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      Travers had been tracking Colleen all day. For a woman who had just gotten engaged to the biggest catch over three counties, she didn’t look as thrilled as he thought she would be. Instead, she looked like a thief who was about to steal something. Just when he thought his imagination was pulling overtime, Colleen came out of the party and into the garden. He watched her reach into a bush and pull out a backpack. His curiosity was beyond piqued.

      Following a short distance behind, he watched Colleen find a bush that was taller than her to offer some cover. She darted behind it and kicked off her heels then pulled a pair of sneakers out of the bag, along with a pair of jeans. She shimmied into the jeans, donned the sneakers, and took off her red dress, leaving her standing in her jeans and a matching red strapless bra. Travers would have bet money nothing could have fit under that dress, but he could see now he was wrong.

      Just when he thought it couldn’t get any weirder, she pulled out a brunette wig. Colleen pulled her hair into a bun so tight he winced. Then she planted the brunette wig on her head, making sure none of those lustrous red strands peeked out.

      She stuffed her clothes in the denim backpack and then walked toward the valet section.

      “Where are you going all dressed up, Red?” he muttered to himself.

      Travers knew he should turn around and go back to the party. Colleen Bowers was the kind of woman a man would change his life for. She was smart, intelligent, and fearless. Not to mention tall. Colleen was the woman you hoped your daughters took after and the woman you wanted with you to go into battle.

      The problem, of course, was that Travers was firmly married to his job, and a woman like Colleen wouldn’t ever take second place. More importantly, a man who had a woman like Colleen wouldn’t make her take second place. No, Travers’ life was already planned out. He was the COO of Butler Hotels. His friend, the CEO, was having some issues fighting a takeover, but as soon as this issue was resolved, Travers was going to find a nice docile wife who liked to count his money, go shopping, and have a kid or two. Colleen didn’t fit any of those characteristics.

      Travers knew what he wanted, but he found himself continually drawn to the quick-witted shrew, Colleen. Five minutes ago, he thought this problem would resolve itself. As soon as she announced the date of the wedding today, Colleen was no longer available. Why was she messing up the plan?

      Travers had stopped dating since he’d met Colleen. He wasn’t a man to dine with one and think about another one. He had already scheduled two dates for next week since he knew Colleen would no longer be an option.

      He watched her boldly walking up to the valet with a ticket in hand. Travers followed like a bear to honey. What was she up to? Why was Colleen destroying his week's schedule, and how did she think she was going to get her car in a brunette wig? What was so important that she needed to get dressed up in that outfit?

      This made no sense. Colleen made him smile with her wit, and her unpredictable antics kept him intrigued. If he were honest, Travers would admit that he’d fantasized about what life would be like with Colleen. Every day would be new, exciting, and chaotic. For a man who scheduled everything, chaotic shouldn’t appeal, but in Colleen’s case, it was a draw he couldn’t resist.

      As he walked closer, he could hear the faint echoes of the conversation she was having with the valet.

      “Ms., this is Ms. Bowers’ car,” the young valet said.

      “I know whose car it is. I have a valet ticket. Can you get the car?”

      “I’m sorry, Ms., I’ll need to see some I.D., or I’ll have to call Mr. Chambers.”

      “I have a ticket!”

      “I can put something in the car for you,” the valet said hesitantly.

      “I don’t want to put something in it I want to drive it!” Colleen protested.

      She wanted to drive it. What was she doing? Travers looked over his shoulder and then back at Colleen, and the impossible came to him. Colleen was incognito escaping the engagement of the year!
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      Walking out of her engagement party hadn’t been that big of a problem. They were all there to pat Luis Chambers, her fiancé, on the back. Colleen made it to her stash behind the bush, looking over her shoulder as she tried to escape casually. She took off her pumps and internally cried. Colleen was five foot eleven, but when she put on her power pumps, she was a comfortable six feet. She needed the extra height and confidence to walk boldly into rooms.

      Now she was putting on her jeans, which weren’t so bad, but these sneakers. The shoe guy had promised her they were comfy. After having her structured red-bottom heels on, the sneakers felt like she had mini airbags on her feet. She took off her silky dress and put on the rough shirt she’d bought. Life was about to get bumpy, so she better get used to it.

