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  Lovingly dedicated to…




  My mom, Kay:




  Fourteen years ago, I woke up from a dream in the middle of the night on New Year’s night, turned on my computer, and just started typing. Ultimately, I wrote this book, my first book, and I wrote it entirely in secret. Every morning, from the hours of 4 to 6 AM, I wrote, getting this story out as quickly as I could but telling absolutely no one. Halfway through writing it, I printed out my progress and mailed it to my mom with a simple note. “I’m writing a book. Let me know what you think of it.”




  For a week, half a novel sat on my mom’s counter because she was afraid to read it—afraid it would be bad, and then she’d have to pretend she enjoyed it. Finally, she sat down to read and couldn’t stop because she became so engrossed in the story. She got to the end of what I’d sent her, picked up the phone, and called me at work.




  “This is your mother,” she said by way of preamble. “I want you to quit your job, go home, and finish that book!”




  So, here it is, Mama. The finished book, 14 years later. I hope you enjoy it as much the second time as you did the first.
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  Angela Montgomery nearly missed it. She had lost herself in memories of her recent birthday celebration marking the passing of her 30th year on earth. Her husband, James, her junior by 2 short years, had gone all out. Being “much” younger, he had decorated the entire house with black balloons and held a surprise “wake” for the passing of her late youth. Daydreaming and lost in feelings of love and adoration for her beloved groom, Angela nearly failed to recognize the moment when it happened.




  When her consciousness shifted from her reverie back to the present, she simply stared at the smart board in front of her for several breaths and ran through the calculations again. Then she tried to ignore the little shivers of nervous excitement that danced up her spine.




  “Heeyyyyy…” Donald Andrews clicked a few keys on the laptop in front of him, magnifying the image on the smart board screen so that it covered the entire wall. “Did we just…”




  Angela rose, her legs feeling uncharacteristically stiff, and walked forward while staring at the screen. “You know what, I’m cautiously going to say yes. Yes, we did.”




  Alvin Berry let out a loud, “Whoop!” He removed the ever-present knit cap from the top of his head and tossed it into the air. The group collectively looked at each other and grinned. Years of work and the breakthrough sat right there on that smartboard, staring back at them.




  “We should celebrate,” Lorie Frazier announced. She pulled her glasses from her nose and casually tossed them onto the stack of papers in front of her. “We need to celebrate, then we need to call a press conference. But only after we get to the patent office.”




  Angela looked back at the screen. “We have to be sure.”




  “We’re sure,” Alvin said. “Look at that beauty. It is so simple yet so elegant.”




  “Call James,” Lorie said. “Tell him to make us a reservation in the most ridiculously expensive restaurant Atlanta has to offer. Tell him we’re going to celebrate.”




  Despite her naturally conservative nature, Angela started to let the feeling of giddy excitement take over. She laughed and hugged Don as she pulled her cell phone from her pocket.




  Her husband would probably jump up and down or do a little dance of celebration. She felt like she might just as easily be making a call to announce that she was expecting their first child instead of the conclusion of this long project.




  For five years, she and this amazing team of engineers had worked to perfect this revolutionary data storage solution. For five years, usually working six days a week, usually not less than twelve hours a day, they’d toiled in this basement lab in her inherited home. While she’d hoped and prayed for all that time, now that the reality of what they’d accomplished actually shone back at her from that beautiful smartboard, she realized she hadn’t ever really been certain they’d succeed.




  But they had.




  She got James’ voice mail. “Darling,” she purred, knowing he’d hear the smile in her voice. “We did it. We’re done. I cannot wait to show you. Come home. Come see. We need to celebrate.”




  As soon as Angela hung up, she gave Lorie a hug and said, “I vote for cheesecake.”




  “Copious amounts,” the nearsighted genius agreed. “Oh! With strawberries! And really good coffee.”




  Angela felt her heart skip when the red security light started flashing. Her eyebrows crowded together in confusion. Why was the intruder alarm going off now?




  Angela had inherited the farmhouse from her late uncle at the age of seventeen and lived there throughout her lengthy matriculation at Georgia Tech. When this venture had just begun, she and her brand-new husband, James, as well as their business partner and his best friend, Kurt, had all lived there under the same roof for a brief time.




  During the initial months and years, Kurt and James had entirely renovated the basement, installing a T1, a two-post rack of networking gear, a four-post rack of high-performance servers, and most importantly, a state-of-the-art security system designed and built by her brilliant husband himself. For the last five years, they had hardened the basement into a panic room with steel reinforced doors, magnetic locks, and pinhole security cameras. It took two-factor authentication to even get into the room.




  When the magnitude of the fact that the security alarm was still sounding sunk in, Angela whirled around until her eyes met Don’s. When she spoke, she hated the shrill edge of panic she detected in her voice. “Back it up to the Snap.”




  His fingers clicked on the keys with the speed of machine-gun fire as he spoke. “There’s no time. We didn’t do an incremental yesterday because the waffle was running a defrag.”




  “Right. Execute a differential and encrypt it.” She waited for a few heartbeats while Don’s fingers played out a staccato percussion on his laptop.




  With confusion clouding his eyes, he looked up and announced, “Our hard line is down.”




  Alvin pressed a series of keys on his computer, and several small screens appeared on the smartboard, all showing different angles of her home. Men in masks moved through the empty house with military precision, high-powered and very deadly looking carbine rifles tucked tightly into their shoulders at the ready. They stared around every corner through the sights on the short rifles.




  Lorie gasped and said, “What is going on? Who are they?”




  Fear and panic tried to take over. Her stomach turned into ice, and Angela felt like her breathing wasn’t productive, like she could never get a deep enough breath. Focus, she said to herself. You will have time to be scared when it’s over.




  “Can you remember how we got here since the last backup?” Angela asked Alvin, her hand pointing in his direction like a knife blade. If she’d ever met anyone whose memory rivaled her husband’s, it was Alvin.




  His voice sounded flat, emotionless. “Yes. Of course, I can.”




  She watched a crouched figure outside the entrance to the lab tape two-liter plastic bottles filled with water to the hinges of the security door. The security that James and Kurt had installed was tight, state of the art even, and the door was sealed. But no seal in a hundred miles would withstand the blast of a shaped charge pushing water ahead of a supersonic shock wave. It would slice through the steel door faster than the world’s most powerful cutting torch.




  Whoever these people were, they had known the defenses they would have to overcome. They were prepared. They had planned. They had obviously even rehearsed as was apparent in their staged and perfectly timed precision movements. And the most dangerous thing Angela and her team had for protection once that door came down were a few custom computer viruses.




  She’d known the risks. The long-term applications of the soon to be patented technology could not even be calculated. They worked out of her home instead of in some downtown lab to maintain the secrecy of the project.




