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    To those plagued by anxiety or depression.

You were meant for great things. You are worth more than you know. You are loved.

Things WILL get better.
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      The Zotori River was flowing rapidly after a few days of persistent deluge. The rain had delayed their departure, but Torrance Kyle was confident it wouldn’t take too long to find the rogue agents.

      His mood darkened as he scratched his chin stubble and scrambled to come up with a better argument to convince his wife to go back to the mountains.

      All morning she’d been irritable, snapping at him as they’d packed up and tacked the horses. Half of the reason he couldn’t figure out, the other half probably fuelled by the news he’d yet to share with their travelling companions, Mick and Celeste Haynes.

      As the foursome passed out of Macetown, by way of the town centre with its quaint shop fronts and colonial styling, he glanced along at Amaya, her posture unyielding in the saddle as she ignored him.

      Her hazel eyes missed nothing as they trotted the horses towards the border. Four months pregnant, and she still looked formidable in her black shirt, pants and boots with her knives strapped to her thigh. Her short blonde hair was still damp from the bath she’d taken at the Haynes’ cottage.

      Torrance couldn’t argue with her logic for wanting to come. Maggie Haynes, the only healer he trusted, had assured him she was fine to ride if she was careful. All he could do was hope Amaya would forgive him when they found who they were looking for.

      They passed over the newly rebuilt bridge linking Macetown to the small riverside town of Sunder, the passes they bore granting them entry.

      From alongside him, Mick’s green eyes scanned the area he must have passed by just a few short months ago. Sunder had suffered during the brief but violent war. The Etraean army had nearly levelled the town when they’d crossed into enemy territory.

      Mick’s jaw was set, his bulky shoulders rigid, and the white-knuckled grip on his reins told Torrance the Etraean soldier was remembering something he’d rather not. Either that or he was wondering if he’d be sent back again should war break out.

      Torrance glanced at the sword slung at Mick’s hip and concealed a smirk at the old-fashioned weapon he was hefting around.

      Mick shifted in his saddle slightly and dropped his voice as Celeste and Amaya spoke. “You couldn’t talk her out of coming?”

      Torrance looked at him for a beat, assessing whether he was poking fun, but Mick was hardly in a position since Celeste had insisted on coming along. He’d obviously failed too. “Crazy women.”

      Mick nodded, though he looked perturbed. “You think we should detour to your place first? See if Emerson can persuade them?”

      Torrance chuckled low. “Nice idea, but one I’ve already tried: Amaya’s too smart for that. I think she knows it’s her last chance for a bit of fun.”

      Mick’s eyebrows rose. “Your wife has a strange idea of fun.”

      Torrance nodded vaguely, not bothering to mention that Celeste looked positively thrilled to be here searching for the rogue agents.

      Maybe he should consider asking her to join the task force? Carry on her training? She’d make an excellent spy.

      Torrance caught himself, and a wave of revulsion swam through him. What was he thinking? Wasn’t that exactly how his father had viewed Celeste? A beautiful plaything to be used as he saw fit. Hadn’t he been a party to the destruction that had caused? A sour taste filled his mouth. What is wrong with me?

      Celeste was still vulnerable and open to manipulation, her marriage to Mick still too new and untested. She was here because Mick had promised they would look for her father again when he’d finished. Not because she wanted to become a member of an elite squad she knew nothing about.

      Torrance knew if he wanted, he could convince her to join. He knew exactly what buttons to push, and the thought terrified him. He edged his horse away from Mick, seeking refuge in the shadows of the tree-lined streets.

      This was supposed to be a fresh start, a chance to find his own path as the old knight Emerson had suggested. Torrance clenched his jaw at the thought knocking around in his head.

      I’m just like my father.

      By the time they’d camped for the night, Torrance’s head was swimming. Too ramped up to sleep, he wandered into the trees, promising to look for more firewood. In the dusky night sky, he took a moment to scan the forest, his eyes fixed on the forked road they’d all take tomorrow morning.

      To the right, lay the mountains where his wife and Celeste should have been headed, and to the left their first stop some twenty kilometres north.  Estelle Carter was holed up in a cabin somewhere in the woods, and he wasn’t entirely sure where. The intel was sketchy, and Torrance knew why. Carter was smart and incredibly paranoid. If she didn’t want to be found, she would be the toughest to locate. Of the three agents, Estelle Carter was the one he dreaded finding the most.

      Torrance picked up a few small logs, still trying to decode the morality of it. Technically he hadn’t done anything wrong, though he doubted his wife would see it that way.

      He’d loaded his arms when the hairs on the back of his neck prickled, and he froze. He waited for a few beats of his pounding heart, cursing himself for not removing his weapon so it was in reach.

      “Don’t move,” a feminine voice said.

      Fear snaked down Torrance’s back, more from the recognition than anything else. “You wanted to be found then?”

      She laughed low, and he saw her gun before he saw her. “I was curious.”

      Torrance frowned as Estelle moved into view, trying to steel himself from the effect of seeing her again after so many years. Estelle was still the most seductive woman he’d ever seen, but she was also the most cold-hearted and destructive woman he’d ever known.

