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			Chapter 1

			Devlin kept an eye on his client. Serenity Rangers was so calm, but he had a feeling that on the inside, she was raging hot. Her mother. If you knew the two of them, you’d understand that statement right away, he thought. But her mother was a narcissistic bitch who needed someone to take her to task in a big sort of way. Not only that, but it wouldn’t hurt the older woman to be put away someplace that she couldn’t bother others. She was royally pissing off her daughter. And he understood now why Sen was asked to bring an attorney with her when she came to the reading of the will.

			“I was his sister. Why didn’t he leave me more than just a little bit of money?” The attorney for the firm that was reading the will pointed out that she was left with ten thousand dollars. Not a paltry sum by any means. “But he left her all the rest of the money. How is that fair when I was his sister?”

			He was reasonably sure that the furniture in the large conference room understood that she was his sister; she’d said it so many times now. Devlin’s head was killing him, and he’d only been sitting here for the last hour and a half. He couldn’t understand how someone could live with her and not have all sorts of ailments. 

			“Ms. Debra Ranger, that’s the extent of the will reading for you. You may wait in the lobby or go home. There is no more reason for you to wait around for the rest.” Debra asked if there was more money going to her daughter. “There is no reason for you to know what else is in the will unless Ms. Serenity wants you to know.”

			“Mother, just go. If there is anything else, I’ll let you know. We just have to clear away the house in my name and the money that he left me.” She said she should have gotten the house. “Well, I guess he figured that you had one and didn’t need anything else. Just go, please, before I have a migraine again and have to go to the doctors. That will delay me getting to talk to you, too.”

			“All right, but you take notes on what you get. That way, I can sue you for it later. There is no point in you getting more than I did because he was—”

			“Yes, mother, he was your brother. And since everyone knows that now, you don’t have to keep repeating it. Just go home, and I’ll call you later. If I’m not sick. You know how I get when I have a migraine.” She said she didn’t want to be around her when she was throwing up again. “Like you ever hung around when I was sick anytime in my life. Just go, please.” 

			After Debra left, huffing and puffing about wills and money the entire time, Sen asked for ten minutes so that she could go to the bathroom and stave off her headache. Devlin felt sorry for the young woman and wanted to help her, so he was going to do his best to make sure that things were settled for her before he left her. Things would just need to be filed, and he might even do that for her; he felt that badly for her. When she came back, she looked as if she’d been crying, and he wanted to protect her from her mother. The woman was a terrible person to be around.

			“I’m all right now. You said that he left me their home. I’m most excited about that.” The attorney for the firm he was there with said that now that her mother was gone, he could talk business with her. “You mean I don’t get the house? I’m sorry. I’ve been under a little bit of stress.” That was an understatement if he’d ever heard one.

			“Your uncle knew that your mother would be…let’s just say he knew your mother well and wanted to have her out of the room when the rest of the will was read. There’s quite a bit more to it than the small house they lived in. They both did very well for themselves, and in turn, you as well. The two of them left you a vast estate. And it all goes to you.” Sen said she didn’t understand. “They had houses all over the country and the world. There is money enough for you to enjoy a very happy life without ever having to work again. In addition to the house they lived in, there is jewelry, land, and money totaling up to be in the billions. They invested well and were lucky in the stock market, too.”

			

			“I’m sorry. Did you say they left me millions of dollars?” The man shook his head and said he’d said billions. “Billions with a b? My uncle and aunt left me billions of dollars when they died, and I’m somehow supposed to keep this from my mother? I think I’d have better luck cutting my arm off and her not noticing it. She’s dense but not stupid.”

			“He didn’t want you to keep it from her. He just wanted you to know what you were to get when you were alone with an attorney. As I said, he knew how your mother would be and that would have been difficult for you to have been able to understand what the will entails with her around. I’m sorry, but I do believe he had the right of it.” Sen nodded and said he was right. “You may tell her or not. She already knows you got the house and the rest of the estate. Your mother just has no idea how large the estate is until you wish to tell her. If you do at all.”