  They’d taken additional precautions, which Angela belatedly realized she had characterized as “paranoid.” A commercial exothermic incendiary device, much like a military-grade thermite grenade, perched atop each server array that would melt their way through the machines at over 4 thousand degrees Fahrenheit when detonated, effectively destroying everything in a completely unrecoverable fashion. They would burn three times hotter than molten lava, and the crew would have to be careful not to look at them since the radiant energy was bright enough to blind them absent a welding visor.




  “Then destroy it. Destroy it all.”




  Lorie’s finger hovered over a steel pin. “You’re sure?”




  The explosion above them shook the room. Alvin rushed to the inner door and made sure the panic room door remained bolted on all four corners. Angela closed the lid on her laptop and slid it into the 2-inch air gap between network switches. Then she draped her hand on Lorie’s shoulder and whispered, “Do it.”




  She closed her eyes and started to pray as the room around her grew suddenly very hot, and smoke started billowing up to the ceiling. “Heavenly Father, if I live through this, let me remain in Your will. But if I come home to you, Lord, please watch over my husband. Let him feel your comforting love and let him find the destiny you have in mind for him.”




  Smoke alarms went off, and the lights flickered. Then she felt herself being picked up and thrown aside, riding on the wave of a perfectly timed blast. As she flew backward from the shock of the multiple explosions blowing open her steel door, she prayed even harder—she prayed for courage, for protection, for strength.




  As she landed and fell against the tower of computer drives, she watched the thermite spill and splatter like lava, setting the entire area on fire. Her last thought was of pain as a spray of burning powder fell on her chest.
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  James Montgomery stared at the blackened shell of what used to be his house. As the sun rose in the Georgia sky, he watched the last big fire department engine drive away. He felt empty, cold. He reached inside himself and tried to find anything—anger, grief—anything. He found only emptiness. Idly, he wondered why he didn’t feel the least bit tired since he had last slept fifty hours earlier.




  He watched as the coroner’s office carried yet another body out of the black shell. So far, he counted six. Due to the heat of the fire, the bodies themselves were unrecognizable, but he’d identified his wife’s wedding ring. What remained of her was charred beyond recognition, her body curled up into a tight fetal position.




  Pugilism, the coroner had called it. Apparently, muscle and tendon burn at different rates making burned human bodies curl up and crouch like professional boxers. It was the kind of trivia that interested medical examiners offered when attempting to make polite small talk with the next of kin while standing over the earthly remains of the most important person in his world.




  How? Where had they gone wrong? What part of the hyper-diligent security measures didn’t get followed? Was this an insider thing?




  “Mr. Montgomery, if it’s okay, I’d like to ask you a couple of questions,” said the police officer who’d introduced himself hours before as Detective Roberts. James looked over at him with dry, burning eyes. The detective had a lean athletic body, sandy blond hair, and laugh lines. He’d arrived with an older detective who sat back and let Roberts take the lead, obviously training him.




  “It’s fine,” James answered, his throat burning. His voice sounded ragged, weak. He didn’t like it. He didn’t know if he would ever get the smell of smoke out of his nose or the other smell from his memory.




  “That was a really impressive room you had in your basement. The security looks like it was amazing.”




  James raised an eyebrow. “That isn’t a question.”




  Roberts nodded. “Why don’t you just explain to me why you thought you might need a room like that in your basement, and maybe why you felt the need to keep thermite grenades handy.”




  “My wife—” his voice hitched, and he cleared his throat and swallowed. “My wife,” he began again, “was an information security engineer. She and her team were developing a technology for data warehousing that would, in a conservative estimate, be worth about a hundred billion dollars the first year.”




  Roberts paused in writing in his notebook. “I beg your pardon?”




  “Most of this work was a secret. We retrofitted our basement because we felt like it was the most inconspicuous, secure location. Our intent was security by obscurity.” James put his hands in his pockets and balled his fists. “Obviously, that was folly.” He felt his phone and pulled it out. “I had a voice mail from her. They’d made a breakthrough.” He accessed the message and played it on speaker for Roberts. His heart twisted painfully in his chest as he heard his wife’s voice again.




  “We had thermite grenades sitting on the stacks of hard drives so that if there was ever a security breach, they could just pull the pin, and the data would be destroyed. We keep daily backups off-site.” He waved a hand weakly at the destroyed house. “It shouldn’t have caused a fire to spread. The area was contained with two feet of cement on the ground and a ventilated chimney that had a battery backed-up fan. I don’t know how that happened.”




  The detective said, “Did you account for the idea that intruders might use high explosives?”




  James shook his head. “That was a failure of our collective imagination.”




  “Any thoughts as to who did this? Any idea where we should start?”




  James slipped his phone back into his pocket and ran a thumb over the keys. The late May wind picked up and blew his red tie over his shoulder. He took his glasses off and rubbed at his gritty eyes. “Detective Roberts, for a hundred billion dollars, I’d suspect your grandmother.” He put his glasses back on his face and looked intently at the other man.




  “There was a grad student applying for an internship. She let him walk through the lab, but didn’t end up hiring him. I never met him. I’ll have to see if the University can give you his name.”




  Roberts nodded and wrote in his book. “I appreciate that.” He looked at the blackened home and then at James. “I’m sorry for your loss, sir.” He pulled a business card out of his pocket. “Please let me know if you think of anything or if you learn of anything. Call anytime, day or night. Don’t hesitate.”




  James took the card, read it, and immediately committed the information to memory. “Likewise, detective.” He heard the squeal of tires and turned his head to see his best friend’s car coming fast down his road. “There’s Kurt Lawson, my partner. He may know more about the intern. He deals directly with HR stuff like that.”
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  Rikard Šabalj stood on the banks of the Danube River. In the distance, he could see the walls of the Golubac Fortress of Serbia nestled into the cliff.




  Fury burned hot in his chest. Plans had gone awry. He hadn’t known about the thermite. If he’d known, they would have gained access to the room a different way. But he knew that the second they filed the patent, all would be lost. The second he had audio confirmation of the breakthrough, he had no choice but to move and move fast.




  The fire, the gunshots, the smell of the burning flesh—he lost control of the situation, lost two good men and still didn’t have the billions that had been promised to him.




  The satellite phone next to him signaled an incoming call. He had no desire to answer it, but he did anyway. No one would call him a coward.




  “Yeah,” he said, knowing the caller would speak English.




  “What happened?”




  “Sometimes, plans don’t work. I didn’t have all of the information on their security.”




  “Police are at a loss. At least you covered your tracks well.”




  “I’m not concerned about the American police force. I’m just happy that my client doesn’t know about my intent to betray them. They aren’t happy with the failure, but at least I’m alive and not a rotting corpse staked to the side of the road to serve as an example.” Needing to release some energy, Rikard picked up a stone and threw it as hard as he could over the cliff and toward the river. “Keep your ear to the ground. I won’t return if there is any heat at all.”




