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About This Book


Due a few days of R&R, Hudson heads to visit his best friend in Vail, Colorado. The first day, an explosion in his hotel sends the city into chaos. He’s doing what he can to keep Avery safe, as this was no accident. He’s not allowed to join the investigation, but being on the spot and having the training he has are huge benefits. No way will he sit by and do nothing. Especially if Avery is in trouble.

Avery has been looking forward to Hudson’s visit. They are best friends, and she’d love to spend more time with him. Hell, she’d loved him since forever but didn’t want to risk their special friendship by taking the relationship further. Now she regrets it, as the explosion in town is only the tip of the problem—for the terrorist realizes that Hudson caught a glimpse of him.

Now the game of cat and mouse is on, with Avery caught in the middle …
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Prologue
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Hudson Cameron sat beside Mason in the back of the military carrier, watching Baylor and Gizella. Hudson nodded at his boss and said, “Looks like you were right.”

Mason turned to view the other two, then smiled and said, “Yeah, that one was pretty easy.”

“Are you taking an active hand in these connections?”

“No, not at all,” he said, “but sometimes you just get a feeling that things would work out. They’ve got a long road ahead of them and lots to learn, but any relationship does. And they’ve come a long way.”

“Otherwise it’s a sad trip home,” he said, as he motioned to the two coffins strapped in the back.

Mason’s smile fell away, as he nodded. “And it’s a good time for Baylor to be there for her.”

“It is,” Hudson said.

“But any day is better with someone you really connect with.”

“Maybe.” Hudson shrugged. “I had one long relationship eons ago,” he said. “I’ve had multiple short ones since, but nothing like that one.”

“What happened?” Mason asked curiously.

“She died in a car accident. Not long after our prom.” He stared at the long road of his past. “We were planning on going to college together,” he said, with a lopsided smile. “We’d been sweethearts since forever, and, when she died, it felt like something inside me died too.”

“I’m sorry,” Mason said. “That’s a tough one.”

“It is, though it’s been long enough that I should have gotten over it by now. I just haven’t found anybody else.”

“Are you close to anybody in her family?”

“Her sister, Avery,” he said immediately. “But Delilah’s death keeps us together.”

“Are you sure about that?” Mason asked.

Hudson looked at him in surprise. “Well, we have coffee every once in a while, but nothing more than that.”

“Is there nothing more to it than that because you don’t want there to be anything between you two?”

He frowned. “I hadn’t thought anything was there to develop.”

“Well, maybe you should take another look,” Mason said. “Too often in cases like that, people get together because of the person they lost. Sometimes it doesn’t work because they’re hoping the other person will be a clone of the person who is gone. The opposite is also true. They stay away from that person because they think that they’ll make them a substitute.”

“Well, Avery’s not a substitute for anybody,” he said. “She’s got a lot of piss and vinegar, where her sister was much more sugar and spice.”

“But that doesn’t mean she’s not interested.”

“I don’t even know what she’s doing these days. I haven’t talked to her in quite a while.”

“Maybe it’s time you did. Maybe it’ll help you put the past to bed.”

“Well, I wasn’t thinking along those lines. I was just hoping that, I don’t know,” he said, with a shake of his head. “She’s fun to be around, and I really like her, but I still see her sister’s face. So I’m probably in the second category.”

“Are you still seeing her sister’s face, or is that a habit too?” Mason asked quietly.

Stunned, he looked at Mason. “Very interesting,” he said. “I see the psychoanalyst coming out in you.”

“I’ve just seen many guys on my teams go through a lot of relationship strife and struggles,” he said. “More than a few have lost their spouses too. Some before, some after marriage,” he said, “and some who have lost whole families.”

At that, Hudson winced because he knew a few himself. “That’s what I mean. It happened a long time ago, and I just haven’t found anybody new.”

“Are you open to finding somebody new?”

“Maybe. I guess,” he said, with a shrug and open hands. “I don’t want to be alone for the rest of my life.”

“So, the next time you get back, or maybe when we return this time, give her a call. Go for coffee or whatever, and just take a look at it but with a new perspective.”

“And what perspective should that be?”

“One that says that she’s your friend, that she’s somebody you know, but also is that somebody you’ve been interested in seeing off and on again? And just see if something’s there.”

He thought about it, smiled, and said, “Why not? Like I said, she’s a good friend.”

