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      Selene Johansen bent over and scooped up a heavy cardboard box. Her long, white-blond braid slipped over her shoulder to dangle onto the carton, the end tracing squiggles in the thick dust. She hefted the box, and the unbalanced load inside shifted uncomfortably.

      Thank goodness there are only a couple of boxes left.

      Hoisting the burden, she made her way across the squeaky wooden floor towards the door of the compact pink and green bedroom. She had to step aside as her friend Maggie barreled in, black ponytail bouncing, intent on collecting another load.

      Selene arrived made her way to the rusty white pickup and set the heavy box in the nearly-full bed. Good thing we're about done here.

      She glanced around the small, tidy front yard. Neatly trimmed grass gave way to a row of carefully shaped shrubs along the front of the house. An aged oak shaded the windows of the front room, through which she could barely see the comfortable seating area. The clean, white-painted siding of the small one-story matched its larger neighbors for attractiveness, if not exactly for size. She smiled. It looks like a baby house at play with older siblings.

      “Come on, Selene,” Maggie called from the open doorway. “The day won't wait for us. Stop smelling the flowers and get to work.”

      Selene grinned at her friend's impatience. Though Maggie's correct about one thing; the intoxicating fragrance of lilac is worth a moment's attention.

      As Selene headed back into the house, a brief blast of synthesized violin music from her pocket arrested her progress. She paused in the living room, fished out her cell phone and sank onto the sofa to answer the call.

      “Don't you dare!” Maggie exclaimed, snatching the phone out of Selene's hand and making a swiping motion across the screen with her finger.

      “Hey!” Selene protested, jumping to her feet. “That was probably work.”

      “And you're not on call,” Maggie retorted, unperturbed. “The fate of the universe doesn't depend on you.”

      Selene shook her head. “I've told you before. You know how important it is for me to do what I do. Because of me, lives are saved that might otherwise be lost. I matter, Maggie.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Maggie replied, handing her back the phone, “but you're a person, too. You deserve a day off now and again, and you only have one weekend a month when you're not on call. Please, don't give it up because of a job. There are other cops, Selene. Give one of them a chance to shine.” With that she flounced away.

      Torn, Selene stared at the screen of her phone. Maggie has a point, a little voice in her head reminded her. You've been working ten to twelve-hour shifts every day for the last three weeks. Feeling suddenly determined, Selene tucked her phone back into her pocket and returned to the bedroom for another box.

      Maggie squeezed past Selene carrying a box of…something with apparent ease. That didn't it was light. Maggie's job as a physical trainer left her amazingly strong. It showed in the slim, toned figure, the chiseled arms, and the perfectly flat stomach. Her face, of course, matched her figure. Her excellent conditioning made her impressive cheekbones and strong nose stand out in perfect relief. Her shining black hair, tied up today in a practical ponytail, hung neatly to her shoulders.

      Selene returned to the bedroom and hefted the second-to-last box. Its staggering weight momentarily threw her off balance. So that's where the Anatomy and Physiology textbooks Maggie kept after college ended up.

      “Remind me why we're doing this,” she whined playfully to her friend as Maggie bounded into the room and scooped up the last box. “You always said it made sense for a single woman to live at home, especially since you wanted to keep your dad company.”

      Maggie shrugged. “I don't know,” she replied. “I just felt like I needed a change. This seemed like a good time to do something different. Now shut up and move. This box is heavy.”

      Probably hand weights, Selene thought. Thankful for the hours of training she spent each week in the police department's gym, she moved the box to the back of Maggie's rusty old pickup, Maggie trailing behind her with the final carton.

      “Ladies,” a warm and friendly voice came from behind them, “before you drive away, would either of you like something to drink?”

      Selene turned around. Maggie's father Brandon stood behind her holding out two glasses of what could only be his homemade lemonade.

      “Thanks, Dad,” Maggie said, grabbing one and downing it in three gulps.

      “Yes, thank you,” Selene echoed shyly. I've always liked Maggie's dad, perhaps a little too much, but I've never felt entirely comfortable around him. I'm not sure whether he knows about my gift, but I hope he doesn't. I want at least one person to believe I'm normal, and if it could be Brandon Price, well, that would be just perfect.

      “I can't believe you're done already,” he commented. “I was going to help.”

      “I guess you're slowing down in your old age, Dad. We young chicks are just too fast for you.”

      “Sorry, I got tied up.”

      “You know, Dad, you could have told Grandma you would call her back.”

      “Yeah right, Maggie. If I did that, I would hear about it for a month.”

      “You're right,” Maggie grinned, “but it's okay, Dad. Selene and I got it taken care of.”

      Brandon's dark eyes met Selene's briefly.

      She glanced away, studying the garden beds with great interest. To cover the nervous movement, she took a sip of the lemonade. Mmmm. Perfect, like always. Tart and refreshing. She swallowed another, deeper mouthful and peeked back at Brandon and Maggie, standing together on the driveway. The striking pair looked so much alike. Tall with glossy black hair, sculpted cheekbones, and warm dark eyes… I wonder who my father was.

      Quick as a flash, she pushed away the errant thought.

      There's no benefit in feeling sorry for yourself. Fate has decreed that you'll live without a family, and honestly, they'd a distraction from work. Mentally shaking her head, Selene tossed down the rest of her lemonade and handed the glass back to Brandon with a shy smile.

      He smiled back, his white teeth flashing against the copper of his skin.

      Selene felt a rush of heat to her face and hoped she wasn't blushing. She met his eyes again and he winked at her. God, I'm hot. I must be blushing. Damn it.

      “Can I offer you ladies some dinner?” he suggested.

      “No time, Dad,” Maggie replied. “I still have to unload this stuff at the apartment.”

      Selene tried to squash down her disappointment. After such a hard day's work, eating one of Brandon's delicious meals would have been the perfect reward.

      “Maybe Selene would like to eat with you though,” Maggie continued, surprising Selene out of her contemplation.

      “Don't you want my help at the other end?” she asked.

      “Not really,” Maggie replied with a sassy look. “I've already heard enough knowing sighs from you. I know where I want my things, and I don't want to spend the next six months looking for them because you had a ‘better idea' about where they should go!” She planted her hands on her hips and smirked.

      Selene smiled at the banter. “If you had any logic at all in that little pea brain of yours,” she teased back, “you would realize I've put them in the best places and look for them there first.”

      Maggie shook her head. “You know, Selene, you would make a lousy roommate.”

      “Why do you think I live alone?” Selene replied. She wrinkled her nose at Maggie and giggled.

      Maggie responded with a sort.

      “So, Selene,” Brandon said, drawing her eyes back to his face, “would you like to stay for dinner? I have a stuffed chicken breast with mushrooms calling your name.”

      Selene's mouth watered at the thought of food that didn't come frozen and sealed under cellophane. You should really get home. You never know when they're going to call you into work. Still…this is Brandon. “Sure,” she told him, smiling again.

      Maggie waved, hopped into her battered pickup and drove off, leaving Selene and Brandon to watch the precariously stacked boxes sway.

      “Do you think she'll arrive with all her stuff intact?” Selene asked as she disappeared around the corner.

      “She'll be lucky if it's all still in the truck,” Brandon replied.

      They both laughed, turning toward the house. He escorted her to the door and ushered her in with a hand on her back. As his pinky finger touched the centimeter of bare skin between Selene's shirt and jeans, his feelings washed over her. Sadness formed the largest part, but she could also detect some relief, and not over his daughter leaving, either. I'm glad Selene is staying. I'm not ready to face dinner alone. I've been alone so long…

      She stepped away from him quickly, hating to intrude on the thoughts of innocent people. I wish I could block this, shut it off except at appropriate times. Sadly, no such luck. Any time a person's hand touched her bare skin, she knew exactly what that person was thinking. “I'm hardly fit company,” she told him, looking down at her dirty clothing.

      “Don't worry,” Brandon said reassuringly, “I'm not likely to throw out a guest because of a little dust. Besides, it came from this house to begin with. Why don't you go wash up? I'll set the table.”

      Selene scuttled off to the bathroom. Standing in front of a mirrored pedestal with a scalloped sink, she brushed as much grime as she could off her oldest jeans and faded tee-shirt, hating the way it settled on the black and white tile floor. She washed her hands with a bar of fragrant soap. The aroma of herbs and prairie flowers wafted up, friendly, welcoming and homey. I wonder where he finds this soap. It's not in any of the stores where I've looked for it.

      She splashed a little water on her dusty face. No makeup at all, and she looked like a teenager. The faint smattering of freckles she pretended didn't exist stood out against her skin, which seemed paler than usual. I look a little sick. She frowned at her reflection. Well, I feel fine, and a little paleness is nothing to be too concerned about.

      Shrugging, Selene left the bathroom. Passing down the narrow hallway to the kitchen, she seated herself at the round wooden table in one corner. She glanced at Brandon, who stood with his back to her near the stainless steel six-burner stove, stirring something in a large pot. The cavernous workspace, crowned with shining gold and black granite, made an impressive showplace fit for Brandon's culinary prowess.

      He approached her, carrying two plates and setting one in front of her, and then took a seat as she inhaled in appreciation. The chicken breast had been stuffed with ricotta and spinach and served with a rich mushroom sauce, seasoned rice, and steamed asparagus.

      She forked up a mouthful of the tender meat, closing her eyes to concentrate on its succulent flavor. Delicious. “You know,” she told Brandon after several bites, “if you ever decide to give up being a career counselor, you could make a fortune working in a restaurant.”

      Brandon smiled, leaning his chin on his fist. “Thank you,” he said. Then, more quietly, added, “I'm glad you stayed. It's always nicer to cook for someone else.”

      “I'm sure,” Selene replied. “That's why I never bother. With no one else to feed, why go to all the trouble?”

      He looked at her with his heart-melting brown eyes and said nothing, but his expression spoke volumes. She didn't need to be a powerful touch psychic to read that particular thought.

      “It's hell being alone isn't it?” she asked softly.

      He dipped his chin, acknowledging her comment. For the briefest of moments, his lip moved—almost a tremble—and then he bit down on it.

      Selene laid her hand on the sleeve of his shirt, her way of giving a comforting touch while honoring his privacy.

      He slid his arm out slowly from under her hand until his palm touched hers.

      Selene tried to slip away, but he closed his fingers, encasing her in his emotions. “Please,” she said softly, “you shouldn't do that.”

      “Don't you want to know?” he asked her.

      Selene looked down at her napkin. So, he knows I'm a freak. “I'm trying to respect your privacy,” she told him.

      “I'm choosing to share.”

      “Are you sure… I wouldn't, I mean, I…”

      “Unless you don't want me to…”

      Not want to share thoughts with Brandon? Thoughts freely offered? “No. No, I'm glad. It's nice to feel normal emotions from someone for a change.”

      She laced her fingers through his and let his feelings wash over her. Sorrow, grief, loneliness and a little fear.

      He really doesn't want to be alone. She closed her eyes and then opened them to look deeply into his. The warm brown depths drew her like a magnet. She unconsciously leaned in, closer to him than she could ever remember being before.

      God, he's handsome, and his lips are so close. I'd only have to move a couple of inches… She tried to remind herself that he just didn't want to be alone, that the circumstances, not her presence, made him vulnerable. But I don't want to be alone either. She moved forward, intentionally this time, but stopped, too shy to continue. Her attention focused on the sensations moving into her through their joined hands.

      Disappointment.

      Selene met Brandon’s eyes in surprise.

      He moved his chin down again, a slight nod. Subtle. Almost unnoticeable.

      She noticed.

      His free hand touched her chin and the double dose of sensation overwhelmed her. He lifted her face until her eyes met his again. She could feel the query pulse into her from both sides. Don’t stop.

      He wants it too, but he can't hear my thoughts, she realized. Goodness, how can people who aren't psychic communicate? Brandon won't know what I want unless I do or say something obvious. The realization ignited her courage. Imitating his soft nod, she lowered her face into his hand and gently kissed the palm.

      Oh, wow. His nerves fluttered into her, but he nonetheless moved toward her and pressed his lips lightly to hers. It was a soft touch, like the brush of a butterfly's wings. So gentle. She closed her eyes and lifted her face. He responded. Another brush, then another. She released his hand so both of hers could slide around his neck. His tongue swept her lips. She opened, letting him taste her.

      Suddenly, Selene felt as though the lights had been turned off. Somewhere in the middle of that drugging kiss, he had released her face. The moment his hand left her skin so he could draw her to stand pressed against his body, she lost her sense of his feelings. Without that intoxicating but false intimacy, reality hit like icy rain.

      What on earth am I doing kissing my best friend's father? Dear Lord, I'm nearly in his lap. She stepped back, breathing heavily.

      “What?” Brandon asked. “What happened?”

      “What are we doing?” she wheezed.

      He blinked. The transition from passion to nervous questions had been too swift. “Commiserating,” he finally said.

      “That's all?” Oh, God. It didn't mean anything. She closed her eyes in disappointment and turned away.

      His hand on her chin forced her eyes back to his. With the touch came a flash of something intense she didn't have time to interpret. Then his fingers withdrew. “If that's all you want it to be, but…”

      “But?” She sucked in her breath.

      He held out his hand. “I don't know the words.”

      She swallowed hard, realizing what she hadn't seen earlier. He's using my gift to communicate with me. No one has ever done that before. Nervous, about what, she wasn't sure, Selene touched his palm with her fingertips. A contact so light made his feelings more like an echo, but an audible one.

      I've been interested for quite a while, attracted even. I like you. I didn't know how to begin, but sadness over Maggie moving out—along with your otherworldly empathy—overcame my restraint. I want your comfort, but I also want your company, and not because I'm lonely and you're convenient. I want you, Selene.

      Selene exhaled a breath she hadn't known she was holding. Brandon is interested in me? Oh, wow. She let the realization wash over her, breathing in his scent even as her fingers captured his thoughts. It felt wonderful, like a hug, only better. Then reality intruded. Wait, no, I can't just wallow in his feelings like a freak. We need to do this like normal people. “Can we sit somewhere more comfortable and talk about this?” she suggested. “I mean, really talk with words.”

      “Of course.” His fingers slid down her arm, but she dodged, not wanting to get sucked back into the irresistible vortex of Brandon's thoughts and emotions. He laid his hand on her back instead, and they walked into the living room and sat side by side on the western style sofa.

      “I think you should back up and tell me what's going on here,” Selene said, using the carefully neutral tone she often employed when interrogating suspects.

      “There isn't much to tell,” Brandon replied, his voice soft but intense. “Putting it into words would be like trying to explain the wind. I don't have the skill. Besides, you felt everything, right?”

      “Yes, but that's not the point,” she insisted. “This isn't how these things are supposed to work.”

      Brandon shrugged. “Who cares about supposed to? You're unique. Why shouldn't we begin in a unique way?”

      Unique. Not weird, freakish, or odd. How nice it sounds. “Are we beginning something?” Her heart began hammering as she asked the question.

      “We can if you want to,” he said, and, after taking a deep breath, added, “I know I want to.”

      He wants to? Oh, how utterly and unexpectedly perfect. Have I ever had something I want simply handed to me? Could it be this easy? Again, the temptation to simply nestle into his thoughts—and his waiting arms—crept over her… until reality intruded. “What about Maggie?”