      Estelle smiled at him, and he hated that he still found her attractive. Her long dark hair was cut in layers around her shoulders, and her cheekbones were high and blue eyes striking but so utterly cold. So entirely different from his wife.

      “You still wear sandalwood,” she said as she dropped her gun arm.

      Torrance grimaced. Of course she’d notice that. Estelle had given it to him as a gift, part of a cover that had spilled over after the mission was completed. “My wife likes it,” he said quickly.

      Estelle laughed again, but there was something lurking underneath it. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

      His insides dissolved. Amaya would be furious, and Estelle would take pleasure in explaining in great detail just how well acquainted they were.

      “You were following us: you’ve already seen her.”

      “Let me guess, the dumpy blonde one who isn’t speaking to you?”

      Torrance suppressed a groan. Just how long had she been trailing them? Had he been so distracted he’d failed to see the woman he’d once thought he was in love with?

      Estelle crept forward, and he found his legs rooted to the ground, Estelle having the effect on him she always had. “Getting sloppy, Tor,” she whispered in his ear.

      Torrance flinched at the nickname she’d given him years ago. “Let’s go,” he ground out.

      Estelle caught his arm, her full lips in a pout. “Why hurry?”

      Torrance’s entire body started screaming at him to run before she hooked her claws in him. “No, we should go.”

      “Don’t you want to know what I’m curious about?” Estelle’s voice leaked out treacle sweet.

      She looked down her long lashes at him, waiting for an answer. Torrance bit the inside of his lip to keep from asking her.

      Estelle sighed as though disappointed in him. “I was curious to see if you’ve changed. You were just a boy when I knew you.”

      His chest puffed out a little. “I was nearly eighteen, hardly a boy.”

      Estelle laughed, a deep throaty sound that brought a flare of heat to his face. “But you have changed, you’re a man now.”

      Torrance flinched and stepped backwards, cursing the pile of wood still locked in his arms. “We need to get back.”

      Estelle licked her lips. “Got you on a short leash has she?”

      Torrance didn’t reply, unwilling to give her anything to use as ammunition.

      Estelle laughed softly. “My, my, you have changed. Such self-control. It wasn’t that long ago you’d do anything I asked you to.”

      A surge of anger sparked in his chest at her words. She’d nearly gotten him killed, and for that Torrance had been grateful. It had woken him up enough to see her for the poisonous witch she really was.

      When he didn’t reply, she gave him a filthy look and stalked away, leaving him to slap a mental note on his brain to never be alone with her. Even for one minute. She scrambled his head, and he knew she wouldn’t give up until she won. That had always been her way. It was a game seeing how far she could wind him up before he exploded, and Estelle never lost. Never.

      As Torrance came into the clearing, he saw why she’d given up so quickly. Two men stood holding guns on Celeste and Mick as they sat rigidly by the fire. Amaya sat cross-legged still eating as though the scene didn’t bother her at all. He relaxed a little as he recognised the men as the agents they were seeking.

      Estelle motioned for the two men to lower their guns. “Waters, Novak, I’ve confirmed they’re friendlies.”

      Torrance gave the two men a nod. “You made this easy then. You want to come in?”

      Neither replied but looked to Estelle, confirming what he’d been loathe to believe. If they were deferring to her, they were looking for a leader. He’d have to step up or risk her polluting them for her own twisted agenda.

      Estelle’s eyes roamed Mick openly. Her posture immediately shifted into seduce and destroy mode as she appraised him. “And you are?”

      Mick seemed more irritated than impressed. “Mick Haynes. And you all are?” He gestured to the agents.

      Amaya coughed, drawing their attention. “They’re who we came for, soldier boy.”

      Her eyes slid to Estelle and then back to Torrance before she casually rose and walked to where he stood on the outskirts of the camp.

      He watched her warily as she leant up, expecting a rebuke of some kind. Instead, she kissed him, not just a quick kiss but a lingering, hands off, this is my husband kind of kiss. When she pulled away, Torrance didn’t hide his grin. He held her close and whispered in her ear. “Don’t let her rattle you.”

      Amaya shrugged off his warning as she glanced at a pouting Estelle. He couldn’t have loved Amaya more at that moment. She’d just marked her territory and proved they were united all in one extremely enjoyable kiss.

      “Would someone tell me what’s going on?” Mick said.

      Estelle stepped closer to him. Sizing him up, she raised a slender eyebrow. “We want to return so we made it nice and easy for you to collect us.”

      Her words sent shivers running down Torrance’s spine. Estelle Carter didn’t help anyone or anything unless it benefitted her. What was she playing at?

      He was about to ask when Jackson Novak spoke. At just under six foot with bronzed skin and muscles to match Mick’s, his deep voice carried around the campsite. “Can we trust the new boss?”

      A murmur of agreement came from Thomas Waters. While shorter than Jackson, he was stocky with intense grey eyes that reminded Torrance a little too much of Smyth’s. “Is he really offering a choice? We can leave the agency if we want?”

      Celeste got to her feet and spoke for the first time. “Yes, you can trust him, and, yes, he’ll give you a choice.”