  “I wouldn’t want you to.” After a long pause, the caller said, “We might have another way.”




  “Another way to what?”




  “We have all of the preliminary research, thanks to your guy’s hacking skills. We just need the capital to fund continuing the project. That’s where you come in.”




  “Where am I supposed to come up with the capital to research a project worth billions?”




  He could hear the smile in the replying voice. “You will acquire it.”
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  Melody Mason stood in the shade next to the large pool house. All around her, Atlanta’s creme de le creme mingled and networked. A few isolated teens took advantage of the cooling waters of the pool, but most of the adults remained dressed and coifed.




  Melody brushed at her white sundress, feeling a little out of sorts. Two weeks ago, she’d graduated from college, and for the last couple of weeks, she’d struggled desperately to find her purpose in life.




  “Melly, there you are,” Ginger Patterson said, wearing a vivid red dress and blue sun hat to protect her alabaster skin. Her blonde curls danced out from beneath the brim of the hat, and her lipstick was as bright as the dress. “I’m so happy you were able to come to our little party.”




  A uniformed waiter approached carrying a tray that contained a bowl of cocktail shrimps arranged around a bed of ice. He offered some to Melody, who wrinkled her nose and shook her head.




  “I have never missed a Patterson Memorial Day party in my life, to my memory,” Melody said, lifting her heavy black hair off of her shoulders to catch a bit of the breeze. “It’s like an official summer tradition.”




  “Where is your sister? I thought Morgan would be here by now.”




  “She’s here. We came together. She’s in the library with your Aunt Mildred, who is convinced that the room needs a decorating overhaul.”




  Ginger giggled and put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, poor Morg. I should probably go rescue her.”




  A large man came toward them, wearing a patterned Hawaiian shirt that stretched over his ample stomach. He was as tall as Melody’s 5’ 10”, but had such a commanding air about him that he always appeared much taller. He wore a cap with a Georgia Bulldog on it and had a cigar clenched between his teeth. “Melody Mason, congratulations on your graduation. Dance and piano, eh? Plans yet?”




  Melody smiled and held her hand out in greeting. “David, it’s so good to see you. I expected you in New York for the ceremony.”




  As her late father’s best friend and the guardian of her trust fund, David Patterson often acted as a surrogate father for Melody and her sister Morgan.




  “I had plans to attend, but a very last-minute issue cropped up.” He removed the cigar and clenched it between his thumb and finger. “Never been a fan of that city. Anywhere you can’t get grits for breakfast is not the place for me.”




  Ginger slipped her arm into her father’s. “Daddy doesn’t like to leave Georgia, do you, Daddy?”




  “Not even for a minute, my peach.” He was jostled from behind and turned to see who had bumped into him. “Beg your pardon,” he said to the young man.




  “I’m so sorry, Mr. Patterson. I was trying to keep from getting splashed by the kid canon-balling into the pool.” The man was incredibly handsome, with blond good looks and gray-green eyes. Melody looked him up and down. He wouldn’t make a good dancer, no, but she thought he reminded her of a cowboy, with long, lean legs, a small waist, and broad shoulders.




  Ginger gasped and turned, rushing toward the kids in the pool. “Michael,” she yelled, off to correct whatever kid would dare to splash some of the most influential people in the southeastern United States.




  David nodded. “No problem, son. Be more aware of your surroundings.” He turned back to Melody. “Melly, come to dinner tomorrow. We need to see what your plans are now.”




  She smiled and broke her gaze off of the cute blond long enough to look at her guardian. “Sounds good,” she said, not certain what she’d just agreed to.




  The blond held out his hand, and she placed her thin hand into his big, warm one. “Richard Johnson,” he said with a smooth southern drawl.




  “Melody Mason.” She started to pull her hand away, but he resisted. She raised her eyebrow, and he smiled at her in a way that made her heart flip.




  “It is a pleasure to meet you.” He looked around. “If I told you that you were quite easily the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, would you think that was some cheap line?”




  Feeling her cheeks fuse with color, Melody nodded. “I likely would.”




  Richard sighed and brought her hand up to his lips. He brushed a kiss over the knuckles before releasing her hand. “Then, I shall avoid saying it, and just continue thinking it.”




  Melody laughed. “You’re a charmer.”




  “When you’re a poor intern among such established wealth, you have to use all your skills.” He gallantly placed a hand over his heart. “May I offer you a drink?”




  “That would be delightful, Mr. Johnson.”




  “Richard, please. I have a feeling we’re going to get to know each other rather well. Now, your parents wouldn’t be those Masons, would they? I seem to recall…”




  Melody confirmed his suspicions. “Yes, I am quite sure you are thinking of my parents. And, yes, David is in charge of my trust.”




  “I read about that. I was a freshman in high school when it happened. Terrible thing, really.”




  Melody forced herself to smile and pretended that she didn’t once more feel the stabbing loss of her parents after all these years. “How about that drink, Richard?”




  He gestured for her to precede him toward the sparkling lemonade fountain. “I live to serve, ma’am, as every southern gentleman ought.”
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  “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking from the flight deck… Uuuuuuh…” The male voice blaring over the cabin speakers set Melody’s teeth on edge.




  “Just wanted to give you a quick update from the tower. We are cleared to land at Newark International, but… Uuuuuuh… It looks like all flights departing Newark are delayed due to weather. Uuuuuuh… At this time, I’ll ask everyone to return to your seats and fasten your seat belts. Ensure all tray tables are stowed, and all seats are locked in the full upright position. We are second in line for landing… Uuuuuuh… Flight attendants secure the cabin for arrival.” The announcement ended with a deafening electronic click.




  Melody pushed the button on her first-class seat to raise it back up into the full upright position. She stacked her pillow and blanket in the empty seat beside her, then set all the remnants of her snack on the tray-table of the aisle seat next to her. Within a few moments, the first-class flight attendant collected everything and snapped the tray-table into place with a practiced movement.




  “Can I get you anything else before we land, ma’am?” she asked. Melody shook her head but didn’t say anything. Her thoughts had wandered to the reasons that the seat beside her remained empty.




  The flight over the Atlantic to the romantic hideaway in England had been her very first international flight. This, the return trip to Atlanta, was her second. She had imagined that her first flight to another country would be spent alongside her husband. Now the very thought made her feel foolish and naive.




  Just two weeks ago, she’d carried two cups of coffee and a little bag of bagels up the steps to Richard’s apartment at nine on a beautiful autumn Atlanta morning. She had admired her wedding manicure as she pressed the doorbell, then had looked behind her as if someone might catch her breaking tradition in so shameless a fashion.




  When he didn’t immediately answer the bell, she’d raised her fist to knock. Finally, she’d heard movement through the door, and saw a curtain on the window next to the door move back a few inches.




