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        Dedicated to all the women out there who struggle with overcoming abuse and those stuck in an abusive relationship. I pray you find your peace and strength. It’s a process of covering those scars with new memories and new experiences.

      

      

      
        
        Also to my daughter, Kelsey, my real life Ana. Thank you for all the art advice. Your daily struggles give me the strength to go on every day. I love you and pray some day they find a cure for your conditions.
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        Angel’s Kiss has some tough subjects for some individuals. I feel it is essential to show the strength of survivors. If you or someone you know needs help with any of these situations, please contact your local help groups or:

      

        

      
        Fight Against Domestic Violence: www.fadv.org

        Self-Injury Outreach and Support: http://sioutreach.org/

        Always remember you are not alone.

      

        

      
        Love,

        E.M. Shue
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        If the wounds on her heart and the bruises on her soul were translated on her skin, you wouldn’t recognize her at all.

      

        

      
        -Veronica Q
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      ROYAL HOLLOWAY UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

      EGHAM, SURREY

      “Knock, knock, chicky! Let’s go get our party on.” Jessica, one of my flatmates, giggles from the door. Her American accent makes me miss my best friend. I’m so happy this is my last day in this flat, and I’m more than a little excited to start my new life back in London at the Royal College of Art. That’s the university I’ve wanted to go to ever since I was a little girl, but I allowed my Uncle Marcus to talk me into doing something “respectful” instead and ended up going to Royal Holloway to study international business. I’m an artsy fashion girl, not a business girl.

      “Come on, Ana. I want to get my drink on before too many locals get to the pub.” My second flatmate, Donna, finally joins us.

      “Let’s go, ladies.” I grab my purse and turn to head out with them.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Donna asks as she looks me up and down.

      “Of course!” Neither of them has ever understood my fashion sense. They’re both in low-rise, belted jeans, a slouchy shirt, and high heels. But not me. I’m wearing a royal blue, three-quarter sleeve dress with a flirty skirt, black tights, and black high-heeled suede boots. The boots give me height so I don’t look like a little girl, and the blue makes my turquoise eyes appear darker. I love the look, but I know it’s not the fashion choice of these girls. All year they’ve tried to get me to wear more casual clothes that are drab and colorless. So not me.

      “Well, at least next year we won’t have to worry about other students thinking our flatmate is crazy,” Jessica mumbles as they both turn their backs and walk out the door.

      I don’t know why they’re insisting on taking me out if they don’t want to spend time with me. Oh well. I’m just going to have a couple of drinks, then head to London to have dinner with my daddy. All my things have already been moved to my new flat, so that’s one less thing I have to worry about.

      The pub is only a five-minute walk from our flat near campus but isn’t popular with the masses, as they like the clubs more. My best friend, Maya, and I found this place last year over summer break while she was visiting from the States. I enjoy the quiet atmosphere and meeting the locals. I know my flatmates prefer the more club-like pubs, but it was my turn to choose, and the pub is where we are going.

      When we arrive, Jessica makes a joke about hoping to get lucky, and I laugh at her as I scan the dark wood-paneled room. Across the bar, three guys from campus sit at a table, but my attention is drawn to the man at the next table. He sits up from leaning his chair against the wall, and our eyes meet. His stare is hot and demanding, and I can’t turn away. Instantly, my skin tingles with awareness.

      The look in his eyes almost causes me to stumble. I want to be forward and walk over to him, but I’ve never been that kind of girl. I flirt and have fun, but I never feel comfortable making the first move.

      “Well, look at that table full of campus hotness,” Donna exclaims from behind me. I have to force myself to look away from the stranger to look at her. I hadn’t actually given the guys from campus much more than a cursory glance because I was so enraptured by the lone man with the short, military-style haircut.

      “How about we have a wager? You first, Ana,” Jessica says.

      I laugh in response. Donna and Jessica always want to wager for everything: drinks, dancing, phone numbers…the list just goes on and on.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch movement. It’s him. I stand frozen as I watch the tall, dark and kissable man take a swig of his drink. His eyes never leave me as I move across the room.

      “Ana? Did you hear me?”

      “No, sorry. What?” I laugh to cover the embarrassment I feel from staring so hard at a total stranger.

      “Walk over to that table and challenge them to do some shots.”

      “The table with the group, or the one with the guy by himself?” I hope they say the single guy, because that other group, now that I look closer, are a bunch of cheeky bastards I’ve seen around campus.

      “The group.”

      Damn it.

      “Bloody hell,” I reply with a sigh, then I force myself to give them a toothy grin in hopes they don’t see how nervous I really am, or how disappointed. Pushing back my shoulders, I walk toward their table, and can feel his eyes on me the whole way. I try my best to block him out so I can do this. I know if I fail, I’ll have to buy the girls’ drinks for the night, and I bloody don’t want to do that again. The last time I lost, they drank me out of my allowance for the entire month. I absolutely hated asking Daddy for more money, not that he minded, but it’s a pride thing for me.

      I reach them and lean my hands on the table, my back to the guy I’d rather be talking to, and the blokes are now silent, their attention focused entirely on me.

      “Tenner to the bloke who’ll drink a shot of my choice with me without coughing.”

      “No, thank you,” one of the guys says to me in a nasally tone.

      “Oh, come on! A tenner just for taking a shot of American whiskey. Who could turn that down?” The ten pounds won’t break my allowance, but I know it’s not a lot to these gits.

      “We said not interested,” another one says, his voice even snootier than the first’s. They all stand and walk away from me.

      “You pansy wankers,” I say as they push past me. Now, what am I going to do? I avoid looking at the bar.

      “Can I help you?” a gruff voice asks from behind me.

      I turn and see shocking blue eyes staring at me from the other table.

      “Oh! No, but thank you. It was just a silly wager the girls over there dared me to do.” I move to walk away, but his next words stop me.

      “I might still be able to help. What was the wager?”

      I open my mouth to decline again, but he speaks before I can.

      “Look, angel, I’m only in town for the rest of the day; when are you going to get another chance? So tell me.” He leans back in his chair, his long legs stretched out under the table, and his big arms on display through the short-sleeved shirt strained to its max. I fidget for a moment, moving from foot to foot, as I try to remember how to speak.