      The coup de grace was the wig. Her bright red hair could be seen from anywhere. She had bought a beautiful, dull brunette wig and stuffed her tresses beneath it. She would stop every so often and wonder, Do I need to do this? Then she thought about Luis and his lawyer friends drinking at the bar last night. She had wanted to surprise him by showing up in this new wig so they could go places incognito. Instead, she had been surprised to find him in his cups with his friends. They spoke about how he would do his duty with her but would make sure he didn’t tire himself out for the other women who wanted to be with an up-and-coming district attorney.

      She couldn’t believe how easy she’d been taken in. They had discussed it since Luis was coming to Chusada, that the district attorney spot was pretty much his, but she’d endorse him, and the town would agree. When she thought about how he had thanked her and told her she’d never regret it, Colleen felt like she should be putting on a dunce cap instead of a brunette wig.

      Colleen knew what she needed was some time to think. She couldn’t do that in town, and too many people would want to “help” her. All Colleen needed to do was get to her car. When she heard the football team was acting as valets, Colleen thought things couldn’t be more in her favor.

      She gave herself one final look, and a peek over her shoulder to make sure the coast was clear. She walked and talked with authority. The football captain was no match for her. She walked up to Greg Standers and presented her ticket.

      Greg took the ticket and then gave her a once over.

      “I’m sorry, Ms., this car belongs to Ms. Bowers.”

      “I’m well aware of who it belongs to. I have a ticket. I’m doing an errand. Can you get the car?”

      Greg shrugged and looked really sorry but didn’t seem as though he would budge.

      “I’m sorry, Ms., I’ll need to see some I.D., or I’ll have to call Mr. Chambers.”

      “I have a ticket!

      “I can put something in the car for you,” Greg said hesitantly. Colleen looked at Greg and then over her shoulder. They would notice she was gone any minute. It was impossible that she had planned for everything but hadn’t thought about Greg, the head of the football team, becoming conscientious and not getting her car.

      “I don’t want to put something in it—I want to drive it,” Colleen protested.

      Greg held out his hands and gave his best smile. “I hear you, but Mr. Chambers paid us all a little extra to be extra careful about people getting in and out of this party. He didn’t want anything to go wrong. I have to say, Ms., you don’t look like you belong here. I’m willing to look over this if you go on your way. Otherwise, I’m going to have to call the police.

      Colleen wanted to pull her wig off and eviscerate him with a tongue lashing that would make him cringe whenever he saw her. She was giving it serious thought when she heard a masculine voice clear his throat.

      She started to nod her head and turned in the direction away from the voice when she heard the smooth tones of the one person she didn’t want to meet, Travers Warner. She’d just keep walking. That was her intention until she felt his firm grasp on her shoulder.

      “Peggy Lou, you beat me out here.”

      Peggy Lou! That was the best he could think of? She wasn’t sure what his game was, but she’d play along. Beneath his tall-dark-and-handsome exterior hid a mindless troll, who would do whatever he had to for a dollar. It was just a distraction that he looked so good.

      Colleen stood and then turned to Travers. “Hello, Travy.”

      Travers’ smile widened. “Did you get the car?”

      Greg interrupted. “Umm, I’m sorry, but she has the ticket for Ms. Bowers’ car.”

      Travers gave his ticket to Greg. “I’ll talk to Peggy here. Would you go get my car?”

      Greg nodded and then ran off. Travers stood in front of her with a smirk that might make a lesser woman melt at his feet, but not Colleen. She knew the beast that lived within. Travers Winters, COO, and best friend of her best friend’s husband. It was only that fact that made him tolerable.

      “I didn’t know it was a thing to play dress-up at an engagement party.”

      “Well, you know it’s never too early to insert a little intrigue into the marriage. Besides, I’ve been wondering what Luis really sees in me, and I thought I’d ask Luis to meet me somewhere. It’s my suspicious nature as a lawyer and all.”

      Looking over his shoulder and back at her, he nodded. “Yeah, I can see how you would want some confirmation on this deal before it’s signed and sealed. I think you’re supposed to invite the fiancé to this escapade, though, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve got that all taken care of.” Why was he staying? “I think your car will be coming up any moment. I don’t want to hold you up.” Certainly, that was the universal dismissal.

      Travers reached into his jacket and pulled out his phone.

      “Hey, why don’t I help you out here? Why don’t I give Luis a heads up so he can meet you now? That way, you don’t have to go, and this concern will be put away.”

      Colleen thought she’d like to put him away. Then her phone rang. Out of instinct, she pulled it out, and the caller ID said, Luis. Nosy Travers looked right over her head.

      “Oh, look, it seems like Luis is looking for his fiancée already. Go ahead and answer it. I’ll wait.”