  She’d raised one of the coffee cups and smiled as Richard peered out at her through the window. She thought she’d seen movement behind him as if someone else went through the room, but at the time was sure that she was seeing things. Now, looking back, she realized she’d seen exactly what she thought she’d seen.




  The curtain had fallen, and seconds later, she’d heard the sliding sound of the chain lock. With a grin, she held up both cups of coffee as he opened the door.




  “Happy wedding day,” she’d said, just as happy and ignorant as a lark. “I know we aren’t supposed to see each other today until I walk down the aisle, but I just couldn’t stand not…” She’d started forward and stopped when she saw him shirtless, a sheet wrapped around his waist. A movement behind him had caught her eye as the door to his bedroom shut. Looking past him, she’d seen a pair of woman’s high heels on the floor next to the bar that separated the living room from the kitchen. On the bar, an empty bottle of champagne sat next to two glasses. The red impression of lipstick could clearly be seen on one of the glasses, even from the doorway.




  Cold fury had spread from her stomach to her chest. With a gasp, she’d looked at Richard’s face. He’d looked—angry. How dare he look angry at her? “What is going on?”




  “You aren’t supposed to be here right now,” he’d said in a clipped tone.




  “Is that so?” she’d asked. “Well then, exactly who is supposed to be here? Who’s here with you?”




  Richard had relaxed his face and smiled with all of his charm, then stepped forward, forcing her back, and shut the door behind him. “No one is here. Don’t be ridiculous. You better go, or we’ll have bad luck. Isn’t that how it goes?”




  Melody remembered clenching her teeth so hard she feared that she would break one of them. “Yeah,” she’d said with a dry throat. “Something like that.”




  Somehow, she’d managed to hold back from throwing the hot coffee in his face when he gripped her elbow and leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “That’s a good girl,” he’d said. “Off you go. I’ll see you at four.”




  “Four. Right.” As she walked away, she’d dropped the coffee cups and the bag of bagels in the garbage bin on his landing. Getting into her car, she’d started back home, but changed her mind. Instead, she had headed toward the airport.




  She’d already packed her honeymoon bag. So, she parked in one of the many Atlanta Hartsfield International Airport’s remote long-term parking lots, popped the trunk of her little white Mercedes, and grabbed her suitcases and carryon bag.




  When she arrived at the terminal from the shuttle, she’d gone straight to the ticket counter, butterflies leaping about in her stomach until she feared that she’d get sick. When it was her turn, she slid her passport toward the agent. “Hi. I have two tickets in my name—Melody Mason—leaving for London at midnight. Could I get on an earlier flight? And, maybe, cancel the other ticket?”




  The clerk’s fingers had tip-tapped on the keys. She’d frowned at her screen. “There would be a charge.”




  Melody had smiled and just pulled out her onyx American Express. “Not a problem,” she’d said. “I just want to make sure that second ticket is canceled.”




  “Is Mr. Johnson with you now?”




  Melody had felt the burn of tears in her throat. “Why no. He’s with some other woman in his apartment on our wedding day.” Despite Melody’s desire to hold tears at bay, her eyes had flooded. “Please,” she’d whispered.




  A look of sympathy had crossed the face of the clerk. “You know, it just so happens we have a special discount today. Let me see about waiving that fee.” She’d worked quickly, her fingers clackity-clacking on her keyboard in a sing-song rhythm. “There.”




  She’d paused only long enough to grin, her eyes sparkling. Then clackity-clack, clickity-click until she’d said, “Looks like I have a flight leaving in an hour?”




  “Perfect,” Melody had said, scrubbing at her tear-stained face.




  A barrage of clackity-click-click-clacks followed then, in the space of a few heartbeats, the clerk had handed her a new boarding pass. “Thank you.”




  She had looked at her hand, clutching the boarding pass for her First Class flight. Her eyes could not move from the 2-karat ring on her left finger. “Are we all set?”




  She’d had to buy it because Richard had no money. That didn’t matter to her in the slightest. They would soon be married—would become one in Christ. What did it matter whose name had initially been on the bank account?




  “All set, ma’am. Have a safe flight.”




  Foolish girl, she’d thought to herself. Without hesitation, she’d slipped the ring off and set it in front of the clerk. “Here,” she’d said, “go buy a new car or something.”




  The clerk had gasped and looked at Melody. “Ma’am, I cannot—”




  She’d slipped her purse onto her shoulder. “Then throw it away. I don’t care.” She had turned her back on the clerk and the ring.




  From her first-class seat returning to the United States, as she looked out the window and watched the lights of Newark, New Jersey, grow closer and felt the shudder of the plane as it fought an east-coast storm, she wondered what she was supposed to do now that the honeymoon was over. She wondered if her ring was waiting for her in Atlanta.
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  For the last several weeks, James Montgomery had worked and worked, stopping only to sleep and barely to eat. Being forced to sit in an airport terminal in Newark while trying to get back to Atlanta from London as a November northeaster raged outside might possibly be considered a good thing. He felt only mild irritation at the weather-induced airport delay. After all, he’d needed a break. A forced stop. A forced rest. He stretched his long legs out in front of him, closed his eyes, and leaned his head back.




  He momentarily looked at his laptop bag sitting at his feet and felt weary. Likely, he should open it and get some work done. Strangely, he didn’t want to—not at all. The last e-mail he’d seen from his business partner, Kurt Lawson, encouraged him to take a few days off before returning to work. Kurt had run all the interference with the U. S. Government to ensure that the company remained in full compliance with all export laws. James didn’t envy him that task.




  While Kurt had worked like a mad man back home, James had spent the last week in London securing the partnership deal for a security monitoring equipment contract with an intelligence agency in England. He still kept up with all the developments and progress of his Albany research and development, or R&D team, back in the States. That translated to twenty-hour days while suffering from serious jet lag. But the timing was critical, and he’d had no choice.




  Now that he had wrapped up the deal and tied London up with a pretty bow, he had a little bit of breathing room. This contract would last for four years. It would take intense effort and a rigid work schedule to meet all of their service level agreements, but he knew his company would not only meet but would exceed the expectations of the British government. He knew it was only due to the development of the system that he’d secured the contract in the first place. He also knew that all of the glory for that belonged to his wife, Angela.




  The thought of his late wife still brought a sharp twist of pain. In his near exhaustion, the back of his throat burned while he forced back the sting of unmanly tears. Why was the pain still so sharp six months later? When would that finally go away? Did he even really want it to go away?




  Did the fact that he still felt this pain mean that he still had her beside him? If he let it go, was he letting her go forever?




  Two weeks after her death, he had been in a meeting with Kurt and one of the development teams. In the middle of the meeting, he had said, “We need to run this by Angie,” before he realized that he could never run anything by Angela again. Not ever. Not for the rest of his life.