“The thing about good friends is,” Mason said, “often we friend-zone somebody, even though that’s not what they wanted.”

“I don’t think she’s interested in me,” he said.

“Why is that?”

He stopped, thought about it, and said, “I don’t know, but she’s pretty special.”

“Well, maybe you should check out just how special she is then.”

Hudson laughed. “You’re just so set on being a matchmaker,” he said. “You can’t stand to see anybody not hooked up.”

“I have to admit that I pretty much like the status myself,” he said. “So who knows? Let me know how it goes.”

“I can do that,” Hudson said. “But don’t count on it.”

“It’s not a case of counting on it. Just give it an honest try and see what comes up. You might be surprised.”

“I doubt it,” he said, “but, hey, just for you, I’ll give her a call.”

“No,” he said, “not for me, do it for you.”

At that, he nodded and said, “Good enough, but not until I get home.”

“Done.”


Chapter 1
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Vail in the fall, huh? It would have been better if Hudson had come during winter, so he could get up on the mountain. There could be glacier skiing possibilities, and that would be interesting, maybe the easiest way to test his leg out. Hudson had incurred a serious leg injury a while back and hadn’t snowboarded or skied since. He knew that he could, since he’d been cleared for duty. He just hadn’t tried it yet. It was a sport he truly loved, but then so was golf. One would be a whole lot easier on his body than the other. Maybe.

He certainly hadn’t gotten his handicap back, and that had to do with his balance and his hip as much as his back and his leg, as he considered some of his other injuries. Maybe his golf game was even further behind than snowboarding; at least with that he just had to throw himself down a mountain. He smiled and almost cracked up out loud at that. Because it was funny, yet at the same time not funny at all—because, of course, if you threw yourself down the mountain without any kind of control, all kinds of bad things could happen.

He had seen plenty in his day and had helped rescue plenty of idiots doing the same thing. He didn’t plan on joining them. At the same time, life was different for him now, and some things would be different, whether he liked it or not. He’d adapted where his work was concerned but hadn’t yet done much in the area of free time or picking up old hobbies.

It had been weeks since his conversation with Mason, but that last conversation had stuck in the back of Hudson’s head. Hudson had no need to come here until, all of a sudden, he had a week off and could think of nothing else. It had been an impulsive call, but he had quickly hopped on a flight and even now was renting a truck, so he could drive into town. At least the main part of town. Several others on the team had time off too, and they were heading off to do extra training at some gym competition. But Hudson couldn’t get the idea of Avery—Delilah’s sister—out of his mind.

And damn Mason for starting this; here Hudson was in Vail. He’d sent Avery an email, letting her know he was coming in, and had been gratified to see her reply. A simple Awesome response was exactly what he would expect from her. As soon as he got settled in a hotel up on the mountain, he would contact her. He loved this city. He could retire here. He had the money. It was sitting in his bank, burning a hole, because he was looking at finding a home for himself. But not likely until he was done as a Navy SEAL. That was a huge part of his life, and that dedication kept him on the move all the time.

California was not where he would choose to relocate on a permanent basis. It’s not where he wanted to raise a family, although watching Mason and the rest of his team settling in with their new partners and families, Hudson had to wonder if he was wrong about that. It would be nice to consider that they could all retire close to each other and still be friends and have families who grew up together. In fact, nothing would make him happier. It was a hard consideration, but he just couldn’t get behind city living. He wanted a life in the country. At least more country than where he lived now. There had to be someplace that was a happy medium, surely. And, as long as he held that thought in his mind, he was prepared to leave that as an option. He was a huge skier, snowboarder, winter backpacker, and had often done stints with search and rescue when he was younger.

After he pulled into the hotel and parked, he hopped out and walked into the front lobby, his bag in hand. His body was free and loose, feeling pretty-damn decent after the last several sessions he’d had in the gym. He was fit again and feeling wonderful.

He knew that one day he would have to step away from the heavy physical work because he couldn’t keep up, and the last thing he wanted to do was to put any of his team members in jeopardy by not being quite as fit or as strong as the rest of them. It was a hard thing to understand, but he got a pretty immediate insight into this when he saw it happening to other team members. He knew that even Mason himself had been talking about moving up the channel. Into management, not that it was called management.

But, with Tesla pregnant and the whole family thing emerging, Hudson knew that Mason was rethinking about how much he wanted to be away from the family. There was also a promotion coming, according to the rumors, but it hadn’t happened yet. So it was hard to say just how that would impact Mason’s future.