      You can do this, he’s just a man in his mid-twenties. That’s close enough to my age. There’s nothing to be afraid of…so talk!

      I suddenly realize my silence, not to mention the fact I’m just standing here staring at him, has passed into the awkward stage; so I force myself to stand taller and push my chest out slightly, then I clear my throat.

      “All right. I wagered those gents a tenner they couldn’t do a shot of American whiskey with me without coughing,” I tell the hot stranger, and feel my breasts grow heavy with need when that sexy mouth of his shoots me a lopsided grin, a dimple appearing on his left cheek.

      “Angel, how about we double it, two shots each, and I’ll do it with you?” he asks as he leans forward again, his grin widening, the dimple showing more. His straight white teeth, firm kissable lips, and a five o’clock shadow just adds to the bad boy air he gives off.

      If he’s going to give me a nickname, two can play that game. I’m certain he’s military, judging by his haircut and commanding presence, so I decide to give him a name related to that.

      “You’re on, soldier boy.” I tilt my chin at him in challenge.

      “My name’s…”

      “How about we just stick to angel and soldier boy and forget names?” I suggest. I know I’ll probably never see him again, and though it will be fun to have this moment with him, I would rather not have his actual name haunting me. The nicknames will be bad enough.

      “How about you call me Lieutenant and I’ll call you Angel?”

      “Okay, Lieutenant. Come on then.”

      I watch as he pulls those long legs back, then stands up in front of me. I don’t feel the urge to step back, being five foot I’ve been around tall men all my life, so I’m not intimidated by them. However, he isn’t as tall as my dad or brother. I can see the confusion on his face, which I figure is due to my lack of reaction to his six one height.

      “You’re not the biggest guy I’ve seen,” I say as I turn back toward the bar. My friends are watching me, and I need to play this off. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant.”

      “Lead the way, Angel,” he says from behind me.

      His hand rests on my lower back and the tingles I get from his touch causes the hair to rise on my arms and neck. I’ve never reacted to a man like this before. I manage to make it to the bar without tripping and falling on my face.

      “Oi, Patrick, line up two shots each of Maya’s favorites,” I call out to the barman. Maya currently lives in Boston where she’s attending school, but still comes to spend summers and holidays with me. She’s a whiskey drinker when she’s here, though back in the States she still isn’t quite old enough to legally drink yet.

      “When’s our Maya girl coming back?” Patrick asks as he pours the shots.

      “She’ll be here next week, but for only two weeks this time. She’s been really busy at uni and doing that crazy Krav Manga thing.”

      Patrick’s aware I’ll be leaving Royal Holloway, but I’m sure he also knows Maya and I will come up this way at least once before she leaves.

      “Do you mean Krav Maga?” Lieutenant asks with a sexy grin.

      I scrunch up my nose at his correction. Damn it! I said it wrong again. Maya always laughs at me whenever I forget what it’s called. “Yes, that’s what she does. She wants to kill people with her bare hands.” I wink at him and hope he finds me to be cute instead of a daft cow.

      “You know, Krav Maga is very effective to know, especially for a woman.” He laughs at me, and my heart drops. His laugh is husky and makes my thighs clench.

      Lovely! He does think I’m stupid.

      “Maya’s been studying”—I pause—“Krav Maga since she could walk.”

      I feel his mood darken a bit, so I change the subject. “We have a wager. Time for shots.”

      “Okay, Angel, you first.” He lifts his hand, palm up, and tips his head at me, his mood lightening once again.

      “No, at the same time.” I want this to be over before I embarrass myself any further. I should’ve known I couldn’t hold a candle to the women he probably flirts with. He’s just being kind to me. Most likely he just feels sorry for me and the way those other guys had snubbed me. I bite my lip as I try to think of something smart and mature to say for a toast.

      “To angels in dark places,” he says before I can come up with anything.

      My lips tip up at his toast, then we both tilt our glasses and swallow at the same time.

      “Not so bad, is it?” I ask when I notice he doesn’t hack at the taste like some locals do.

      He leans forward next to my ear. His breath skims along my skin and my heart skips a beat as goose bumps surface on my arms.

      “Angel, Jack Daniels was my grandfather’s drink of choice,” he whispers in my ear.

      “Okay…so I guess the joke is on me.” I laugh in an attempt to cover the desire of wanting to jump into his arms.

      “Next shot, Angel.”

      I can do this.

      “To being safe and bringing our loved ones home.” It’s the perfect toast, because not only do I want this man to be safe, but my brother is out there somewhere fighting this war too.

      He swallows his shot quickly, then just watches me as I tip my shot up and down it. A drop of liquid hits my lips and I lick it off. In the next moment, his hand wraps around the back of my neck and he pulls me into his body. His lips begin to caress mine. I gasp from the intense feeling washing over me, and he takes advantage and plunges his tongue inside my mouth. It slides across my own tongue, dancing an erotic dance, which causes my body to react. My breasts heave against his chest, and my core softens. His other arm wraps around my waist, pulling me in closer. I slide my arms up his t-shirt clad chest, then his shoulders, and I pull myself even closer to him. Our bodies mold together like they were always meant to be together. I want to feel him imprinted on my skin, but he suddenly pulls away, and we’re both left struggling for breath.

      “Angel, come with me. We’ll only have tonight, but I want you.” He kisses my ear, and I shiver. I want him, and I want this too, but I know I can’t. I’m just not that kind of girl.

      I look up into eyes that have deepened in color with his desire for me. He wants me just as much as I want him. I feel his cock through the denim of his jeans, and I want to climb up his body, but again, this isn’t me. I let my hand relax from his shirt and start to pull away.

      “I can’t, but if you ever meet someone named Duncan Preston, tell him hello from his midget and to be safe. Goodbye, Lieutenant. This has been one pleasure I will never forget. Please be safe yourself.”

      I pull out of his arms as he stares at me in shock, and turn to move as fast as my weak legs will carry me to my flatmates, who are beckoning me from the door. I grab their hands and pull them out of the pub.

