
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Love Flies Free

        

        
        
          Circle of Friends, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Abigail Stevens

        

        
          Published by Seth and Abigail Stevens, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LOVE FLIES FREE

    

    
      First edition. December 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Abigail Stevens.

    

    
    
      Written by Abigail Stevens.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Jasmine Murdoch looked around the room, taking in the cheerful blue paint and the baby furniture clustered in one corner. The brightness did nothing to ease her melancholy, but not wanting to seem ungrateful, so she stifled any negative reaction. 

Still, a twinge of doubt gnawed at her. She turned back to her friend. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay here?” she asked. 

Melanie nodded, her bobbed auburn hair swaying. “Sure. It’s no problem,” she said with a smile, stepping forward to place a reassuring hand on Jasmine’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. Once your new job starts paying, it shouldn’t take you long to find an apartment.”

Jasmine let out a heavy sigh. “I hope so. This last month has been...” She shook her head and trailed off, unable to continue. Melanie pulled her into an embrace. Mel’s swollen belly bumped against Jasmine, and Jasmine hastily shifted so she wouldn’t hurt her friend. The disorientation of seeing Melanie pregnant for the first time only deepened the confusion and anxiety Jasmine had been fighting, leaving her feeling light-headed. The old, familiar urge to cry rose up in her, but there were just no tears left – only that cold, numb emptiness. She became aware of the emotions and fought them off, reminding herself why she was here, and of the promise that this new job brought.

Jasmine realised she’d been leaning on Melanie’s shoulder for too long. She pulled back and gave her friend a weak smile. Melanie probably saw straight through it, but it was all Jasmine had.

If Mel suspected anything, she didn’t mention it. Instead, she smiled back and pulled away. “You still a coffee addict?” she asked, teasing glint in her eye. 

“Not as much as I used to be,” Jasmine replied. 

Melanie nodded. “I’ll go make you a coffee,” she said, turning and retreating down the hallway, leaving Jasmine alone in the unfamiliar room.

At least Mel had one thing right, Jasmine decided as she opened her suitcase and began to unpack. Once she started her new job, she’d be able to re-establish herself, even if it took her a long time to get back to where she’d been. Still, she vowed she would recover.

Melanie’s return broke through Jasmine’s thoughts. She followed her friend out to the deck where her coffee waited. Settling into a deck chair, Jasmine watched the waves breaking on the beach below.

“So, this is the Whitsundays, hey?” she said.

“A bit of a contrast from the big city, I’m guessing,” Melanie said.

Jasmine nodded. “Just a bit,” she said with a sigh, soothed by the presence of her oldest friend and the sound of the surf. A salty breeze swept in from the ocean, swirling across the deck and caressing her face, and she let the tension slide from her body. Here was her sea change – her little slice of paradise, at least for now – where she could escape everything she’d been through. She took a sip of coffee, relishing the rich aroma. Arching an eyebrow, she looked back at Melanie. “Since when did you switch from instant?”

Melanie shrugged. “When Max and I married and started living together. It’s his fault.”

“He isn’t an instant coffee fan?”

“Nope. Espresso or nothing. Though I have to say, that’s not a terrible thing.”

Jasmine nodded, breathing in the fresh sea air as she sat back to enjoy her coffee.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” Melanie began. “I’ve arranged a pool party for tomorrow so you can meet some people from around here. We’ve got some of Max’s friends and a few of the neighbours coming over.”

Grimacing, Jasmine hid behind her coffee cup. “I’m not really in the mood for parties right now,” she mumbled, but Melanie wouldn’t be put off.

“It’ll be good for you,” Melanie insisted. “And besides, you’ll get to meet a few people so you’re not totally isolated.” She paused, running an appraising eye over Jasmine. “Do you have swimmers?”

Hoping Melanie couldn’t see her blushing, Jasmine shook her head.

“Well, I’ll take you shopping a bit later and we’ll see what we can find,” Melanie went on. “Or you can try on one of my bikinis.”

“No!” Jasmine protested, sitting up the chair so quickly she nearly spilled her coffee. “I’m not wearing a bikini.” At Melanie’s questioning gaze, she added, “I’m not having strangers staring at my... bits. And besides, I’m as pale as a ghost. Me in a bikini would not look good.”

Melanie let out a wry chuckle. “The joy of being a city slicker,” she said. “What are you worried about, anyway? You’ve got a fantastic body, miss gym queen.”