Everybody Hudson knew absolutely adored Tesla. She was engaging, intelligent, and kept even Mason hopping. They were a perfect couple, and Hudson had to admit that, if he found someone like that, well, he probably wouldn’t mind where he lived. And that was always an underlying thought. It wasn’t only what he wanted. Should he have a partner, it was also what she wanted.

He walked up to the hotel’s front desk, checked in, and then headed toward his room. A baggage clerk asked if he wanted a hand with his bag, but he smiled and shook his head. Hudson had only the one bag; the last thing he needed was to have somebody else carry it for him. He understood it was all about the tips for these guys, but still there was more to life than tipping a bellboy. Particularly in Vail, where the money flowed heavily.

He sighted two men getting on one of the elevators beside him, as he stepped into an empty one, and moved up to the fourth floor, where his hotel room was located. He pondered the two men dressed all in black military-style clothing but not in actual US-grade uniforms. It was casual gear, but they carried themselves differently—like on the job. Not the bulky gym-buff type but more of a heavily trained military look, including the short-cut hair. One had a faint tattoo on the back of his hand, and Hudson could barely see a ring on the same hand.

With his mind consumed with what was going on with those two, Hudson stepped out of the elevator and noted they were just ahead of him, heading down the same hallway in the opposite direction. He checked his room number, walked to it, and, with one last look at the two men, Hudson stepped inside. He had no sooner dropped his bag on the bed, when his phone rang. He smiled when he saw it was Avery. “I’m here,” he said. “I just got to my room.”

“I’m downstairs, just waiting for you to get some coffee,” she said, her bright laughter shining through the phone.

He grinned and said, “I’ll be there in two.”

He quickly used the facilities, then washed up, gave his face a good scrub, and, after looking at the mirror for a long moment, dried off and headed out. He saw no sign of the two men, but he’d noted which direction they’d gone, and only a few hotel rooms were down there. So, as choices went, not too many rooms to consider. Still, depending on what they were up to, Hudson had a hell of a lot of options.

Trying to put them out of his mind, Hudson headed to the reception area. The moment he stepped into the main lobby, he was almost tackled by a five-foot-two redhead. He laughed out loud in joy, as he picked her up and swung her around. She squealed in delight. “Good Lord,” he said, “it’s like you’ve shrunk.”

“I have not.” She glared at him in delight.

“Are you sure?” He pressed his hand on the top of her head and said, “I am absolutely certain you are way shorter now.”

“I am not,” she said and lightly punched him in the belly.

“Ooph,” he said in mock distress.

“Ha!” she said. “Damn, Hudson, it’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too,” he said, studying her intently. It was even better to see her than he had expected. Reaching out an arm, he pulled her against him and just held her close. “It’s been a long time.”

She smiled. “Too long.” She looked around and asked, “Do you want to stay here? We can go into the hotel’s coffee shop, or we can head out to the strip.”

“Is Enzo’s open?”

“Sure,” she said. “Are you ready for some of the best pizza in Colorado?”

“And he has those divine coffees,” he said.

“Still one of my favorite places,” she said, with a nod. “Come on. Let’s go.”

As they turned and walked through the lobby toward the front door, they heard a shout. Hudson turned to look, and one of the hotel staff was trying to stop somebody in the hallway, yelling at him. Then a huge explosion rocked the building.

Hudson grabbed Avery in his arms and slammed up tight against one of the great big columns just feet away from the front door. He turned, looked around, and, with her still in his arms, dashed out the front door and across the street. She cried out as he made his move. When he put her down on the far side of the street, sections of the hotel exterior crashed down. Not where his room was, but still, the whole place would be off-limits by the time the building settled. He swore. “I knew I shouldn’t have left my bag in there.”

“Oh my God,” she said. “What just happened?”

“I’m not sure.” He frowned. “But my bag is in there.”

“I don’t think you’ll be allowed to go in and get it,” she said.

“Unless I don’t tell anybody, and I just go. Besides, people up there could need help.”

She looked up at him in surprise, then shrugged and said, “I don’t think you can go up the stairs.”

He studied the building. “Yeah, I think I can on the opposite side,” he said. “You stay put here. I’ll be right back.”

“Hudson, don’t,” she cried out. “It’s not safe.”