      Colleen rejected the call and then looked at Travers. It was all his fault. Whenever Travers was involved, her plans went south. He seemed so calm and collected, standing there in a dark suit and a pink shirt. What man could wear a pink shirt and still look so masculine? She knew the magic was in his eyes. They were sorcerer’s eyes. They were brown at first glance, but on closer inspection, she always noticed the golden flecks in them that made him look like a wizard from old.

      She wanted to say she wasn’t affected by his general appearance, but the whole package only accentuated the brilliant mind housed within. From day one, she had mentally sparred with Travers, and he’d met her tit for tat. He made her feel petite because he was taller and had a body that was no stranger to the gym. When she was around Travers, she started to think there was merit to being a helper and helpmeet in a relationship, and that was when Colleen knew she had to keep him far away.

      Colleen’s mother had fallen for that trap. Her father had married her when she was a young law student, and she gave up her career to be a mother. Only to have her father cheat on her and leave her. Sure, her mother was remarried and happy, and her father was remarried and regretted the actions of his youth, but Colleen had been with her mother in the aftermath. Her strong mother had been reduced to tears and an abyss of loss. Colleen was not going that way.

      “Well, it was nice seeing you Travers, your car is here,” she said with a big smile. Greg had just brought his car to the front and was holding out Travers’ keys.

      Then, before either of them could say anything, they both heard the faint calling of her name. It sounded like two men were calling for Colleen.

      “Ahh, Peggy Lou, are you sure I can’t give you a lift?”

      Peggy Lou, the name grated on her. Thank goodness it wasn’t her real name.

      “I think I can make do; thank you, Travy.”

      Greg cleared his throat and looked at Colleen.

      “Ms., I can’t give you Ms. Bowers’ car without her being her or Mr. Chambers.”

      Travers opened the door to his car. “I can drop you wherever you need to be, but the offer is a limited time only.”

      The sounds of her name got louder, and like a jackrabbit about to be pounced on by a wolf, she slid into the car.

      “Get in and drive, Travy!”

      Travers tapped the car door and gave her a smile. He pulled out a couple of bills for Greg and then got in the car.

      “We need to leave now,” she muttered under her breath.

      “No worries, I know just the place to go,” Travers said.

      “Whatever, just move!”
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      Travers was extremely content to focus on Colleen. In a world that was going crazy, Colleen’s crazy made his crazy seem, well, not so crazy. He knew no good would come from helping Red. He was supposed to be on his way to Plentiful, Florida. It was about a four-hour drive from Chusada to there. It was where he had set up the factory to make the pillows and blankets for Butler Hotels. He needed to get there to do an evaluation and to see if he had made a colossal mistake. There wasn’t time for him to play with Red. But no matter how many excuses he gave himself for why he should leave her, Travers just kept right on driving to the one place he knew they would be able to talk.

      “We’re almost there.”

      “I know I told you to just get me out of there, but I’m thinking it might be best if you dropped me off at my place.”

      “Well, I can see how that makes the most sense, Red. I mean, when I ditch my engagement parties, the last place anyone checks is my place.”

      She sucked her teeth next to him in the car. “Okay, Sunshine, we can make a stop first to give them time to look and leave, but after that, I’m going home.”

      “Sunshine?”

      “What else can I call you with those eyes of yours? Dark one moment and then bursts of sunshine in them the next.”

      “I didn’t know you looked.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You use those eyes like everything else, so don’t pretend otherwise.”

      Travers said nothing because she was right. It seemed like women fell at his feet for his eyes . . . that is, all of them except her.

      “Being that this seems like a long story, did you want to tell me any of it, or at the very least where you were planning on going, so when you disappear my best friend doesn’t become so distracted by his wife looking for her bestie that he can’t work.”

      Colleen sighed. “I don’t know where I’m going. I just know I need some distance from Chusada.”

      “You’re a lawyer with responsibilities, especially in a small town.”

      “I’ve been training a friend to take my place for the next two weeks. I was thinking I would give her a trial run because I thought I was going to be moving to the district attorney role.” From the corner of his eye, he saw her take off the wig.

      “So, you gonna spill it, Red?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away. “After careful deliberation, I’ve decided you may not be the best person to share this with.”

      Travers laughed. “Ah, so I’m good enough in a pinch but not intelligent enough to grasp the situation?”

      “Don’t be obtuse, Sunshine. I could accuse you of a lot of things, but not being bright isn’t one of them, no pun intended.”