      A hint of a frown creased the little space between Brandon's eyebrows. “What about her? She's been after me for years to start dating again.”

      “I don't think I'm quite the person she had in mind,” Selene pointed out.

      One corner of his mouth turned up, acknowledging the awkwardness with a wry, humorless grin. “She'll adjust. Maggie is an adult now. She's moving on with her life. Why shouldn't I do the same?”

      “But…”

      “Listen,” Brandon told her earnestly, laying a hand on her shoulder, “If you aren't interested, please just say so. I'd rather know than wonder.”

      “I didn't say I wasn't interested,” Selene assured him. “I just didn't see this coming.”

      “Didn't you?” He traced a finger up her neck and over her cheek, sending her a quick flash of amusement. “Did I imagine all those shy smiles, the flirty looks? Was I dreaming your interest because it was what I wanted to see? That isn't what that kiss felt like.”

      Selene swallowed hard. “You weren't imagining it, but I never thought my childish crush would amount to anything. You were an attractive fantasy, something to keep me warm…” she choked and turned red, “when I'm lonely.”

      A look of masculine pride spread over Brandon's handsome face. “Why shouldn't your feelings amount to anything?” he asked, still trailing his fingers over her cheek.

      She closed her eyes at the soothing touch. “They never have before,” she said without emotion, not wanting to whine, but merely stating a fact, albeit one of the most discouraging facts of her life.

      As though unable to restrain himself another moment, Brandon wrapped warm arms around Selene's slender frame. “The entire world must be populated with idiots. Will you take a chance on me, Selene? We'll go as slow as you want until you get comfortable with the idea. Will you give it a try?”

      Selene thought for a moment. While every instinct she possessed—not to mention every nerve in her body—screamed at her to say yes, the analytical part of her mind that never really shut off reminded her of how much pressure her job placed on her, and how it devoured all her time. “I work a lot,” she told him letting her regret show on her face. “Long hours, tons of overtime, and I'm on call nearly every evening and weekend. Being with me would still mean you'd be spending a lot of time alone.”

      He slowly shook his head, not accepting her words as the end of the conversation. “I've been alone for years. At least I could be with you sometimes.”

      He would accept even that? “I have very little to offer.”

      Incredulity and heat flared into her from his fingertips. “Let me be the judge of that,” he said, his eyes boring into hers with passionate intensity.

      She looked away. “Don't forget, Brandon, I'm a freak. I can read your mind. You'll never be able to keep a secret from me.”

      Can't have that. His words flared in her mind as he turned her to face him. “You're not a freak. You have a gift. If it can sometimes be uncomfortable, well, it has its uses too. It doesn't bother me. Say yes.”

      The heat in those eyes. The desire. No one has ever looked at me like this before. She could think of no other excuses, and really, she didn't want to try. The temptation overwhelmed her, and she couldn't withstand it. “All right then, Brandon. We'll try this and see where it leads.” I hope I sounded as nonchalant as I intended.

      He dazzled her with a white-toothed smile.

      Selene badly wanted to pinch herself and see if she were dreaming. No, I don't. If this is only a dream, I don't want to wake up yet. Kissing Brandon…I would never have imagined it outside of my wildest fantasies. Even then, she rarely let herself indulge; it was so far beyond likelihood. Oh, don't lie to yourself. Alone, unable to sleep, she had sometimes succumbed to the temptation and imagined his arms around her, his firm full lips pressed to hers. The longing released by those fantasies had been excruciating. And now you know your imagination fell utterly short of reality.

      Wishing she could communicate her own feelings without words, she gave Brandon a pleading look. He chuckled softly and pulled her against him in a tight hug. His mouth came down on hers. Instead of feather-light persuasions, this kiss smashed into the wall of her loneliness with the impact of a train. His hands did not touch her skin but rested gently on the back of her shirt. The only thoughts she heard were her own, a repetitive voice chanting, Yes! Yes! Yes! Her arms slipped around his neck, and she kissed him back with reckless abandon.

      Time ceased to have any meaning as they explored each other's lips and mouths, and it could have been an hour later when they finally parted, panting.

      Selene blinked a few times, startled by the intensity of desire and passion flooding through her. “Wow,” she said softly. “That was…I don't even know how to describe it.”

      “Don't try,” he urged. “The words don't exist.”

      He's got that right. This… whatever this is… is bigger than any word in any language. So big. So deep… it's a little scary.

      “This is how hearts get broken,” the voice of her insecurity whispered. “What are you planning to do, girl? Spend the night in his arms? And then, tomorrow, go back to work like nothing happened?”

      She turned to the window, taking in a deep breath in an attempt to still her pounding heart. Darkness had fallen completely. Wow. It's almost summer. Days are long. How long have we been sitting here? “I should go home,” she told him, hearing a hint of the regret she felt in her voice. “I don't want to ruin this by rushing it, and I have a lot to do tomorrow to be ready for my work week on Monday.” But I also really, really don't want this to end, just in case I wake up and find it was all a dream.

      “One more kiss, and then I'll take you home,” he offered. His devilish grin flashing, making her heart increase its tempo yet again. Her belly fluttered with excitement.

      She smiled, cheeks burning as she waited for him to reach for her, but he stayed where he was. He wants me to initiate this kiss, she realized. Do I dare? She licked her lips nervously and ran her fingers up his arm to his shoulder, around his neck, and finally pulled him towards her. Raising her face, she touched her lips softly to his. His fingers laced into her hair, stroking her sensitive scalp as she kissed him. Softly, shyly, she told him without words that she enthusiastically reciprocated his interest.

      Several minutes passed while their mouths played and mated, arousing untapped desires, desires too long left dormant, too long denied. Finally, Selene ended the embrace. “Brandon,” she said seriously, “it would be far too easy to rush this, to move too fast, and later have regrets. We could easily carry on all night, and then where would we be?”

      Brandon gave her a wicked look. “Guess.”

      She blushed again, looking away.

      “I'm kidding,” he said, taking her hand so she could feel his sincerity. “It really is too soon for that, and the last thing I want to do is scare you off. I'll take you home now.” He squeezed once and stood, still holding her hand to help her to her feet. She could feel his intense satisfaction washing over her in waves of soul-soothing joy.
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      Selene released Brandon's hand and rose to her feet. Outside of her luscious embrace, the growing cool slipped past his defenses. The early stages of a relationship have their downside. I'd much rather let this evening of cuddling lead to its natural conclusion, but that's going to be a long, long while, I suppose.

      She made her way through the kitchen to the connecting door of his garage, and then out to his truck. He followed, unabashedly admiring the roundness of her backside, the dip of her slender waist in her tight, faded jeans, and the line of her legs. Pretty, sexy, smart and special… and she doesn't even know it.

      Brandon's silver pickup looked like a newer, cleaner version of Maggie's. He clicked the unlock button on the keychain. At the loud beep, Selene jumped, shook herself, and made an obvious effort to focus. She slid into the passenger side of the bench seat and fastened her seatbelt. Brandon climbed in beside her and started the motor. He pulled out of the driveway and turned left, his eyes on the road.

      After a few minutes, Brandon glanced at Selene. Daydreaming, I see, but the shy smile on her face tells me about what. He couldn't resist laying his hand on hers, where it rested on the seat. He knew his intense attraction would be transmitted directly to her psyche. While she might be uncomfortable with her gift, I'm glad of it. Instead of trying to express myself with words, which are often vague and open to interpretation, I can communicate my actual thoughts and feelings to her directly.
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      Selene jumped at the sudden contact, and then relaxed, allowing his fingers to lace through hers. Holding hands is such a normal thing to do, but I never thought anyone would allow it. Not once they know what I can do. Who would have imagined, when I offered to help Maggie move, that my day would end like this? Finally, for the first time, I'm someone's girlfriend. No, not just someone's—Brandon's. How could such a perfect moment come to someone like me?

      Brandon's thoughts poured into her, filled with hope. Maybe this will work out. Maybe I won’t be alone all the time anymore. Maybe I can finally…

      A fire engine shrieked behind them and Brandon thoughtfully pulled over, leaving room for the massive truck to slide past them. A few moments later another followed.

      “Goodness,” Selene commented, “there must be quite a fire burning somewhere.”

      Brandon nodded. He released her hand to grip the wheel.

      As they approached Selene's neighborhood, the screaming of sirens and shouting of male voices penetrated the cab of the truck. Selene's heart began to beat faster. Fire engines blocked the street in front of her house. A hellish glow lit the tiny structure. Brandon pulled over a few houses down, and Selene scrambled out of the cab with shaking hands and trembling knees. Brandon followed.

      She stopped dead and stared in dumb amazement at the scene of desolation before her. Through the bay window to the left of the door, she could see orange and yellow flames greedily devouring her flowered sofa. Her breath caught as the curtains flared and then fell. Smoke belched from the edges of her garage door.

      Oh no! The cats! Suddenly able to move, she advanced in rapid, uneven steps.

      A uniformed police officer with a mop of curly brown hair blocked her path. “Stay back, ma'am,” he told her brusquely, his eyes on the scene.

      “Tony…” her voice wavered, almost inaudible in the din.

      The cop looked at her sharply. “Selene? What are you doing here?”

      She tried to speak, but her tight, tear-clogged throat prevented sound from escaping. She whimpered and tried again. This time, the words, “…my house…” carried through the commotion.

      “Shit.” The officer's gruff expression twisted into one of nauseous sympathy.

      She tried to rush past him, but he moved in front of her. “You can't,” he told her gruffly, gripping her upper arm, careful to keep his hand on her sleeve. “It's a total loss.”

      “No!” she cried. “Sammy and Margot are in there!”

      She tried to pass him again, but Brandon grabbed her from behind. She fought him, desperate to get into the house, but he held her tight.

      “Did she say there are people inside?” Tony asked Brandon. She heard the words, but dimly, as though the smoke of the fire affected her ears, not just her eyes.

      “No,” she heard Brandon tell the officer grimly as she turned in his arms and began to sob, “her cats.”

      With her face hidden against Brandon's chest, she could barely make out the crackle of a radio. “There are no people inside,” Tony shouted. “I repeat; the owner is not inside. Get your asses out of there.”

      Selene clung to Brandon as she wept. My home, all my earthly possessions, clothing, car—even my pets—will soon be reduced to ashes, and there's nothing anyone can do to stop it.

      “Ma'am,” a hoarse voice broke through Selene's misery. She looked up, unconcerned with the tears streaming down her face. A filthy, soot-covered man in a flame-retardant coat stood in front of her. “I'm real sorry about your home,” the firefighter said. Then he opened his coat and handed her an ashy bundle of gray fur. “Your big kitty didn't make it,” he added in a gentle, gravelly voice, “but I think this little fella is going to be all right.”

      “Sammy!” Selene exclaimed, burying her face in his filthy gray fur. The kitten stared at her, the manic spark he usually had in his blue-gray eyes had gone blank, as though in shock. Letting out a tremendous sneeze, he dug his tiny, needle-like claws furiously into her shirt.

      Brandon's arm remained around Selene, and he pressed gently against her shoulders, leading her away from the remains of her home. He lowered the tailgate of his truck and lifted her inside. She sat, dazed, cradling her cat against her shoulder with one arm as helpless tears streamed down her cheeks. Brandon sat beside her, his arm around her shoulders, stroking her cheek soothingly.

      “Selene.” She looked up to see that Tony had walked over to her.

      Brandon tightened his grip protectively. His hand remained firmly pressed against her cheek, sending a wordless but comforting sensation directly into her.

      Tony stared at them, jaw sagging slightly. Then he shuddered and cleared his throat. “I need to ask you some questions.”

      “Can't you see she's in shock?” Brandon scolded the officer. His voice, to her overwrought ears, sounded as though it came from inside a tunnel. “She's in no condition to talk right now.”

      “She should come down to the station,” the policeman said firmly. “We can take care of her there.”

      “There's no need,” Brandon replied. “She can stay with me until we straighten everything out.” He slipped his hand into hers and sent images of warm hugs and safety to her overwrought mind.

      “Who are you?” Tony asked belligerently, gawking at their joined hands.

      “Brandon Price,” he introduced himself inattentively. His attention remained on her, not the policemen.

      Selene fought her way up out of the fog as best she could. I have to try and explain to Tony. I can't let him be aggressive with Brandon. Her lips felt numb, but she reached out her hand. Tony flinched and dodged away. Then he frowned, steeled himself visibly, and went still. She laid her fingers on his shirtsleeve and forced herself to speak. “Brand is a friend,” she told him softly.

      “All right then,” he grumbled, but she could hear that his tone had softened. “We'll need you to come down to the station as soon as possible and answer some questions. This fire was no accident.” He turned to Brandon. “There's nothing the two of you can do but get in the way. Can you get her out of here?”

      Brandon nodded. He helped Selene down from the bed of the truck and loaded her into the cab, fastening her seatbelt when her trembling fingers refused to perform the task. Silently, he drove her back to his house.
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      Once there, she sat forlornly on a kitchen chair, saying nothing, stroking Sammy with unsteady hands while Brandon dug a rusty cake pan from the back of his cupboard and filled it with kitty litter left over from last winter. He set it in the kitchen, along with a bowl of water. Lifting the grubby kitten from Selene's weak grasp, Brandon introduced him to his temporary accommodations. As soon as he was released, Sammy took a long drink of water then streaked away into the living room.

      One unexpected guest dealt with, Brandon returned to Selene, who was shivering harder than ever. He scooped her off the couch and hugged her gently. Her skin felt icy, and she smelled strongly of smoke. Smudges marred her face and clothing, and ash from Sammy's fur stained her hands nearly black. She clung to him.

      “Come on, sweetheart,” he said soothingly, his hand circling on her back. “Let's get you into the shower.”

      Selene allowed herself to be led, like a sleepwalker, into the bathroom. Brandon turned on the shower, filling the room with steam.

      “Will you be all right?” he asked her, but Selene didn't reply. She just stared at him blankly.

      Brandon cursed. Striving to remain impersonal, he removed her clothing and loosened her braid. Then he quickly stripped off his clothes and escorted her into the shower. Praying she wouldn't notice his unwanted erection and become alarmed, he dipped her into the water, wetting her hair and rinsing the soot from her face. He poured shampoo into his hand and massaged it, gently but thoroughly, into every inch of those extra-long corn silk colored strands.

      Once Selene was clean, and her skin warm to the touch, Brandon dried her with one of the large purple bath towels Maggie had given him as a joke. It seemed to swallow her up, she was so tiny. He wrapped his usual green one around his hips.

      Well, Price, what the hell are you going to do now? Selene had no clothes except the filthy ones she had been wearing. Now she stood before him, naked under the towel and completely vulnerable. He wrapped her in a protective arm and walked her into his room, where he dug a tee shirt out of his drawer. He rarely wore it because it was so big on him, so on Selene's slight frame, it hung like a nightgown. That will work for the moment. Still she stood, frozen and unresponsive save for a slight trembling that set the tee-shirt fluttering. Reasoning that some sleep might help her, he led her to the bed and tucked her in.