After an embarrassed pause, Jasmine mustered her dignity. “I don’t know about that. Yeah, I worked out, but it was my stress release.” She stared down at her cup. “It was about all I had.”

“Well, there’s plenty of beach here to run along,” Melanie replied airily. “I’m sure you can keep that hot bod going – and maybe get a tan while you’re at it.”

Jasmine rolled her eyes and slouched back in the chair. “Whatever,” she muttered, resisting the urge to throw the nearest cushion at her annoying friend.
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“How did I let you drag me into this?” Jasmine complained, eying the rows of swimsuits hanging neatly in the racks.

Melanie just grinned and shrugged. “You never could say no to me.”

“And the trouble that got me into,” Jasmine lamented, though she couldn’t hide a smirk at the memories of their adolescent mischief. 

Melanie laughed and went back to sifting through the racks. She pulled out a particularly skimpy specimen and waved it in front of Jasmine, who slapped it away with an embarrassed squawk.

“What, are you trying to traumatise the locals or something?” she said.

“Traumatise? Honey, you’d give the guys around here heart attacks if you wore this in front of them...”

“Just what I need,” Jasmine moaned. “More police chasing me.” 

Melanie looked hurt and, without a word, slid the bikini back onto the rack. 

Jasmine scolded herself. She knew she shouldn’t be so negative; Melanie was just trying to help. She only hoped Melanie understood she wasn’t herself right now – not after all she’d gone through with the investigation, the questionings, and sitting in the courtroom watching her life crumble.

The silence stung – so much so that she couldn’t stay there any longer. Even her protest against wearing a bikini couldn’t stifle the urge to run. She grabbed the simple blue swimsuit that Melanie had suggested at first and headed to the cashier.

Melanie followed silently behind, swiping her card and entering her PIN to pay for the swimsuit. 

“What did I say wrong?” Jasmine asked as they stepped back out onto the footpath.

After a slight hesitation, Melanie said, “Watching what happened to you through the court case was just too much. I couldn’t handle seeing you suffer like that. I’m sorry. The police comment hit a bit too close to home.” Reaching up, she wiped the tears from her eyes. 

Now it was Jasmine’s turn to comfort her friend. She wrapped her arm around Mel’s waist. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t realise it had affected you like that.”

“I just wish there was something we could have done to spare you from it.”

“But you did,” Jasmine protested. “You were there for me through it all – you and Allyssa and the other misfits. All those flakes Brad called friends disappeared once they realised how much trouble we were in. You guys were the only ones who stuck with me. The late-night calls and the texting ‘til all hours... I think that saved my life. Without your support, I don’t think I would have made it.”

Melanie gave Jasmine a watery smile and hugged her. “I’m just glad you made it,” she rasped. Jasmine mentally slapped herself. In all her own suffering, she’d never stopped to consider how this ordeal might have affected those around her. Now, it was laid bare.

“I’m sorry too,” she said to Melanie. “I didn’t realise what it did to you. I guess I was too busy feeling sorry for myself.”

Melanie shushed her and squeezed her tightly. “You had too much of your own to deal with to be worrying about other people’s feelings.”

Perhaps, Jasmine thought, returning her friend’s embrace. Or perhaps she should have spent less time feeling sorry for herself and more time thinking about those around her.
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Jasmine examined herself in the mirror. The bikini fit well enough, and grudgingly, she had to admit it actually suited her. Melanie had always been good at that sort of thing, and she’d ended up as Jasmine’s chief fashion adviser during their teenage years. 

It had been Melanie’s brand of svelte that caught Max’s eye when he’d come to their high school as part of a visiting athletics team. If “love at first sight” was a cliché, they were the centrefold models for it. He’d even transferred universities and moved interstate just to be with her, and they’d married after graduating. Six years later, they were expecting their first child.

A stab of jealousy prodded Jasmine as she thought of the disaster her own relationship had been. It wasn’t that she felt she needed a husband or needed to be a wife – well, at least she didn’t think so, anyway.

“Happiness,” she muttered to her reflection. “How did they find it and why can’t I? Where did I go wrong?” Staring at her reflection again, she realised how clichéd her own response was and she let out an exasperated sigh. “Pathetic,” she said. Seeing no point in preening any further, she turned and picked up the royal blue sarong Melanie had given her. Wrapping it around herself, Jasmine walked away from the mirror. This was as good as it was going to get.

She walked out into the kitchen to find Melanie preparing a fruit salad and headed over to help. As she approached, Melanie turned and gave her a playful wolf-whistle. Jasmine swatted Melanie’s backside in return and went to gather more food from the fridge.