      “You slick-tongued devil, you. The compliments just keep pouring out of you. Any moment I’m going to expect you to declare your undying love,” Travers teased.

      “Undying love,” Colleen harrumphed. “As if such a thing existed. You want to know why I’m leaving? I’ll tell you. I’m leaving because Mr. Luis Chambers thinks he can marry me for the district attorney position and then put me on the back burner like some cold case that has no clues.”

      “Ouch, that must be rough.”

      “It is! I can’t believe I was so blind,” she said disgustedly.

      No sobs of despair. No words on how her love was wasted on him. He knew she was upset, but Travers had an idea it wasn’t because she had just left the love match of a lifetime. On the one hand, he had to admit he wanted to know, but when he thought about his calendar and what this meant, he kept his mouth shut.

      There would be no dating for him, after all.

      Red had done it again. She’d inserted herself in his life and messed up his life plans. How could he even look at any other woman when the one he wanted was right next to him?
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      “You brought me to the church?” Colleen asked, looking at Travers, confused.

      “There are some benches in the back where they have picnics after service. I brought you here because no one will come here looking for you. And because my dad always said you could go to a church to think or talk. There was always an ear waiting to hear from you.”

      They walked to the back of the church, and sure enough, there were some empty benches. A couple of older couples were there and some matrons from the church, but all in all, they were alone.

      “So, you want to talk strategy?” Travers asked.

      “Strategy? I didn’t even think to this point,” she confessed.

      “I hate to be the one to say it⁠—”

      “You hate to be the one, but you’ll say it anyway. What is it?”

      “You don’t seem to be emotionally crushed and crying your eyes out, so why agree to this in the first place?”

      “Oh, Sunshine, the world isn’t as bright as it seems. Some of us have problems.”

      “My world isn’t perfect, Red. However, I’ll try to listen with an open mind.”

      Colleen folded her hands on the wooden table. She couldn’t believe she was going to talk to Travers. He was the last person she wanted to confess to, but he might be neutral enough to hear her.

      “I’m tall,” she blurted. Then she looked at Travers. He raised his eyebrows and rolled his hand for her to continue.

      “There isn’t a whole lot more. I’m tall. I’ve been the tallest girl in my class all of my life. That, with this red hair, has made me stand out.”

      Travers' eyebrows scrunched together. Colleen knew she sounded crazy to Travers. He didn’t understand what it was like to grow up with a mother who kept telling her that true love existed and that her prince would look beyond her height and see her heart and accept her for who she was.

      “So, my height . . . right. It’s not considered an asset or attractive to most men in Chusada. It definitely wasn’t considered a great asset by any male in this town. So, when I left Chusada early in my career and met Luis, I thought I was getting the best of both worlds. I found a man who didn’t mind my height, and he wanted to set up in my hometown.”

      “Your height is negligible next to your mind and wit, Red!” Travers said as he looked across the table. “If the only thing a man sees when he looks at you is your height, he’s got other problems, and you don’t want to be bothered with him.”

      She lifted her head and saw nothing but sincerity in Travers' eyes. She got a warm glow that brought a smile to her face. “You know that is the nicest⁠—”

      “As for the opinion of this town, let’s look at the preconceptions they have. Their thoughts on your height we can overlook because it just emphasizes, they haven’t seen enough of the world to know how much of an asset your height is. Looking at Chusada, that is a different beast altogether, as there is no format or time when this small-minded town is acceptable.”

      She was about to reply when her phone rang again. Colleen took it out and placed it on the table. It was Luis.

      “Come on, Red, pick it up. It’s time to face the music and show the public why they should fear redheads.”
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      There was an anxiousness in Travers that he couldn’t account for. He was Mr. Cool under pressure: give them a smile, and all the while do the research it takes to bring them down. Colleen was a different matter altogether.

      When she put the phone down on the table and then pressed the speaker button, he should have gotten up and left. He thought about it, but when she looked at him with those sable-brown eyes, he knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Okay, she was having image issues. He couldn’t really imagine that being it, but what did he know? He wasn’t a woman. Did he really think he could figure this out and help Red? The fact that he hadn’t moved spoke volumes.

      Travers could just see it now, him trying to explain to the board the reason he was running late on reporting the possible issues with their signature supply chain was that he was with a woman he couldn’t get out of his thoughts.