      Brandon had just turned to leave the room when he heard a soft, almost inaudible whisper.

      “Don't go. Please, Brandon, don't leave.” Selene had snapped out of her stupor and was watching him with desperation in her eyes.

      “Okay, sweetheart, I won't go. Just give me a minute to put something on.” He grabbed the first pair of clean boxers he found in the drawer and slid into the bed behind her, drawing her back against his chest and laying his arm across the narrow dip of her waist. She cuddled against him, and within moments her breathing became slower and more regular. Soon she dozed off.

      Now what? It's only 9:20 and I'm not particularly tired, but I don't want to disturb Selene. So, he stayed, watching over her. It would be a lie to suggest he had never imagined this, holding her while she slept, but he certainly wouldn't have chosen these circumstances.

      In his fantasy, of course, this would be the culmination of a night of fiery lovemaking. Of course, if I'm not mistaken, Selene admitted earlier that she's never been in a relationship before. I could very well be dealing with a virgin. I'll have to take this slowly—which will be uncomfortable—but the potential reward is immense. Selene isn't a one-night stand or even a hot affair. She's the kind of woman a man wants to keep for life.

      Reminding himself he was getting way too far ahead, he kissed her softly on the cheek and closed his eyes. She feels perfect in my arms. Warm and content, Brandon fell asleep a few minutes later.
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      Selene woke the next morning feeling groggy and disoriented. Without opening her eyes, she felt sure something was different. A warm lump of buzzing fur, which she recognized as Sammy, snuggled against her shoulder. But where's Margot? And my sheets have never felt like this, nor do I remember owning a nightgown quite this baggy. Where am I?

      Her eyes snapped open and for a moment, she still didn't know. This is not my bedroom. It isn't the lumpy sofa at the police station where I crash for an hour or so when I'm too tired to drive.

      Instead, she lay in a bedroom she'd never seen before. Three oversized windows framed in stained oak permitted bright sunlight to illuminate the room. The bedspread, decorated in colorful geometrics, did not resemble her sprays of lilacs. Every piece of furniture—from the bed to the dresser, to a chunky recliner in the corner—had clearly been built for someone much larger than her.

      Then she remembered. The fire. My house is gone. Margot's dead. My whole life in ashes. Shit.

      No! Don't cry again. You're alive, Sammy's alive, and you're not alone. She made herself remember she had friends, people who cared about her. She had money in the bank to buy new possessions. She had insurance on her car and home. Except for Margot, everything she had lost was replaceable.

      And Brandon, dear, sweet Brandon, brought me home with him and cared for me. He washed me, she remembered, dressed me in his shirt, and held me while I slept. What a hero. At last, she remembered what had happened before the fire. Dinner, kisses, talking without words. It all seemed like a dream, except here she lay in his bed. In his bed, alone.

      Wondering where he had gone, she got up, her legs still a little unsteady, and wobbled to the bathroom. A quick search of his medicine cabinet revealed a toothbrush, still in its package, which she appropriated. One thing I'm not ready to do is face the man of my dreams with morning breath. She also borrowed his hairbrush and tried to smooth the tangles left after a night of sleeping on her wet hair.

      Moments later, she followed the intoxicating aroma of bacon and coffee out of the bathroom and into the kitchen, where she found Brandon, still wearing the boxers he had thrown on the previous night, scrambling eggs.

      “Good morning,” she said softly, and he turned. Lord, he's glorious, all smooth tawny skin and slender, wiry muscle. She'd never seen him so scantily dressed, and for a moment the sight took her breath away. Realizing her mouth was hanging open, she closed it with an embarrassingly audible click of teeth. Shaking her head, she attempted to pull herself together.

      “Hi, Selene. You seem better this morning.”

      She hastened to reassure him with a playful answer. “Yes. I think I'll live.”

      “I'm glad. I was worried about you last night.”

      “I know. I was acting stupid, but I couldn't snap out of it,” she murmured shyly, giving him a look that revealed her vulnerable feelings. “You were very sweet to take such good care of me,”

      He removed the pan from the heat and laid it on an unlit burner, then crossed the room, his long strides eating up the distance. He scooped her into a warm hug. Selene laid her cheek on his chest.

      “I'm sorry about the fire,” he said softly, “but taking care of you? That's just what a boyfriend does.”

      She smiled. “Boyfriend. I like the sound of that.”

      “I bet you'll like this too.” He tilted her face up with one finger under her chin and kissed her softly, reminding her that yesterday had not been all bad.

      Long moments later, they released each other. Sighing deeply, Selene moved to set the table with forks, coffee cups and juice glasses. She sat down in front of a plate of eggs and bacon. Brandon joined her.

      “You know,” she said, after crunching happily on a strip of bacon, “I don't think I'm doing too badly after all.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, eyebrows drawing together. From this close, she could see small vertical lines between them.

      He thinks I'm talking about the fire. No wonder he's confused. “Well, I've never had a boyfriend before,” she explained, succumbing to the temptation to stroke her fingers down his arm, “but now, here I am, with you, and you're the man I've always dreamed of in secret but never thought I could have.”

      “You can have me as long as you want me,” he rumbled tenderly.

      “And if I decide never to let you go?” she whispered, daring to say what she had never admitted, even to herself.

      “Sounds perfect.”

      Perfect? Is there a stronger word than that? Perfect isn't nearly enough. Selene squeezed his arm, but changed the subject, not wanting to overdo the intensity. “Once we're done here, I have to call my work. Tony said I needed to come in.”

      Brandon accepted the new topic with only a wry twist of his lips. “The chief called about an hour ago. I don't know how he found my cell number, but I told him I didn't want to wake you, and besides, you didn't have anything to put on. He agreed it was unrealistic to expect you at the station when you had nothing to wear. Once we get you some clothes, they want you to come in and make a statement. They think the fire was arson.”

      Suddenly, Selene's delicious breakfast tasted like ashes. Ashes, like my life.

      No, she reminded herself, my stuff is ashes. My life is actually not that bad. “Why would someone burn my house on purpose? I don't know anyone well enough to have that kind of enemy.”

      Seeing her distress, Brandon took her hand in his, warming her fingers and sending her his strength. “I don't know,” he replied, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “Maybe it was a pyromaniac. Maybe a police hater. Your friends can figure it out, it's their job. Meanwhile, you can stay with me as long as you like. I'm here for you, Selene.” You won't have to face this alone, his thoughts pulsed into her.

      Who would have guessed I had such a source of support right at my fingertips? “Thank you, Brandon. But staying here? Are you sure it's a good idea?”

      “I'd like it if you would stay. That way I know you're safe.” His fingers tightened gently on hers.

      She stroked her thumb over his. A sizzle shot through her, and she took a deep breath. “Don't you think it would be…a little much?”

      An image flashed into her mind of their naked bodies twined together. He acknowledged his unruly thought with a wry expression but offered no apology. “I can't imagine having too much of you. I understand you want to take this slow. I can make up the guest room if you want, but I don't like the idea of you being on your own when someone dangerous may be after you.”

      A guest room…in the house but not in his bedroom. Rationally, it's the best solution.

      She opened her mouth to agree when in opposition to the logical thought, Selene's intuition jangled. The timing of the fire seemed almost too coincidental, like a message from fate. She had just begun a relationship with the man for whom she had harbored a desperate, secret crush for years. She had felt she ought to take it slowly, had tried to slow down, and then her house had burned leaving her stranded. The meaning became clear. Slowing down wasn't part of the plan.

      Maybe it doesn't need to be. What's the reason for taking a new relationship slowly? To get to know the person? I know Brandon well, have known him for years. I know he's an honorable man who takes his responsibilities seriously. He's fun and charming, but definitely not a player. He's a great father to his daughter. It wouldn't be so bad to move this forward quickly.

      “If you want me in a guest room, Brandon,” Selene said, her shyness creeping into her voice, “then that's fine, but I slept really well last night, much better than I usually do. If it's not too much trouble for you…I enjoyed sharing your bed.” She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks again.

      He gave her a long, speaking look, his dark eyes glowing like coals. “Selene, I would like nothing better, but you have to understand where that's going to lead.” That image played in her mind again, this time not quickly suppressed. Brandon let her see what he wanted to do to her, in all its enticing foreignness, making no secret of his desire.

      “Yes, I know.” She blushed even more deeply, her skin tingling with heat. Her breathing became ragged and shallow. “I would appreciate not going there…right away, but isn't that kind of the expected outcome? I mean, why else are we doing this?”

      “Honestly?”

      She nodded.

      “Yes, I want to make love with you, though that's certainly not something I want to rush you into. You're sexy, pretty, smart, driven. I just find you…intoxicating. I think it's possible you might be the woman for me…for life. If I didn't think so, I wouldn't be here. I'm not interested in one-night stands. Sorry if that's too much. And to answer your question, I don't expect you to let me make love to you, but I'm hoping you will want me to, eventually.”

      His words and the accompanying images and feelings caused a swirl of confused, contradictory sensations in her. “I do, and I don't. It's strange.”

      “Level with me, Selene. You hinted very strongly last night that you're a virgin. Is that true?”

      “Yes.” She met his eyes, and then glanced away, face burning.

      He nodded. “Well, then, I'm not surprised you find the idea of intimacy a little scary. I promise I'll let you set the pace.”

      Let me set the pace? I'd be afraid to ask for more than a kiss! “It may not be the best idea, letting my nerves decide what to do and when. We'll never get anywhere that way.”

      “Do you need to be pushed a little?” Eagerness pulsed in him.

      The truth refused to pass her lips, so she settled for, “Maybe,” while breaking eye contact.

      He placed his free hand under her chin and lifted her head back up. His gaze was filled with desire, but also with tenderness. “Well, if we're sharing a bed, things are probably going to progress pretty quickly. I don't know if I'm strong enough to sleep beside you and keep my hands to myself for very long.”

      I know that. It's obvious. But she could feel his uncertainty, so she reassured him, forcing the words past the burning, choking sensation of her embarrassment. “Maybe I don't want you to. I mean, the reason I'm here is that I'm pretty sure you're the man for me too. I don't want us to regret anything, and that includes waiting so long that our relationship fizzles.”

      “I won't fizzle, Selene. I want you too much.”

      He pulled gently on her hand, lifting her to her feet and guiding her onto his lap so she straddled him. The kitchen chair was just wide enough for her to plant one knee on each side of his thighs. His hands slid up her arms to the back of her neck. Easing her down until her lips lay against his, he kissed her deeply. He skimmed his fingers down her back, gathering up the folds of fabric and sliding his hand under the tee-shirt. He caressed her bare back. Just a little push, he thought as he caressed her. Don't scare her but let her know how much she's desired.

      Brandon's arousal seared Selene's senses. She made a quiet sound of pleasure against his lips.

      After a long, heated moment, he pulled back, his fingers still on her skin. “I hope you're serious about everything you said. I don't know how long I can wait for you.”

      “Just a little while, Brand. Let me get used to the idea.” She brushed his full lower lip with the tip of her thumb, feeling the wetness of their kiss still lingering there.

      “Okay. I'll try.” He sounded both encouraged and hopeful.

      She touched her mouth softly to his and then slid off his lap. “Now, I need to figure out how to get to the store and buy some clothes without being arrested,” she quipped, trying to lessen the intensity between them just a bit.

      He took the subtle withdrawal graciously, sitting back in the chair and regarding her with an understanding expression. “I called Maggie while you were sleeping. She stopped by on her way to work and brought you some things. I think they're hers, so I don't know if they'll fit well, but they should be enough for decency. The bag is in the living room.”

      “Bless you, Brandon. Oh, and I stole your toothbrush, the one that was still in the package.”

      “Sure, no problem.” One corner of his mouth quirked into a smile.

      She smiled back and wandered into the living room. Sure enough, on the sofa lay a white plastic grocery bag. She scooped it up and padded across the carpet to the wooden floor of the hallway, and then to the bathroom, where she washed her face before pulling out the clothing.

      Maggie had, as expected, brought a black tee shirt featuring a band Selene had never heard of and a pair of black yoga pants. Looks like they'll fit in the waist, but I bet they're too long. Reaching into the bag again, she pulled out a new package of underwear. The bra she had been wearing was still relatively clean, so she retrieved it and dressed. Instantly she felt better, more in control. Although, if Brandon's right about where this is headed, I'll soon be wearing even less for him. The idea both terrified and excited her.

      Deciding to think about it another time, she returned to Brandon and together they walked hand in hand to the garage. He helped her up into his truck and then circled around to hop into the driver's seat, firing the ignition.

      “Selene, this shopping is going to be a strain,” he reminded her. “You have to take it easy. You haven't been looking like your usual strong self lately, and that was before all this happened. Do you want to go to the mall?”

      Ugh, never. “No, just the department store. Everything I need will be right there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Isn't it ironic,” Selene commented idly as they drove to the police station, the backseat of the truck piled with new business and casual wear, pajamas, undergarments and makeup, “that a place most people would gladly never go inside feels like home to me?”

      “It is. You know, the only time I've ever been inside a police station was when I was fingerprinted for my background check. I don't think I've ever been that uncomfortable in my life. Everyone was looking at me like I was some kind of drug dealer.” He shut his mouth abruptly, cutting off his runaway words.

      Parking carefully between the sun-faded lines, trying to avoid a deep pothole that had not been repaired after the spring thaw, he turned off the ignition. Selene hopped out of the truck before he could open the door for her, hurrying into the station.

      The vestibule consisted of a bare, white-tiled, white-walled room with a single service window blocked off in Plexiglas. The opening was only large enough to admit an object the size of a credit card. The officer inside the little booth looked about bored enough to fall asleep right there.

      “Hey, Jack.” Selene knocked on the glass, making the young man jump. “Buzz me in. I don't have my key.”

      “Right away, Selene.” The man pushed a button, and a door swung open. Selene led the way through, clutching Brandon's fingers.

      They entered a large open space that matched the waiting room in color but was filled with rows of cubicles. The consensus seemed to be for disorder; most workspaces overflowed with jumbles of paper. Doors around the perimeter were labeled: FINGERPRINTING, POLYGRAPH, INTERROGATION, LAB. To one side an office, separated from the rest of the room by a wall of glass had been labeled JAMES BRADY, CHIEF OF POLICE.

      Despite being Sunday morning, the station teemed with activity. Cops, both in and out of uniform, escorted people from the reception area, through the workspace, and into one or another of the rooms. Other officers stood around, chatting and drinking coffee.

      The moment Selene walked in, a mob of her co-workers descended on her; hugging her, patting her back, and generally repeating to her how sorry they were about the fire. Tony—the police officer Brandon recalled from the fire—hugged her hardest. Slinging a muscular arm tattooed with an anchor casually around her shoulders, he led Selene away to take a statement. Brandon was left standing awkwardly in a room full of cops he didn't know. He would rather have waited outside.

      His discomfort turned to alarm when the chief beckoned to him from inside the glass office. I've never gotten so much as a parking ticket, but there are plenty of folks who will take one look at me and assume that any Indian is up to no good. I hope this Chief Brady isn't one of them. He entered with more than a little trepidation.

      The police chief, middle-aged but slim, had keen, dark eyes and a face like granite. Brandon swallowed hard.