The busyness of preparing food for the party kept her anxiety in check, but as time passed, she couldn’t suppress the growing dread of what was coming.

For crying out loud, she groused to herself. It’s just a pool party. Pull yourself together! Since when did I become so angsty?

Turning her frustration inward, Jasmine squashed down her anxiety and vowed to enjoy the party. It was, after all, for her so she could meet people. She’d best put her “socialising” smile on.
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Patience. It was something that thousands of hours of piloting had taught him. Alex Prescott had learned long ago that frustration had no place in the cockpit. He reminded himself of that as he pulled the handle to lower the flaps, then increased power slightly to maintain his airspeed. The Seastar continued its gentle descent towards the harbour, and Alex radioed in to announce his approach. 

The seaplane’s powerful landing lights illuminated the water ahead, and he throttled back, letting it glide in to touch down. Glass-smooth ocean met the hull of the Seastar with a barely perceptible bump, and the drag of the water brought it down to a slow headway. He let the seaplane’s momentum carry it to the jetty, cutting the engines early so the deckhand wouldn’t be faced with spinning propellers as he secured the plane to the bollards.

As the deckhand opened the main passenger door, Alex went through the checklist to power down the plane, then pushed open his gullwing door and clambered out onto the dock. The post-flight inspection took another ten minutes, but finally he made his way to the office and signed the plane back in to the maintenance crew.

“Three hours late. Yet another lost tourist?”

“Hmm?” Alex asked, looking up from his paperwork. Sandy, the head of the maintenance crew, gave him a good-humoured grin and repeated the question. He shook his head. “Not this time. They decided they wanted to stay and watch the evening display at the resort.”

“Well, that’s gonna cost them.”

Alex couldn’t help chuckling at Sandy’s wry tone. “Not my problem,” he replied. “I’m just the chauffeur. Bookings can deal with all that.”

“Indeed,” Sandy quipped, her light blue eyes sparkling at him. The sight drained his frustration away, and he smiled, shaking his head in amusement. It was one of her defining traits - that contagious mirth that could set anyone at ease. From the time he’d met her as an aeronautical engineer in his first squadron, she’d been like that. It had gratified him when, after leaving the Air Force, she had married his friend and fellow pilot Greg. He was even happier when they partnered with him to open Island Star Charters. Reminiscing on this brought his awareness back to just how much he enjoyed being around Sandy and the others who worked here. Obnoxious tourists aside, he loved his job.

The mood stayed with him all the way to Max and Mel’s place. Arriving promptly, he carried his offerings of chocolate Bavarian cheesecake and soft drink around to the back of the house. Stepping up onto the deck, he looked at the gathered friends, catching sight of a distantly familiar face – one he had seen numerous times in Max’s and Mel’s wedding photographs. So, this is Jasmine, he thought, marvelling at just how little she seemed to have changed from her appearance in the photos. 

Wrapped in a royal blue sarong, she sat in a deck chair with a glass in her hand. Her sleek blonde hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, setting off her slender face. She turned her gaze his way, her blue-green eyes seeming to measure him up as she reacted to his arrival. There was something about the way she looked at him, as if she recognised him. He wondered at that, trying to recall if they had ever crossed paths, but nothing came to mind.

Melanie’s greeting broke him from his thoughts as she spotted him. Weaving her way out of the kitchen, she approached with a warm smile. “You made it!”

“Held hostage by the tourists again?” Max asked, coming over from a different direction.

With a half shrug, Alex said, “Yeah, something like that.” He handed his desserts to Melanie and, taking the glass that Max offered, poured himself a cola.

Melanie retreated into the kitchen to put the desserts in the fridge. When she returned, she beckoned Alex to follow and made a beeline for Jasmine. He noticed Jasmine’s gaze following him as he approached her, before shifting to Melanie with a pleading expression.

“One last introduction,” Melanie teased her, seeming completely oblivious to Jasmine’s unease. “Jasmine, Alex. Alex, Jasmine.”

“Hi,” Alex offered with a smile. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached out his hand. Jasmine accepted it, and after a gentle shake, pulled back.

“Hi,” she replied. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

As Melanie conveniently left them alone to talk, Alex noticed Jasmine eyeing him, her gaze coming to rest on the company logo on his shirt. “You’re a pilot?” she asked.

He nodded, waiting for the usual moment of awe most people showed when they found out his profession. Surprisingly, she didn’t react that way. The nod she gave him spoke of something else, and he said, “You too?”