			“She’ll sue me for it, too.” Devlin told her that he’d make sure that things went her way if it came to that. “I know that, and you know that, but it won’t stop her from suing me. And she’ll expect to be able to visit all the homes, too. Billions of dollars, you said?”

			“Yes, my dear. There are billions of dollars when everything is totaled up.” She didn’t seem to be upset about the money so much as she was about her mother finding out. Not that he blamed her. The woman was going to cause all kinds of trouble when she did, too. He had a feeling that suing her daughter would be the least of Sen’s problems with her mother. “If you’re ready, we can begin to read the rest of the will so that you can have a better grip on what was left to you and the terms of the agreement.”

			“So there’s a catch.” He said only in that she had charities that needed to be taken care of as well. “So that money I have goes to them.”

			“How about we just let him read the will, and we’ll go from there. It might be that he has other money that goes to the charities that isn’t a part of your estate.” The attorney said that was true. “See. Let’s just get through this, and you’ll have a better understanding of what he wants you to do with some of the money that he’s left behind for you to take care of.” 

			By lunch time, the will had been gone over, and while he’d been taking notes, he noticed too that Sen did as well. She would also write down questions that she had as they went over the will, and he was quite proud of her. Being dropped into a situation like she had been, she was doing very well. The firm provided lunch to the three of them. It was just the break that Sen needed to get her shit together, as his big brother was forever saying about people.

			“There is a lot to do when you suddenly have money, isn’t there?” He said that he thought people with money who knew how to keep it had a lot to do. “I want to keep it all, but I know I’m going to have difficulties doing that. I don’t know the first thing about investments.” 

			“There is a firm here at the office that does that for you. He did it for your aunt and uncle and was said to be able to do that for you as well.” She said she’d forgotten about that. “That’s fine. You’re doing very well. I had no idea there was so much to the estate, or I might have brought more paper with me to take notes. I’m glad to see that you are as well.”

			“I don’t know how to do anything without taking notes. It’s what makes me a good clerk for Judge Rainer. I wonder if he knew.” He said that he would imagine that he did know. “I guess. He was really good about not giving me a heads-up. My mother would have found out. I have a feeling that my family wouldn’t have wanted Mom to know. I can understand that, too. She would have drained them dry before the ink was dry on the paperwork. I’m going to do the same thing, I think.”

			“Good for you. If I can help you in any way after this, you need only to call me. Or if you have any questions about what you’ve been told. I would love to be there for you.” He had a feeling that she’d call too. Not that she was stupid or anything like that, but because she’d get home and think about things and have questions for him. Devlin found he didn’t mind at all. “Now he’ll go over the estate part, where you’ll have to keep up with his charities. There aren’t that many, but they’ll need to be kept on top of. That shouldn’t be hard to do with the same firm for your investments. I’d get with them and see if you can learn what they’re doing so that you can make sound judgments when it’s time for you to decide on things.”

			

			“I will. That’s a good idea.” When she finished eating, he noticed that she neatly put her plate back on the stack of dirty ones. She was neat about everything that she did, he noticed, even taking her notes. “I’m a little overwhelmed right now. I know it’ll get better down the road, but right now all I can think of is how much there is to everything. My mother would have a fit if she were to find out about how vast this estate is. Then she’d want to spend it.” 

			“I did notice that about her. Does she work?” She said she’s been retired from life for a while now. “I’m not sure I know what that means.”

			“Sometimes I don’t either. She never worked, as far as I know, but she seems to have money when she wants something. Or she tries to take mine. I live all right, but when she comes around and wants me to treat her to a day of things, I run a little short. I guess I don’t have to worry about that anymore. I have become really good at telling her no.” He nodded as if he understood. And he did to a point. The more time he spent with Debra, the more he thought she was like his own mother. He wondered if she’d ever hit on Sen. He wouldn’t put it past her. Not like his mother beat them, but just hit her around enough to keep her in line with the way she was thinking. “I guess we’re ready to start again. I’m actually having fun here today. It’s something I’ve never done before, and I’m having a blast.”