      “Are you the Brandon Price I spoke to on the phone this morning?” Brady asked in a tone that was curt to the point of unfriendliness.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied politely.

      “Tony tells me you took Selene away from the fire. Is that right?”

      His disapproving tone unnerved Brandon, which, in turn, made him feel a little angry. He crossed his arms over his chest and felt his expression harden. “Yes.” No sir this time.

      “Who are you, anyway?” Brady's eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      “I'm her boyfriend.” Brandon could hear defiance in his voice. I'm not looking for trouble, but I'm no doormat.

      To his astonishment, a broad grin broke over Brady's stern features. “Ah, I wondered. Good for her. Everyone will be delighted to hear she has someone to look out for her. She does a terrible job taking care of herself.”

      Brandon didn't know what to make of the abrupt shift. He spoke without reflection. “Well, that's true. Of course, if her employer didn't insist she spend so much time at work…”

      The chief gave Brandon a hard look.

      Brandon's temper peaked. “Seriously, don't you think she's overdoing it? She's terribly thin and pale, and I've never seen her so exhausted. She isn't sleeping well either. She's worn out. What are you going to do if she has a nervous breakdown?”

      “Simmer down,” Brady growled, a hint of humor sparking in his steely eyes. “No one insists. She can always refuse to come in when she's not on duty. She just never does.”

      “She sees this job as her reason for existing,” Brandon explained.

      “I don't blame her. She's excellent at what she does.”

      “Which is what exactly?”

      “That's classified.”

      Funny. He didn't say that as firmly as I expected. Brandon decided to press a little. Placing both hands on the desk, he leaned forward and told Brady earnestly, “I'm the closest thing to family she has. I won't spill your department secrets, I swear, but how can I take care of her if I don't even know what she's doing?”

      The look on Brady's face suggested he was suppressing a grin. “So, you're her protector as well. She needs that. Fine, come over here.”

      He motioned Brandon around his desk to look at the computer monitor. A couple clicks of the mouse brought up a video feed from an interrogation.

      “You know about Selene's…gift?” Brady asked.

      “Yes,” Brandon replied.

      Brady nodded. “Her job is to interrogate suspects. Most of the time she clears them instantly of guilt and saves us the headache of following up on details for weeks. Sometimes, she determines they're guilty, and she's incredibly skilled at asking the right questions to get them to confess, or at least to slip up enough so we can move forward with the case. Of course, this is not open for discussion with anyone. No one can know what she does or every interview she has conducted would become inadmissible. You understand? Murderers would go free.” His commanding expression no longer seemed amused.

      Brandon nodded.

      “This video is one of her most memorable achievements. The suspect here was brought in for questioning on a minor hit and run that damaged a parked car. Watch.”

      The video showed a small room in which a young man sat, visibly sweating and nervous. Selene entered, dressed in a black suit with her pale golden hair pulled back into a bun.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” she said politely. “I'm Officer Johansen. I need to ask you a couple of questions.” She held out her hand.

      She's offering contact to a stranger? That's what she does? Whoa!

      The young man grasped her fingers gently. Instantly, Selene's whole face changed. Her eyes narrowed, her jaw clenched. She looked mad as hell. “What did you do with the body?” she gritted out between her teeth.

      The suspect gaped.

      “Did you think we wouldn't find out? That you could just hide what you did forever?”

      He shot her a panicky look. “She…she deserved it.”

      “Deserved to be murdered?” Selene demanded.

      “No, it was an accident,” he whined, eyes shifting from side to side.

      “Maybe her death was, but you slapped her, knocked her down so she hit her head, and that's how she died. It's manslaughter at the very least. And what about her poor family? Do they deserve to spend years wondering what happened to her? Is that right?”

      “How did you know?” the suspect whimpered.

      “We know all kinds of things about you. You can't hide. Tell us where she is, and we'll go easy on you, but if you don't confess right now, it's a murder charge.”

      “She's…buried in the sandpit, north of town. I swear I didn't mean to kill her.” He burst into noisy sobs.

      The chief pressed a button, and the video stopped. “We didn't even realize a crime had been committed. That young man pleaded guilty to manslaughter and a few other charges and was sentenced to a few years in prison. Without Selene, we might never have made the conviction.”

      Of course, she can do it well, intuitive as she is. After all, it had been his professional suggestion she go into law enforcement, but until today he'd had no idea just how good she was at it. The hard-eyed professional on the screen bears little resemblance to the shy lady I kissed this morning at the breakfast table. She looked so fragile and vulnerable then. Which brought him back to his original point. “Why was she questioning someone about a hit and run? Couldn't regular officers deal with the mundane stuff and save her the time and trouble? Keep her in reserve for the big cases so she doesn't have to spend her life at work? She's completely out of balance.”

      Brady agreed with a curt nod. “You're right, she is. I suspect she never had a reason to want to head home. Maybe it's up to you to give her that reason.”

      “So, if you call and she's not available?” Brandon pressed.

      “She's not available,” the chief conceded without rancor, “unless it's an emergency.”

      “Well, she's a cop. That's to be expected.”

      Brady gave Brandon a considering look. “Price, take good care of our girl. She's a treasure. All the guys love her. I've been worried about her myself. She seems very on-edge right now. This fire won't help.”

      “Of course, I'll take care of her,” Brandon agreed, “but I do want to know one thing. Why is it that she's surrounded by guys who, as you say, love her, and I'm her first boyfriend? What's wrong with them? They can't all be married. Selene's looks alone ought to be enough to tempt someone.”

      “They're scared of her.” Brady shrugged, dismissing the answer as obvious. “She intimidates everyone. No one wants to be with a girl who can read minds. Doesn't it worry you?”

      Brandon had considered that question ages ago and knew his answer. “No. She's more than her gift. She's also a warm, caring person who deserves to be loved.”

      “Well, you love her then,” Brady replied, a hint of a grin lingering around his mouth again… or was it a smirk? “Maybe you're the only one who can, at least the way you're talking about. But be sure you treat her right because she has about a dozen big brothers here who will not be pleased if you hurt her.”

      “I promise.”

      The chief returned to his work, and Brandon walked out of the office, looking for Selene. He approached Brady's thickset secretary, with her long graying hair and a hint of a mustache. “Do you know—?”

      Without looking up, she extended one arm, pointing him in the direction of the interrogation room.

      “Thanks,” he muttered, heading towards Tony, who stood outside the door, observing through the one-way glass.

      “You're a cop?” a surprised male voice emerged through the speakers.

      “I know I don't look like one,” Selene replied wearily. “Anyway, do you know this woman?”

      “Oh no, it's Carly!” The voice turned frantic. “Is she all right? What happened?”

      “She was…hurt.” Even through the speakers, Brandon could hear how carefully Selene chose her words. “She's in the hospital. We're trying to find out what happened, so we're checking with all her friends. Were you with Carly last night?”

      Brandon turned to Tony in disbelief. “You're making her work? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      The cop gave Brandon a clueless look, clearly oblivious to Selene's fragile state. Brandon wanted to shake some sense into him when he said, “She wanted to. It's a bad rape case. She insisted on getting right to it.”

      “Her house burned down last night. She's in no condition to interrogate suspects.” Brandon shook his head. I'm going to have to talk to Selene about setting boundaries at work.

      She left the room a moment later. “He's clean,” she said wearily. “He was worried about running a stop sign until he saw the pictures.” She swayed.

      Brandon wrapped his arm around her waist. “Come on, sweetheart. You've had enough for one day. Let's get out of here.”

      Tony looked askance at the embrace but said nothing.

      Brandon led her to the door. Outside, by his truck, he pulled Selene close and hugged her. She laid her cheek against his chest and he petted her hair. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she answered automatically, but her slender body trembled in his embrace and she leaned on him heavily.

      “No, you're not,” Brandon insisted. “You're shaking. Why were you working?”

      “That poor woman,” she said by way of an answer, her tone mingling rage and sorrow. “You wouldn't believe what some bastard did to her. I have to help.”

      He put one hand under her chin and lifted her face, so he could give her a serious look. “How can you help if you don't take care of yourself, Selene? I'm not kidding. You're on the brink. You can't save the whole world alone. No one can. And don't forget that you've just gone through a hard time yourself. You have to take it easy. Come on, let's go home.”
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      Back at the house, Selene looked ready to drop. “You'd better lie down,” he urged, escorting her toward the bed.

      “I never sleep during the day,” she protested. “Even sleeping at night is a struggle.” A huge yawn forced its way up out of her.

      “Just rest your body,” Brandon suggested, lying down and tugging her with him. He settled her in front of him, so his arm rested on the dip of her waist and her bottom compressed his crotch. His penis reacted instantly to her proximity. Down, boy. This is not the moment.

      Selene seemed not to notice. “You're so warm,” she murmured before another yawn overcame her. A soft inhalation told him she'd gone out like a light.

      While Selene slept, Brandon slipped out of the bed and ran her new clothes through the wash, thankful she'd purchased stuff that didn't require special handling.

      It's nice living with a woman again. It will be even nicer when we used to it, he thought. Right now, she looks ready to jump out of her skin. I wonder if she was serious when she said I was her fantasy, her crush. Imagine, all that time and I didn't have a clue until recently.

      Once the dryer finished spinning, he hung her work clothes next to his in the closet and shoved over a pile of socks in his drawer to make room for her new underwear and pajamas. The fabric slid silkily through his fingers, reminding him of Selene's hair. This is going to be amazing. He felt a thrill of anticipation and had to remind himself it might be a while yet.

      Chores completed, he checked the clock. About an hour since Selene fell asleep. I don't want her internal clock to get too far out of whack. Brandon kissed her awake and took her out to dinner.
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      “What's the name of that burger?” Selene asked, as Brandon carefully parallel-parked along the curb outside alongside Max’s, a famous dive.

      “The Juicy Lucy,” he replied. “There are a couple of places that have them, but this is my favorite.”

      “That's such an odd name,” she said, laughing. “Why do they call it that?”

      “You see,” Brandon explained, “it's two patties smashed together with cheese inside, so when the whole thing cooks, it gets really, well, juicy. There's no such thing as a dry one.”

      He hopped out of the cab and walked around to open the door for her. Instead of just offering a hand to help her out of the cab, Brandon slid his arms around Selene's waist and lifted her down, letting her body slide against the length of his, and pulling her close for a hug. She wrapped her arms around his neck and enjoyed a brief cuddle before closing the door of the truck.

      Brandon clicked the lock button on his keychain and escorted her into the dim interior. They found two empty stools at the bar, and they quickly claimed them. An old-fashioned black menu board—the kind with white letters that slid into place—had been mounted on the wall, and Selene scanned it.

      “That's not necessary, you know,” Brandon told her. “Just get the special.”

      She glanced down the bar where several patrons were devouring massive sandwiches, dripping with grease and melted cheese. “That's too big for me. I think I just want a plain hamburger.”

      “You're going to eat at a famous dive and not get the signature sandwich?” He looked dismayed. “Why?”

      “It's too much food,” she insisted. “If I eat all that, I'll get sick.”

      He shook his head as the bartender approached. As he ordered the two burgers, a cherry Coke for Selene and an iced tea for himself, Brandon slipped his hand into hers again. She turned to meet his eyes. He conspicuously scanned the room. No one was looking, so he pressed a quick kiss to her mouth. She beamed, glowing with joy from the inside out.

      A few minutes later, the food arrived. Selene picked at her hamburger while Brandon piled into the legendary sandwich.

      After swallowing a mouthful, he extended the molten, dripping mass to her. “You have to at least taste it,” he insisted.

      She nibbled and closed her eyes, enjoying the astonishing flavor. “Amazing,” she told him softly.

      Half an hour later, despite Brandon's urging, Selene had consumed only about two-thirds of her burger. He'd had no trouble polishing off his.

      “How would you feel,” he suggested, “about going for a walk? I'm a little overstuffed. I'd like to move around a bit.”

      “Sure,” she agreed easily. “Where?”

      “How about Lake Calhoun? They have a great walking path. We should have enough time. That storm isn't predicted to hit until later.”

      “Perfect.” She flashed him a grin.

      Brandon paid the bill, and they headed out to the truck to drive to the nearby waterfront. In the distance, the IDS Tower loomed blue and shiny above the Minneapolis city skyline's multiple skyscrapers. Vibrant green trees crowded close, as though standing guard between the marina and the sleeping giants.

      A gentle breeze stirred the boats and sent the water lapping over the shore in soft soothing splashes, barely audible over a hundred conversations. Selene let Brandon help her down from the pickup once again and clung to his fingers as he led her to the cement walkway. They strolled hand in hand, drinking in the sunset over the water while skateboarders, bicyclists and dog walkers flowed around them.

      Selene also drank in Brandon's contentment. I'm so happy to be here with her, he thought. It warmed her more than the spring sunshine.

      “Look,” he said, pointing in the direction of what appeared to be an oversized, chrome-sided camper.

      “What?” Selene asked, squinting against the scarlet sunset light as it reflected painfully off the vehicle.

      “It's a food truck. Ice cream. Let's get some.”

      She started to shake her head, but he dragged her forward anyway.

      “I'm full,” she protested.

      “You're never too full for ice cream on a warm day,” he replied, dodging an overly excited Labrador retriever, who tried to tangle them up in his trailing leash. A boy with a red baseball cap perched sideways on his golden hair chased panting after the escaped dog. “This is some of the best in the city. It would be a shame for us not to have some since they're here.”

      Unable to summon a sufficient argument against his logic, Selene allowed herself to be escorted to the truck. Once they passed out of the blinding sun under the shade of several towering maples whose branches laced together to form a natural bower, she was able to read the sign hanging over the service window. Hot Ice.

      “What kind of name is that?” she asked under her breath.

      “They specialize in adult flavor combinations,” he replied. “You know, hot like sexy?”

      Selene rolled her eyes but peered at a second sign that seemed to show the flavors. Hmmm. Cinnamon. Chocolate strawberry. Chile cocoa. Interesting. “Glad they don't have oyster flavor,” she quipped.

      Brandon snorted. “What a strange thought. Do you know what you want?”

      She shrugged. “I'll wing it.”

      A lady with dozens of blond braids hanging down around her shoulders leaned out. A silver loop in her left nostril flashed. “Can I help you?”

      “I'd like a two-scoop waffle cone,” Brandon requested. “One scoop of Apple of Eden, one of Cinnamon Seduction.” He grinned, and the woman's expression melted into a dopey smile.

      Selene scowled. “I'll have a chocolate-dipped strawberry temptation,” she said.

      The woman seemed reluctant to turn her direction and then frowned at the sight of their joined hands. Then her unhappy look lifted into a sheepish smile. “Coming right up,” she said, ducking back inside.

      “Did I miss something?” Brandon asked.

      “No,” Selene replied, but she couldn't help wondering how long Brandon would remain interested in the face of so much obvious flirtation. Having a super-hot boyfriend may not be all sunshine and roses. Still, any time I get to spend with Brandon is a blessing.
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      On the ride back, Selene began to feel nervous. Brandon said he was willing to wait, but we're planning to sleep together in the same bed. Last night had not been premeditated, but tonight they had chosen a path that had a predictable ending. Though both of them wanted it, it was still life-altering, and therefore a little scary. She spent the rest of the drive vacillating between fretting and bubbling with excitement, so that, by the time Brandon pulled the pickup into the garage, she felt nearly ill.