She paused, gave him a questioning glance, then shook her head. “Not me, no. My brother is an Air Force pilot. He flies transport.”

“Nice,” Alex replied. That drew out a smile from Jasmine, and for a moment her discomfort seemed to fade.

“You have that air about you,” she said. “Ex-military?”

Wow, Alex thought. ­She picked that up fast. With a sheepish shrug, he said, “Guilty as charged. Four years Tactical Strike, six years Maritime Reconnaissance.”

“Really? Bombers and Salties? I would never have pegged you for a ground pounder or a floatie buster,” Jasmine teased as he sipped his drink, and he nearly choked at the unexpected jab. 

Refusing to be caught out, he composed himself and wryly shot back, “Well, it was either that or flying garbage trucks...”

She laughed at his prod against transport pilots. “Touché,” she said, then fixed an appraising gaze on him. “So, what do you fly now?”

“Mainly seaplanes these days,” he said. “Most of our work comes from charters and ferrying passengers between the mainland and all the island resorts.”

That seemed to capture her interest, and she shifted herself to face him more directly. “How many resorts are there? How do you find flying here after being in combat aircraft?”

With a smile Alex said, “As for flying, I love it. It’s so much less stressful, and I get to spend my days flying over the ocean and hanging out around the islands and the resorts. There are around half a dozen resorts on the different islands – Hamilton, Whitehaven, Lindeman, Daydream, South Molle... plus a few mainland resorts further along the coast.”  He paused to give her a moment to absorb that, and when she said nothing more, he asked, “So if you’re not a pilot, what do you do?”

The question seemed to take her aback, which surprised Alex. Finally, she said, “I work in IT – systems administration and stuff like that.”

“Wow. That’s impressive.”

Her immediate reaction suggested she didn’t agree, but she gave him a smile. Max’s call to dinner broke their conversation, and everyone began making their way to the table. Alex hadn’t even noticed the food being set out, and he looked down as Jasmine moved to rise from the deck chair. She waved away his offer of help, so he stepped aside to let her pass.

Interesting, he thought as he watched her go. She moved with an ease that spoke of an athletic background, and the sarong she wore clung tightly to her body, leaving no doubt as to her physique. Beyond that, Alex found her intriguing. Her mystery, and the way she’d just connected with him through their commonalities, left him wanting to spend more time with her. That desire lingered as she looked back at him, and he held her gaze for a moment before turning to look out over the beach. The rolling surf always soothed him, no matter what was happening around him.

“Are you having anything?” Jasmine asked as she walked back to him with a plate of food. 

“Once everyone else has theirs,” he said. 

“How gallant,” she said, and he chuckled at her droll tone. From the ease with which she slid into banter, he guessed she was accustomed to it, and he allowed his own dry sense of humour to filter through.

“Meh,” he deadpanned. “Max and Mel always over-cater. There’ll be plenty of food left, and it saves getting caught in the stampede.” He hooked a thumb toward the crowded tables.

Her eyes sparkling, she said, “Can’t argue with that, I guess.”

Alex looked back at the table to see the crowd beginning to dissipate. While Jasmine stood and ate, he excused himself to get some food.
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Jasmine watched him walk away. Of all the people here, he was the only one who’d truly engaged her attention, even if he had inadvertently prodded a sore spot. The others had tried, and been welcoming, but their little worlds didn’t really interest her. Alex, though, had grabbed her attention from the start with his easy familiarity. There was just something about him – a sense of security and strength, but also an exciting allure – she couldn’t explain it. The fact that they both appreciated planes and flying probably didn’t hurt, either. 

As much as he tried to blend in, to her trained eye his military bearing was unmistakeable. He moved with the fluid confidence of someone who knew authority, and his keen gaze seemed to take in every detail around him. She shivered at the memories – the shock that had run up her arm at his touch, and those steel-grey eyes focused on her, peeling away her protective mask without even trying. She felt exposed, and yet, even though that should have terrified her, the shiver came from the thrill of being the focus of such a charming man. He was nothing like Bradley – not even in the slightest.

Jasmine realised now just what a weak-willed individual Bradley had been, and how foolish she’d been to follow him for so long – especially when she’d finally realised that she didn’t love him, and he didn’t love her. The memory of the cold emptiness stabbed her, and she shuddered. What a mistake he had been.