      Estelle stared at Celeste, a dark look crossing her face. Was she assessing who she thought might be her competition? Celeste was beautiful, but the difference between the two women was that Estelle knew she was beautiful and used that knowledge like a weapon.

      Estelle turned towards him. “He sent four of you for three of us. Did he think we would put up a fight?”

      Torrance paused as he thought of the best answer. If Estelle knew the complicated truth, at best she’d use it to undermine his authority.  “He sent the best people for the job,” he answered smoothly.

      Estelle laughed. “Always with the right answer, Tor.”

      Torrance ground his back teeth together as Amaya squeezed her fingers into his arm. The slightest of growls emitted from her.

      They may have found the agents in record time, for that he should be grateful, but the early alarm system in his brain was firing, and Torrance knew the hard part was just beginning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Celeste swallowed the anxiety and concentrated on remaining calm. The agents didn’t seem threatening now that their guns had been put away. Torrance and Amaya appeared to know the men and seemed relaxed, but there was something going on between Torrance and the elegant agent that charged the atmosphere.

      Mick nudged her arm. The agents were all conferring amongst themselves, leaving them alone for a moment. “You alright? I was worried for a moment there.”

      Celeste nodded. “Fine. But what happens now?”

      Torrance had told them to expect a few weeks travel. The agents had found them in less than a day. Maybe the agents would return on their own, and Amaya and Torrance could go back to the mountains? Celeste frowned. Was that still in Torrance’s plans? In the hurry to leave, she’d been more concerned about saying goodbye properly to the Haynes family, explaining she and Mick would be looking for her father. Now she had to wonder if that had changed too.

      Mick’s gaze stayed on the agents for a moment. If he was going to reply he lost his chance when Torrance motioned the agents over to meet them. “Mick and Celeste Haynes.”

      Celeste extended her hand and smiled with the words. “I’m Mick’s wife.”

      Jackson shook her hand first. “Two married couples working together eh? Bound to cause trouble.” He winked at her. Then shook Mick’s hand and looked down at the sword at his waist. “You use that? It’s been years since I saw someone carry one.”

      “I use it on occasion.”

      Jackson smiled. “I’ve always wanted to try one out, but I hear you have to start young?”

      Mick returned the smile, and Celeste left the like-minded men to discuss swords. Thomas Waters shook her hand and stared at her intently, his eyes calculating, but he seemed more intrigued than wary. “I heard about you,” he said and walked away.

      Celeste was still wondering what he’d heard precisely when Estelle grabbed hold of her hand and gripped it firmly. She locked eyes with Estelle and forced herself not to flinch at the cruelty lurking in the midst of the icy blue. “I’ve heard about you too. The little slave girl who jumped into the Zotori and married a soldier. Clever move.” Estelle’s tone was caustic.

      Celeste didn’t respond to the accusation. There was something so familiar about Estelle, something that put her ill at ease, a cold arrogance that made her inwardly recoil.  Estelle Carter was not someone she wished to spend any time getting to know.

      Introductions over, Torrance took a seat on the ground, less cautious than the agents fanned out around him who refused to sit near the fire lest they lose their night vision. “So, we’re agreed then? First thing you return to Macetown?”

      He received a subdued murmur from the two men, but Estelle sent a pointed look at Torrance. “I have a few more questions. Perhaps we could talk in private?”

      Torrance looked like a trapped animal then shook his head. “You heard everything I had to say.”

      Estelle cocked her head. “I don’t think so. There is a rumour on the wind, but if you’d prefer to discuss it openly—"

      Torrance cut her off. “Maybe you’re right, but I need to discuss this with my wife first.”

      Estelle’s lip curled. “Fine.”

      Amaya allowed him to lead her towards where Mick and Celeste were, angling her body, so she was sitting half towards the agents. Torrance sat with his back to Estelle, preventing the other agents from reading his lips as he spoke. “I wanted to talk to you both about this a little differently,” Torrance began.

      He kept his voice low as he started to explain what he’d neglected to tell them about before leaving Macetown. “Higgs approached me just after you two got married. The queen wants to set up a task force to halt the flow of bounty hunter’s coming into Etraea. I’m going to leave the intelligence agency to head it up.”

      Mick’s voice was quiet to match Torrance’s.  “How will it work?”

      “We’ll cover the border, and intercept using a network of spies.”

      Mick raised an eyebrow. “We?”

      Torrance leaned a little closer. “I’m choosing the team, and I’d like you to be on it.”

      “I’d be working for you?”

      “Technically, but you’d be working for the crown.”

      Mick sat back a little, his eyes wide as he shook his head slowly as if dazed. Celeste looked at Torrance, a dozen questions begging to be answered. “You’ll be travelling the border looking for bounty hunters?”

      Torrance answered. “That’s the plan. We’ll turn them back with a warning. Repeat offenders will get more than a warning.”

      Celeste let the last remark go and looked at Amaya who seemed to be half listening, her attention more focused on the other agents. How long had she known about all this? “How often will you be in Macetown?”