      The whole time, I can’t stop thinking about how much I want that man. I want to turn around and rush back into the pub and take him up on his offer. I want more of those kisses, more of his large hands holding me.

      I begin to wonder if I’ll ever feel like that again. If I’ll ever feel so consumed by the desire for a man the way I did for him.
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      JUNE OUTSIDE DUNDEE SCOTLAND

      It’s been three months since we settled here in Scotland. The property Maya purchased includes a manor and individual cottages, allowing everyone in Securities International to scatter around the compound yet remain close by and safe. Timothy and Ian share a cabin by one of the lochs. Raul and Derek are in the carriage house. I’m currently staying in the manor with Maya, Duncan, and Daddy until the renovations are complete on the cottage I picked out, then my baby girl and I will have a beautiful home…if I can keep us both safe.

      My life has completely changed since that night in the pub. I’ve changed. Six years is enough time to alter anyone, but not even I recognize the person I’ve become. I moved to London as planned, and got my degree in interior design and art. Then soon after, I met Jonathan—my now estranged, sadistic husband. I never saw my Lieutenant again…until last December, when my brother, Duncan, and Maya invited me to lunch.

      I knew then I was risking Jonathan’s wrath that day by just having lunch with my own brother and my best friend. But Duncan had wanted me to meet his former captain, who was now his boss and owner of Securities International. Joshua Donovan. My Lieutenant. The only man to ever make my blood boil by just the mere thought of him.

      All those old feelings resurfaced, and I instantly wanted him again. But it was too late for us…for me. I was married and living in a nightmare.

      I didn’t want Joshua to know how much he still affected me, so I’d pretended I didn’t know him. I could see the shock on his face when he saw me, but thankfully, he had followed my lead and pretended he didn’t know me either.

      That lunch ended with me rushing out of the restaurant and escaping into the memories of Lieutenant and Angel. I had detoured back to the same pub where Joshua and I had first met, instead of heading straight home. And I sat there in my unbuttoned mid-length trench coat and unwrapped leopard print scarf, nursing a drink.

      The scarf was the only thing that had any color, any semblance of the old me. Jonathan had controlled so much of my life by that point. He would never allow me to wear any bright colors; my wardrobe had consisted of taupe, gray, or tan. And never anything that showed off my body.

      I remember worrying my little act of defiance might get my daddy or Duncan hurt. I already knew I would be punished, there was no doubt about that. I wanted out! I wanted a real life, my own life again. Filled with terror and excitement, I lifted my phone to call Maya for help. But before I could even pull up her name, Jonathan was there, violently pulling me from the pub.

      I was unable to walk for days after that night. The soles of my feet were torn and bleeding from the whipping Jonathan did to them alone. That was also the night he cut my neck. He wanted to show me how easy it would be for him to kill me. He threatened to kill Joshua, too.

      Up until that point, I was more determined than ever to get out; but once he said Joshua’s name, I knew I would comply with whatever he said, whatever he wanted, once again. As long as Joshua was still alive in this world, there would always be hope; but if he was dead, all hope would be gone.

      Then a month later my world changed, and I knew I had to find the strength to get away from Jonathan…for me and my unborn child.

      The day I learned I was pregnant was the day I had planned my escape. But I knew I would have to take something with me to guarantee my safety. Evidence of all his wrongdoings.

      I was terrified. I still am most of the time. The panic attacks started shortly after we moved here. Then the nightmares set in. I worry Jonathan will take my daughter away and kill my family and friends. I can hear his voice in my ear, pulling me down every day. I need to keep my disgraces hidden from my family, hide my scars—inside and out. They’d all treat me differently if they knew the extent of the torture I went through.

      After all the abuse from Jonathan, it’s no wonder I have issues with my pregnancy. The doctor keeps reminding me I need to gain weight, plus I’m dealing with high blood pressure and being monitored in the hopes I don’t develop preeclampsia.

      I live in fear every day that I'm not strong enough, but I have to be, because this thing with Jonathan is far from over. So here I am, feeling like a beached whale in my yoga gear and sweating like crazy as Maya teaches me self-defense tactics.

      “Let’s try this again, Ana. Focus this time. You need to surprise your opponent. Cup your hands and quickly slam them against their ears. Again remember don’t really hit me.” I step forward but my vision blurs and the room tilts. I blink, trying to get control of my senses. Through the fuzziness I see Maya’s brows furrow in concern. “Why don’t we take a break?”

      Maya pushes down the rope, steps out of the boxing ring we’re practicing in, and walks over to the stereo system. The pounding, angry rock music is replaced with the calmer sounds of Natasha Bedingfield. When Maya exercises or trains she likes to listen to classic rock or heavy metal. I prefer pop rock and current hits. Jonathan only listened to classical music. I hate listening to that now. Too many bad memories.

      “Take a sit before you fall over,” Maya demands as she rejoins me in the padded ring. “Let’s practice your Lamaze.”

      The calm breathing techniques and my yoga breathing help. I have an appointment with my doctor later today; I’m going to have to tell him about the lightheadedness and dizzy spells.

      I stretch my arms over my head and stare at the ceiling as I think of Joshua. How we ended up here is something I'll never understand. I thought I'd never see him again. I thought he would be married and settled down with someone else by now. I never thought he would still be single.

      Joshua accompanies me to most of my appointments. He stays in the auto and doesn’t try to interact with me too much. It just confirms he doesn’t want to be with me and never did. Why would he? I’m nothing special.

      Wait…I am trying to fix my internal voice. I'm strong, I'm a fighter. I'll survive this, and I have a beautiful soul. I repeat the mantra in my head. I'm hoping I'll believe it soon.

      “Feeling better?” Maya asks, pulling me from my internal argument.

      “I'm good. Just got winded. I feel like I'm huge, but I'm only twenty-seven weeks along. Thank goodness I start my final trimester in a few days.”

      “I think you look beautiful. Are they doing another ultrasound today?”

      “No, I don't believe so.” I smile at her.

      I’ve made sure no one comes into the exam room with me. I hate to deceive my best friend, but I don’t want anyone to know about my complications. I don’t want them to look at me with any more pity than they already do.