			“I’m glad you are. It’s good to see you smiling.” He thought of how he wanted to protect her from people like her mom and thought that was silly of himself. He’d protect her from people like her mom without any trouble, he supposed, but it still bothered him that she had that effect on him. Not bothered, but it was weird that he did. “I have this brother that you should meet. He’s a vet. I think that the two of you would hit it off great. He’s neat as a pin, like you are.”

			“I don’t get out much. I don’t remember the last time I had a date. I’m forever working, and I love my job. Judge Rainer takes really good care of his staff.” He said that he knew him from college. “Yes, he teaches there a few days a week. I help him with that as well sometimes when he needs it.”

			“Have you thought of being an attorney? With the knowledge that you have, I’d bet you’d be a shoo-in.” She said she could certainly afford to become one now. “That you can.” They both laughed, and he sat down where he’d been sitting before the break.

			“No, as for being an attorney, I don’t think I’d like that. I’m not lazy or anything, but it seems like a lot of work to put into it for something that I don’t think I’ll like. I enjoy clerking for the judge, but that’s about the extent of my law classes I want to take. You’d have to be dedicated all the time, and I want to do things when I’m off work. Don’t you ever just want to be free of your tie and job?”

			“Some days more than others. Not today. It’s nice having someone who isn’t guilty of something trying to get off.” They both thought that was funny and were still laughing when David, he finally remembered his name, came back in the room with them. They still had a lot to go over, it seemed. 

			By the time they were finished, it was coming up on four o’clock. His mind was full, and he was sure that Sen was still as overwhelmed as she had been. But she was polite in thanking him for his help. The next thing he talked to her about was filing her name on everything that she had. He said he could do that for her as soon as next week. She was fine with that.

			“The next thing you should do is fill out a will. You have a lot of things that need to be done with your newfound wealth, and you don’t want to leave it to just anyone. I’d get on that soon so that it’s taken care of.” She asked him if she had to leave it all to her mother. “No. There is nothing that says you have to leave it to a relative at all. You can leave your money to whomever you wish. Is there something to do with your mother that you don’t want to include her in your will? Something that I should be looking out for?” 

			“I don’t know why that popped into my head like it did. It was as if you said that I needed a will, and I thought of her knocking me off for my money.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. She’s never beaten me before, but that’s a great deal of money that wasn’t left to her. And I’m going to not tell her either. But if she were to find out…”

			“You just have to be careful.” She nodded, and he was more worried for her than he was before. “I’d not tell her if I were you. You don’t have to tell her anything other than you were left the house and some money to make sure that it’s kept up with. If she finds out, then deal with that when it happens.”

			“I will and thank you again for your help today. I might still have questions, but for now, I think I got it. I’ll just have to take it one day at a time.” She smiled at him, and he felt that overwhelming need to protect her again. “I’ll call you if I have any questions for sure. Thanks again.”

			As he made his way home, he wanted to go by Ivan’s house and see if he smelled funny to him again. The last time he’d been around her, Ivan said he smelled of sunshine or something along those lines. It was weird how he wanted this woman in his life but knew that she wasn’t his mate. Time would tell, he supposed. But he was going to get the two of them together.

			~*~

			“I think you should allow me to live in the house with you. That way, I can keep track of you.” Her mom had been hounding her all evening about the house and money she told her that she got. “I’m going to put the money on my house so that I can borrow against it to buy me something bigger. I’ve always wanted a bigger house than your uncle and his wife.”

			“His name is Robert, and her name is Cindy. Please get it right.” Her head was beginning to hurt worse, and it had all to do with her mother. “I told you everything that I know. And no, you’re not living with me in the house. You have one, stay there. I want to live in the house alone and enjoy my solitude.”

			“Why are you so selfish all the time? It’s just a little house, and you should want to take care of me. I took care of you when you were little.” She explained to her for the fifth time that she’d been taken care of by nannies and had been in boarding school when it was time for her to go to school. “Well, I had to be there when you got home, didn’t I? It wasn’t always nannies and fun times for me, you know.”

			“No, you got to claim a daughter that you had nothing to do with until I was older.” Her mother didn’t like that, and she found that she didn’t care. “I’m going to be moving into the house over the next couple of weeks. After that, I’m going to make sure that I live alone for the rest of my life and work to make that happen. I don’t want you as a roommate. I have enough going on without you right up in my face all the time.” 