      Torrance shifted slightly. “That’s the thing, after the initial set up I’ll be stationed in the mountains. I need a team who can move freely, work shifts and travel the length of the Etraean border. That’s where Mick comes in.”

      “So, what I’m hearing is you’ll be tucked up in the mountains, and I’ll be roaming around the country seeing off bounty hunters that slip past your spies?” Mick said.

      Torrance nodded. “I’d say that’s a fair assessment.”

      Mick shook his head. “That’s the only thing that’s fair. I’d be leaving the army again, not to mention Celeste. Why would I want to do that?”

      Torrance had an answer ready like he’d rehearsed it. “The peace isn’t guaranteed; this job is. Plus, the task force is elite, so you’ll receive more training, more money, more prestige and you can help me choose who you work alongside. I’d like to offer Asher a position.”

      Celeste’s forehead knotted at how Torrance had used the word more three times. Was he trying to manipulate Mick?

      “How long will he be away from Macetown, from me?” her voice caught on the last word.

      Torrance held her gaze as he answered.  “Once everything is up and running he’ll be away a few weeks at a time. Then home for a few weeks.”

      Amaya spoke, her eyes still on the agents. “I told you she wouldn’t like that part.”

      Torrance shrugged. “The time off makes up for it though.”

      Mick nodded agreement and caught Celeste’s eye. “It is a good whack of time off and if war broke out again…”

      Celeste didn’t need to hear him say anything else. “Where will you stay while you’re travelling?”

      Torrance held her gaze. “We’ll camp out mostly.”

      Mick snorted. “So, you want me to give up my warm bed with my wife, to go hunt down bounty hunters and camp out with Asher?”

      Celeste held her breath, hoping Torrance wouldn’t say anything more that would actively encourage Mick. When he gave Mick a confident grin, her heart sank. “You want to know the best part?”

      Celeste groaned inwardly as Torrance spoke. “We’ll be working alongside Sir Lewis and Altan.”

      A look of wonder crossed Mick’s face, and she knew he was already accepting. How could he not? Working with the old knights of Macetown had been his boyhood dream.

      There was no chance he’d turn it down.
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      Mick’s stomach knotted as they parted ways with Torrance and Amaya. There was something about Estelle Carter that bothered him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he didn’t trust her. He glanced sidelong at his wife. “What do you make of Estelle?”

      Celeste’s face fell a little. “She’s beautiful.”

      Mick nearly slapped himself for his lack of tact. “I don’t mean that. She’s way too familiar with Torrance.”

      “Oh, I thought you…well, she is very beautiful.”

      Mick’s lip curled as he recalled a girl he’d had the misfortune to meet. “She’s dangerous beautiful. I know the type.”

      “You know the type?”

      Mick swallowed hard at the irritation on her face. Will I ever stop saying the wrong thing? “I mean I know of the type.”

      Celeste didn’t look convinced. “You think we should go back with them?”

      He squashed the niggling doubt as he shook his head. He had one more month of leave left, and he wanted to use it wisely, not spend it worrying about Torrance Kyle’s ex-girlfriends. “I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

      Celeste gave him a shy smile. “Our first trip as husband and wife.”

      Mick chuckled. “It is, Mrs Haynes.”

      She scrunched her face up. “That sounds kind of strange. Nice, but strange.”

      Mick beamed at her. It did sound nice, and so did the idea she’d be waiting at home for him every night for the rest of his life.

      He mused on the thought as they rode. If he accepted the task force offer or returned to the army, he’d not have that privilege. He had to work, that wasn’t in question, but which was the better choice to make?

      If he took the job, he’d be able to rent a bigger home for them, he’d be on Etraean soil, and he’d be working with people he admired. Yes, it would be rough being apart from her, but then he could make it up to her with the ample time off.  Surely it was a better position to be in?

      Mick scanned ahead, checking it was clear, looking into the forest edging the dusty dirt road as they made their way towards the coast. The day was warming, and he wanted to put as much road behind them as possible. They could rest during the hottest hours, giving the horses shade and still make it in good time to look for Celeste’s father.

      He glanced at her, still surprised she’d leapt at the chance to go find him. “What else do you know about your father?”

      Celeste looked sidelong at him. “I don’t really know anything more than you do. You know he was a realtor in Ocean Grove, and you read the file Torrance gave me. His name is Austin Quinn. I told you he’d married my mother in secret and took her away from the brothel.”

      Mick nodded. “But he was a convert. That’s unusual here isn’t it?”

      Celeste sighed. “The Zykie religion doesn’t teach tolerance of other belief systems, that’s why it was so astonishing to find the settlement in the mountains. I’d never even seen someone who didn’t believe in the gods.”

      He mumbled a response, his thoughts jumping from facing Celeste’s father and back to Torrance’s idea. How many more secrets did Torrance Kyle have tucked away? His eyes narrowed as he considered how many things he still didn’t know about the agent responsible for them being here. How much of a risk was it linking his career to Torrance’s?

      He needed to gauge Celeste’s feelings. They’d not had a chance to talk last night. By the time the agents had returned to their cabin, closer than Torrance had been told of, it had been late, and he’d been too exhausted to talk. “What do you think about the task force?”