      “Ready to continue, or do you want to call it quits for the day?”

      “Let’s continue.” I reach out for her to help me up.

      JOSHUA

      “To angels in dark places,” I toast, and she smiles.

      “Not so bad is it?” She notices I don’t cough or grimace.

      I lean forward.

      “Angel, Jack Daniels was my grandfather’s drink of choice,” I whisper in her ear.

      “Okay…so I guess the joke is on me,” she laughs. Her smile is bright and full of life. Her lips and the very tip of her tongue have me mesmerized.

      “Next shot, Angel.” I watch her mouth, not wanting this to end yet.

      “To being safe and bringing our loved ones home.” Her statement causes me to pause. Does she have a boyfriend fighting?

      Bugger Me!

      We take our shots, her face is flushed, and I know she's going to make a run for it. Her tongue snakes out to lick off the remnants of whiskey from her lips, and I can't help myself, I need to taste her.

      I reach for the back of her neck and pull her into me. My lips land on hers, and she gasps. My tongue slips into her mouth at the invitation. Between the alcohol and her, my head is swimming. I want this girl. She's my angel. I explore her mouth and her body relaxes into mine. I wrap my other arm around her waist and pull her closer. She slides her arms up my chest and around my shoulders, fitting her body into mine. It takes everything in me not to lift her up and carry her from this pub. I know we're making a scene, but I don't care. She's all I care about right now. We part and catch our breaths. Again, I lean down to whisper in her ear.

      “Angel, come with me. We’ll only have tonight, but I want you.” I kiss the shell of her ear and her body trembles.

      “I can’t, but if you ever meet someone named Duncan Preston, tell him hello from his midget and to be safe. Good bye, Lieutenant. This has been one pleasure I will never forget. Please be safe yourself.” She's disengaged her body from mine and is practically running from the pub, her friends following close behind.

      She hesitates at the door but doesn’t turn back.

      I want to kill this Duncan Preston for leaving such a beautiful lassie alone. She kissed me back though, so maybe this Preston tosser isn't that important.

      I lick my lips and taste her on them. Bugger me that was a kiss. I want to chase after her, but instead I watch as her long, wavy blond hair sways around her compact curvy body as she walks away. Her heart shaped arse taunting me, causing my jeans to tighten.

      

      I come awake from the dream. My body reacts just as it did all those years ago. My cock is hard and throbbing. The weight of the sheet makes it ache. I can still taste her on my tongue, the smell of cherry-blossoms overpowers my senses. Bloody hell. I groan as I sit up in bed, scrubbing my face.

      I did end up meeting Duncan Preston, who’s now one of my closest mates. Imagine my surprise when I found out that tosser is her brother, and imagine my greater surprise when I ran into her in December and saw how bad her marriage had gotten. She's now my company's newest high-value protectee and pregnant with her wanker of a husband’s baby.

      I know there's more to the story than what she told us that night at Maya's DC flat. No longer the brave young girl from the pub, she’s skittish and wary among all of us. All I want to do is protect her and return her faith in humanity…especially men.

      For some reason, she acts like she doesn’t know me and tries to avoid me. I keep up with that status quo because it seems to be what she wants, but I don’t make it easy.

      I get out of bed and prepare to go to the gym Maya had built inside one of the many barns around the compound. I need to burn off some of this sexual tension before Ana’s appointment later today. I escort her to all her doctor appointments. Maybe I’ll talk to her this time, find out why she’s pretending.

      I want to claim her, make her mine, like she should have been all those years ago. But I don’t.

      I’m so screwed.
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      “Okay, Ana, let’s try something new. When I come at you, put your arm straight out, palm toward me, real fast. You want to hit the nose area with the lower part of your palm. Don't really hit me though, okay?” Maya instructs as we start to practice again.

      I can do this.

      “All right, Maya.” I try to calm my nerves.

      “Don't over extend. Wait until I'm close. I don't want you to fall. Okay? Remember your center of gravity is different right now. Plus, if you act like you're not going to react, it'll startle your attacker more.”

      Maya takes an attacker’s stance and prepares to rush me.

      “What in the bloody hell are you doing!” a loud, angry voice yells, and I about jump out of my skin.

      Maya and I both swing around to see Joshua walking directly toward us.

      “You could've hurt her, Maya,” he barks again.

      “For your information, Josh, I'm teaching her how to protect herself. She’s perfectly safe,” Maya replies angrily.

      “What the bloody hell am I for? I protect her. She doesn't need to lose her balance and fall.”

      My pulse spikes and my body trembles in reaction to his raised voice. Instantly, my mind flashes back to Jonathan. I need to calm myself; but between the workout, Joshua’s anger, and my memories, I'm lost.

      Joshua’s and Maya’s voices are faint, like they’re at the other end of a long, dark tunnel. I step back, lower my head, and drop to my knees. My hands rest on my knees, assuming a subservient pose, as I was trained to do. And I wait for him to calm. For him to command me. The strange thing is, I'm grounded in this position, and that’s when I realize what I've done. “Um, Ana, what're you doing?” Maya asks.

      This is what Jonathan made me do when he was angry. I hear the words in my head and pray I didn't say them aloud. I try to think and come up with an excuse. Something, anything, but the memories flood my system. Adrenaline and panic rises and flows, and I know I could wait here for hours.

      “I'm sorry! It won't happen again. I promise. Please forgive me,” I beg, the tears start to fall and I know I'm about a minute from losing it. I've hidden most of the panic attacks from Maya and Duncan, but now she'll know.

      My hair shields my face, but I know they can hear the tears in my voice. Joshua immediately jumps up into the ring and drops to his knees in front of me.

      “Ana, I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to yell. Please stand up; I'll help you.”

      I cover my face and cry into my hands. I can’t let them see me like this. How did I let myself become this woman? He rises and steps back from me, and I know I repulse him.

      “I'm sorry, Ana. Please stand up.” He's begging me now.

      “I can't. I'm sorry. I just reacted. This is what Jonathan wanted me to do when he got angry,” I admit.

      Now I’ve said it out loud.