  Kurt had dismissed the team and pulled him into a bear hug until he cried like a baby in his best friend’s arms. It was the first time he had cried in over ten years, and it took him completely by surprise.




  More than once in the last six months, he had very seriously contemplated drowning his sorrows in a bottle. Angela would never approve, of course. Instead of toasting with champagne, she preferred to celebrate with cheesecake. That sobering thought brought him back to honoring his late wife while he grieved her loss.




  Angela’s faith would have led her to encourage him to seek God instead of oblivion, even though he didn’t know how to do that. How does one seek an omnipotent being? He had no idea how one did that every day. Not like she did. Still, he had tried it. He had prayed, and in quiet moments, he had even pulled out the Gideon’s Bible from the bedside table in his hotel room and read it late into the night or into the early morning hours.




  Nothing seemed to help. Everyone treated him with such deference and such copious amounts of dignity. “Don’t mind him. His wife was murdered. You probably saw it on the news.” It made him so angry, their sympathy, their condolences, their pretended understanding of what he was going through.




  He’d tried working it away to no avail. He didn’t know what else would solve his grief problem. He went to the hotel gym nearly every night and ran until his sides ached, and his heart raced, and his entire body hurt, and it didn’t help.




  He occasionally thought about ripping his clothes and covering his head with ashes and screaming himself hoarse but always thought that notion through to its logical conclusion. It concluded with him never having enough ashes or screams to assuage the pain he felt. So he skipped it and got back to work.




  One night while reading scripture, he came across a passage that read, “The truth will set you free.” He set the Bible back in the drawer and slept like a baby having arrived at a new plan.




  James remembered that the gates above the Auschwitz death camp just outside of Krakow in Poland read, “Arbiter Mache Frei,” which means, “Work will set you free.” James ignored the greater truth and set about working. He worked so he didn’t have to think about how much it hurt not to have his wife to go home to at night. He didn’t have to think about how many times he listened to her final voice mail. He didn’t have to think about how he would never see her again in this life. He worked and worked and worked.




  Now, for the first time since that horrible night, he had no desire to work. Exhaustion made him not even want to think about it. His thoughts, instead, kept going to thoughts of his late wife and the truth of his life as it must now take place without her beside him. Even now, he still felt utterly unprepared to cope with it, and he had no default distractions left to him. He let his mind wander anywhere but there or work.




  Instead of opening his laptop and staring at the screen, for the dozenth time in the last half hour, his eyes wandered over to the woman sitting across from him. He remembered her from the terminal in London but had not seen her on the flight. She looked to be in her early twenties with long curly black hair and a pretty face.




  She sat sideways in the little airport chair, her back to the arm. She had her legs pulled up to her chest with her arms around her knees. James thought she must be very flexible to be able to sit like that in the little airport chair. In the hour since he’d sat down, she hadn’t moved. She just stared straight ahead, across the terminal, out the window into the blackness of the stormy New Jersey night.




  Her jet-black hair fell in large curls around her face. As traditionally beautiful as she looked, that wasn’t what caught James’ attention. Instead, it was the sadness that seemed to emanate off of her in waves. There was more sadness than anger, but there was something else, too. Betrayal? Loss?




  Did they have something in common? Could he help her to soothe her sadness, ease whatever made her so unhappy? In a very unexpected turn to his thoughts, he imagined what she must look like when she smiled. How beautiful must that smile be?




  Irritated at his thoughts, thoughts that followed so closely on the heels of his remembering times with Angela, he frowned and looked back at his laptop bag. Maybe he should start working instead of staring at some young raven-haired beauty. Instead, he eyed her again, startled when he caught her looking back at him for the first time.




  He noticed how vividly blue her eyes were. They made his mind trip over itself, and for a moment, he couldn’t think about anything but those sad blue eyes. Then his mental system rebooted, and he felt the air return to his lungs.




  “Can I help you?” she asked.




  James cleared his throat. “Sorry for staring.”




  The woman raised an eyebrow. She obviously didn’t expect his directness. “Is there something on my chin or something?”




  He smiled. When was the last time he’d smiled? “No.” Deciding to follow her lead and to stay blunt, he said, “You just look incredibly sad, and I know something about that.”




  “You know something about why I’m sad?” Her eyebrows lowered, her expression turned to a look of suspicion.




  James shook his head, his lips pursing a bit. “I know about sadness.”




  He heard her sharply indrawn breath. As she straightened in her chair, she pushed her hair off of her shoulders. “I would hardly think my feelings are any of your business.”




  The sound of her voice—cultured, smooth, southern— flowed like warm honey from her lips and surrounded him. He wanted to keep her talking. “Of course not. We’re perfect strangers. But, at two in the morning, after that tumultuous landing in this storm, and every flight in this terminal delayed, you caught my attention, and I just started wondering what could make someone so beautiful look so sad.”




  Honestly, he didn’t know why he said that. It surprised him as much as it surprised her. Her blue eyes widened. Then they narrowed, and icy accusation filled them. She pointedly looked at the ring on his left hand before meeting his eyes again. “And what would your wife think about your curiosity, I wonder?”




  James felt the blow as if it had been physical. The pain that tore through him before was a splinter, a hangnail, compared to the crushing weight of torturous agony that rose up at her words. His stomach churned and—nauseated—he tasted bile in the back of his throat. He habitually ran his thumb over his wedding ring.




  “She probably would have said we could pray…” Then it occurred to him that he didn’t owe this young lady an explanation. He didn’t need to explain to her why, after so long, he couldn’t yet bear to remove that band of gold. He felt a hard lump growing in his throat, and he cleared it loudly and said, “You know what? Never mind. Please pardon my intrusion.”




  He reached for his computer bag and stood in one fluid movement. He stepped over stretched-out legs and then around someone sleeping against a duffle bag as he made his escape.




  Distance. Distance away from the sad, angry blue-eyed woman. Distance away from the memories that flooded his mind while he stayed trapped in this airport.




  He stepped into the crowded bar at the end of the terminal. As he walked in, he spied a couple rising from a small round table. Moving quickly through the crowd, he grabbed the chair the man had just vacated, securing the table for himself before someone else could. He did not even want to suffer the temptation of sitting directly at the bar right now.




  He lay his palms flat on the table and stared at the backs of his hands. His wedding ring gleamed in the fluorescent light. He had large hands, strong hands. But they hadn’t been strong enough to protect his wife. His wife, who gave her life for the future of his company. Of their company.




  Grief choked him. Raw, fresh. Six months later, and the ache still twisted painfully. His heart ached. His stomach hurt. He wanted to find a hole and die, too. Maybe ripping his clothes and rubbing his head with ashes and wailing remained available as an option.
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  Melody felt the anger at the man immediately dissipate at the fallen look on his face. Before he even stood, she realized, instinctively, that there was no wife. At least, not anymore. The raw pain that flooded his eyes made her heart actually ache for him.