      Celeste chewed her lip. “I think it’s a great idea, but I can’t say I’ll like you being away for that long.”

      His forehead bunched as he glanced at her. “You think I should turn it down?”

      Celeste shook her head quickly. “I wasn’t saying that. It’s just a shock, that’s all.”

      He nodded. She was right. It was a shock: everything in his life, and now his wife’s life by association, was changing drastically. They’d barely had time to settle into their new home, and if he accepted the new position, he’d hardly be spending any time there with her. “I haven’t had enough time to think, but I’d like to hear your thoughts.”

      Celeste turned in the saddle and stared at him for a beat before a smile spread across her face.  “Really?”

      “Of course, you’re my wife now. This decision affects us both. I can’t make a choice without you.”

      As he said the words he knew them to be true. He didn’t want that kind of marriage; he wanted a partner, someone who he could talk to and trust. He wanted the marriage his parents had. A marriage built on friendship.

      Celeste straightened a little and the look she gave him reminded him of that quiet strength he admired.

      “Maybe we should pray about it?”

      Mick cringed inwardly. He’d never been comfortable praying out loud. His faith was a part of him he kept close to his chest. He’d spent so long relying on himself, it didn’t come naturally to ask Etra for help when he thought he could figure it out himself. Maybe Emerson was right: maybe it was pride that kept him from conversing with Etra that way?

      His tone was flat as he shrugged. “If you want.”

      Please don’t start praying right there on the horse.

      He held his breath and avoided looking at her.

      “Torrance said there isn’t accommodation in Riverton.”

      Mick let out his breath quietly, happy she’d moved on. “We’ll have to camp.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind. Camping isn’t bad when the weather is fine, and you won’t have to sleep outside like last time.”

      Mick waggled his eyebrows. “Something to look forward to.”

      Celeste blushed, and Mick moved his horse closer, curious as to why she was blushing. “Aren’t I allowed to say that?”

      They were married, so he could be more forthright with her now surely? Wasn’t that the point of marriage?

      “I suppose so, it still feels like we’re doing something wrong though.”

      Mick raised an eyebrow. “We’re married and on our honeymoon, so there’s nothing wrong with that.”

      Celeste nodded, but the frown remained. “It’ll take a while to get used to it.”

      Mick moved his horse away, giving her a little more room. Maybe he shouldn’t tease her, but he wanted to be able to have fun with her. “So, I can’t flirt with my wife?”

      She narrowed her eyes and gave him a sly look. “Oh, so that’s what you’re trying to do?”

      Mick grinned at her insult. “I intend to flirt with my beautiful wife every single day of my life if that’s alright with her?”

      Celeste bit her lip in a most delightful way. “More than alright.”

      Mick winked at her, and her lips twitched. “Eyes on the road, Muscles,” she said in a near perfect imitation of Asher.

      He laughed and saluted her. His thoughts turning to his oldest friend as they plodded toward Riverton. What would Asher Jenkins think of the job offer? Maybe it would be good to talk it through with him as well as Celeste?

      They stopped at midday and ate a light lunch in the shade of the drooping willow trees lining a stream. The horses watered and rested they set off again, and when the sun dipped behind the mountains, Mick found a decent campsite.

      The spot was serene, the wide-open countryside reminding him of Macetown and the sprawling farmland he’d grown up in. The air smelled sweet and clean and hinted of the jasmine that grew so abundantly here, filling the air with its hefty fragrance.

      As he watched Celeste kindling the fire, Mick absentmindedly twisted his new wedding band. He’d felt responsible for Celeste’s wellbeing from the time he’d deceived the bounty hunters sent to find her, but now the weight was sitting a little heavier on his shoulders. She was his wife, and he needed to provide for her.

      Mick sighed and quashed the frown growing, his thoughts tumbling in on each other, one after the other. Maybe it was best to just put it out of his mind until they found Celeste’s father?

      She had to be nervous, and Torrance’s news was putting more on her to worry about. It wasn’t fair to expect so much of her. The decision could wait a few more days.

      Celeste stood, the fire blazing, smoke curling into the early evening sky. Mick pulled her closer, relishing the feel of her in his arms. She responded by pressing her body against him and kissing him. And all he could think about was how right she felt, how utterly right she was.

      How could he leave her when he’d only just found her?
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      Torrance could almost feel the anger rolling off his wife. The ride home had been tortuous so far, with Estelle flirting with him at every opportunity regardless of whether Amaya was around or not.

      Amaya was ready to explode, and if she did, Estelle wouldn’t fight clean. They were so close to finishing this, and he could clear off to the mountains with Amaya, cut ties with the agency and never see Estelle again.

      He needed an ally, and out of the two men, Jackson Novak was his preference. As they stopped briefly to stretch their legs and allow the horses a respite, Torrance approached Jackson.

      Amaya had disappeared, as she seemed to be doing a lot on this arduous trip home. Torrance was convinced she was keeping away from Estelle, but by doing so, she gave Estelle the opportunity to try to beguile him.

      Jackson eyed him, a slight grin on his bronzed face. “You using me as an excuse?”