      “Ana, stand up,” Maya says quietly, also begging me.

      Joshua walks back over to me, and reaches down and pushes my hair from my face. “Ana, can I help you up?” he asks me in almost a whisper.

      “Yes, please.” I raise my hand up but keep my head bowed, he grabs my hand and pulls me up. He's careful not to touch me any more than that.

      He steps back again, and I swear I hear him whisper, “Sorry, Angel.”

      “What'd you say,” I gasp, and snap my head up to look him in the eyes. He didn't just say that. Oh God, no. He can't remember that girl now. Not now. Not when I've shown how damaged I am.

      “I said sorry, Ana,” he says, but I can read the expression in his eyes…pity.

      “That is not what I heard.” I stare at him and instantly know. He remembers. But why act like he doesn’t?

      Maya and I talked about it last month. I decided I had made something out of nothing. Maybe I was the only one who felt something that day. I know love is real for some people, but not for me. I'm no good for my Lieutenant.

      “Here's to angels in dark places.” Maya gasps and Joshua groans as I turn and exit as fast as I can from the gym.

      I need to get out of here before the wracking sobs can break free from my soul. I'm not that girl anymore, and I don't know if I ever will be. I'm a shell of a woman. A broken and damaged woman.

      JOSHUA

      She chooses now to respond to those memories, and I can't chase her. I can't be there for her.

      Before I can even fully process that thought, Maya throws a punch, which doubles me over.

      “What the bugger was that for?” I groan.

      “I told you not to hurt her. You sod off, motherfucking, crazy SOB. You’re Lieutenant, and you knew she was Angel. She thought you'd forgotten. I couldn't tell her you knew all along.”

      “Of course I knew who she was. From the moment I met Duncan I knew who she was. How could I ever forget her?” I groan again as I try to catch my breath.

      “Why didn't you say something sooner to her?” She steps back, and I see her preparing.

      “It doesn't change anything,” I reply as I prepare to defend myself.

      “What do you mean it doesn't change anything?” She swings again, this time to the other side, and I don't block her.

      If I fight her, Duncan will kick my arse, so I allow her to hit me.

      “You're the reason…” she’s yelling and prepping for a kick.

      “What the ever loving fuck are you talking about?” I yell. She swings around in her kick, and this time I deflect and wait. She kicks again, and I push her back.

      “Come on, partner, I'm going to wipe this gym floor with your ass. You started all this. You proved a long time ago what kind of man you were when you betrayed her and lied to her.” She gets into her stance and prepares to show me that double black belt she has.

      “I have no idea what you're talking about. I swear to God, Maya, I won't take it easy on you. Don't attack me again.” I'll hit her this time. I know she will eventually beat me, but she will hurt too. She wants to be an equal, I'll treat her like an equal. I just hope my mum never finds out I hit a woman.

      “What're you afraid of? This girl is going to kick your ass.” She steps to the side and swings a double punch just below my rib cage.

      “Maya, don't do it!” Duncan bellows from the door.

      Distracted, I swing my head around to look at him, and that's all she needed. She lands a punch with more force than I thought she had in her body. My breath whooshes from my body and I double over.

      I warned her.

      I rise up and stretch, checking myself. I swing at her. She steps into the swing, deflecting, and upper cuts my ribs. She then steps back. Damn, she's fast.

      “Joshua, I could've ended you, but then again maybe he will.” She points at a pissed off Duncan, now standing outside the ring and preparing to launch himself in. He's warned all of us guys if we take her on he'll end us.

      “Anyone want to tell me what the fuck is going on here, and why my sister ran out of here like she was being chased?” He's angry and trying to get to us. He distracts Maya enough for me to return the favor. I hit her in the ribs, opposite of where she got hurt a few months ago. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Duncan barreling down on me, and again Maya gets the jump on me. She swings her leg in a kick right to my gut, I'm doubled over, and Duncan is going to kill me. She steps in front of him between us. I want to hit her again, but I won't hit her with her back turned. I really need to have the guys work with her, she's good.

      “Duncan, stop, I deserved it. Besides, it wasn't the side I fractured, still hurts like a bitch though. It's about time someone went hand-to-hand with me. You keep scaring the guys off from sparring with me, and you won't really spar with me. You hold back.”

      “Never fear, Maya, I'll kick your bloody arse if you punch me again.” I try to laugh, but the pain is too intense.

      “Maya, Joshua, what's up with my sister?”

      “Duncan, your fiancée here was teaching your very pregnant sister defensive moves. I saw, I yelled, and she ran. Sorry, mate.” I shrug at him.

      What can I say? I didn't know my anger would throw her into some kind of weird reaction. I should've guessed it though. I know all about a battered woman.

      “Sod off, you bloody wanker, you know you can't yell around her,” he yells at me, and his muscles tense. I'm preparing for him to punch me, and I know the force behind his punches will knock me out.

      “Duncan, it was worse this time. She dropped to her knees and begged for forgiveness. That fucker did some cruel shit to her. She about had a panic attack when she realized what she'd done,” Maya says as she touches his chest.

      “I don't doubt he did cruel stuff to her, but why are you two fighting? What's going on in here?” Her touch visibly calms him. Holy hell.

      “She was teaching Ana defensive moves. I told you that already.” I hope it ends here, because if anything else is revealed, I'll get my arse kicked by him. I know it. He protects Ana and Maya unequivocally.

      “Baby? Is that true?” She looks at me, then back to Duncan, and I see her soften too. The two strongest people I know calm each other.

      Interesting.

      “Yes, Duncan, it's true. She needs to know how to defend herself if Jonathan comes after her. Joshua, we aren't done discussing this.” She's giving me a hard look, but I walk away and out of the gym. I head back to my cottage to shower and get ready for the day.

      I’ll talk to Ana when I take her to her appointment. I need to make her understand I wasn't trying to hurt her. What Maya said confuses me, I don't understand what she meant by it was my fault. I'll also discuss these panic attacks. Maybe it's time for her to call Derek and Maya's friend.
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      He knew.