But he could barely hear her because he was already inside the hotel, just as everybody came screaming out. He would also check for any casualties and not just for his bag while he was there. Easier to do it all. By the time he raced up the stairs on the far side of the building, a message came over the PA, asking everybody to exit the building in an orderly fashion.

He raced into his room, grabbed his bag, then turned around, checked all the rooms on that floor. Done with these rooms, he turned to go downstairs, checking each floor as he went. He hadn’t gone very far on the second floor when he caught sight of an older woman, struggling to make her way. He stepped around and gave her a hand. She looked up at him gratefully.

“Thank you,” she said. “My heart is pounding. I’m afraid I’ll have a heart attack. I’m so frightened over all this.”

“The building’s in rough shape, after that explosion,” he said.

“Oh dear,” she said. “What about all those people?”

He nodded grimly. “Well, let’s just hope the hotel wasn’t fully booked.”

“I know they had a convention planned, maybe a lot of people coming in this afternoon,” she said. “I was trying to get out beforehand, so I didn’t have to deal with all the people.”

“Well, nobody’ll be dealing with the people now,” he said quietly. He got her to the main floor and brought her slowly out to the front steps. The fire department and cops were everywhere at this point. As soon as they were seen, they were quickly rushed outside and told to stay out. He just nodded, waved the older woman to one of the EMTs, and Hudson searched the shadows for Avery. He found her standing off to the side, looking for him. He walked over and grabbed her in his arms again.

She threw her arms around his neck and just held him close. “My God,” she said, “that was so scary.”

He looked up at the building, noting it wasn’t quite as bad as he had thought. It looked like several floors on the right-hand side had taken a blast of some kind.

“Do you know what happened?” she asked in a low whisper.

He shook his head. “I have no clue.” But inside he did. That was far too much like a bomb blast, and he wouldn’t be at all surprised if this had been some sort of terrorist attack. “Some convention is scheduled for this afternoon too,” he said. “There could be a lot of people looking for new housing.”

“Oh my,” she said. “Well, nothing we can do here. Let’s go.”

Instinctively he wanted to stay and help, but he didn’t know anybody here in local law enforcement, and nobody knew him. He hadn’t been called in to help, and, at the moment, he would just be in the way. With a last look to make sure the older woman he had helped out would be okay, he quickly retreated with Avery at his side, with his duffel over one shoulder, and they walked down the street.

With so many cops and fire engines, Hudson knew it would just be chaos for the next several hours. They would probably put the call out for anybody who had seen or heard anything. He just didn’t know if he’d seen or heard anything important.

Immediately the two men came to mind.
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Avery was still shaking inside, more because of the shock of watching Hudson race back into the building that was obviously in deep structural chaos. She didn’t know if it was really his bag he was after or if he was trying to help someone. But, typical of him, he’d gone in without a thought. She shook her head. “You know that you could have been hurt going back in there.”

“I could have,” he said, “but I didn’t want … I wanted to make sure that nobody else was hurt on the one side that was accessible.”

“I know the firemen were telling everybody to get out, so they could do a head count.”

“Right,” he said. “I’ll have to contact them and let them know I’m safe.”

“Maybe we should have done that first.”

“They probably weren’t set up for anybody to even check in yet,” he murmured. “It was the opposite side of the hotel that was damaged, and I don’t know exactly how many people might have been over there.”

“I don’t know,” she said, as she looked back. “I think part of that area had some of the big conference rooms. But likely on the lower floors.”

“True,” he said. “But still there’s a lot of damage. It won’t be an easy thing to solve.”

“No,” she said sadly. “It’s an iconic landmark.”

He looked back at it. “I don’t think so,” he said. “It wasn’t there when I was here before.”

She laughed at that. “Okay, so it’s more nouveau than legacy, but it’s a beautiful building.”

“No argument there,” he said, but she could tell, as he was looking back, that he was distracted. “What do you really think happened?”

He leaned down and whispered, “Bomb.” She gasped and stopped in her tracks. He nudged her forward and said, “Keep walking.”

“Why would you think that?” she asked.

“Because of the way the blast came down,” he said.

“Do you think you have anything to offer the officials for skills?”

“No, I wouldn’t be called in for something like this,” he said. “We’re almost never called in on local soil anyway.”

“Great,” she said. “Why wouldn’t your SAR skills be utilized in an area like this?”

“Mostly because we’re so busy doing out-of-country stuff,” he said.