      Torrance rolled his eyes. “She’s trying my patience. How’d you put up with her?”

      “I told her straight I wasn’t interested in being played.”

      A smile tugged at Torrance’s lips. That was precisely why he needed Jackson’s help. “I’m sure that went down well.”

      The bulky agent waggled his eyebrows then shrugged. “Eh, she’ll get over it. Besides she’s got you to play with now.”

      Torrance groaned as he saw Estelle stalking towards him. “Amaya is pregnant. If they get into it, she could get hurt.”

      Jackson’s grin disappeared. “You got it.”

      Estelle smiled and stood beside them, hands on her hips. “Talking about me, Tor?”

      Torrance ignored her and jammed his hands into his pockets.

      She jerked a thumb behind her. “Waters went for a cigarette. I’d have joined him, but I’m trying to give up.”

      Jackson grunted. “Since when? You were smoking yesterday.”

      Estelle looked at him like he was an imbecile. “Tor was always trying to get me to stop, isn’t that right?” she looked at him expectantly.

      Jackson’s tone was wry. “Are you shortening everyone’s names or just his?”

      Torrance covered a smile at the perturbed look on Estelle’s face. “Isn’t there something you should be doing?”

      Jackson shook his head, and Torrance mentally placed Jackson Novak on the list of men he could count on.

      Estelle sneered at him and jabbed a finger in his solid chest. “You’re an idiot. I never should have come looking for you.”

      With a huff and a hair flick, she stomped away to where Waters was smoking beside the stream. She yanked the cigarette out of his mouth and took a deep drag.

      Jackson shuddered beside him. “She’s scary that one.”

      Torrance chuckled. “She’s terrifying and thanks.” He held out his hand.

      Jackson grabbed it with all the force of a vice, causing Torrance to wince. “You should talk to Mick about swords when we get back. You’ve got the grip strength for it.”

      Jackson looked pleased. “He said the same thing. Never did get a chance to try one out. You think the monks would let me have a swing?”

      “They will if you join the task force I’m setting up.”

      Jackson listened as Torrance rattled off everything he knew about how the task force was going to work. When he was done, Jackson nodded slowly. “Sounds like a blast. I’d like to meet these monks. Smyth had a bee in his bonnet about them, didn’t he?”

      Torrance nodded. Obviously, all the details hadn’t filtered down this far yet. He looked Jackson in the eye and made sure he was facing away from Estelle. “You know much about the trial?”

      Jackson gave him a curious look. “A bit.”

      Torrance took a breath. If Jackson passed it on to Estelle, she’d use it to manipulate him. But he had to know he could trust the men he recruited; wasn’t that his father’s downfall? Smyth hadn’t trusted anyone. Not even me.

      Jackson frowned at him. “I heard Smyth was your father. That’s rough, man, really rough.”

      Torrance stared at him, numbness flooding over his body. If Jackson knows, then Estelle knows…

      They were so close to getting out. Now the one person in the world who could mess with his head and screw things up knew his deepest darkest secret.

      There was no doubt in Torrance’s mind that she would use it against him. The only question was when?
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      Celeste’s hands were trembling so much, she was surprised Mick hadn’t mentioned it when he’d helped her dismount. Her thoughts so tangled, she barely took in the town her father was supposedly living in. Images of neglected buildings, shabby exteriors and peeling paint all blurred into one as she took shaking steps towards the address Torrance had given them.

      Her brain began fizzing with all the questions she wanted answered. But how to approach the man she knew nothing about except for his name?

      His name. Austin Quinn. A name she’d lost somewhere being born into poverty, somewhere between being stolen and raised in a family where she’d never felt welcomed or truly wanted.

      Did her father know she’d been disowned? Cast aside and forced into slavery? Did he even care she’d spent most of her life feeling like she was a burden?

      A burden. Another mouth to feed. That’s all she’d been to her Uncle Paton and his wife. A joke to still think of him as family. He was no blood relative. He was a cruel opportunist, sick, filled with hate and had destroyed her mother’s chance at happiness.

      It was a blessing she barely remembered her life as a child. The memories of the man responsible for her mother’s death and her own near-death had faded so much.

      What she did recall, didn’t bare clinging to. Didn’t bare contemplating any more than the pain that had tainted her entire childhood.

      Her thoughts collided with hurt that increased each time she thought of what her life might have been.

      What kind of a sick man would steal a child, raise them in his home only to sell them into a lifetime of servitude at age seven?

      She nearly died because of Paton. She’d nearly suffered the same fate as her mother, who she still knew next to nothing about.

      So much time had been stolen. So much taken that she could never get back. A childhood, innocence lost never to be found again.

      If she’d not run and risked her life, if Joe and Sadie hadn’t found her, if Maggie Haynes hadn’t nursed her back to health, and if Mick hadn’t disobeyed orders, she’d be living the same life her father had helped her mother escape.

      But what if her father was no better than Paton? What if he’d known all along and done nothing to stop it happening? What if she had been a burden to him just like Paton and his cold-hearted wife said she was?