      Hopping down without waiting for his help, she bolted into the house. Sammy greeted her at the door with a flurry of wailing complaints and a tickly brush of his fluffy gray tail against her leg. She scooped the kitten into her arms. “Hello, baby.”

      He stopped squalling and began to purr. She scratched behind his ears.

      “You okay, babe?” Brandon asked, stepping into the mudroom.

      “Sure, fine,” she replied. Tucking Sammy against her shoulder with one hand, she reached past Brandon to turn on the alarm.

      “I can still make up the guest room if you want.”

      She shook her head. “No, it's not that. Remember, we're not letting my nerves make any important decisions. My intuition and logic say that we care for each other, can't keep our hands off each other, and we live together.”

      “And even then, if you're not ready, separate beds are fine. Take your time, Selene. Don't push yourself.”

      Selene considered the offer and shook her head. “No. No, I want to be with you. The guest room sounds worse.”

      “All right. Let's get ready for bed then. You go first. I want to run the dishwasher.”

      Grateful for the reprieve of at least not washing her face and brushing her teeth next to him, she made her way to the bathroom.

      She brushed her teeth and braided her hair to keep it from tangling so badly in the night. Then tugged her new pajama set's baby blue tee-shirt over her head. She gulped to see just how much her nipples had hardened. Nothing to the imagination there. Shaking her head, she stepped into the soft blue striped shorts and made her way down the hall to the master bedroom.

      She stared at the bed for long moments while Brandon brushed his teeth, and finally made herself get under the sheets, just as the promised storm arrived with a crash of thunder and a shower of heavy rain. The sounds of loud splashing on the bedroom windows enveloped the house as though in a blanket, shutting out the world and ensuring the privacy of a couple on the brink of intimacy.

      Brandon joined Selene a moment later, wearing only boxers again. His coppery skin contrasted with the white bedding. Also, with my own pale coloring, she realized, as his arm snaked around her waist.

      “Well,” she asked, “now what?”

      “I don't know. Normally when a man and woman go to bed together, it's for sex. Tell me, Selene, do you want to be pushed a little tonight, or just go to sleep?”

      “Um, that's a tricky question.” She blushed with embarrassment. How does a woman ask a man to touch her? I have no idea. Even admitting to desiring it seems monumental.

      “Not really.” He shrugged. “Just say what you want.”

      Easy for you to say. She prevaricated again. “If we…play around, won't that be uncomfortable for you?”

      “What I have in mind for tonight won't be too bad,” he said. “Later, there may come a time when, if you're not ready for intercourse, I'll have you help me…relieve the pressure.”

      She thought about what that might mean, and then quickly stopped herself. Take it one step at a time, Selene. “Oh, okay. Yes, I think I would like to…explore a little.”

      His lips curved into a wicked and beautiful grin, and her heart started to pound as he pulled her close and kissed her deeply with seductive thrusts of his tongue. Lord, if this is what he means by not too bad, I'm afraid of what comes next.
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      Thinking it wise to begin with familiar territory, Brandon reached under Selene's shirt to caress her silky back. He could feel her fingers twining in his hair.

      Now, for just a little more. He removed his hands from inside her clothing and slid around her body to caress her breast through the tee. It was a lovely handful. Maybe not the biggest ever, but soft and round, with a sharply jutting nipple in the center. He shaped and fondled the dainty globe with increasing intimacy, finally grasping the peak through the fabric and rolling it gently between his fingers. Selene gasped against his mouth, and he could feel the tension in her thighs slackening as her pleasure increased.

      He transferred his attention to the other breast, treating it to the same caressing. She again responded eagerly. Oh, this is very good. Brandon reached for the hem of her shirt and began to lift it, wondering when she would stop him. She didn't, so he stopped himself. No rush. He leaned down and kissed her belly before lowering her shirt back into place. Selene looked up at him, a little surprised.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked after drawing a shaky breath.

      “That's enough for tonight.” He kissed her once more, sweetly. A telling mixture of relief and disappointment flashed in her eyes. She turned and snuggled close so her back pressed against his chest. His arms tightened around her. He kissed her temple and smiled as he closed his eyes.
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      Some sort of internal awareness brought Selene up out of the most peaceful slumber she could recall in years. She opened her eyes to find herself warmly embraced by a pair of strong, masculine arms. Oh, that feels nice. The clock on the bedside table read 4:48.

      Ugh. That means it's time to wake up and get moving. I don't want to. She snuggled deeper into Brandon's embrace. His breath moved the hairs on the back of her neck, inciting tingles that radiated out along her entire body. The days may be warm, but the nights are still chilly. I can feel the cold in the room. Her eyelids fluttered, and sleep crept upward, threatening to drag her back down again.

      If you don't move, the alarm is going to go off in twelve minutes and scare the bejeebers out of you. Come on, Johansen. Get moving. Life goes on. Reluctantly wriggling out from under Brandon's arm, she shuffled to the kitchen to brew coffee, warmed herself in a quick shower, and tossed on one of her brand-new work outfits.

      Then, after combing out her long, white-blond hair, she settled down at the kitchen table a bowl of cereal and a cup of java, a novel cradled in one hand.

      A few moments later, Brandon staggered out of the bedroom, looking sleepy, his short black hair ruffled. He kissed her forehead without a word and headed into the shower himself. She grinned. He's so cute when he's sleepy, and I never even noticed. The intimacy of living together goes far beyond stroking each other in bed. Even beyond the sex we eventually plan to have. It's the day-to-day things no one else knows. Small things, perhaps not even noticeable, that sink into our being and bind us together on a subconscious level.

      Less than twenty minutes later, while Selene was tucking her dishes into the dishwasher, he entered, his wet hair combed into place, wearing black slacks and a white button-up shirt, with a colorful tie. The transformation into businessman left Selene blinking. She had rarely seen him dressed for work. He looks nice, but not as nice as when he only wears a pair of shorts. She handed him a cup of coffee, which he sipped gratefully, sinking onto the chair beside her. She poured herself a second cup and sat next to him, marveling that she could reach out one hand and grasp his, with the expectation that he would take the offer. He did, and a wave of unfocused affection radiated into her. That feels awfully nice. She squeezed his fingers gently. “Brandon, I need to be at work by seven, but my Mazda was totaled in the fire. Can you give me a ride, or should I call a patrol car to pick me up? Man, it's weird not to have a car.”

      “Are you sure you want to go to work today?” he asked, worry creating that tiny eleven between his eyes that she'd noticed before. Grooves appeared around his mouth.

      All that for me? Wow. Selene smiled. Admit it, girl. You're digging being babied. But all she said was, “Completely. You're going to be gone, and there's nothing I can do here that I can't do from the station. I really want to get going on the rape case, so no one else has to suffer like that poor lady did. She's still in the hospital.”

      “I understand,” he replied, not giving an inch, “but are you sure you're up to it?”

      I should be exasperated by his pestering, but I'm not. “Yes. I can't remember ever feeling so well-rested and happy. It should help balance the stress of the job. You're good for me, Brand.”

      He kissed her temple. “Don't call for a ride. I'll drive you. I have a client coming in at eight, so that will give me a few minutes to get ready. What are your hours today?”

      “I'm fortunate to have a pretty regular schedule of seven to four,” she said. “Unless there's an emergency.”

      His look told her he understood just how often emergencies popped up. “I'm done at five. Would it make sense for me to pick you up on the way home?”

      She grinned wryly. He knows me far too well. “Only an hour late? How novel. Let's try it. If I have to stay later, I'll call you.”

      “Don't stay later,” he urged. “You need to have a life outside of work, you know.”

      My goodness, that outside life has suddenly gotten a lot more interesting. Instead of filing paperwork long into the evening, I could be at home kissing my boyfriend, and… She gulped, realizing what the night would bring. With burning cheeks, she said, “I'll try.”

      Brandon helped himself to a bowl of cereal, and when he finished, Selene washed the dishes while he contemplated the contents of the freezer, eventually unwrapping some thin-cut pork chops and leaving them in the fridge to thaw. Then they climbed into Brandon's pickup and drove to the station.

      “What time is it?” Selene asked, popping her seatbelt and sliding along the bench seat to Brandon, curling her arms around his waist.

      “Six fifty,” he replied, turning and cupping her face in one hand. He drew her toward him. Her belly fluttered in anticipation moments before his warm lips captured hers. Selene felt as though she were melting. The heat of her own desire, coupled with Brandon's pouring through his fingertips into her skin, warmed her from the inside out.

      “Hmmmm,” she hummed, shimmying closer. She released his lips, backed up and stared in wordless wonder into Brandon's deep, dark eyes.

      “Pretty lady,” he murmured.

      Selene smiled. As one they moved back toward each other for another luscious embrace.

      The seconds ticked away unnoticed, until Selene drew back with a gasp, whipping her head to the side to see the clock. “Crap. I have to go.”

      “Remember. Five, Selene. Don't be late,” he urged as she yanked the door open and jumped to the asphalt.

      Pain radiated up her legs as the sensible ballet flats compressed against the hard surface. She rubbed one knee. Two minutes. Move your ass, Selene. Wasting not another minute, she hustled into the police station and managed to slip through the open door behind a coworker who had already been buzzed in. Selene power walked to the time clock, but she could feel the eyes on her from all around the room.

      She punched in with only seconds to spare. This many years, and I've never been late. What a morning. Still feeling the warmth of Brandon's lips on hers, a goofy smile spread across her face.

      “Woo-hoo,” a male voice called. “What have you been up to, little sister?”

      She turned and tried to glare at Tony, but before she could speak, another cop called out, “I think she's been making out. We gonna have to kick someone's ass?”

      “Nah, let the girl have her fling. She deserves it.”

      “What if it's not a fling? I think Selene's in looooove.”

      “Okay,” Selene said loudly, “I'm only going to say this once. The man who brought me here yesterday is my boyfriend. His name is Brandon. I'm crazy about him, so please, no more comments. I'll answer any legitimate questions later. Right now, I have a lot to do.”

      It's astonishing how much paperwork piles up over the weekend when you're not on call, she thought, eying the messy mountain of sheets threatening to overflow her inbox. Then she clicked on her computer and sighed. Over a dozen interdepartmental emails. Selene banished the novelty of her new relationship and got right to work.

      After a little while, Tony drifted over. “Hey, girl. Are you sure you want to be here today?”

      Selene looked up in an email haze. “Of course. Why wouldn't I?”

      “Well, I mean, I saw you at the fire, and yesterday…”

      “I'm fine,” she assured him. Goodness, the men in my life are intent on pestering me.

      “But what about your boyfriend?”

      She shot Tony a puzzled glance. “What about him? He's at work.”

      “He works?” Tony's bushy eyebrows drew together, his forehead knotting in confusion.

      “Are you serious, Tony?” Selene shot back, startled. “What kind of question is that? Of course, he works.”

      “I don't know, I just thought…” he stammered to a halt, a sheepish look on his face.

      Oh, I know where he's going with that, Selene realized, her rarely-incited temper flaring to life. “What, because he's Native American?” she snapped.

      Tony's face went pale. His mouth opened and then closed

      Selene gave him no chance to defend himself. “Don’t even think such things,” she snarled, chopping the air beside him with the side of her hand.

      Tony shied away from the gesture as it neared the forearm he’d left bare when he'd rolled up his shirtsleeve.

      Ignoring his discomfort, she continued her tirade in a rage-filled hiss. “Brand has a good job. He owns a home. He's as middle class as they come, and even if he didn’t, even if he was unemployed and in poverty, would that make him less human? Less a man? How can someone who spends his days off volunteering at the homeless shelter even think such bullshit? Because you're my friend, I'm going to pretend—once— you didn't say that, but for heaven's sake don't do it again. Fast forward to the 21st century, please. Just because someone isn't a WASP doesn't make them some kind of vagrant. And let's not forget what people used to say about Italians not that many years ago. Are you in the mob, Tony? No? Then shut the hell up about Brandon.”

      They looked at each other in silence, and Selene could feel the heat creeping over her face as she realized what she'd just said to her friend. I'm not sorry. It's not like me to be so harsh, but it’s important I stand up for what’s right.

      Tony's face turned sheepish in. “Delete comment. My bad. Let me try again. What does he do?”

      She accepted the apology with a nod. “He's a career counselor. When I realized that I wasn't cut out for counseling myself, he's the one who gave me a personality assessment and suggested I try law enforcement.”

      Tony's eyes widened. “You've known him a while, haven't you?”

      “My whole adult life. Longer than I've known you.”

      “And wanted him the whole time, huh?” Tony's tone and expression had turned sympathetic, not teasing.

      Selene sighed. “Yes. The whole time.”

      “Well, then, good for you, girl.” He balled up a fist and pressed it gently against the sleeve of her blouse. “It's great when your dreams come true. You deserve it. He'd better be good to you, though, or he's going to answer to an awful lot of people.”

      “He treats me like a queen,” she replied, letting her mind wander for a brief moment to the astonishing sensation of being held close in Brandon's arms.

      Tony caught the flash of dreamy contentment, and his teasing grin returned.

      Knowing she needed to change the subject quickly, Selene said, “Are there any new suspects on that rape case?”
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      “What do you want to go with this pork chops,” Brandon called in through the window from the backyard.

      A waft of succulent smoke set Selene's mouth watering. “Salad would be nice,” she replied. “Do you mind if I make it?”

      “Sure you're up to it?” he asked. “I'm used to making whole meals on my own.”

      “I know,” she called back, “but I don't mind. If you don't either—if you're not too territorial about the kitchen—I'd like to move dinner along. Honestly, I'm starving.” Hmmm. Starving? How long has it been since I can recall feeling hungry, rather than just being aware that it's time to eat?

      “Make yourself at home, Selene,” Brandon replied. In the background, his oversized metal spatula scraped on the grates of the grill.

      Selene got right to work hunting down a cutting board and retrieving a head of lettuce from the refrigerator. Looks perfect. Paired with cucumber, tomato and a bottle of vinaigrette, they should go a long way to cut the richness of the pork.

      A few minutes later, just as she was grating carrot into a bowl, Brandon bustled into the kitchen, a plate balanced on one hand.

      “That was quick,” Selene commented.

      “The chops are thin,” he replied. He set the plate on the counter and started digging in the cabinet below, eventually producing a box of foil, which he used to wrap the plate. “These need to rest a few minutes,” he informed her. “Can you pop that salad in the fridge?”

      Selene complied, though the aroma of grilled meat tortured her. “Can we get out of here? It smells too good.”

      “Sure,” he agreed. Casually grabbing her hand, he led her through the door into the living room and urged her to a seat on the couch, where he laced his fingers through hers and set them on his knee. “How does it work?” he asked.

      “What?” Selene asked, distracted by the intense, surprising attraction she could still feel pouring into her.

      “Your gift. I know it has something to do with touch, but what, specifically? Do you see people's thoughts anytime there's skin-to-skin contact?”