“Ah.” She nodded. “I guess, but still it seems wrong.”

“If they need me, I’m there. Believe me,” he said. At that, his phone rang, and he quickly answered.

“Jesus! Wasn’t that the hotel you were booked at?”

“News travels fast,” he said to Mason, putting it on Speakerphone.

Avery appreciated that. She wanted to be kept in the loop here. From what she’d heard about Mason, he always had his finger on the pulse of chaos.

“Only bad news,” he said, his tone grim. “Are you okay?”

“I am, mostly because I had just met Avery in the lobby, and we were on the way out the front when it blew.”

“Good Lord, it was that close?”

“It was. We were across the road when the side of the hotel came down.”

“Did you see anything?”

“Not really,” he said. He hesitated and then added, “I did see some guys who seemed out of place when I arrived, which makes me wonder.” He quickly told Mason about the two men.

“Nothing else?”

“No, just that impression,” he said, “and it was a bizarre one at that. Just, you know, when you catch something that looks like it was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“We see that all the time, don’t we?”

“Yeah. Not sure what to think about it.”

“I’ll touch base with a couple people and let them know.”

“Okay,” he said. “Right now it’s absolute chaos here.”

“Of course it is,” he said, “but stay handy.”

“Yeah, I need to reach out to tell the hotel that I’m alive and well too.”

“Yeah, I can take care of that,” he said. “What I don’t want is for them to assume you were part of this.”

“Good Lord,” he said. “Why would I be part of it?”

“I’m not sure,” he said, “but, if you think about it, it’s quite possible that somebody recognized you, just like we keep tabs on our known enemies.”

“Sure,” he said, “but I literally just walked into the hotel—and out again.”

“We all have enemies,” Mason said. “It’s just a matter of how badly they want us.”

“But I’ve not had conflict with anybody recently. And I didn’t recognize the two military-looking men.”

“Just because they aren’t on our list yet doesn’t mean they aren’t our enemies. I don’t believe in coincidences. I also don’t think we should disregard your gut instinct that these guys stuck out to you. Hell, just look back at that last job—when you guys rescued Gizella.”

“Of course. An American governor’s family missing from a yacht that somehow crashed into a Russian container ship in the ocean? That wasn’t a coincidence either. Enemies can come from anywhere. Not to mention the fact that Baylor’s been grinning like a fool ever since meeting Gizella. What else is there to know about it?”

“A terrorist was picked up a few months back now, I guess. He was released at the time but then was picked up again for some other crime yesterday. Now he’s trying to bargain his way out, saying he has information on an attack against the Americans.”

“Sure, but this is pretty flimsy,” he said. “It’s just me here.”

“I’m not sure about that,” Mason said. “The conference there—a convention happening in Vail—is with law enforcement.”

At that, Hudson stopped and frowned. “Like standard law enforcement?”

“Yeah. It’s all about computers and security updates,” he said.

“Well, if that’s the case, they failed to keep abreast of intel on the ground,” he said, feeling a little stressed now, wondering what the hell was going on.

“Yep, you and I both know that,” he said, “but I don’t know who else might have considered that angle.”

“So, these aren’t the field guys? These are more the brainiacs?”

“That would be my assumption, but I don’t know that for sure,” he said. “A lot of people are moving up the ranks and changing what they’re doing these days. We can’t stay in our positions forever.”

“No, I know that,” he said. “I was thinking of it myself earlier.” As Hudson and Avery approached the restaurant, he said, “we’re here now, at a little pizza place, Enzo’s.”

“I’ve been to Enzo’s,” Mason said. “Good pizza.”

“And great coffee,” he said, “so I’ll hang up. If you have any more information, call me back.” And, with that, he pocketed his phone, turned to Avery. “Hey, sorry about that, but this has kind of shaken everybody.”

“Including me,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t thinking that anything like this would happen when I woke up today.” As a matter of fact, she hadn’t been at all sure of what would happen. She had gotten his text out of the blue and then was completely over the moon to think that he was coming. This man had always been very special to her. “It’s such a weird thing to have happen.”

“Well, we don’t think of things like that here in a place like Vail,” he said, now inside Enzo’s and looking out the window toward the hotel. Sirens were still screaming outside. “We think of this being a ski town, a ski resort, where everybody just comes to have fun.”

“Are you saying it isn’t?” she asked.