      I can't believe he knew who I was and never said anything. I know six years isn’t long enough to forget someone, but he acted like he didn’t know me, so I assumed. Bloody hell was I wrong. Maybe he just didn’t want to remember me. Maybe Jonathan was right, and I’m forgettable. Well, Jonathan always said I wasn't that special, I was lucky to have him. Looks like he was right, my Lieutenant didn't even care about me.

      I went back to that pub every day for over two years hoping to see him again, even after I transferred from Royal Holloway. The hour long cab rides every day showed me what an idiot I was.

      Jonathan told me after I married him he knew I went back, and was angry. I regretted walking away that day. I even hoped he would return after Jonathan and I started dating.

      Joshua still looks as handsome as ever. His light brown hair is in a long flattop cut with the sides shaved close and the top long. He now has a darker brown scruffiness along his chin, and a mustache. His gunmetal blue eyes were so expressive when he looked at me. Eyes that can't hide the years of war. His body is more chiseled and stronger looking than when he was younger. His powerful leg muscles flexed with every step. When he kneeled in front of me, his thighs strained the legs of his black shorts. He still makes me feel small next to him; he's not as tall as Daddy or Duncan but still tall. His shoulders are so wide. My body still wants him, responds to him. I thought I was broken, but when he touched me, tingles prickled along my skin.

      I had to break down in front of him. How stupid of me. I was gutted instantly when I looked at the pity in his eyes. Maybe he doesn't like me for allowing a man to treat me the way Jonathan did.

      He'll never want me. Jonathan would tell me he ruined me for any other man. I'm starting to believe he was right.

      As I walk into my bathroom, I strip out of my clothes and the sobs start. I need to get the shower started so no one can hear me. Turning the faucets to warm, I turn around and crank my speaker. The sounds of Coldplay start and I step into the shower as the first sob tears from my body. I sit down in the shower and let the pain wash over me.

      How did I let my life come to this?

      My hands rub across the scars on my feet and along the puckered skin at my hip. I can’t even touch the scars on my back without cringing. I let this happen to me.

      How?

      I was ready to do things with my life.

      My hair falls around me as I bow my head between my arms and wrap myself into a ball.

      I'm tired of living this way. I need to make a change, but I don’t know how. I drop my arm and gently rub my baby bump. For her, I can do this.

      I don't know how long I sit in the shower and cry, but I know it's been a while because the song has changed a couple times. I stand up on shaky legs and start to wash myself.

      I have a doctor's appointment today and want to shop some more for the nursery. Getting out of the shower, I catch my reflection in the mirror, and see how swollen my eyes are from crying.

      Thank goodness for cover-up. Being with Jonathan, I've become a pro at covering up bruises. Puffy eyes won't be an issue as long as I don't let someone look at me too closely.

      Normally I dress in leggings and a baby doll dress with flats, but today I decide to ditch the leggings. I grab the turquoise scarf dress and tube top Maya bought me last year. I wish I could have accepted it then, but Jonathan would never have let me wear it. Maya says if I like it, we can order some more. I tie the dress in a way that flatters my figure and shows my blossoming pregnancy, while also keeping my scars hidden. The bright turquoise pattern makes me smile. Deep in my mind, I hope Joshua will like what he sees, even though I know I can’t be with him.

      Slipping into a pair of ballet flats, I head out to look for Daddy, and find him sitting in one of the large overstuffed chairs in the library. I watch him for a little while from the doorway. I know I've put him through so much in the last year. There’s more gray coloring his dark hair now. He's still handsome; I don't understand why he never remarried. I know he was pursued, but he’s never been with another woman. He misses Mum so much. I wish I could've known her. He had to be both my mum and my daddy.

      “Hello, Daddy.” No matter how old I get, I'll always call him Daddy.

      “Hello, my darling. What are your plans for the day?” He smiles at me and just like when I was a kid, I calm. His dark eyes dance, but I see the wrinkles crinkle on the sides.

      “I'm going to head over to check on the renovations of my house. I have a doctor's appointment today, and I want to do some shopping.”

      “Okay, darling, be careful and have a good day.” He goes back to reading his book.

      “I love you, Daddy.” I lean down and kiss his forehead. I love him more for the sacrifices he made for me.

      “I love you too.” He again smiles at me.

      I was surprised when we settled here, and Daddy was already waiting for us. If I had to go through this without him, it would be much harder on me. He's always been there for me.

      As I'm walking out to one of the Rovers, I see Derek approaching from one direction and Joshua from the other. Crap. I don't want to talk to Joshua yet. I head toward Derek. The rules are I can't leave the property without at least two guards.

      “Hello, Derek. Do you have any plans for the day?” Joshua pauses in his steps as he heads toward us. He's still a bit away, but he heard me.

      “No, not really. Why, sweet thing, you need some help?” He always acts like he’s flirting with me and it’s sweet. I know his flirtation is meaningless, but it makes me smile.

      “I have some things to do in town, want to escort me?” I see Joshua picking up speed to try to get to me. I jump into the driver's seat of the SUV and wait for Derek. Joshua says I'm only allowed to drive on the compound for my safety. I'm so tired of all the rules, but I know they exist for their safety as much as for mine.

      I look longingly at the new Mercedes GLA Maya bought me. I'm not allowed to take it out and have to ride in the Rovers instead because they're bulletproof.

      “Okay, gorgeous, let's go,” Derek jokes.

      I take off fast, knowing I'm being childish, but I can't face Joshua yet. I really don't want to see the pity in his eyes. I know I couldn't handle that.

      “Sweet thing, settle down! You almost threw rocks at Bossman. I think he's trying to get our attention.”

      “He might be, but, Derek, please, just you right now.” I smile sweetly at him, hoping he doesn't push the issue, and slow the car to a crawl.

      “Where are we going?” I see the challenge starting, I know the rules, but I can't do this right now.

      I look in the rearview mirror and see Joshua pull out his cell phone.

      “My cottage, the doctor's, and shopping.” I again smile sweetly.

      “You know you need two of us, looks like Bossman wants to be the second.”

      I look into the rearview mirror again and see him standing in the driveway talking on his cell. He doesn't look happy, and he knows my schedule almost better than I do.