      “Oh, that. I haven't explained this to anyone in years.” She grinned. Makes sense to do it now though. He needs to know. “It's not any touch. Only if your hands touch my skin. When we… when we kiss, I don't see anything. If your elbow or knee touched mine, nothing would happen. I have no idea why the hands matter, but they do.”

      “Hmmm,” he replied, clearly pondering. Then, he took his free hand and cupped her cheek.

      Can you feel this? Can you hear it? he thought.

      “Clear as day,” she replied.

      And now? He captured her lips in a tender kiss, all while pouring an intense… something into her with both hands.

      “Oh, yes,” she breathed.” Leaning in, she captured his lips again.

      The wordless sensation, whatever it was, had such power, Selene forgot her hunger. Forgot the constant litany of chatter that normally ran unchecked in the back of her mind. As his tongue slid against hers, she even forgot to feel startled or insecure. In the heat of Brandon's desire, something frozen in Selene's heart began to thaw.

      “Dad?” The front door banged open and Maggie bustled in, carrying a large white box. “Selene, are you still here? I brought you some…oh shit!”

      “Actually, Maggie,” Brandon replied mildly, still clutching Selene, “I don't intend to let her go anywhere.” Ever again, his mind added.

      Selene gasped, both from the surprise of the interruption and from the unexpected declaration.

      Maggie blinked a couple of times. “This is a joke, right?”

      “No, Maggie, it's not,” Selene said softly.

      “But…no, it can't be,” Maggie stuttered. “Dad, you're supposed to go out with someone your own age, not one of my friends! Selene is too young for you. You can't be together, not the two of you. No way. What the hell are you thinking?” Her words grew louder and faster with each passing second.

      “She's not as young as you are, Maggie,” Brandon pointed out.

      Maggie was having none of it. She nailed her father and best friend with a furious glare. “She's still too young for you! This must be some kind of sick trophy thing.”

      “That's not true,” Selene said. Her stomach fluttered, and her face burned. “I'm no trophy. We… we care for each other, Maggie. Don't you want that for your dad? For me?”

      After an internal battle for calm raged across Maggie’s face, she responded with, “Well, yes, but not with each other. This freaking sucks. I don't believe it. I just don't believe it. How could you two do this to me?” Her voice broke.

      Selene's heart clenched.

      “Maggie,” Brandon said, “we're not doing anything to you. This really doesn't have anything to do with you.” He sounded surprisingly calm amid the turmoil.

      “Nothing to do with me? I catch my dad making out with my best friend, and you say it has nothing to do with me?” she shrieked.

      “Maggie please, can't you try to accept this? You know how much he means to me.” Selene left the warmth of Brandon's embrace to touch her friend's sleeve.

      Maggie jerked away. “You must just be sooooo happy, Selene. You've wanted him for years. How can you be so selfish?” Her eyes narrowed. “Did you sleep with him?”

      Oh, Lord, not that question. “What do you mean by sleep with?” Selene stalled.

      “Don't be stupid, Selene. Did you fuck my dad?”

      “Maggie Elizabeth!” Brandon scolded.

      “Answer the question,” she demanded, unmoved by her father's stern tone.

      “No, Maggie, I'm didn't,” Selene said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Not yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “I don't think it will be long.” Selene blushed and looked away. “And I did sleep with him—in the same bed—last night.”

      “Well, this is just lovely.” Maggie turned to Brandon. “I can't believe you would choose her over me!”

      “That's not true. I haven't chosen anyone over you. You're my daughter. You always will be. Selene is my girlfriend. There isn't an either-or here.”

      Tears prickled in the corners of Selene's eyes. Ragged breaths clawed at her chest. How can he still be so calm, so reasonable?

      “Yes, there is! If you're seeing HER,” Maggie stabbed an angry finger in Selene's direction, “You sure won't be seeing much of me. And you, Selene.” She turned on her friend with a glower so aggressive, Selene felt it like a physical blow. She stepped back involuntarily as Maggie continued. “I thought you were my friend! Turns out you were just after my dad.”

      “Maggie, that's enough,” Brandon snapped. “You're way out of line, young lady.”

      “I'm not twelve, Dad,” Maggie sneered. Maggie’s biceps flexed, making the bag she was holding crackle. “Are you going to send me to my room next, so you can be alone with her?”

      “No,” Selene protested, not wanting to hear what either of them might come up with next. “No…”

      “Selene.” Brandon squeezed her hand, noticing her distress. “Selene, it's okay.”

      “It's not okay,” Maggie shouted. “I came to see if you were recovering after the fire, and to offer my apartment until you can get back on your feet, and this is what I find? No, just no.”

      “Maggie, calm down,” Brandon snapped.

      “Calm down, he says. Calm down. I'll give you calm.” She dropped a grocery bag to the floor. A boar bristle hairbrush, a bunch of scrunchies and a pretty headband spilled out. “You know what? Since you found what you needed to replace me, have fun. I'll be around… or not.” She wheeled and darted out of the door, slamming it with such force, the window vibrated.

      “Oh, God. What have we done?” Selene whispered.

      “Nothing,” Brandon replied. “We haven't done anything, Selene. She'll get over it. She always did want to direct my life, and it annoys her that she can't.”

      “Brand, she's legitimately upset,” Selene pointed out to him.

      “That may be, but she's also being ridiculous. I think, once she settles down, she'll see that us being together actually makes it easier for her. Now, listen,” he lifted his hand and ran his fingers through her hair, making her tingle all over, “let's try to let this go. We haven't harmed my daughter. All we did was discover an important truth about ourselves. She may not like it, but she doesn't get a vote. She's grown and living her life. I finally get to do the same. She'll come around and all will be well. You'll see.”

      Selene bit her lip, her eager appetite banished by the emotional scene. “I hope you're right,” she told him. “I wouldn't want to lose you… but I don't want to lose her either.”
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      Over the next several weeks, Selene and Brandon grew used to living together. They continued sharing a bed each night, making love, though stopping short of intercourse. Brandon eventually taught Selene to accept even the most intimate touches, his hands sliding inside her pajamas to bring her to culmination. He showed her how to return the favor, to use her hands and mouth on him, which made the waiting much easier to endure.

      He also taught her how to say no to a call from work on her days off. As her life became more balanced, her sleep improved, and with Brandon's delicious cooking, so did her nutrition. She no longer looked pale and ill but developed a healthy pink glow.

      One evening in June, Selene rested on her back on the sofa, her head pillowed in Brandon's lap. He idly stroked his fingers through her hair, his eyes fixed on a baseball game.

      “Honey?” Selene spoke, interrupting a car insurance commercial.

      “Hmmm?” His gaze left the screen and locked with hers.

      “Isn't your birthday coming up?”

      His fingers paused against her scalp. The diffused pleasure he'd been sending her evaporated. Oh boy, she felt him think. “Yes, I suppose so, but I hadn't planned on celebrating this year.”

      “Why not?” Selene wanted to know.

      “Oh, well…” He resumed stroking, causing a tingling sensation to chase down her spine, but his unformed thought had an uncomfortable feel to it. “Um, it's my fortieth. I'm not sure that's something I want to commemorate.”

      “Forty isn't old, Brandon,” Selene pointed out. “That's when men finally reach their prime. Besides, birthdays are a celebration of you, not of your age. I, for one, am very glad you came into the world. Would you mind if I planned something?”

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked, eyes narrowing so the corners crinkled. “I don't want any wild parties.”

      “How would I even begin to plan a wild party?” she asked. “I don't know enough people unless I invite the police. They can definitely get crazy, but they're not your friends, they're mine. No, I just thought… a few loved ones, something good to eat. Some cake.”

      “Hmmm,” he hummed again. The game resumed, and Brandon returned his attention to the television. He slipped his fingers away from her scalp, instead toying with the ends of her hair.

      By the next commercial, it seemed he had made up his mind. “If you really think a party is necessary, then I think family only would be okay. Let's invite Maggie and my parents. It would be a good time to let them know about us anyway.”

      Selene blinked. “Okay, we can do that.”

      “Oh, but let's specify no gifts,” he added. “I don't need anything. I have everything I want already.”

      Selene struggled upright and laid a soft kiss on his lips. A torrent of emotion tried to batter its way out of her, but she held it in. When he says things like that, I don't know what to think except that this is too good to be true.
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      The day before the party—a Friday—Selene sat at her desk in the police station, frowning at a pile of reports, when an urgent request from her bladder reminded her of the coffee she'd been drinking all day. Rising, she passed by the chief's office on the way to the bathroom and stuck her head in the door.

      “Knock, knock,” she said, attracting Brady's attention away from his computer.

      “What's up, Johansen?” he barked gruffly.

      Remember, don't take it personally, she told herself for the thousandth time. It's just the way he talks, he does it to everyone, and it honestly doesn't mean a thing. “Um, I can't be on call this weekend,” she said. “I hope that's okay.”

      “No problem.” He returned his attention to his work.

      Puzzled, she made her way to the restroom, deep in thought. They always call me in. Always. I've been on call three weekends a month for the last two years. Now I say I can't come in, and it's no big deal. Has it always been no big deal? Have I put extra work on myself? Brandon and Maggie both say I do. Wouldn’t she love knowing I finally admitted she’s right?

      Thinking of Maggie made Selene sad. I haven't seen her since… that day. She says she's coming to the party, even that she'll bring cake, but she sounds so tense and awkward. Have I truly lost my best friend… just because I fell in love? That's not fair.

      Selene regarded herself in the bathroom mirror as she washed her hands. The pallor she had noticed the night of the fire had long since darkened to a slight tan from so many evenings spent outside in Brandon's backyard and her cheeks glowed with good health. She smiled. Being in love suits me. And it really is love. I've always loved Brandon. Knowing what a magnificent boyfriend he is has only strengthened it.

      She pushed through the door, her eyes skating over the bustling cubicles. Tony met her eyes and winked. She waved as she made her way back to her desk. I wonder if I should say something to Brandon yet. No, probably too soon. We've only been together a month. I don't want to jinx it. And what if he doesn't reciprocate? The thought produced a frown, one that deepened into confusion when she noticed an envelope on the keyboard of her computer.

      It hadn't been there when she left, less than ten minutes before. I wonder if this is some kind of prank, like the time they Saran Wrapped my car or the time they put pepper sauce in my coffee. She grabbed the envelope and ripped it open. A typewritten scrap of paper fell out.

      Selene Johansen, I know what you did, bitch. You persecute innocent people. You will die.

      Selene dropped the paper with a start. This is not the kind of prank the other cops play. This is serious. She scooped up a pair of gloves and an evidence bag and collected both the note and the envelope. Shaken, she took the bag to Chief Brady.

      “What the hell?” He looked up from the note with a thunderous, puzzled expression on his face.

      This time, already shaken by the note, his temper got to her. She hunched her shoulders and tried to look smaller. “It was on my keyboard. You see, it has my name on it.” Her voice sounded unsteady. And why not? I feel unsteady.

      “Someone walked into my station and threatened one of my officers?” he bellowed.

      “Yes sir,” she replied, in a barely audible murmur. Oh, grow up. He's not mad at you. Forcing herself to use a normal volume she continued, “Do you think it might be related to the arson?”

      Brady took a deep breath and relaxed his posture. When he answered, his voice was calmer. “Seems unlikely you would have two crazies after you.”

      “But why me? I'm not a beat cop. I'm never out of the station and I don't even wear a uniform. Why would I be a target?”

      “Who knows?” He shrugged. “These kooks are hard to explain. Ask Tony to pull the surveillance video and we'll see what's what.”

      Unfortunately, the video showed a number of unidentified people walking through the station in the vicinity of Selene's desk during the time when the letter appeared, but no one could be seen directly touching her desk. Nor could the people be readily identified. It was a dead end, so they sent the envelope and letter to evidence processing, hoping to find fingerprints or DNA.

      “Maybe you should stay here,” Brady told her seriously. “If there's some loon after you, you might not be safe.”

      “It's Brandon's birthday tomorrow. I have stuff to get ready.” Selene could hear the stubbornness in her voice but refused to back down. Brandon will be getting his birthday party, no matter what. I have plans for that man, and I refuse to let them be interrupted.

      “He wouldn't want you to get hurt either,” Brady insisted. “I've talked to him. He's a good guy.”

      Selene drew herself up to her full height and lifted her chin to look directly into the chief's face. “Sir, I'm a police officer. Just because I'm not out patrolling in a squad car doesn't mean I'm a wuss. I can shoot a gun or Taser with good accuracy, and I know a lot of fighting techniques. I'm not helpless.”

      He looked startled at the strength of her reply. And no wonder. Four weeks ago, I would have waffled under his stern stare, she realized with a start. The last month has changed me in a good way. One corner of her mouth turned upward in an involuntary grin.

      “You have to sleep sometimes,” Brady pressed.

      “We have an alarm system,” she countered.

      “Do you arm it?”

      Selene rolled her eyes. Good grief. Another pestering man who thinks I'm a child. “Every night like clockwork.”

      Brady gave up. “Fine, but be extra careful, Selene. I really don't want to have to replace you, and not just because finding someone who can do what you do would be a pain in the ass.”

      “I love you too, sir,” Selene said, understanding his meaning. She walked out of his office.

      For all her brave words, Selene still felt distinctly unsettled. Someone knows where I work, which desk is mine and walked right up to it—right into my space. I don't like it one bit. She took out her little-used gun and strapped it to her hip, which settled her somewhat. Still, she couldn't shake the feeling that someone was watching her. She scanned the room, scrutinizing each face. No one except my friends, police officers I've known for years and would trust with my life. The letter writer had gone, but his creepy presence remained. Selene shuddered.

      At five she clocked out and waited in the lobby, in full view of the receptionist's window, until Brandon's pickup arrived. She moved through the parking lot quickly, scanning in all directions as though she were going into a combat situation. Pulling open the door before Brandon could even get out, much less open it for her, she scrambled into the truck.

      He gave her a startled look. “What's wrong, baby?”

      “Something weird happened at work today,” she replied. “I'll tell you all about it, but can we please get out of here?”

      “Sure.” He shifted the pickup into gear and drove out of the parking lot. “What happened?”

      “Some creep left a threatening note on my desk. We're investigating it. The chief thinks it might be related to the arson.”

      “Holy shit! Someone's stalking you?” he demanded, appalled.

      “Looks like it. Of course, a crime has already been committed, so if we can catch the guy, we can put him in prison. Most likely he's targeting my work because he doesn't know where I'm staying now.” Then her businesslike tone fractured as she admitted, “I'm a little freaked out.”

      “Me too,” he agreed. “Are you sure you're okay, Selene? Do you want to go right home?”

      She shook her head. “No, I need to pick out a new car. I've put it off long enough, especially since the insurance money came in weeks ago.”

      “Have you decided what you're going to do with your property?” he asked, accepting her change of subject, though a tension in the corners of his mouth and eyes revealed he hadn't dropped the idea of a stalker so quickly.

      And neither have I. Damn it, this was supposed to be a good weekend. Now I'm going to spend the whole time worrying. “Sell it,” she replied, trying to focus on the conversation. “The lot is pretty big, and it's in a good neighborhood. Now that all the rubble is cleared away, it would be a great location to build one of those big family houses.” She glanced at him. His eyes were flicking between the road and the rearview mirror. “Unless you think I should keep it?”