      She stood frozen by doubt as they assessed the front of the boarding house. It was much the same as the slums she’d grown up in. Depressing, filthy, squalid and a general feeling of neglect as though the very air was infused with hopelessness.

      Her throat closed as Mick’s fingers tightened on hers. She didn’t look at him. One kind look, one sweet word, and she’d crumple into pieces.

      Years and years of not knowing who she was, where she’d come from. Everything lay just a few steps away from her. In a few more minutes she’d know exactly what kind of a man her father was.

      In just a few steps, she’d be knocking on the door, asking the questions she’d always wanted answered. She blinked rapidly, trying to smother the rising dread, her curiosity dampened by fear that crushed her chest and made her stomach twist.

      Mick’s voice did little to soothe her nerves. “We could come back another time. It doesn’t have to be right now.”

      She swallowed and allowed herself a quick glance at him, her smile more for his sake. “No. I need to do this. If I don’t do it now, I’ll never do it.”

      He twisted slightly so he was standing in front of her. “I’m right here with you. Whatever happens.”

      He grasped her hands and squeezed. “You know that, right?”

      Celeste exhaled slowly, gaining a measure of courage from his presence. “I know.”

      And she did. She knew he would stay. Just like she knew, after so many years of feeling unloved and unwanted, that the Haynes family loved her.

      She was no burden to them.

      He waited, brow knotted, looking almost as nervous as she felt. Delaying wasn’t helping anything. She closed her eyes and held on to the words Maggie had spoken before they’d left.

      We’ll be here waiting, no matter what happens.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Torrance’s heart worked double time as he left the Etraean Intelligence Agency, a jangle of thoughts running through his mind. With the hand-over of Estelle and Thomas and Jackson agreeable to work on the task force, he had no legitimate reason to ever return here.

      Emotions began to flood through him as he walked through the doors for the last time. It didn’t feel as good or as satisfying as he’d hoped it would.

      This had been his life for the last six years, and before that, years spent preparing and training. It was what he did best, and it was familiar.

      Jackson waited for them outside, leaning against the building, one leg bent. He gave them a grin as he pushed off the wall. “I met Sir Altan. He’s happy to give me a bit of training.”

      Torrance smiled back at him, glad Sir Altan approved of his first official recruit.

      “You didn’t want back in the family then, Jackson?” Estelle asked.

      Torrance grimaced at the nickname for the intelligence agency. The irony stung him. Coming from Estelle, he knew it was a cruelly aimed barb.

      Jackson frowned. “Not on your life.”

      Estelle laughed lightly and caught Torrance’s arm. “Come have a drink with us, Tor, for old times’ sake.”

      “Come on, Kyle, one drink won’t hurt,” Thomas said.

      Jackson eyed him. “Just the one?”

      What harm could one drink do?

      The pub was more crowded than he would have liked, laughter and conversation bouncing off the wooden floors.

      After a life living in the shadows, keeping out of sight, waiting for someone to stab him in the back, it was strange to be openly recognised. His friendship with Mick Haynes, romantic fool or hero of Macetown, depending on who you asked, was rubbing off on him.

      Jake Edwards, neighbour and friend to the Haynes family, shook his hand as he ordered at the bar. “How’s that wife of yours?”

      Torrance smiled at the burly farmer. He appreciated Jake’s honesty and directness, something that seemed to be a common trait within the farming community. “She’s well. Grumpy, but well.”

      Jake laughed heartily. “It’ll be worth it when the babe comes.”

      Torrance smiled back, but the itching sensation of being watched distracted him from further conversation.

      As he carried the drinks back, Estelle smiled coyly. He slammed the handles down, foam oozing over the sides and dripping on the table top.

      She raised a slender eyebrow, and reached for her beer, though Torrance knew she’d prefer something else. Just treat her like she’s one of the boys.

      He eyed her for a moment while she was talking to Thomas and tried to figure out the game she was playing. He needed to get out of here. Finish his drink and get back to his wife waiting for him at the Haynes’ cottage.

      “Remember that drinking game, Tor,” Estelle said as she looked at him through her long lashes.

      Jackson looked at him. “Which one?”

      Estelle frowned and ignored Jackson. “You remember? The one we played in the hotel room when we first met. That was fun.”

      Torrance took a long gulp of his drink. He didn’t want to remember that night. Not. One. Minute.

      “That’s right, you two shacked up for a while,” Thomas said.

      Torrance glared at him. “It was just an assignment.”

      Estelle pursed her lips. “It started that way.”

      Torrance refused to let her bait him into talking about their relationship. It was over and done with. In the past, along with all the other sordid things he’d done and lived to regret.

      He tried to steer the conversation to a safer topic. “You taking the leave Higgs offered, Waters?”

      Thomas pushed back in his chair, his palms on the table. “That was a nice touch. Giving us a break before assigning us. Smart move. Stops burn out.”

      Torrance nodded. It was smart, and it also proved Higgs was serious about doing things differently. Treating the Kyraenean agents the same as Etraean ones, raising the pay, so there was parity, was the quickest way to boost morale.