      “Please, Derek. It’s been a rough morning. Just you right now. I swear I'll be good,” I repeat my plea.

      “I won't put you or the baby at risk, Ana. Don't make me be the bad guy. Besides, Bossman, Maya, and Duncan will kill me if something happens to you.”

      “Fine, Timothy or Raul. Preferably Raul if I have a choice.” I give in because I don't want anything to happen to my baby either.

      “Want to talk about it? I heard Duncan yelling earlier.”

      I continue the short drive to my cottage.

      “Not at this moment. I'm tired and stressed right now. I want to be a normal person for a few hours. I need to forget I was stupid and naïve, forget how much danger you’re all in because of me,” I confess.

      “Ana, we do this because we care about you. You're not stupid, and I doubt you were naïve. If you remember correctly, Jonathan threatened the people you love, and you were just trying to protect them. Do you want Maya to come along too?” he asks as he turns to look at me, scrutinizing me.

      I reach into my bag to grab my sunglasses and put them on, hiding the signs of my break down earlier. “You don't know everything, but thank you. As for Maya, she'll just want to talk about what happened, and I don't want to right now.”

      We pull up to my cottage as my phone rings. Maya’s name flashes on the screen and I press ignore. I'm not ready to discuss Joshua with her. I won't discuss what happened in the gym either, and I really will not discuss why I'm running right now. I'm so embarrassed by my actions, I showed them another small piece of my hell, and I can't allow them into it. Derek watches me ignore her call and shakes his head.

      “I'll call and see if Raul is available to go into town for the day,” he says in a calming voice.

      “Is your father going to be making a trip this way soon?” I like Derek’s father, Gregory. He and my father are good friends, and I know he cares for Maya.

      “Not for a month or so. Dad wants to finish getting the new office set up, and doesn't want to give away your location.” I get out of the Rover and hand him the keys, leaving him to place his call.

      My home is me. It’s colorful with open windows and light-colored flooring. Four bedrooms and four bathrooms decorated to my specifications. It is truly a reflection of my style, and nothing like the flat I shared with Jonathan.

      The kitchen is an open concept with a breakfast nook. I picked stone and wood countertops to match the white cabinets with pale green accents, along with stainless steel appliances, two sinks, a big commercial stove and a commercial sized double door refrigerator. I made sure to include many extras for cooking and baking. I love to cook. This is going to be my favorite room.

      Next to the nook, off the kitchen, is an informal family or gathering room. I’m planning to set up a television area here with toys for my baby girl to play with. I will also have a formal dining room, sitting room, two offices, a guest room, and bathroom on the main floor. The master suite, nursery, and another en suite room are on the second floor. At the back of the cottage is a small garden with a patio. I hope to set up a small swing set and play area back there.

      With my degree in interior design, I've put as many personal touches to the whole cottage as I could. Extra murals on the walls and some of my own personal paintings and charcoals reflect my love of art. I feel exposed displaying my art work, but only a few people know they’re mine. My father brought them with him. Most of it is from before Jonathan. He wouldn't let me draw or sketch and always told me it was a useless talent and I was no good.

      My office is set up for me to work and for my art. After the divorce is final, I might start doing some design work for money to earn my way, instead of continuing to live off Maya and Duncan. I finally feel like I will have a place of my own, my daughter's space and mine.

      I haven't told anyone I'm having a girl yet, or that I've picked a name for her. I'm waiting because I know Daddy and Duncan might have some issues with the name.

      I'm excited to see her and raise her in this wonderful home. I’ve been spending extra money to spoil her. Maya laughs and tells me to not worry when I bring up money, and says this is what her parents would want. She insisted on a top of the line security system and a few upgrades of her own. She will also help me paint the baby's nursery.

      I'm still walking through my new home when Derek joins me to say Raul will be riding along with us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          ANA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My phone rings again as we leave the compound to head for town. It’s Joshua this time, and I again press the ignore button. Raul's phone then starts going off from the front seat. He shakes his head as he answers it.

      “Hello, Bossman. Yes, she's with us.” Raul pauses. “Yes, sir.” He hangs up and says nothing to me.

      I stare out the window and ignore the questions in the air. I won’t discuss this right now. I look up toward the front and watch my security team, but they're more than that now—they’re my friends, my family. They've both given up their lives for mine. Derek even moved to a new country.

      Why? I need to know.

      “Why did you give up your lives for me?” I ask them.

      Raul turns to look at me where I’m seated behind Derek. Derek looks in the mirror at me. They both have looks of shock on their faces.

      “Ana, I had nothing keeping me in DC. I go where Maya goes. She's my family, so that makes you my family. Besides, with my dad getting the job in London, it was only a matter of time before I moved here too.” He shrugs at me.

      I look then at Raul.

      “This is just a job to you?” I ask him.

      “No, Ana, you're not a job. Duncan, Joshua, Ian, and Timothy are my brothers. What we forged in the war has bonded us. I’d give my life for yours. It's what I do. Duncan and Joshua would do the same. I think of you as a little sister. Besides, I like Scotland. We used to come here every summer when I was a teenager.” He smiles at the end, but I see the look in his eyes, it's the look my brother gets when he remembers the war.

      “If I haven't said it before let me say it now, thank you.” I smile at them both, and look out the window. I'm so lucky, yet I feel unworthy of it.
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      As the day progresses, my phone goes off several more times. I finally get tired of it and turn it off. Derek’s and Raul’s both start going off regularly after that. I hear Derek tell Maya to give me a break for a few. He yells at Joshua to just leave it be. Raul answers politely and responds quietly. Neither of them question me.

      My doctor's appointment doesn't go well. My blood pressure is still high, and they're starting to worry. I can’t tell the doctor about my break down or the panic attacks; I’ve already talked them out of meds once. I get some shopping done for the baby and order more furniture for the cottage. I also have the guys take me to the local art shop so I can order the supplies I'll need after I move in. My sketching has been calming, but I need a couple easels and tables for the studio.

      I tried to spend most of the day in town in hopes everyone would leave me alone when I got home. We had dinner at a small café, both Derek and Raul tried to keep the mood light with Derek cracking most of the jokes.