  His long legs covered the ground in the terminal quickly, and Melody barely hesitated before scooping up her carryon bag and rushing after him. If nothing else, she owed him an apology.




  She saw him sit down at the little table in the bar, but when he didn’t order a drink, she elbowed her way through the crowd and ordered two coffees. Armed with a cup in each hand, she approached his table. Approaching strangers was entirely out of character for her, but she smiled and stepped forward as if she did it three times a day. She couldn’t help but remember the last time she carried coffee in a cardboard cup to a man.




  He sat perfectly still, as still as stone, staring at his hands that gripped the top of the table. When she set the coffee cup in front of him, he visibly jumped.




  Melody lowered herself into the chair across from him. His angry glare did little to dissuade her. She took a sip of the hot brew and set the cup gently on the table. “I’m on my honeymoon,” she said. “Well, returning from it.”




  The man raised an eyebrow, brown rimmed glasses bringing out the brown flecks in his hazel eyes. He had dark hair just long enough to show some curl. He wore a light blue dress shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. She could see the end of his red tie hanging out of his jacket pocket. The fabric of the shirt stretched across his broad chest. After working with the dancers at Julliard, Melody could recognize the build of someone who worked out with dedication.




  “Honeymoon?” He looked at her bare left hand as pointedly as she had looked at his wedding ring moments earlier. “Alone?”




  Melody no longer felt the sting of shame or tears at the thought. She had intended this trip to be a time of renewal. Of decision making. She had spent fourteen days in a hotel in London, crying, praying, planning, deciding.




  “Well, you know, there wasn’t room for three.” She waved a hand dismissingly. “Me, him, his lover.”




  A look of understanding gradually relaxed the anger. “I see.” He took the coffee and raised it. “It’s clearly no reflection on you. Though I just met you and don’t know him, I already know that the man is obviously a fool. One hopes you exercise better taste in suitors next time around.”




  Melody giggled. “One certainly hopes.” She liked the way he spoke, his diction, and his careful enunciation. Stepping further out of her character and way out of her comfort zone, she reached forward and touched the ring finger of his left hand. She felt his muscles tense as if he were going to pull back, and felt them relax again. “What happened to your wife?”




  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Melody started to pull her hand away, but he moved quickly and turned his hand around so that their palms touched. Her skin tingled at the contact. He opened his eyes and cleared his throat. “Her name was Angela. And as crazy as it sounds every single time I say it out loud, she was murdered.”




  Melody might have expected almost anything but that. With a gasp, she leaned forward and took his hand with both of hers. “That’s… awful.”




  Something inside him clicked, and James found words pouring out of his mouth. “I keep expecting to wake up from this nightmare. Every night, when I go to bed, I want to wake up next to her.” His eyes widened at his candor, and he shook his head as he pulled his hand away. “I’m sorry. I must be more exhausted than I realized.”




  He started to stand, but Melody quickly spoke. “Please don’t go.”




  He stopped halfway out of the chair and slowly lowered himself again. “I’m not sure—”




  “You don’t need to apologize. And we don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to. It’s just, for the last two weeks, the only people I’ve spoken to are the room service waiters at the hotel. I’d love to just talk. We can talk about anything you want.”




  His smile was a bit forced. “Anything?”




  “Sure.” She took another sip of coffee. “Where are you headed?”




  “Home,” he said. He cleared his throat. “Atlanta.”




  “Fancy that. I’m from Atlanta, too.”




  “Born and raised?”




  “Yes, sir. Five generations worth of my family hail from Atlanta.”




  He leaned back in his chair and grinned a grin that made her heart skip a little beat. “A real Georgia peach.”




  Melody felt her cheeks burn a little. “What do you do?”




  “I own my own business.”




  “What kind of business?”




  “Mainly, I bury my head in circuit boards and technical manuals.”




  “Sounds exciting.” She smiled a flirty smile. “I mean, who doesn’t love a good technical manual?”




  Picking up his coffee cup, he saluted her with it. “What about you?”




  “Me?” She ran her tongue over her teeth. “I’m an heiress.”




  “An heiress?” His eyes skimmed over her. “Sounds complicated. Are you any good at it?”




  “Not particularly.”




  He shook his head and laughed. “Seriously. What do you do?”




  With a shrug, she propped her chin on her hands. “I have a degree from Julliard. I compose some. And sing, some. And dance a lot.”




  “A singing heiress alone on her honeymoon.”




  “That’s me.” She felt lighter. She kind of liked this game. It almost removed them from the real world.




  “And now that the honeymoon is over?”




  With a sigh, she said, “That’s the question, isn’t it? I’ve considered going back to school.”




  “You could top Julliard?”




  Melody laughed. “Right? I was thinking something along the lines of seminary.”




  He raised an eyebrow. “Now, that is surprising. You don’t strike me as a ‘fire and brimstone’ kind of girl.”




  “No?” With a shrug, she sat back. “I really mean becoming a worship leader. Writing my own stuff.”




  “I see.”




  She narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?”




  He held up his hands. “Nothing negative. I don’t know a lot about it.”




  “A lot about what?”




  “Seminary. Worship. Church. Everything I know about religion, I learned from my wife. Angela attended pretty regularly, and I had just started going when…”




  He broke off, and she thought maybe they needed to steer the conversation away from his wife again. “Did you ever worship? Didn’t your parents ever take you to church?”




  “My parents,” he said, sitting back and hooking his foot on his knee, “died when I was five. I remember them a little, but I grew up in a home with eleven other boys. We didn’t do church, although some local churches brought us Christmas presents once a year. I usually scored some new socks or underwear.”




  Melody nodded. “I see.” How different could their lives possibly be, even growing up in the same city? Her childhood consisted of private schools and débutante balls. He spent his youth in an orphanage where he desperately hoped for socks under the tree on Christmas morning. “That sounds really sad. I’m sorry.”




  He raised his coffee cup in a mock toast. “I told you I knew something about sadness.”




  Melody bumped her cup against his, and they sipped. Then she said, “But look where life has led you. All the way to, well, New Jersey anyway.”




  With a shrug, he took another sip of coffee. “Life always ends in death.” He pulled a phone out of his pocket. “At least, that’s been my experience.” He glanced at the screen on his phone. “The airline just texted me to give me updated flight information.”




  Melody consulted her phone. “Me too.”




  He looked at his watch. “Looks like we’ll be getting out of here in the next hour.”




  Melody raised her cup to him. “Praise the Lord,” she said.
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  A light touch on her shoulder startled Melody awake. It took a moment for her to regain her bearings. “Please put your seat up, ma’am. We’re approaching Atlanta.” The flight attendant moved to the next sleeping passenger in the first-class cabin as Melody sat up and slipped her feet back into her shoes. She lifted the shade on her window and squinted against the bright dawn.