      “What for?” He sounded distracted, and she noticed the reflection of a small blue Miata lingering far too close to the pickup's rear bumper.

      “Well, in case you get tired of me crashing with you. I might be able to rebuild.” Her fragile confidence undermined by the spooky letter, Selene revealed more of her internal anxiety than she had intended.

      Brandon noticed immediately. “Selene, stop it,” he told her gruffly, turning his attention away from the tailgater. “You're not crashing with me. You're not a guest. We're a couple. It's your home now too.”

      “Oh, well I wasn't sure.” You're starting to sound like the old, insecure Selene again. Stop acting that way! But it was no use, not where Brandon was concerned. This all still feels like a fairy tale, as though I'll wake up in my little house and find it was all a dream.

      “Be sure,” he told her in his most serious voice. “I want you there. I don't see us living together as temporary, do you?”

      “I don't want to, but I also don't want to assume anything.” Afraid of the intensity of their conversation, she looked out the window at the large and shabby century-old homes that had been subdivided into fourplexes. The trashcans sat full on the street, and she could just imagine how they must reek in the heat of the sun. This is a crummy neighborhood.

      “What do you mean?” Brandon asked, refusing to be dissuaded by her feigned inattentiveness.

      “Well, it's just that,” she twirled a loose strand of hair around her finger, “you know, I still have a hard time believing this could really be happening.”

      Brandon relaxed. She glanced in the mirror as the Miata turned onto a side street. In profile, she could see the driver's door of the little car bore a deep dent.

      “Selene,” he told her, gently, “I know you're nervous about this relationship, but please try to relax with me. I want to be with you. I always want to be with you. It kind of annoys me when you act like I'm going to get tired of you and kick you out. I won't do that, you know. Not ever.”

      The soft words struck at her heart. Oh, no. Could I be upsetting him? Could he really care enough for that? Though it seemed unlikely, the evidence in his voice and expression could not be doubted. “I'm sorry, Brandon. I want to be with you. I love living with you. If you feel the same way, then I'm doubly lucky. I don't mean to be a pain. I'm afraid I don't know much about normal relationships.”

      He fell silent for the space of a couple of heartbeats as they drove under the shadow of three towering maples whose leafy branches stretched across the roadway and intertwined, blocking out the view of the sky.

      At last, he responded. “Well, you're not the first shy lady to have a hard time adapting to a relationship. But there's more to it, isn't there? You're not just shy. You really believe you're not good enough, that your gift is the only part of you that has value. Selene, that's just not the case. Why don't you believe in yourself?”

      Now it was Selene's turn to pause and think. Another large maple loomed ahead, and as she watched, a helicopter seed fell, spinning around and around like the blades of its namesake, until it disappeared onto the sidewalk.

      Still looking out the window, she spoke. “As long as I can remember, people have shied away from me. Only total strangers will touch my hand, and when I was in school, the kids used to…say things. They called me a freak.” Lord, that was hard to say. “Even my aunt and uncle basically kept their hands off me once I entered junior high and my gift became impossible to ignore. I guess I just figured I would be alone for the rest of my life. Touching me is too much of a risk, and until now, no one was willing, not if they knew what I can do.”

      This time Brandon needed no time to consider his words. “Well, I'm not afraid of your gift—I like it—but, Selene, you are more than your ability. You're also a person, a woman, and that part of you is just like everyone else. You have the same needs and desires as any other woman, and it's a shame everyone was so busy protecting themselves from you that they forgot you were a person too. I won't do that. Now, as for those kids, try not to take what they said personally. Everyone gets teased in school. It's part of growing up.”

      “Really?” She turned and looked at him. They stopped at a red light, allowing him to meet her eyes. She drowned for a moment in those warm brown depths. What is it about a man with dark eyes? Like he knows all the secrets.

      “Of course,” he replied. “People who are different always get it the worst.”

      “Even you?” Her eyes widened.

      A car behind them honked. Seeing that the light had changed, Brandon waved an apology and turned right as he continued. “Selene, I'm Indian. When I was in eighth grade, my class read Tom Sawyer. For the rest of the year, kids called me Injun Joe, and ran away screaming, ‘He's gonna scalp me!’”

      Selene winced. I can just imagine it. Poor Brandon.

      He continued. “It wasn't right, but kids can be little shits sometimes. That’s all it was. If I’d had freckles, or been fat or had a mother with tattoos, they would have gone after that. Anything that marks a person as different is fair game. So, after a while—and I mean a long while. It did hurt like hell at the time—I realized it was something messed up inside them, not me. Either they had a bad family, or they were bullied themselves, or they grew up listening to racist adults. Their teasing didn't mean there was anything wrong with me.” He paused as though in thought and then continued. “Try to think of it that way. Being teased doesn't mean you're wrong or bad. Does it bother you when your police friends tease you?”

      “Kind of, but I know they don't mean anything by it.” And you have to remind yourself of that every time, don't you? She acknowledged the thought with a rueful pursing of the lips.

      “Baby, I wish you could see your own value. You're a wonderful person.” He extended his hand to her, the way he always did when he wanted her to understand without the risk of words.

      She laced her fingers through his without hesitation. Oh, it's deep, what he's feeling! Desire, affection, amused irritation. A complex swirl of indefinable emotions welled up into a pool of…something strong and sweet and fierce she didn't dare name. It's enough for a lifetime. Selene relaxed her tense shoulders and brought Brandon's fingers to her mouth kissing each one. Enough dallying. I need to commit to this man, this relationship before my dithering ruins everything. I was strong with Chief Brady, and I can be strong with myself. Brandon deserves it. “Brand.” She nibbled daintily on one fingertip and then kissed it again.

      “Yes?” He rubbed his thumb across her lower lip.

      “I'm sorry. The truth is, I care so much about you that it scares me.”

      “These things are always scary. I'm here with you though. It's a relationship, not just a crush anymore.” He lowered their hands away from her face and stroked her wrist, making her shiver pleasantly.

      “I know. It means the world to me. You mean the world to me. You may already know this, but I need to say it.”

      “Say what?”

      Selene took a deep breath. “I love you, Brandon.” Will he be surprised? She listened to the thoughts coming to her from him.

      Wow, she actually said it right out, and just as calm and confident as can be. I didn't even know she realized it yet. He squeezed her hand.

      Now what? Selene wondered.

      Brandon didn't speak. Instead, he sent a targeted thought, loud and true, straight into her mind. I love you, Selene. You are so much more than you realize, and I will never let you go. I love you.

      She closed her eyes, letting the sensation of his love wash over her the rest of the way to the dealership.
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      “Party time,” Selene sang tunelessly, shaking her hips from side to side as she sliced pickles. She piled them onto the plate beside her and grabbed a tomato.

      “Not yet,” Brandon called through the screen. The scent of glowing coals and grilling beef floated in the window.

      “That smells amazing, babe,” she called back. “You're the grill king, aren't you?”

      “Maybe, maybe,” he replied with a chuckle.

      “Are you sure it's okay with you that you're cooking your own birthday dinner?”

      “It's not a birthday dinner. It's just dinner,” he replied. “That this happens to be my birthday is irrelevant.”

      “Okay,” she replied, laughing. “It's just dinner… with cake… and guests.”

      “Family members aren't guests,” he reminded her. “Everyone who will be there has a designated bedroom in this house.”

      Family. Yikes. Are you sure your parents will like me?” She stacked the tomatoes next to the pickles and then retrieved a block of asiago from the refrigerator. Fancy cheese. Wow. I would have unwrapped processed slices. Maybe the reason I didn't used to eat much is that I didn't buy tasty enough food.

      “They'll love you, honey. They want me to be happy,” he reminded her.

      “And you're sure I should… you know, shake hands? That's an intrusion. At school, they always told us not to touch without permission.”

      “Do you want to explain why?” the question carried in the window. Outside, the burgers hissed and sizzled as their juices dripped onto the coals.

      Explain to Brandon's very ordinary parents that if I touch them, I'll know what they're thinking? “Yeah, not so much,” she replied.

      “I don't see any reason to open that particular can of worms with them either,” he agreed. “So just shake. It'll be one second. Even if you see something—”

      “I will,” she reminded him. “I always do.”

      “If you do, it will be their first impression of you. Look, honey. I know you and I know my parents. They'll probably just be thinking you're pretty or hoping you like them. If it's anything else, we can talk about it later, okay?”

      Selene's cheeks warmed. “Okay.”

      She carried the plate to the table, where she found Sammy, sitting on a chair, his tail wrapped around his feet.

      “Keep out of this cheese,” she warned her kitten sternly. “It's not for you. It's for the guests.”

      Sammy yawned hugely.

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” she said, raising one eyebrow. Shaking her head, she returned to the fridge, glancing at the clock on the stove. Five minutes until they're supposed to arrive. I guess I can get out the rest. She retrieved the ketchup, mustard and mayonnaise, tucking them under her arm, and then a chilled bowl of potato salad.

      “This is not for you either,” she told her cat. He jumped down from the chair and sauntered away, puffy silver tail twitching. “Sorry if I offended you,” she commented dryly.

      Shaking her head, she meandered through the door into the living room, moved aside a yellow brocade curtain and peeked out.

      “Nervous?” Brandon asked, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Don't be.” He laid a luscious kiss on her lips. As usual, one kiss led to another and then another as they soaked in each other's love and affection.

      “Dad?” Maggie peeked her head in the door. “Oh, no. Not again. Can't you two keep it under control for two seconds? Is this all you do? Make out like a couple of horny teens?”

      “Do you blame me?” Brandon asked, nonchalant as ever in the face of his daughter's fury.

      I don't know how he does that. I can feel her emotions from across the room, which is unusual. She's so angry—and so hurt.

      “Knock it off,” Maggie snapped. “It's a lot, asking me to spend time with you guys, knowing… what I know. Then you have to go make it more awkward by hanging all over each other. What the hell?”

      “And again, I say, calm down. This isn't something you get to dictate to me, to us,” Brandon reminded her, starting to sound irritated.

      A buzzing sensation from his fingertips into Selene's elbow confirmed it.

      “I can't tell you what to do,” Maggie agreed in an icy hiss, “but I can decide not to come around if you're going to be all lovey-dovey gross.”

      “There’s nothing gross going on,” Brandon said, still more irritated than angry. “Loving someone isn’t gross and you know it. Your discomfort with our relationship is something you need to work on. It’s not rational.”

      Maggie snarled.

      You can't let this go on, Selene realized. Do something. They're going to hurt their relationship. “Stop,” she said with the authoritative tone of her profession.

      Brandon and Maggie both turned her way.

      “I’m not going to be in the middle of this anymore. What do you need me to do to correct the problem? Do I walk away from this relationship right now?”

      “Selene, what?”

      She turned to Brandon and saw the stunned disbelief on his handsome face. He's upset over what I said, and I don't need to touch his hand to confirm it.

      She struggled to explain. “Listen to me, both of you. I will not be the cause of a fight or an estrangement between you. I never had a father, Maggie. I won't separate you from yours. If it means that much to you, I'll leave now.” Her voice wavered, but she was determined to make them understand, so she swallowed hard and continued. “Don't mistake me, it will break my heart. Brandon will be hurt too, but you're too important to him—and to me—for me to let this happen. What do you want me to do, Maggie?” She gave her friend a level look and bit the corner of her lower lip to keep it from trembling.

      “Selene,” Brandon demanded, “how can you talk about leaving?” His low, beautiful voice, thick with hurt, slashed into her soul.

      She wanted nothing more than to snuggle up against Brandon and make the world go away, to protect him from ever hurting again, but she was the one who had caused it. And he loves you, you twit. Of course you hurt him. Well done. Can't you do anything right?

      She turned and walked back towards him, her emotions welling up. She was quickly losing the battle to suppress them. “Because I love you too much to come between you and your daughter.” A tear slid down Selene's cheek, and she reached out to caress Brandon's face with her fingertips. “And Maggie is my friend. Your relationship is more important than me. You two are family. What right do I have to get in the way?”

      His expression told her he disagreed. He slid his arms around her waist and crushed her close to him, looking down into her upturned face with an expression of wounded tenderness.

      They turned as one to look at Maggie. Her eyes moved from Selene to Brandon and back, as though not sure what to make of them. She took several deep breaths. “Oh hell,” she said, her voice suddenly neutral. “No, Selene, don't leave. Far be it for me to interfere in your love life. I still don't like it, though.” She stomped down the hall to her old bedroom. The door slammed loudly.

      Brandon's arms tightened. “Selene, don't ever talk about leaving again. I can't stand it.”

      Selene bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I hate that this upsets her so.”

      “I understand that, but these are her feelings to deal with, not ours to fix. We’re not doing anything wrong. Now, listen,” he lifted his hand and ran his fingers through her hair, making her tingle all over, “my parents will be here any minute, and it's the beautiful, smiling Selene I want them to meet.” He kissed her once, softly, controlling his desire.

      “Yes, I want to meet them,” Selene replied. Her voice sounded calmer in her ears as the hammering of her heart began to slow, “but I need to talk to Maggie first.”

      “I think you should leave her alone for a while.”

      I've left her alone for a month, and it didn't help. Enough is enough. Selene pressed her lips to his cheek. “My intuition tells me otherwise.”

      “Suit yourself, but don't be manipulated into leaving. Remember that I love you and you love me. We’re great together. None of which hurts Maggie in any way.”

      “You're right. I'll be back.”

      Selene knocked on the bedroom door and opened it before Maggie could reply. The younger woman sat on the bed, her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking. Selene walked up beside her and gathered her into a fierce hug. This time Maggie didn't push her away.

      “I'm sorry you're upset,” Selene said as she squeezed her friend's shoulders.

      “But not for the reason behind it?” Maggie retorted in a flat, watery-sounding voice. She shook Selene off and looked her in the eyes with a challenging glare.

      “No.” Selene met the challenge without fighting or backing down. She chose to give Maggie the deepest, most honest answer she had in her. “I love him. The amazing thing is that he loves me too. Why would I be sorry about that?”

      Maggie searched her eyes and sighed. “This is hard, Selene. I guess there's no reason why you shouldn't be together. He is a little old for you, but otherwise, I mean, I can see why you like him, and why he likes you. I'm too close to be able to look at this objectively. Really, for Dad's sake, I don't care. I know you'll be good for him. God knows you've been crazy about him long enough. But on your side, I still don't like it.”

      “Maggie, he's been amazing to me,” Selene protested.

      Maggie gave a curt nod. “Yeah, and he will be. He's a great person. But here's the thing; are you sure he's not just looking for someone to take care of now that I've moved out?”

      Selene shook her head, her lips twisting into a secret smile. “He's not using me to replace you. Believe me, there's nothing paternal about his attention.”

      Maggie blushed. “Ugh, please, no more. That's one thing I'm pissed about. I always imagined you falling in love, maybe with one of your police friends, and we could have girl talk and drink wine and giggle and overshare. Now, I don't want to know the details, because if you're sleeping with someone, it's my dad, and that's gross. Part of our friendship has been taken away.”