      He concentrated on his drink, ignoring Estelle as best as he could. Just a few short years ago, even being this close to her would have been dangerous, but he wasn’t the infatuated boy she’d known. It prickled at him she still thought she could manipulate him.

      While the conversation carried on around them, her eyes continually sought his. He spent so much time ignoring her, he didn’t notice the others had finished their drinks. “Another round?” Thomas asked.

      Jackson leaned back in his chair and laced his hands behind his head. “Rude not to, especially if you’re buying.”

      Thomas pulled a face, then moved away. Jackson eyed him. “You kept Amaya secret. I wanted to ask her out.”

      Torrance’s lips twitched. “Just as well you didn’t. You know Smyth’s policy.”

      Jackson’s eyes moved to Estelle. “Some rules are meant to be broken I guess.”

      Torrance took another drink as he pondered Jackson’s words. Smyth had been strict about agents becoming romantically linked. Aside from her lapse in judgment that had cost him dearly, that had been the main reason Smyth assigned Estelle permanently to the Kyraenean countryside. Ironic to think his father had actually done him a favour by sending her away.

      “You going anywhere special on your leave?” Jackson asked Estelle.

      She sighed, then flicked her hair behind her shoulder. “I was thinking about visiting the mountains.”

      Torrance's pulse began to thrum in his veins. Why was she talking about the mountains?

      Jackson asked the question he wanted to but couldn’t. “Why the mountains?”

      Estelle tapped her fingernails on the beer glass. “I have some old friends I’d like to visit there, a town called Hampden Springs.”

      Torrance’s blood ran cold as Thomas returned with more drinks. He numbly downed the brew, barely aware of the conversation going on around him.

      His head spun with the ramifications. If Estelle knew about the cottage, and he knew she did, it wasn’t safe anymore.

      She’d wrecked everything he and Amaya had worked so hard to build. The new life he’d hoped for lay in ruins. All because Estelle wanted to torment him.

      His hands began to shake with suppressed anger. Her gaze locked on his, a challenge and a victory in her blue eyes. He hated her at that moment. Hated her enough to do the one thing he’d promised himself he’d never do.  He was on his feet in a heartbeat, his voice strained. “I need to go.”

      Torrance ignored the look Jackson sent him. Not bothering to explain further, he stalked out the door, past a startled Sir Altan and tried to unhitch his horse, his hands shaking so much he fumbled with the reins.

      He caught a whiff of her perfume a second before she appeared beside him, a smug look on her face as she moved to her mount, studiously ignoring him, knowing he couldn’t leave it alone. He grabbed her arm and spun her to face him. “What are you playing at? How did you know about the mountains?”

      Estelle bit her lip. “Whatever are you talking about?”

      Torrance pulled her further into the alleyway separating the pub from the neighbouring building. The last thing he needed was someone seeing them together and getting the wrong idea.

      Estelle shook off his arm and arched an eyebrow. “You wanted to be alone? Why didn’t you just say so?”

      She moved towards him, her lips pursed, and Torrance fought to control the anger pulsing through him. Anger he was terrified would unleash on her. He stepped backwards out of her reach. “How did you find out about the mountains?”

      Estelle placed her hands on her hips. “I was waiting in the valley remember? Smyth wasn’t sure if you had the guts to go through with it. He told me to check on you.”

      Torrance cursed under his breath. He thought he’d covered his tracks. When Smyth had ordered him to kill the Kyraenean arms dealer, Ranson, he’d convinced the brute to sign over all his property, a shack in the capital city and the cottage in the mountains. He had no idea Estelle had come for him, he must have been disposing of the body. “You knew all this time? Why didn’t you say something?”

      Estelle’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “To who? You or your father?”

      Torrance clenched his back teeth together. “What do you want?”

      Estelle laughed. “Isn’t that obvious? I want things to go back to the way they were. The way they should have been if Smyth hadn’t reassigned me.”

      Torrance glared at her and turned on his heel, calling over his shoulder. “Things are different now. I’m married, and this conversation is over.”

      Estelle’s heels clipped after him on the paved alley, and he whirled to face her, ready with another rebuff.

      She moved so quickly, he didn’t see it coming. She kissed him, and a raft of memories flooded through him, none of them pleasant. And everything faded to black, just like it always did when he was angry.

      He shoved her hard, and she slammed back against the building. “This isn’t a game! This is my life damn it,” Torrance spat at her.

      She flinched as if waiting for him to strike her. Torrance’s anger dissolved at the terrified look on her face. Just like the look he’d seen on his mother’s too many times in his childhood. His stomach churned as he took a stumbling step backwards. What have I done?

      “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he heard himself say.

      Estelle lifted her chin, a look of defiance on her face as if trying to provoke him further. “Like father, like son.”

      Torrance staggered away. Her words spearing into him, ripping into his chest and causing his eyes to prickle. He mounted and spurred the horse on, not knowing where he was going. No longer caring.

      When he found himself at the border, he barely slowed to acknowledge the cheery hello the border guard gave him, his mind splintering at what he’d done, at what he might do.  He had to get as far away from Amaya as possible before he ended up hurting her too.

      He had to run before he became the monster he’d always feared he was.
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