  She turned her head and looked around behind her again, her eyes carefully scanning the full cabin. Every seat, save the one next to her that should have been her husband’s, was taken. The curtain separating first class from business class remained closed. She’d hoped to catch a glimpse of her coffee companion. Maybe she’d spot him when she collected her luggage.




  She looked out the window and watched Atlanta approach. She saw the sprawling estates on the outside of town and pinpointed a few owned by friends. The closer they got to the city, the smaller the yards got until she saw perfect picturesque neighborhoods that looked like little dollhouse towns. Outside of the airport, she saw the already heavy traffic on the knots of interstate systems working through one of the most heavily traveled cities in the United States. Already she didn’t look forward to the commute home in the morning rush hour traffic.




  Once the jet landed and they arrived at the gate, she grabbed her tote from under the seat in front of her and stood, relieved to be home. As Melody entered the terminal, she strode past the red jacket-clad greeter and scanned the boards until she found the one that directed her to the appropriate baggage claim area.




  After a brief stop in the ladies’ room and freshening up by brushing her teeth and running a comb through her hair, she continued to baggage claim, hoping to catch a glimpse of her handsome stranger. Something about him made her hope she got the chance. She wanted to get to know him better.




  As she waited for her luggage, Melody looked all around but never saw the man from the Newark layover. Disappointment weighed heavily on her heart. She should have waited for him on the plane. He would have had to pass her to disembark, and she could have walked with him. They could have at least traded names, if not phone numbers. But, that cup of coffee she’d shared with him before the flight had made the trip to the ladies’ room an essential first stop. Now she’d missed him.




  A few minutes later, after securing all of her luggage together, she headed to the exit to catch the shuttle to her car. The bright Georgia sunlight covered her in welcoming warmth after hiding in a soggy London hotel room for so long. She filled her lungs with warm Georgia air. As she slipped on her sunglasses and turned, her heart fell straight into her stomach, and panic gripped her throat.




  Richard stood outside the baggage claim door, clearly waiting for her. When he saw her, he stuffed his phone back into his pocket and clenched his fists as he stepped forward. “There you are. I’ve been waiting here for hours.”




  “The flight was delayed,” she whispered. Then it occurred to her that she didn’t owe Richard any kind of explanation. She cleared her throat and raised her chin defiantly. “What are you doing here? What do you want, Richard?”
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  James loitered near the taxi stand, wondering what he thought he was doing. If the singing heiress was so interested in him, she would have waited for him to get off of the plane. Instead, by the time he entered the terminal, she had vanished clean out of sight.




  He should have taken that as a hint that she just wasn’t interested. But for some reason, he wasn’t willing to believe it no matter how many times he told himself.




  When she finally came through the doors, he straightened to intercept her. If nothing else, he wanted to learn her name. Maybe, when the pain of Angela’s death didn’t feel so fresh, he’d look her up. Maybe they could get to know each other better. Maybe they could just be friends. Maybe a genuine new friend would do him some very real good.




  He watched her freeze as she slipped on her sunglasses. Even behind the dark frames, he could see the blood drain from her face. She put a quivering hand to her stomach. All of his senses came fully alert, and James tried to spy out whatever had her so shaken.




  He followed the direction of her gaze and spotted a man walking toward her—a very, very angry looking man. James deduced that this man was the fool of a fiancé who had been left at the altar over entertaining a mistress on his wedding day.




  Acting on impulse, James found himself crossing the taxi lane and walking toward the couple. He hadn’t heard the conversation, but he could see the threatening body language, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it at all. He stepped forward to stand close beside the singing heiress. As casually as he could manage, he slipped an arm around her waist. “There you are, darling.” He made sure to speak loud enough for the fool to overhear.
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  Melody tensed up when she felt the arm go around her waist. Her eyes shot up as she recognized the stranger from Newark. She removed her sunglasses and looked back at Richard. The expressions on Richard’s face baffled her. She first saw utter shock, then pure hatred, then finally—and most surprising of all—fear bordering on panic.




  Richard nodded at the man, but his eyes remained locked on Melody’s face. “What are you doing with him?”




  Melody felt her layover friend’s strong arm supporting her and found a sudden sense of courage. She slipped her sunglasses back on and grabbed the handle of her suitcase. “None of your business. And… I have nothing more to say to you.” Smiling up at her knight in shining armor, she said, “Shall we go, darling?”




  “Of course.” He gestured toward a taxi. “Your chariot awaits.”




  As she put her purse over her shoulder, Richard grabbed her arm and gave her a shake. “I’m not letting you go anywhere with him. You’re coming with me, and we’re going to talk.” He tried to pull her away.




  “Let go of my arm, Richard. You lost the right to touch me or talk to me weeks ago.”




  “You have some serious explaining to do.” Richard tightened his grip, forcing a gasp out her.




  The handsome stranger stepped closer to the slightly smaller man and spoke very quietly to prevent any of the travelers around them from overhearing. “If you enjoy the use of that hand, and I’m guessing you do, I suggest you release the lady.”




  Richard sized him up and apparently concluded he meant what he said. He let go of Melody’s arm. To Melody, he said, “What’s this clown been telling you? Whatever he said, it’s a lie. You can be sure of that.”




  “The only liar here is you,” Melody said, somewhat surprised at how calm her voice sounded.




  Her new friend turned and guided her to the waiting cab, placing his body between her and Richard. As James held the door open for Melody, Richard spoke up again.




  “This isn’t over,” he called out.




  The man paused and looked back. “No, I suspect not.”
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  Melody felt the shaking increase until her whole body quaked. Adrenaline. Fear. Terror. Why was she suddenly terrified of Richard, the man with whom she’d intended to spend the rest of her life on earth? But, on an instinctive level, she now felt terrified of him.




  She didn’t object when the man from the airport got into the cab with her. And when he put his arm across the back of the seat, she scooted closer to him. She rubbed her arm where Richard had gripped her, knowing without a doubt she’d have finger and thumb-sized bruises there tomorrow.




  A shudder went through her so strongly that her teeth rattled. When his arm went all the way around her, she snuggled closer to him, needing to feel his warmth, wanting to feel safe.




  “Thank you,” she murmured.




  “It was nothing,” he assured quietly.




  The cab driver looked at them in his rearview mirror. “Where to, folks?”




  Melody spoke up. “Stop at the first place you see that serves waffles.” She looked up at her handsome rescuer. “I’m starving.”




  He smiled down at her. “Great idea. But you know it won’t be a minute until we stumble upon such an establishment here in Atlanta.”




  “I’ve been craving cheese grits for a week,” Melody confessed. “No one told me they eat beans for breakfast in England. Who eats beans? For breakfast, I mean?”




  James laughed. “I hope you at least tried some of the puddings.”