Not wanting those memories to sour her evening, she tried to turn her thoughts to what lay ahead. Absently, her gaze was drawn back to the glistening ocean, and she marvelled at its beauty. She’d rarely been to the coast before, but Melanie’s suggestion of running on the beach suddenly seemed appealing. Come morning, that’s exactly what she would do.

Alex walked up beside her with a plate of food, and together they stood and ate, watching the ocean.

“So how long have you known Max and Mel?” she asked, and he shrugged.

“I’ve known Max since high school,” Alex replied. “We both applied to the Air Force together, but when they took me and not him, we kind of parted ways for a while. When I left the Air Force, I came back here, to home, and we just reconnected. By then he’d gotten into his job at air traffic control, and I started flying for Island Star, so we crossed paths almost every day. That’s been us for the last couple of years.”

“I see,” Jasmine said. “So, you were still in the Air Force when Max and Mel married?”

“Yeah. I was on an overseas deployment when they married. I couldn’t get back for the wedding.”

“You sound disappointed about that.”

Alex nodded, glancing at Max, then back at Jasmine. “He was my best friend in high school. It was disappointing not to be there for him.” He paused. “You were Mel’s chief bridesmaid.”

She nodded, then looked down at her hands as a strange feeling came over her. “Yeah. I was,” she said, puzzled by the melancholy that came with that statement. After a moment, she looked back up at him. “How did you know that?”

“I’ve seen you in their wedding photos.”

“Ah, the joy of wedding photos,” she said, trying to cover up her emotions with a touch of wry sarcasm. If Alex saw through it, he didn’t say anything. Instead, he responded in kind.

“Indeed,” Alex replied dryly, then changed the subject. “So, Mel tells me you’re here to take on a job. Is it anything to do with the new resort they’re building at North Point?”

After a moment, Jasmine nodded. “Yeah. I’m overseeing the IT rollout there.”

“Head honcho, huh?” Alex prodded with a grin, and Jasmine couldn’t keep the smile from her face. It felt good to be reminded of the promise this job held.

“Well, that’s what they tell me,” she said.

Chuckling at her reply, Alex finished the last of the food on his plate, then offered to take Jasmine’s plate. Charmed by his courtesy, she let him, and he strode away to dispose of them.

Melanie’s approach drew Jasmine’s attention, and she looked across at her friend. 

“You seem to have hit it off with Alex pretty well,” Melanie teased as she arrived at Jasmine’s side. Jasmine gave her a look of mock disgust.

“What are you, cupid in disguise or something?” she shot back, drawing a giggle from her friend. Melanie just shrugged and gave her a cheeky look. Jasmine laughed and elbowed Melanie playfully. “Don’t even think about it,” she said. “There’s no way I’m getting into something like that again.”

Even as she said that, though, Jasmine couldn’t stop herself from looking around to see where he was. She spotted him emerging from the kitchen, but as he walked back towards her, Max grabbed his attention and began talking with him. Alex seemed distracted, as if he wasn’t fully engaged in the discussion, and he glanced her way and gave her a brief smile. Embarrassed at being caught staring, she returned her best attempt at a smile, then looked back at the surf.

“Why don’t you come sit in the spa with me?” Melanie asked, and Jasmine considered it.

Melanie urged her again, and the temptation of the spa won out. They walked over and Jasmine released her hold on the sarong that had been protecting her all afternoon. Now, as she stood in nothing but the blue bikini, she felt utterly exposed in front of all these people. Still, it would only be for a moment, she thought, and she hastily slid down into the warm water next to Melanie. Immediately, the foam and churning water concealed her, and she relaxed.

A few others joined them in the spa, but Alex sat up at one of the tables with Max. Jasmine watched him furrow his brow and toy with his drink as he chatted. He seemed so different to earlier. Something was bothering him, and bothering him deeply. Jasmine turned to Melanie, but found her with her eyes closed, so she decided to leave her alone. It was none of her business anyway. Closing her eyes, she let the tension slide away and enjoyed the massage of the spa.
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Alex looked over at Jasmine as she talked with Melanie, his attention caught for a moment as she abruptly undid the sarong and tossed it onto her chair. His gaze ran over her, taking in her trim but muscular build. She’s definitely athletic. I wonder if she runs. She stepped down into the spa and Alex watched as she closed her eyes and sank into the water. He couldn’t help but smile at her obvious relaxation.

Max came and sat down beside him, and Alex turned to focus on his friend. “How are you guys doing?” he asked.

Max shrugged and looked over at Melanie in the spa. “Yeah,” he replied. “Getting a little anxious, I think. Only two weeks left, and we’re still waiting on the cot and the change table to turn up.”