			“Well, aren’t you a selfish bitch. I see how you are. You get yourself some money and a house, and you’re suddenly too good to hang out with your own mother. I’m guessing that Robert left you secure in the house, too, didn’t he? Did he tell you to change the locks on the house? I have a key, you know. I got it once when he wasn’t aware. Fat lot of good it did me. They were forever home and never went anywhere, so I could get in. That’s just selfish of them, too. They had that nice place and wouldn’t allow me to live there with them either.”

			“You hated Aunt Cindy. Why on earth would you want to live there with them?” She said she got bored living alone. “Well, you’re going to have to get used to it because you’re not living with me. And I’ve already had the locks changed before I left the attorney’s office. He suggested it because I didn’t know who had keys.”

			“Selfish is all you’ve ever been, all your life. I don’t even know why I bother with you anymore. You never want to take me out.” She pointed out that she had money now to burn. “But you should be treating me to those things. I’m your mother, aren’t I?”

			“Yes, you are. But I’m an adult now and need my own privacy. I like my own company too. So live in your house, and I’ll live in mine. It’s the way it should be.” Mother huffed and stomped her foot. “That won’t do you a bit of good. I’ve made up my mind, and I’m going to stick to it. You have your own money from the estate. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

			“Then you’ll allow me to live with you.” She said that she was never living with her. “Why not? Damn it, Sen, you never were a good daughter to me. I just want you to allow me to live with you so that we can have fun together.”

			“You want me to spend my money on you, and I have to keep it for taxes and such in owning a new to me home.” She told her that she’d never paid taxes. “Then how are you living in that house without getting into trouble?”

			

			“I don’t know, and I don’t care so long as I can do it. You should find yourself a nice, rich husband and have him take care of the taxes so that you and I can have mother-daughter dates. That would be fun, wouldn’t it?” She said that she didn’t want to find a rich husband. “With your all right looks, it shouldn’t take much to find yourself one.”

			“It’s time for you to leave now.” Her mother said she’d only just gotten there. “You’ve been here too long. I’ve had enough of you picking at me, and it’s time you left. I have to go to work tomorrow, so I don’t want to see you for the rest of the week. Go do whatever you want with your money and leave me alone.”

			“Well, I never.” She could feel a headache coming on and didn’t want to deal with it with her mother. “You might call me up one of these days, and I won’t want to have anything to do with you. See how that will make you feel.”

			“I’ll take my chances.” As soon as her mother left, she put the chain on the door. If she convinced the landlord that she was able to get in again, she wanted something to slow her down. To think that she’d been feeling bad because her mother had been left out of the will, but for the ten grand that she’d gotten from the estate. “She’s the one who his selfish. I’ve never been around anyone like her in my life. I hope she doesn’t want to have fun with me again.”

			Her uncle and aunt had died just a little over a month ago. Her uncle had had a massive heart attack and died when he plowed into the back of a bunch of cars while driving, and that had killed her aunt by nearly decapitating her in the process. Since they were organ donors, they had come to the hospital with life support on them so that they could donate their organs and eyes. They had saved six people with that, and three people were now able to see because of the donation.

			Her mother had known for two weeks that they’d been in the accident and hadn’t told her. She acted like it was no big deal for her to have had to pull the plug, her words, not Sen’s, because she was tired of waiting on him to die. If that didn’t make her mother selfish, she didn’t know what did. There were days when she wished she were Uncle Roberts and Aunt Cindy’s daughter rather than her mother’s. 

			Going to lie down on her bed, she thought of moving. She could well afford to leave everything behind when she moved into the bigger house, but she had a few things that she wanted to keep. Not much. More than likely stuff that would fit in her car to take over. Since the other house was furnished, all she had to do was figure out what she wanted to keep and get rid of. She didn’t think that there would be all that much that she didn’t want, as they had very nice tastes in what they had around the house.