  Melody studied him, trying to determine if he was being serious or if he really had a perfectly deadpan sense of humor. “Well, when I found out what was in them, I thought I’d rather die than put it in my mouth.”




  James laughed again. When was the last time he had laughed? “Now you’re just being mean.”




  She could see her reflection in his glasses. “You never told me your name.”




  He grinned. “Neither did you.”




  She smiled back at his grinning face, enjoying his teasing tone. “You first.”




  “How about just first names, and we can guess last names,” he teased.




  She grinned at his challenge. “Okay. You still go first.”




  He chuckled, then lifted a hand and brushed a strand of hair off her cheek. “James. My first name is James.”




  Her smile grew, feeling the whisper of a touch of his fingers against her skin long after his hand was gone. “Well, you are an international traveler recently returned from England. And you are obviously very smart, and a bit of a hero type the way you rescued me back at the airport. I’d have to say your last name is… Bond.”




  Now he laughed in earnest. “Bond? James Bond? You couldn’t get more original than that?”




  She batted her eyelashes just as innocently as she possibly could and uttered with a syrupy southern drawl, “I take it you’ve been accused of being a spy before, Mr. Bond.”




  James couldn’t hide his lingering smile. “And you, my singing heiress? Your first name, please?”




  “Well, Mr. Bond, my first name is Melody.”




  “Melody. Now, I have to say, that is a perfectly appropriate name for a singing heiress recently from Julliard.”




  Melody nodded. “I didn’t get much mileage out of it. They actually expected me to sing and stuff.”




  James held out his right hand, and she placed her fingertips in his palm. He very intentionally kept his grip gentle, tender. “It’s really nice to formally meet you, Melody,” he said, grinning a heart-stopping grin. Still holding her hand, he said, “And of course, your full name is Melody…” And in the most unexpected turn of events she could have imagined, his next words came out in a deep Scottish brogue, “Moneypenny.”




  It took a heartbeat or two to sink in, then she laughed until she thought she might hurt her insides.




  They shared breakfast and talked. They had more coffee and talked. They called for a cab that took them back to the off-property long term parking lot and collected Melody’s car, and they talked the entire ride.




  She battled the traffic into downtown Atlanta and took James to his hotel, and they talked about absolutely nothing serious. They talked about how Atlanta had changed so drastically during their lifetimes and speculated about future changes. They ate lunch together in the restaurant in the lobby of the hotel and talked some more.




  All the while, they laughed and teased and flirted. They talked about Angela and the dreams he once had for his marriage. They discussed the hopes and dreams he had for his company. They addressed the subject of music and Melody’s favorite composers. They debated about Atlanta and college and football and London. They talked about how James had lived in the hotel for six months, and didn’t want to move forward or move on.




  Until now.




  Late afternoon, James walked Melody to her car in the garage of the hotel. She leaned against the driver’s door and looked up at him. “I don’t want this day to end, James,” she confessed.




  “There are more days,” he promised. He picked up a strand of her hair and twisted it loosely around his fingers. “Will you have dinner with me tomorrow?”




  Jet lag made her head swim. “What day is tomorrow?”




  James smiled. “Tuesday.”




  “Tuesday is weekly dinner with my sister.” She ran a finger over the edge of his jacket. “Wednesday is church. You can come with?”




  He shook his head, “Dinner.” He insisted.




  “Thursday, then?”




  He nodded. “I like Thursday dinners.” James leaned forward to kiss her forehead. Melody closed her eyes and savored the feel of his lips on her skin. “Tell me your number.”




  “Let me get something to write it down with.”




  He tapped his temple. “I’ll remember it.”




  “Seriously?”




  He nodded. She recited her number, and he released her hair. “I’ll call you and see where we can meet Thursday,” he said.




  He reached behind her and opened her car door.




  Melody couldn’t stop grinning. “I’m looking forward to it.”




  As she shut the car door, he tapped the top of her car before stepping aside and letting her drive away.




  She drove as quickly as she could. A song bubbled out of her. She needed to be at her piano, sheet music, and blank staff paper in front of her. She had to write it down—the beautiful notes, the joy. She darted around the traffic as efficiently as she could and took every shortcut and back road she knew.




  Thirty minutes later, she pulled up into her driveway. Just as she turned the key to her car off, her phone announced an incoming text. Her stomach gave an excited little nervous flip.




  Just wanted you to have my number. James




  She took a moment to scold herself for selfishness. How selfish she felt for wallowing in her misery over being jilted by her former fiancé. James was a real man in every possible way she could imagine, and James knew about actual misery. How terrible for her to whine and complain about poor little Melly, whose fiancé was two-timing her when James would never see his wife again in this world.




  She reread his text. With a grin, she started writing back as she got out of her car.




  Did I thank you for being my knight in shining armor at the airport?




  She felt the silly smile on her face, and her fingers paused, wondering what else she should type. She briefly contemplated whether God put them together on that stormy night in Newark so they could help each other heal. If that were the case, she decided that any public or private humiliation she suffered at the hands of a two-timing man would be well worth it if meeting James was the intended outcome.




  She felt grateful to God for many, many things now. She was especially grateful that she wasn’t Richard’s wife and had the freedom to go to dinner with James this Thursday night. She should write Richard a real thank you card and send a box of chocolates for his mystery girlfriend.




  Thoughts about what dinner might involve filled her mind as she was lifted off the ground, and her body slammed hard into her car door—so hard that the door shut and dented. Pain spread from her hip all the way through her chest and sucked the breath right out of her. Then, very strong hands grabbed her from behind and slammed her up against the door again. She heard her car window crack.




  Before she could scream, a fist plowed into the side of her face catching her ear and jawbone, making her go limp, causing her to slump down, nearly unconscious, a loud high pitched whine in her ears and stars swimming before her eyes as the cement of her driveway slammed into her knees. She’d never felt pain like this in her life. It totally consumed and immobilized her.




  Her attacker allowed her to fall to the ground, then carefully kicked her twice. With a sickening sense of helplessness, she heard a sound like crunching celery as she felt her ribs snap under his well-placed kicks. She felt the pain ripping her apart. Somehow through the daze, she found the strength to start screaming and began to claw the ground, trying to get away.




  “Don’t you ever flaunt a lover in my face again, or else you won’t even live long enough to suffer.” Richard sneered as he kicked her one more time, this time low in the stomach. She felt the air rush out of her lungs and gaped and gasped for breath. When she finally inhaled, she screamed and sobbed and tried to roll away, but the pain was too great. “That’s for all of the trouble you’ve caused me.”




  Melody’s phone lay by her head. She clawed at the ground, trying to grab it, but Richard stomped on her hand with his thick boot heel. Her fingers spasmed beneath his heel like impaled worms struggling on fish hooks. “Who are you going to call? Who do you think can save you?”




  “Richard!” She gasped. Her tongue tasted the coppery blood filling her mouth.
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