“It’ll get here,” Alex said, and Max nodded. “How’s Mel handling maternity leave?”

With a rueful shake of his head, Max said, “I think she’s been quietly going insane not having anything to do. She was even talking to Jasmine earlier about getting some kind of remote connection from here to the resort’s network so she can work on their accounts from home.”

“You can do that?” Alex asked.

“Apparently,” Max replied.

“How?”

With a shrug, Max said, “I don’t know, exactly. You’d have to ask Jazz for a proper explanation, but from what I heard her talking over with Mel, it’s something to do with knowing the internet address of the resort’s system and using a program to tap into it.”

Alex looked over at Jasmine again, wondering just how skilled she was to be able to do that kind of thing. “I’ve never heard of that before,” he said. “That’s impressive.”

Max agreed but then changed the subject. “Have you heard anything more about Susan...?”

Alex shook his head, cutting off Max’s question. He stared down at his drink as he contemplated. “No,” he said. “It’ll be a while before we find out if the chemotherapy has worked. She has to go back for tests in a fortnight.”

Max made a sympathetic sound and nodded, placing a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Well, for what it’s worth, we’re praying. I hope the report comes back good,” he said.

Drawing in a deep breath, Alex swirled his glass and sighed heavily. “Yeah,” he replied, “me too.”

At that, Max went quiet and just nursed his drink as he sat there, until another friend came and sat on the other side, striking up a conversation with him. Leaving his friend to talk, Alex looked back at Jasmine. The serenity on her face only added to her mysterious attractiveness, and while he didn’t want to disturb her, he found himself drawn to the idea of spending more time talking with her. It surprised him – he hadn’t felt anything like this for a long time. It also troubled him because the last time had ended very badly. As he thought on this, he realised that he had no idea whether she was even single or not.

All of this left him feeling a little frustrated, and Max’s questions about Susan only added to that. Looking around at all the people talking to each other, he suddenly felt an unaccustomed sense of being alone. Driven by that, and distracted by Jasmine’s presence and the effect she’d had on him, Alex made his excuses and left the party. 

As he slid into the driver’s seat of his car and started it up, he still could not shake the feeling she had evoked in him, and with an exasperated sigh, he put the GT-R into gear and drove off.

There was no point trying to stop thinking about her, he knew. All he could do was try to replace the thoughts with something else, and he turned his mind to the conversation with Max. 

It had been a few days since he had last called Susan, and so as he cruised along the street, he brought up his sister’s number on the hands-free. She did not answer though, and his frustration only grew with that. 

Simmering over the day, the tourists, the party, and not being able to contact Susan, Alex drove straight past the turn-off to his house, instead heading for the twisty coastal road that led out of town. Flicking all the settings on his car to “sport” mode, Alex took out his frustrations to the sound of a screaming engine and howling tyres.
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CHAPTER 2
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The sand was cool under Alex’s feet as he ran. Long ago, he’d given up trying to run in shoes on the beach. Instead, he’d found that running barefoot along the strip of firm sand above the waterline allowed him to keep up a quick pace. He could run faster and longer now than he’d been able to even in his Air Force days. 

It was a therapeutic habit, too. The sounds, the smells, the feel of the wind, water and sand – they all formed a soothing balm that cleared his mind and helped him prepare for the day’s activities. Apart from when he’d been away or the weather had been too hostile, he hadn’t missed a morning beach run in nearly five years.

In those five years, he’d met many people on that beach – tourists, locals, and a few transient workers passing through the area – but quite often he had the beach to himself. This morning, though, a figure appeared in the distance, tracking a course along the same stretch of solid sand he was on. 

Given her athletic physique and the gracefulness he’d seen last night, Alex had half expected to see her out here, and though he couldn’t say why, it satisfied him greatly to see her. She was starting much later than him, so while he was on the return leg of his run, she was just starting. I wonder if she would run with me, he thought, and checked his watch. He still had plenty of time, and plenty of energy to turn around and do the run again.

She drew closer to him with each passing moment, her tight, dark running clothes highlighting her slender figure against the white sand. As she drew closer, though, he noticed her faltering stride and wondered if she’d hurt herself. Then he noticed her feet. She was running in shoes – expensive ones at that.

As they converged, they both slowed and came to a stop at the same time, though he continued to pace around to keep his muscles warm. Jasmine, on the other hand, bent forward, her hands on her legs. 