			After taking a nap, she did feel better. Tomorrow, she was going to finish packing up her things to go to the other house and donate the rest of her things here. She could have gone right to the house to stay, but she wanted to make sure that the paperwork had been filed so that it was all hers. Devlin said he’d call her when it was filed away so that she’d not have to worry about it. The deeds to the rest of the property were going to be filed as well.

			As if he knew she was thinking about talking to him, her cell phone rang, and it was him. He told her that not only had things been filed for her, but her bank account had been set up in her name. He also made sure that the insurance policies that were in her name were ready to be cashed out as well.

			“I’ve made it so that the bank is aware that you don’t want your mother to be able to get into your accounts. She’s not even to know that you have an account at the same bank that your aunt and uncle had one.” She told him that it was a brilliant idea. “I take it she’s tried that with your accounts before.”

			“My uncle’s too. He told her that he was going to have her arrested if she tried that again. I don’t know whether he ever called the police on her or not, but he seemed really pissed off at the time. Even though she had no right to be upset, she didn’t speak to him for months afterwards. She doesn’t understand boundaries. She either doesn’t understand or doesn’t care. I’ve never figured that out yet.” He asked her if she had any questions. “I believe you answered them all for today. I’m going to go to the new house in the morning. I’ve decided that I can afford to donate all the things that I don’t want here.”

			“We have a charity that we buy up old and used furniture to have around for when people have a house fire or something along those lines. If you’re going to donate it anyway, why not donate it to that?” She told him he could have everything, as the house she was getting was furnished. “Yes, it is. And while I haven’t seen the house, I’m betting that it’s in good shape for you to live in right away.”

			“That’s what I’m thinking as well. That it’ll be just the way they left it.” She had a terrible thought of them dying and just realizing that they’d not be back anymore. “They were the greatest family I’ve ever had. I’m going to miss them so much. I wish I could have seen them one more time. Just so that I could tell them that I loved them once more.”

			“I’m so sorry for your loss, Sen. It must have been hard on you without your mother telling you that they’d been in an accident.” She said that she’d known about it for two weeks and hadn’t said a word. “I’m sorry. I wish I had known. I would have certainly said something to you about it.”

			“How could you have known. Only she knew, and she was a selfish person for not telling me.” She asked him to forgive her for crying. “She gets me so upset. Did I tell you that she is mad at me because I won’t allow her to live with me? Why, when she has her own house, would living with me be all right?”

			“I don’t know, honey.” He told her how sorry he was again, then told her she was doing the right thing in having her mother not be able to get into her home. “That way, you can have peace and quiet around your home without worrying about her getting in when you don’t expect her to be there.”

			“She’ll figure out something, I’ve no doubt.” When she looked up at the clock, she couldn’t believe how long she’d kept him on the phone. “I should let you go. I know that I’m not your only client. Thank you for calling me, and I’m sorry that I cried on your shoulder. I’ll do better the next time we talk.” He told her not to worry about it. “I do. I don’t want you to think that I’m someone who cries all the time. It’s been a rough couple of weeks for me. A rough month.”

			“I understand. I really do. How about we go and get some dinner tonight? I would love to take you out for something special since you got your house in order again.” She said she’d love that, but he didn’t have to do that. “It’ll be my pleasure. My brothers usually met up on Thursday night, but since the weather had two of them snowed in in another state, we put it off until next week again. How about a nice steak dinner? Maybe my brother Ivan will join us. He’s been alone since the other two are gone.”

			“I’d love that if you’re sure that I’m not intruding.” He said he’d pick her up at five-thirty. “Great, I’ll be ready then. Thank you for this. I need someone to take me out of my head for a couple of hours. You’ll be perfect because I can ask you questions as I think of them.”

			“Great. Ivan will be in a good mood because he delivered ten puppies today while the dog was in for a checkup. He’s a vet.” She said she might want a puppy someday. “Good. He knows the best ones to get. You should get with him so that he can help you out.”

			After getting off the phone with him, she couldn’t believe how good she felt. So much better than dealing with her mother. As she decided to get dressed up, she needed to get a shower. After that, she pulled out one of her few dresses and got ready. It was going to be nice being escorted to a restaurant by two gentlemen. She was really looking forward to getting out and doing something she wanted to do.
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