      One of the possible issues happened to be with his family. If Butler Hotels didn’t fire him for being irresponsible, they would undoubtedly do so for nepotism. Everyone at Butler Hotels knew his brother was in charge of making the signature stuffed pillows and throw blankets that were in every Butler Hotels room. He’d run that gauntlet already, but now when someone was trying to take over Butler Hotels and discredit his friend Liam Butler into stepping down as CEO, everything was being looked at twice to prove Liam wasn’t the right man for the job anymore.

      Travers would go to Plentiful to speak to his brother about the business concerns and resolve them. It would be an easy matter, and then he could go back to his life. He would have never given this job to his older brother if it hadn’t been for his dad. His dad had passed away from Alzheimer’s. Fortunately, his father had passed in his sleep, but not before setting Travers straight and explaining how family stuck together.

      His thoughts were interrupted by the phone call that was happening before him.

      “Luis—”

      “Colleen, where are you?”

      “It’s not important where I am. What’s important is⁠—”

      “What’s important is you need to get back here. You are embarrassing me.”

      A picture was truly worth a thousand words, and if Luis could have seen Colleen’s face, he would have known this path was not the way to go.

      “Embarrassing you? Do you think I care about you being embarrassed?”

      “Is it that time of the month⁠—?”

      “That time of the month? No, it’s that time in my life! It’s the time in my life when I decide you are not the one!”

      “Colleen don’t do anything rash again. Where are you so I can talk some sense into you?”

      “If you think me leaving was rash, you’re going to think the next move is just crazy! I’m done, Luis! You can find another woman to step over to become D.A.!"

      He watched her end the call and then sit back, fuming on the bench. She was quicker than a customer trying to leave before paying the bill. In moments, Colleen had slammed her phone on her past and just signed up to be a part of Travers' future.

      Travers looked from the phone to Colleen.

      “Well, I would have never been able to predict that conversation. What happened to the cool, calm, and collected lawyer?”

      “You heard him! He was acting like a caveman.”

      Travers could hear the defeat creeping into her voice, and it churned something in him that he wasn’t ready to look at.

      “He doesn’t even really want me, and that’s the whole problem.”

      “Hey, we can make a break for it. You can be the red-headed Bonnie to my debonair, Clyde.”

      “I’ve got nothing, Sunshine,” she moaned.

      Travers tapped the table and then stood back and posed. “You’ve got me, Red. Ask anyone, that’s a winning hand every day of the week.”

      “I’m hoping it is a winning hand because until I get a chance to call my bestie, you’re going to be footing the bill for this trip.”

      He held out his arm for her to take as they walked back to the car.

      “So, do I get any benefits for helping out a damsel in distress?”

      Colleen put her hand to her mouth in mock surprise.

      “I’ve seen your rap sheet. You should be paying me to let you help me out because you need to get in some good deeds,” she smirked.

      “So, you say. Do you have any ID or money in your house?” he asked.

      Colleen looked at him with an odd look. “I have money, but my ID is in my car with my bag.”

      “Well, that just means we need to break into your house and get you some clothes. I’ve got money, and we’ll get your ID later.”

      Colleen stopped and looked at him. “Break into my house? I have to ask, Mr. Straightlaced, do you even know how to break into a home?”

      Travers smiled. “You said it yourself; I’ve got a rap sheet a mile long.”

      “I was joking. Do you?”

      “Ah, Red, come on. Let’s get your clothes so I can get on the road.”
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      Her apartment looked clear if you ignored Luis’ car sitting in the front of her place.

      “Do you see anyone?” Travers whispered.

      “No, but I see Luis’ car. He won’t go anywhere without that car, so he must be here,” she whispered back. She wanted to run-up to the front, get her spare key, and go into her place. Travers thought the plan was too simple and that by now, someone had taken the key to stop her.

      “Are any of your windows open?”

      Colleen thought about it. “Yes, my bedroom window is open. We can squeeze in there.”

      Travers looked around the front. “I’m telling you if this was a heist, I’d call it off, and we’d have to try another day.”

      “Well, we can’t! You need to go. I need to getaway. But I won’t live in these clothes for who knows how long.”

      Colleen watched Travers shake his head. “This is why you don’t bring amateurs to the game,” Travers snorted.

      “Hey, maybe I haven’t been breaking and entering on my downtime, but I can get into my place. If we follow the hedge line, it will take us to the back of my apartment.”

      Travers nodded. “Thank goodness you live on the first floor.”

      They snuck around the building by going through the bushes. Colleen was sure this would not be a quick in and out.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she heard Travers exclaim. Colleen looked around him to see what the problem was.

      “What? And lower your voice.”