“Hey,” he said, and she returned the greeting between breaths.

Unable to fight the urge, Alex let his eyes wander over her lithe form. Captivated, he absently said, “I take it you’re not used to beach running.” At her sharp glance, he added, “It’s the shoes.”

Her gaze dropped for a moment, then she looked at his bare feet. After a moment’s hesitation, she kicked off her shoes and socks and gathered them up.

“Now what?” she wheezed, and he grinned at the challenge in her tone. Was she goading him into a race?

She’s definitely a feisty one, he thought, contemplating taking up her challenge. 

“Well, try it out. See if you find barefoot easier. Are you up to running back to the lighthouse with me? It’s about 2 kays from here.”

Uncertainty clouded her face for a moment, as if she regretted prodding him, but that defiant pride kicked in and she straightened up. “Why not?” she said. “Lead the way.”

“Are you going to carry your shoes?” he asked, and she looked down at them, then shrugged at him.

“What else can I do with them?” she asked. 

He quickly made a mental note of his location and pointed to a fairly obvious tussock of grass near the base of the dune. “Hide them there. We’ll get them on the way back.” At her hesitation, he went on. “They’ll be fine. Nobody will take them; and if they do go missing, I’ll get you another pair.”

He wasn’t sure if she’d take him at his word, but after a moment she walked up the beach and deposited the shoes behind the tussock. He smiled at her as she came back, and she tipped her head in the direction he’d been running.

“Let’s go,” she said. 

With a laugh, he turned and began running with her.

She was fast as well as feisty, Alex decided as he tried to keep up with her. Only his greater experience on sand kept her from leaving him behind. They ran in silence, the exertion of their pace not allowing him to say anything. Still, as they ran, Alex noticed an excitement and a satisfaction that he never normally felt. He also noticed something else. Although he almost always ran alone, Jasmine’s presence did not feel out of place. He felt comfortable – even a little elated – to be sharing one of his favourite pastimes with a fellow enthusiast. That feeling from last night returned to him, and he wondered if there would be a way to get to talk with her at all.

When they arrived at the lighthouse, they turned around and headed back to their meeting place, collected Jasmine’s shoes, and finished the run back to Max and Melanie’s house. 

“You’re a good runner,” Alex said as he watched her stretching to cool down. He still had a distance to run to get back to the coffee shop where he always started, but he didn’t want to leave just yet. “I really enjoyed running with you this morning.”

Jasmine smiled at him, seemingly touched by his words. “Likewise,” she replied. “It was really nice.”

Alex acknowledged her, and as he walked around, an idea came to him. Before he could consider its consequences, he said, “Are you much of a coffee drinker?”

Jasmine cocked her head at him, then nodded slowly, and he gestured along the beach.

“I always start and finish at the coffee shop at the end of the beach. It gives me the longest run, and I like to get coffee there when I’m done. Would you like to come with me and get some coffee? I can drop you home afterwards if you’d like.”

His suggestion seemed to catch her off guard, and the uncertainty that it created left him wondering what was wrong.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I probably should get back.”

“Oh, okay,” he said, trying to hide his disappointment. 

Jasmine just stood there looking at him, chewing her lip nervously. “Well, I guess I could go with you,” she said at last. “Max and Mel aren’t home, and I’m not doing anything else.”

Alex smiled at her and offered her a gracious exit if she wished. “Only if you want to,” he said. She gave him a nervous smile in return.

“I... Yeah, it would be nice.”

Alex’s mood lifted at her words. “Come on then,” he said, and with her shoes still in hand, they broke into a run as they headed for the coffee shop.
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It was a little difficult to run while carrying her shoes, but Jasmine kept close to Alex as she followed him along the beach. 

As she did, the one flaw in the situation emerged: now he was leading the way, and her tactic to keep out in front no longer helped her. Unable to resist, she drank in the sight of him as he jogged. His presence was overpowering. By her estimate, the run from Mel’s place to the lighthouse at the end of the beach and back was a good six kilometres, and he’d run it at a solid pace with her after meeting her on his way back. Even now he showed no signs of tiring, and a question popped unbidden into her head.

“You ever run marathons?” she asked when they stopped running. He looked at her and nodded. That explained it. Ten kilometres would be nothing to a guy used to running forty at a time.

“You?” he asked back.

She shrugged. “A couple of half marathons... that’s about it.”

“Still pretty admirable,” he said, and she smiled self-consciously. It was the one thing she’d retained from her military family: the thirst for physical fitness. It was one of the things that had carried her through all the ordeals she’d faced.

