeling
anxious about what might happen, while at the same time feeling
incredibly proud to be the next Stonewarden to lead and continue
the family's heritage.

"You're going to be fine, Vic," Mitchell
reassured his oldest son. "If I didn't think you were ready for
this, I wouldn't be sending you out as leader yet."

"I know," Vic said, nodding. "I'm okay," he
continued before turning back to his brothers.

Between the five of them, they loaded up the
vehicles with themselves and everything they'd need. It was going
to be the start of a new phase of the Stonewarden legacy.
Hopefully, it would go off without a glitch.


CHAPTER 3

 


Sitting back in the seat of the car that Vic
was driving, Max thought about Christy - the woman he'd been seeing
for months. The two of them had been taking their time to get to
know one another, and he was enjoying it. Admittedly, in more
recent times, he had been finding it more difficult to keep Christy
at arm's length as far as sex went. Time and time again she'd let
him know that she wanted it to happen, but Max feared he might hurt
her if they rushed to it, so they'd waited.

With adrenaline running through his veins,
he had to force himself to stop thinking about her. She knew
nothing about his life in the family business. Everything about
Christy was good. It was difficult to imagine that she could ever
accept what Max was about to do that night, or on any of the many
other nights when he'd helped to steal gems.

"What was that sigh for?" he heard Regan ask
from the passenger seat in the front.

"Nothing I want to talk
about right now," Max replied. At that moment, he could have easily
engaged in conversation about his feelings about the family
business while he was involved with someone. He knew that Regan had
been seeing his girlfriend for years. Did she know about his
criminal side of life? And what about Vic - his other brother in
the car. Max had never heard Vic talk about any women in his life.
Was he involved with anyone? Did they know what he did in his family
time?

So many questions, he could have asked.
Instead, he shook his head in determination to push his questions
aside. When they did a job, they each needed to fully focus.
Usually it had never been a problem for Max. The women he'd
previously spent time with, he'd seen so little of that it was
never anything worth worrying about. Christy was the first woman
he'd met who'd truly captured his attention and held it.

It took all of his willpower to switch off
completely. In his head, he focused on the role he was about to
play, and how everything was going to go. There was no room in his
thoughts for anything else - or anyone.

"You two ready?" he heard Vic ask as the car
slowed to a stop.

"Yep," said Max, looking at the backs of the
heads of one brother and then the other.

"Yep," he heard Regan say.

"Let's do this then," Vic said.

The job was on.


CHAPTER 4

 


While Christy Jones traveled home from her
job at the local police station, she was already calculating all
that she'd need to do between getting home and heading out again.
It was the night that she visited the homeless shelter each week to
help with the service of meals. Although she knew that serving
homeless people wasn't something that was for everyone, she
absolutely loved it. It wasn't a chore for her. It also wasn't
something that had ever made her feel uncomfortable. If anything,
it had provided her with a feeling of being accepted when she'd
previously felt like she couldn't fit in anywhere.

As she thought about her volunteer role at
the center, her mind turned to another pleasant subject. Max
Stonewarden had been spending a lot of time with her. Initially,
she'd found it difficult to believe that a guy like him could be
interested in a girl like her. He'd worked hard to help her believe
that his intentions were real and not some build-up to an upcoming
discomfort that her head tried to tell her was inevitable.

Max had put in the hours to help her feel
comfortable with him. His efforts had paid off. When Christy now
thought about their time together, her head was no longer so
successful in making her believe it must be some kind of joke that
he was spending time with her.

Over their time of getting to know one
another, they'd gotten much closer than Christy had ever been to
anyone. She'd opened up to him in ways that she'd never felt
comfortable doing with anyone before. She'd also begun to get close
to him physically. That was something she'd never done before
either. At times when they kissed, she wanted to be closer to him
in that way. At other times, she found it overwhelming that she
wanted to be with him, but she couldn't bear the thought of him
seeing her naked. Her body wasn't like other women's. She was
short. She was round. She couldn't see past that, no matter how
much Max tried to reassure her that he saw her as attractive.

As she entered her apartment, she
contemplated a similar question that she'd asked herself many times
before. Why was she so sure that she couldn't be loved? She
suspected it was the basis of everything to do with how she'd
always felt about herself, but where had that belief come from?
There was nothing in her lifelong memory that she thought could
have produced such a belief, but it had been there for as long as
she could remember anything.