      When we pull up to the manor house, Maya, Duncan, Joshua, and even Daddy are standing on the porch. The guard at the entrance of the compound must have called and warned them we had returned. I'm barely out of the Rover when Joshua starts in, he is right at my door, blocking me between his body and the SUV.

      “Where the bloody hell have you been? Why did you turn off your phone, and why the hell are you sitting in the front seat?” He's not yelling, but I can feel the anger coming from him. He's trying to keep it in control, but I feel it. Panic rises inside me, but I push it down in hopes of not embarrassing myself again.

      “I went shopping, had a doctor's appointment, and Raul said I could sit up front for a bit,” I say quietly, ignoring the part about my phone. “I had two guards, even though I tried to get Derek to leave with just him. And you know my schedule, you knew where I was.” I watch as Joshua takes that in.

      “Why is your phone off,” Joshua asks again. And again I don’t answer him.

      “Ana, how was the appointment? I was supposed to go with you.” Maya walks up behind Joshua. She looks hurt, I know she senses something is wrong with me.

      “I'm sorry, Maya, I'm just tired. The doctor said the baby is fine.” I won't tell them about my blood pressure, they'll just worry more about me.

      “Ana, what else did he say?” Joshua asks, knowing I'm hiding something.

      Damn him!

      “Nothing, it's late, and I'm tired. Please let me go. It's not your concern.” I feel the old me start to stand up, I want to fight with him. I want to be strong. I'm tired of letting men walk over me and make me feel second rate. He steps back as if I smacked him. I take advantage of the space and step around him toward the front of the vehicle, and start to walk to the house.

      “Excuse me.” I hear the change in his voice instantly. Raul steps back, but Derek steps up to my side. Maya steps up to me too, but the others all stay back as if they're waiting for him to do something.

      “Ah hey, guys, let's just go inside and get a nice cup of herbal tea for Ana and relax.” Derek is always trying to defuse the situation.

      He puts his hand on my lower back to lead me past Maya, Joshua, and the group. I see the war waging behind Joshua's eyes, he wants to continue this conversation right here. He's also looking at Derek and his hand carefully.

      “Derek, tea sounds nice, but my feet are hurting, and I have a headache. We can all talk tomorrow, good night.” We walk toward the house with the group following behind. Derek leans in to kiss my cheek.

      “Good night, sweet girl, I'll pick you up at eleven hundred to go back into town. Get some rest.” Derek and Raul leave.

      “What? Why do you have to go back into town?” Joshua asks.

      I really don't want to do this now, but I guess I'm going to have to.

      “I have to go in for an ultrasound, and another test, plus Isabella's crib is in. I got the call earlier.”

      “Isabella!” my father and Duncan say in unison, both clearly shocked.

      “Yes, I'm having a girl, and I decided to name her after Mum. Is that all right, Daddy?” I hope he's okay with this.

      “Oh, darling, it's wonderful! I love it, and I know your mum would have loved it too.” He walks up to hug me, pushing through the others that are now standing around Maya's foyer.

      “Pay up, big guy, I was right,” Maya says as she smiles at Duncan.

      “Wait, back up. Why do you need an ultrasound, and what other tests do you need?” Joshua asks.

      Leave it to him to bypass the name and baby girl part. I was hoping everyone would be so excited about her name they wouldn't pay much attention to the rest.

      “Nothing important. It's normal at this stage,” I explain, hoping to deflect.

      “No, it isn't. I've been reading, and I know the doctors only do ultrasounds at this stage if there are complications. Please, Ana, what aren’t you telling us?”

      He's been reading? Why?

      “Joshua, please stop. You're not pregnant, I am. If my doctor wants to run a million tests, who am I to stop him? Besides, how many babies have you had, or pregnant woman have you been around?”

      “None, but I told you, I've been reading the books. Please! What's going on?”

      I see the look of fear in his eyes, but I can't stay here and have this conversation.

      “Look, I need to lie down. I'm supposed to avoid stress.” I turn to head up the stairs to my room.

      “Maya and I will take you to town tomorrow.”

      I whip around too fast and immediately feel a little dizzy. The next thing I know, I begin to fall. Joshua jumps to my side before I do more than wobble a bit.

      “Ana, please be careful,” he groans, then swings me up into his arms and cradles me against his chest.

      “Ana, are you really okay?” Maya asks, pointedly looking at my feet, which are now in full view as Joshua holds me. “Ana, your feet!”

      I look where she’s pointing to see my feet are swollen inside my ballet flats.

      “Well, that happens when a woman is pregnant.”

      I still feel a little dizzy, but the doctor warned me this could happen. If they think I can't take care of myself, they won't let me move into my cottage.

      I need to be strong for Isabella.

      “Please put me down. I'm fine.”

      “I got ya.” His drawl comes out. Joshua takes the stairs two at a time, carrying me to my room.

      “Joshua, slow down! You're going to drop me.” I'm feeling a bit dizzier with all the movement. “Stop now, Joshua,” I beg.

      I rest my head against his chest and do my best not to enjoy it. I desperately need to get control of my equilibrium.

      “I got you.” As we enter my room with all the boxes lining the walls, he looks around, and asks, “Are you going somewhere, Ana?”

      “I'm moving into the cottage tomorrow. Now, please, put me down. I feel like I'm going to be sick.”

      “Ana, I don't think you moving out is such a good idea. You got dizzy and almost fell, plus your feet are incredibly swollen. How was your blood pressure today?”

      “Those are none of your concern. Put. Me. Down. Now.”

      “I rather like you here. We can talk without you walking away.”

      “We have nothing to discuss.”

      He leans his head closer to me. “Yes, we do, Angel.”

      I gasp as he says his nickname for me. “No! Please, Joshua, put me down. I'm very tired, and I have a headache.” I feel the tears and the tickle in my nose. I'm so afraid I’m about to start crying in front of him.

      “Please, Angel, talk to me. I'm worried about you. I thought you didn't recognize me.”

      “I thought you didn't recognize me either. Besides, it was nothing but a wager.” He can't know how much I really cared about him then…and especially how much I still do.
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