      “Lower my voice? Look at the window. It’s not a regular size.”

      Colleen looked up, and she had to admit, when management had the window installed, she thought it was dainty. Not that she would be trying to break into her own apartment.

      “Well, since we are sharing the good news. I have to tell you I can’t open the window from outside. It’s a bit stuck, and the maintenance guys were coming to fix it, but I was never home. On top of that, it’s a little high.”

      Travers looked up. “The height isn’t a problem, but getting through the window . . .”

      Colleen looked at the window and then back to him.

      “Take your shirt off. I’ll get the step stool the gardener always leaves around here. If you take off your shirt, you should have enough wiggle room to get in.”

      “I don’t know, Red⁠—”

      “It’ll work, trust me,” Colleen said as she unbuttoned his shirt. When Travers was standing there shirtless, she had to take a moment to breathe. It wasn’t just his eyes that were hypnotic. This was definitely a gym body. She quickly turned away, hoping that he couldn’t hear how rapidly her heart was beating.

      After she had positioned the step stool and looked over her shoulder, she patted it.

      “Should I bark and wait for a fish?” Travers said, aggravated.

      “Please, Travers. I know it’s a pain, but please.”

      Travers grumbled, but he took a step up and pushed the window. At first, Colleen thought he wouldn’t be able to move the window. If he couldn’t, it wouldn’t be a loss as far as she was concerned. Colleen never knew there were so many muscles in the back. Watching him flex and stretch was an education in and of itself.

      Finally, it opened. He turned back with a smile. He pushed it all the way up and then hoisted himself into the window. Travers turned and put his hand out of the window with a smile. Just as she was taking a step on the stool, she saw another body ram into Travers and throw him to the ground, if the thud was to be believed.

      “She’s mine!”

      Colleen recognized the voice. It was Luis.

      “I’ve invested in her, and I plan on collecting!”

      Never in her life had she wished she was just an inch or two taller. It took her two attempts to pull herself to the ledge. She was grateful she put on her old jeans because as she threw her leg over the side, she could hear them tear. She wouldn’t fret now. Depending on where the rip was, she could still wear the jeans. Finally, she rolled onto the floor and barely missed the two men fighting in her bedroom.

      Travers and Luis were like two wary lions sizing each other up. It was the first time she’d ever seen anything but a happy look on Luis’ face, and it was not a good look for him. He was in a blue t-shirt and blue jeans, and both of them were grappling with one another on her bedroom floor.

      Colleen couldn’t let this go on. Travers had gotten into this mess because of her.

      “Hey, Guys? Can we pretend we’re adults and break it up?’ she said to them both. It was as if she hadn’t spoken at all, and she had to take a step back because she thought they were coming towards her.

      Time being of the essence and determined to address this issue, she looked around the room looking for something to help Travers with. Behind her, she could hear the blows being exchanged between the men. Her options were few. She picked up the night-light beside her bed and got behind the men. When Luis was on her side, she smashed the small night-light over his head.

      Luis put his hand to his head, turned to see Colleen, and then fell onto her bed. After he had dropped, she looked between him and Travers.

      “Is he dead?”

      “I had him!” Travers said. Travers reached over and touched his neck. “No, he’s just knocked out.”

      Her adrenaline was high, and she kept looking for a sign from Luis that he was well.

      “I can’t see him breathing, Travers! I⁠—”

      Then she felt Travers pull her into his embrace.

      “It’s the aftershock. Let it pass. I’m here.”

      Colleen trembled in his arms for a moment and then buried her face in his shoulder.

      After a minute or two, she pushed away.

      “I have to get clothes.”

      “He could wake at any moment. We don’t have a rope,” Travers said.

      Colleen smiled. “We have something better than rope. Colleen went to her closet and pulled out her corset.

      “What is that?” Travers asked.

      “And you call yourself a man of the world. It’s a faja, or in layman’s terms, a corset.” She laid it on the bed, and she and Travers rolled Luis in it. She closed the metal clasps and made sure Luis’ arms were straight down.

      Travers looked dubious when they were done. “Is that going to hold him?”

      Colleen gave him a sly look. “That corset has held more in place than this guy.” She went to her closet and pulled out some pants and a couple of tops.

      “Okay, let’s go,” she said. Just then, Luis started to wake. Colleen could tell when he was aware because he tried to get up and immediately fell back to the bed.

      “Luis, I need you to listen to me. I’m not marrying you. Not now or ever.” Every time he got ready to speak, he couldn’t get enough breath.
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