After assembling her early dinner, she sat
down on her sofa and resolved not to think about the negative
things she knew her mind liked to settle on. To help shift her
focus, she thought about Max again. Every night for the previous
few weeks, he'd had to spend time with his family. Why that was,
Christy didn't know. He'd never provided an explanation, and she'd
never asked for one. In her eyes, if he was spending that much time
with his family, that was a great thing. It showed just how close
the Stonewardens must be as a family unit. From her job at the
police station, Christy could only appreciate families who believed
in the importance of spending quality time together.

As much as she had no problem with Max
spending each evening with his family, she had to admit that she
was excited about him having said that he was on the last night of
the lengthy nightly routine. Thinking about that made Christy
smile. She didn't imagine herself to be a possessive person, and
she certainly would never ask anyone to choose her over their
family, but the two of them being able to spend evenings together
would be nice. There were still so many things for them to
explore.

Explore. It was a word that she'd not
thought about too often in the past, but it was what she wanted to
do with Max. She'd told him she was ready for them to move forward
with sex, and she definitely was. While eating her meal, she
thought about the times they'd gotten closer.

The first time she'd laid on top of Max,
he'd encouraged her, and reassured her that she wasn't as heavy as
she thought she was. She'd found it hard to let go of her concern
about him being underneath her. Since then, they'd laid down
together several times. Each time, it had been easier. Her body
issues were never far from her thoughts, but she was at least
slowly learning to relax and ignore them.

After eating her meal and taking time to get
refreshed in the shower, she moved into her bedroom. Before
dressing, she forced herself to stand in front of her mirror fully
naked and look at herself. It was never easy. Was there anything
attractive about her body? Not that she could see. She didn't think
she'd ever truly like what she saw in her reflection, but she was
beginning to at least accept it. That was a good start.

When her alarm went off to remind her that
she was due to leave to go to the shelter, Christy laughed softly
at herself. Standing around, looking at herself naked, was hardly
accomplishing anything. She quickly dressed and left her apartment.
Whatever lay ahead for her, or for her and Max, was unknown. Even
so, she knew she was going through a period of change, and that was
something to rejoice in.

Yes, there was much to look forward to.


CHAPTER 5

 


Once at the shelter for the homeless,
Christy got straight to work in the kitchen. She wasn't a chef, but
she was always happy to help the center out however she could, even
if that meant the monotony of peeling dozens of carrots.

"How's that handsome young man of yours this
week, Christy?" she heard an older woman, Teresa, ask.

"You haven't met him, Teresa," Christy said,
chuckling. "How do you know he's handsome?"

"Of course he's handsome!" Teresa said with
a mock look of shock on her face. "Why, no other kind of man
deserves your kind heart."

"Thank you," Christy said,
smiling. "Well, I think he's handsome. He did come in here one time, but you
weren't here that night."

"No, but I heard all about it," said Teresa.
"Oh yes, everyone said how nice he was. Is he treating you
right?"

Christy took a moment to ask herself that
question. Was Max treating her right? She'd spent so long thinking
he was going to set her up only to hurt her that her initial view
of him surprised her sometimes. Pondering the time they'd already
spent together, she only had one answer to the question.

"Yes, he is lovely," she said, her mind
pushing the silent question into her mind about whether that was
true.

"Good girl," said Teresa. "Never settle for
someone who doesn't deserve you! Now, can you start setting up the
serving area for me? These will take only ten minutes to cook, and
then we'll be ready to let the masses in."

Christy smiled and moved
to do as she'd been asked to. After her work at the police station,
often dealing with people who'd done varying degrees of crimes,
there was something refreshing about being able to help out those
in need at the shelter. They weren't all angels, of course. Plenty
of people who lived on the streets had either been in prison or
might be heading there, but there were equally those who Christy
met at the shelter who she didn't believe had any bad in them. Bad
luck, maybe, but not general bad.

When the doors opened, the usual line began
to move inwards. Christy happily stood behind the row of
bain-maries, chatting briefly with each person who wanted the food
she was responsible for. It was a joy to her, seeing the smiles
that came from her just asking how they were. The people she served
had so little, but some of them were always so happy.

"I can see you're itching to get out there
and chat, lass, so off you go," one of the leaders said to her once
the initial rush at the food service area was complete.

Christy grinned. Among the crowd sitting at
the tables were a lot of regulars who she'd spoken to many times.
Slowly, she moved around, checking in with the people she'd gotten
to know to see how they were doing. When she'd talked to them, she
began to walk around the people she'd never met previously.
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