      “But Maggie, it's a very small part. I still love you very much. That won't change,” she insisted.

      “Won't it? And what about when you two get married? You won't be my stepmother, you know. I won't have it. You're not old enough.”

      This time heat spread across Selene's cheeks. “We haven't even talked about getting married.”

      “You'll do it though. I've never seen Dad look at anyone the way he just looked at you.” Her voice wavered. “Not even Mom. He's never going to let you go.”

      Selene shook her head, not ready to deal with the idea. “Your grandparents will be here soon.”

      Maggie gave Selene a measured look, as though debating what to say next. “They'll like you, I think.”

      In spite of everything, she chose to say something nice. I'm amazed. “Thank you, Maggie. And you? Do you still like me?” she added hesitantly.

      “Of course. I'll just repeat what you said to Dad and me. I love you both too much to be responsible for coming between you. If what you need is each other, I'll work on being okay with it. Just don't expect me to get over it today. It'll take time.”

      That's fair, Selene acknowledged, and yet… “Are we still friends?”

      “Yes,” Maggie rasped, tears streaming again. She yanked Selene close, nearly knocking her over, and squashed her in a hard, tight hug. Selene could feel her arms trembling.

      “Selene? Maggie?” Brandon called.

      “You'd better splash some water on your face,” Selene observed.

      Maggie nodded. Releasing Selene, she hauled herself to her feet and trudged down the hall, ducking into the bathroom.

      Selene returned to Brandon in the living room. Standing with him was an older couple who could only be his parents. Oh, wow. They're as pale as me. Brandon has Caucasian parents? I didn't know he was adopted. She filed that piece of information away to consider at another time.

      “Ah, here she is,” Brandon said, putting his hand possessively on the small of Selene's back. “Mom, Dad, this is my girlfriend, Selene Johansen. Selene, these are my parents, Richard and Elizabeth Price.”

      Selene smiled nervously and extended her hand.

      Richard stepped forward first. A thin and dapper gentleman of about seventy he had a straight and upright figure and silver hair, neatly slicked back with pomade. He carried himself like a soldier. His palm touched Selene's for a moment, and she could hear him thinking, Now that's a tasty creature. I hope she's as nice as he says.

      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Price,” Selene said quietly, releasing his hand.

      “You can call me Richard,” he said.

      “Richard then.” She gave him a shy smile and turned towards his wife. Elizabeth, small and round with dimples in both cheeks, exuded an air of friendliness. When Selene touched her hand, though, what she heard was, What a baby. I hope she's able to take good care of my boy.

      “I'm so glad to meet you both,” Selene said by way of greeting.

      Neither responded. She could feel their eyes fixed on her. I wonder if they think I'm weird… or if they're thinking about the age difference… or what.

      “Well, Mom, Dad, the food is ready. Shall we eat?” Brandon suggested.

      “Very well,” Elizabeth agreed reluctantly, “but isn't Maggie going to be here?”

      “Hi, Grandma, Grandpa. I'm here.” Maggie emerged from the bathroom, the tear stains washed from her face and a charming smile fixed firmly in place. “Are the introductions over? I'm starving.”

      She hugged her grandparents and ushered everyone to the table. Brandon brought out pitchers of tea and water and everyone sat down to eat. Elizabeth seated herself next to Selene, and the interrogation began almost immediately.

      “So, Selene, have you and Brandon known each other long?”

      “Yes ma'am, about seven years,” Selene replied. She smeared mayo on her bun, snagged a tomato, and assembled her burger.

      Elizabeth regarded her with confusion, a forkful of potato salad poised over her plate. “How can you have? You're so young. Aren't you Maggie's friend?”

      “Well, yes, but I'm not as young as Maggie. I'm almost thirty. I was an adult when Brandon and I met.” Well, ALMOST almost thirty, she thought, suppressing a smile at the idea of pretending to be older.

      “Ah, you look younger than you are,” Elizabeth said. She maneuvered the bite into her mouth and closed her eyes, savoring the rich flavor.

      “Thank you,” Selene replied. “I do hope we can become friends. I care for Brandon so much. I want him to be happy. He wouldn't like it if there's conflict between me and his family.”

      “I'm willing to give you a chance,” Elizabeth said after she swallowed. “He certainly hasn't shown interest in anyone in ages.” Seeming satisfied, Elizabeth returned to her dinner.

      Selene nibbled her cheeseburger, though she had little appetite after her confrontation with her friend. Covering her shaky reaction with bravado, she plastered a gentle smile on her lips, refusing to let her lingering worry ruin the evening. This is for Brandon and he deserves it. Hold it together.

      After the meal, Selene and Maggie carried the cake into the kitchen and lit a few sparkling candles. They started singing as they walked into the dining room.

      Brandon closed his eyes for a moment and then attempted to blow out the candles. They relit instantly, so he tried again, but it was no use. The flames flared each time he extinguished them. Finally, laughing, he pulled them out of the cake and dunked them in his water glass.

      “What did you wish?” Selene asked.

      “I didn't blow out the candles, so it doesn't matter, but I couldn't think of a wish. I have everything I need right here. He squeezed Maggie's hand gently, wrapping his other arm around Selene's waist.

      Selene leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Happy birthday, Brand.”

      “Happy birthday,” the guests echoed.

      After eating cake, they retired to the living room for an evening of lively conversation.

      Selene sat quietly and observed, content to be included, especially since Brandon's arm rested around her shoulders. The evening grew quite late as chatter swirled shifted and broke into laughter. Shortly after eleven, Brandon's mother failed to suppress a huge yawn.

      “Well, my loves, it was good to see you, but I'm done in, and we still have a long drive back to the suburbs, so we'd better call it a night before my dear husband falls asleep at the wheel.”

      “I'm perfectly fi-i-aaaah.” Richard's protest dissolved into a yawn. He crimped his lips. “Never mind. Have a good evening.” He levered himself to his feet with a groan and a loud pop from his left kneecap.

      “Good night,” Selene said, rising to see them to the door. “It was wonderful to meet you both.”

      “Likewise,” Elizabeth said. “Now that Brandon isn't hiding you away anymore, I look forward to getting to know you better.”

      “That sounds good,” Selene agreed, smiling.

      She reached out her hand and Elizabeth clasped it, sending a not-quite-fully formed mixture of thoughts—hope and doubt, mostly—to Selene.

      Maggie trailed up behind them. “See you later, Dad, Selene.” Though the words sounded polite, her expression still held a hint of the hurt that had nearly wrecked the entire evening only a few hours before.

      Somehow, we have to fix this, Selene thought. Time will probably help, but I don't want to lose Maggie to awkwardness or discomfort. She means too much to me.

      The door clicked shut and Selene turned the deadbolt to the rumbling roar of Maggie's ancient pickup and the Prices' quieter minivan.

      “Well, I'm hitting the shower,” Brandon said. “I smell like I sat in a smoker all week.” He pulled his tee-shirt away from his chest.

      Selene nodded, kissed him once on the lips and drifted to the kitchen. Her mind wandered as she put dishes in the dishwasher and armed the alarm. Then she took her turn in the bathroom, releasing her hair from the ponytail she'd worn that day, brushing her teeth thoroughly and changing into the nightgown she'd purchased.

      The black slip had lacy spaghetti straps that fell only to the middle of her thighs. It was also cut low in front, with a tiny bit of lace that teasingly revealed more than it concealed. This garment had only one purpose…to drive a man wild with desire.

      Looking into the mirror, Selene felt a little silly. Who am I fooling? I'm no temptress. She considered touching up her makeup but decided against it. This moment is about intimacy, not seduction. I'm giving Brandon my virginity tonight, but I'll do it looking like myself.

      She washed the remnants of the day's makeup from her eyes and lips and looked again. This is the real Selene, with no barriers, nothing held back. Slipping on the robe that matched her nightgown, she opened the door and walked into the bedroom.

      Brandon was sitting in bed, propped up on pillows, leafing through a magazine. When he heard the door open, he glanced up, and the psychology journal slipped from his fingers. “Wow, babe, you look amazing.”

      “Thank you.” She walked towards him, feeling a little unsteady, and untied the belt of her robe. The satiny fabric made a soft swishing noise as it slithered to the floor. Brandon swallowed hard, his eyes widening at the sight of Selene dressed so blatantly. In their weeks of passionate exploration, he had certainly seen plenty of her body, but they had always held back from full nudity.

      “I hope you had a good birthday,” Selene said, sliding one strap off her shoulder.

      It took Brandon a moment to process the comment. “Yes, very nice, thank you.” His breath caught as she released the other strap. The nightgown slithered down around her slender body and puddled on the floor. “What are you doing, Selene?” he asked, his voice husky.

      “What do you think? It's time, Brandon. I'm ready.” Selene knelt on the bed beside him.

      “Are you sure, baby?”

      “Yes.” She trailed her fingertips down his arm. “The longer we wait, the more nervous I get. Besides, it's not like we've just met and have to get to know each other. I've been waiting for this for a really long time. Tonight, it's your birthday, and I want to give you a present.”

      He swallowed hard, his throat working visibly. “That's one hell of a present, Selene.”

      “It's mine to give.”

      Brandon rose on his knees beside her and cupped her chin in his hand.

      Gratitude, excitement, and overwhelmingly tender passion flowed over Selene, telling her she had made the right decision.
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      Brandon lowered his mouth gently to Selene's. Then he pulled back and looked her over. Years of physical training had left her body sweetly honed. While still a bit too thin, she had put on a little weight in the last month. He drank in the sight of her… silky, white-blond hair spilling to her waist, a lovely face with piercing green eyes, a small freckled nose, and dainty rosebud lips. She had a slender neck, shoulders, and arms, and shapely breasts large enough to be lovely without overwhelming her slim frame, crowned with delicate pink nipples. Her waist was narrow, her hips round. Lower, between her thighs, he admired a thatch of golden curls that held all the secrets he wanted to discover.

      Selene's cheeks turned a bewitching pink, as Brandon deliberately looked her up and down. “You're so beautiful,” he said, gathering her up into a crushing embrace. Kissing her hard, he drove his tongue into her mouth. She opened her lips for him, her arms around his neck, her breasts mashed against his smooth chest.

      As he surfaced for air, panting, he realized he wasn't doing this well. Selene's virginity is a precious gift, and needs to be savored, not devoured. He planned to spend the rest of his life making love to Selene, and this introduction needed to be just right. He didn’t want to hurt her or make her afraid of the next time. Oh yes, you need to handle this very carefully.

      Forcing himself to slow down, he lowered her onto the bed, lying beside her, and gathered her into his arms again. Deliberately thinking about how much he loved her, he stroked his hand over her bare back while he kissed her thoroughly.
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      Although still nervous, Selene began to relax under the familiar warmth of Brandon's hands and mouth. Don't be scared. He's made every other part good. He'll do the same with this. His emotions washed over her. Love blended with the swelling desire. Swelling is right. She could feel his discomfort as his straining erection struggled with the waistband of his boxers.

      Selene sensed his need and slid her hands into his garment, carefully lowering it so he could slide it off. Now we're naked together. She felt no fear of that swollen sex. She had handled it many times, caressing and tasting him, bringing him fulfillment that way. But not tonight. Tonight, we're going to finish the process.
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      Brandon made the first move towards intimacy by cupping Selene's breasts, shaping the dainty globes the way he'd learned she liked, gently and gradually, avoiding the nipples altogether at first, then skimming them lightly, and finally grasping them between his fingers, rolling them, which made her squirm with delight. He leaned down and took one in his mouth while he continued tormenting the other. Selene gasped, clearly loving the stimulation.

      After thoroughly tasting both her nipples until they stood glistening and erect and she was panting with arousal, he rolled her onto her back and kissed his way down her belly. Her thighs parted for him, allowing him free access to her womanhood. He kissed the top of her mound before parting the outer lips and taking his first good look at the flesh he had spent so many nights caressing. She was lovely, pink, and so very wet. She really does want this.

      He caressed the dainty folds and she shivered. Sliding one finger down to her opening, he pressed gently inside, feeling the stretch of untried flesh as he penetrated her. Her hymen provided a thin, insubstantial barrier, partially obstructing his progress and reminding him of his responsibilities. He had never been with a virgin. Not until now. It's right. Selene is mine, and I'll never have to share her with memories of others, but she’s small. I hate that this is likely to hurt her, even for a moment. So I guess I’ll have to be sure she’s ready.

      He began to caress her in the most sensitive of places with his thumb, driving her pleasure to a feverish pitch while he worked carefully on preparing her to accommodate him. It took some effort, but he managed to slide two fingers into her while he brought her closer to her climax. As he spread and stretched the resisting flesh, Selene came nearer to the brink. Any moment now…any moment. Yes! Her body arched up off the bed with the force of it. Her whimpers of ecstasy had to be the sweetest sound he'd ever heard.

      Brandon trapped her hips with one arm and, while she was still lost in spasms of delight, quickly pushed the tip of his sex inside her. Her eyes flew open, and she looked at him. He looked back, feeding another inch of himself inside that tiny passage and reaching the blockage he'd been dreading.

      It was excruciating to stop with her wet sex caressing him so sweetly, but before he could continue, he had to be certain. “Baby, are you sure you want this?”

      “What?” She blinked, clearly confused.

      “This this the point of no return,” he explained. “Once I press through, that's it. Or I can pull out right now, and you'll still be a virgin.”

      “Why would I want that?”

      “I have to know you're really ready.”

      “Brandon.” She caressed his face. “Brand, I want you. I want you now. I realize what this moment means, and there's no one but you that I would choose to share it with. What purpose would it serve to wait until another day? No, baby. Finish. Take me. Let's get this part over with so we can really be together.”

      She pulled him down for a tender kiss and twined her legs around his.

      He swallowed hard and pulled back, so only the head of his sex remained inside her. They stared into each other's eyes for a long moment.

      “I love you,” he told her. Then he thrust forward. The barrier that had so concerned him turned out to be insubstantial. His momentum brought him past it without resistance until he rested deep inside her, deeper than he'd intended, and he found himself suddenly buried to the hilt, every inch of him embraced by the sweetest clinging wetness.
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      Well, the dreaded moment wasn't so bad, she thought. There had been a quick burning sensation, and now she felt uncomfortably full, but otherwise unharmed. It doesn't hurt, not really.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

      “Yes, Brand. It wasn't bad.”

      “Am I hurting you?”

      She looked into his eyes and saw the tender regret at war with aching eagerness. “No. It doesn't hurt anymore. It only hurt for a second. I'm fine.”

      “I'm glad. Would it be all right if I…move a little?”

      Ah, yes, now the real lovemaking will begin. “Yes, darling, you can move.”

      He sighed deeply—almost a groan—and pulled back just a little, before pressing forward into her. Pulled back, pushed. Selene caressed his back as he sought to maintain his control so he could take her gently.

      This movement feels interesting, she thought. It has…potential. It makes me tingle. Before she could decide where the tingle was headed, Brandon moaned softly as he climaxed inside her for the first time.

      After such an intense moment, any words would have been a letdown. Brandon withdrew, cuddled her against him, and petted her hair until she fell asleep.
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