“Well, it is,” he said, with a big smile. “But obviously something is majorly wrong.” And he cast back another look. He shook his head. “Just so much chaos.”

“I know,” she said, as she too stared out the window.

“Have you had anything to do with that hotel?” he asked her.

“No,” she said. “I finally quit hopping around in rentals, condos, and things. I have my own apartment now.”

“Right. Did you ever buy that?”

“I did,” she said, with a bright smile in return.

“Wow.”

“I know,” she said, “but I have to admit that lately I haven’t really enjoyed living here as much.”

“How come?”

“I don’t know. I just think the whole ski-resort appeal is starting to wear off.”

“Hey, I hear you there,” he said, still staring out in the street.

Finally they were seated, and a waitress quickly joined them and asked what they wanted. Without even discussing it with him, Avery ordered their normal pizza and coffees for both of them. The woman just nodded and took off. Avery watched as Hudson continued to stare out the window the entire time. “You want to go back and check it out?”

He shrugged and said, “You know they won’t let me anywhere close now.”

“Only because they don’t know you.”

“That’s right, and they don’t know anything about what I do. I’m just another tourist to them.”

“Well, you are, but I’m not,” she said, with a smirk.

“Trust me. Nobody’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

“Unless it’s pertinent to the case,” a man said beside them.

Hudson looked over to see an old friend. “Dennis!” he said, jumping up and giving the other man a great big hug. “Good Lord, it’s good to see you.”

“Likewise. I didn’t expect to see you here though.”

“Well, I, for one, am still trying to get a cup of coffee and get over the shakes,” Avery said, as she jumped up to give Dennis a hug too. “We were both in that hotel when, … when the blast went through it.”

He looked at her in surprise. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I’d just met Hudson in the lobby, and we were heading out the front door when the blast hit.”

“Any idea what it was?”

Hudson gave a one-arm shrug. “Seemed more like a bomb than anything.”

“They’ll say it was a gas leak,” Dennis said, with a twist of his lips.

Hudson nodded. “Wouldn’t that be typical.” He looked at Dennis. “What are you doing these days?”

“I’m a detective,” he said, “and I have to admit our days will get very difficult over this explosion now. I’m worried about deaths,” he said. “The good news was the timing. Checkout had already happened, and check-in for tonight hadn’t really started. Plus, given the season, the occupancy was really low. But they’re trying to do a head count to make sure everyone got out okay.”

“Well, I haven’t called in on the head count,” he said. “I need to, although my boss was just saying that he would.”

“Mason?”

“Yeah, Mason,” he said. “Do you know him?”

“Yeah, I remember him from the last time you were here.”

“Oh, right,” Hudson said, with a smile. “I forgot about that. A group of us came that time, didn’t we?”

“Absolutely, and you guys skied the crap out of that mountain.”

“We did. It was great fun. We shredded for days.”

“It looked like you were having a blast,” he said. “Anyway, if Mason will call and check you in, we’re probably fine, but I’ll make sure that everybody knows you’re okay.”

“Thank you,” Hudson said. They watched as Dennis left, the detective’s gaze on the scene in front of him, as he headed to the hotel. “I kind of feel bad, leaving him like that.”

“And again, is there anything you can do about it? No,” she said. “If people knew who you were and what you did for a living, then maybe. But you know perfectly well that they don’t.”

He laughed. “Still doesn’t stop me from worrying about it though.”

“Of course not,” she said.

He grabbed her hands and said, “How come you’re so understanding?”

“Hey,” she said, “life is a journey, remember?”

“It certainly is. Whether we like it or not, it keeps changing what we do and how we think, doesn’t it?”

“Every damn day,” she said, with a laugh.

He shook his head. “And how come you haven’t got a new boyfriend?”

“I did,” she said in a lazy tone. “And then I ditched him. And then I got another and ditched him too.”

“Wow, what’s wrong with them?”

They weren’t you. She bit back that thought. She didn’t know why he was here and what he was up to, and she didn’t want to ruin their time together. She would give anything to have more than their best-friend scenario, but it wasn’t in the cards. “Hey,” she said, “what about you? I keep expecting to hear that you’ve married.”

“Naw,” he said. “Not ready.”

“Are you sure?” she asked in a teasing voice.

“Well, you’re not the first person to bring it up,” he said. “Seems like other people are noticing that it’s been a long time, and I should have recovered but haven’t.”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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