Bradley had never been an active man, so Jasmine had found herself running alone most of the time. The presence of another who shared her passion for fitness added even more to the exhilaration of running, and she found herself revelling in the feeling. It was amazing – so amazing she actually felt disappointed that it was over for the day.

She watched Alex as she dusted off her feet and put her shoes back on. He grabbed his shoes from a hire locker outside the coffee shop, and once he had them on, he started warming down with stretches. Absently, she found her gaze drawn to his hand and noticed that he wore no ring.

Embarrassed with herself as she realised what she was doing, Jasmine turned away, but she couldn’t help thinking about it. Just because he didn’t wear a ring didn’t mean he wasn’t attached to somebody else.

Why am I even thinking this? she wondered, then stood up and began stretching, hoping the activity would take her mind off that train of thought before it completely derailed her.
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Alex watched Jasmine as she sipped her coffee. A satisfied smile crept across her face, and she made an appreciative noise.

“Wow,” she said. “This is fantastic.”

With a nod, Alex sipped his own coffee and relaxed against the backrest of the chair.

“Are you flying today?”

He turned his attention to Jasmine’s question. “Yeah,” he replied. “I have a charter at eleven for lunch on one of the islands.”

“It must be nice to fly out over the water like that.”

Alex shrugged. “Yeah, it has its moments. I’ve always enjoyed it.” He looked over at her, watching the faraway expression on her face.

“I haven’t flown in so long,” she said, then let out a sigh and looked out the window over the surf.

Whatever was behind that sigh and wistful comment, Alex did not know, but the regret was familiar to him. “Well, if you get a chance, you could always come for a flight one day,” he offered. 

Surprise now shaped her features, and she contemplated his words for a moment. The look in her eyes caught him, leaving him feeling like a fly caught in a spider’s web, unable to break free.

“Perhaps,” she said, and sipped her coffee again.

He nodded at her and closed his eyes. It was the only way to avoid her allure, and he used the opportunity to compose his thoughts. How could she affect him so strongly when he’d only met her the night before? She was so intriguing and mysterious, and he knew nothing about her. That fact needled him, though he didn’t know why. He wanted to ask her a thousand questions about herself, but something made him hold back. He wasn’t sure what it was, but something about her told him she was a closed book for the moment. 

They had been sitting in silence for a while when Jasmine’s phone gave a shrill chirp and began vibrating. She picked it up and looked at the caller ID, and Alex watched her expression light up as she answered. Alex tuned out to give her some privacy, focusing on his coffee instead. 

Her gasp pulled his attention back to her, and he watched the colour visibly drain from her face. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open, and she stared blankly for several seconds before stammering into the phone. Tears welled in her eyes, followed by a surge of anger that shot across her face. Alex put down his coffee, sitting forward in alarm.

“What?” she cried. “What the hell are you trying to pull? Rubbish! That’s just rubbish. This kind of thing doesn’t happen overnight! Five days’ notice is not acceptable. I’m already here, ready to go, and you want to tell me this now?”

The reply obviously didn’t satisfy her, and she angrily fought back her tears.

“We have a contract. You can’t just cut me off like that. There had better be remuneration for this... what do you mean, you’re sorry? No, that’s illegal. You’ll be hearing from my lawyer; do you understand?”

With that final shot, Jasmine wrenched the phone away from her ear and mashed the screen with her finger. She shoved it back into her pocket and ran her trembling hands through her hair, before ending up just staring at the table, her whole body shivering as she slowly shook her head.

“Hey,” Alex said softly. She started and looked back at him, her demeanour utterly crushed. Alex bobbed his head. “Are you okay?”

She just stared at him before snapping out of whatever trance she was in. Gathering herself, she stammered, “Uh... yeah. Yes. I just... uh... I need to get home.”

Alex responded to her plea and led her out to his car.

Even in her sudden turmoil, Jasmine still reacted with surprise when he pressed the toggle on his remote and the lights of his car flashed. “A GT-R?” she asked. “You drive a GT-R?”

Alarmed by the tone with which she asked that question, he said, “Uh, yeah.”

With a mutter and a shake of her head, she opened the passenger door and sank into the seat. He watched her look around the inside of the car and run a hand absently over the leather, a tear spilling down her cheek as she did so. It didn’t make sense to him why being in his car seemed to add to her misery, but he did not want to keep her any longer if she wanted to get home.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
r

Abigail Sfevens





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





