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About This Book


Two eight-man military units in separate vehicles were sent out on what should have been a routine reconnaissance mission in Kabul that ended horrifically when one unit drove over an antitank landmine. Badger Horley, leader of the SEALs team, and six of his men were severely injured. The eighth man died. The morning before the incident, the route plans were altered without explanation or information on who authorized the new orders. Until the mine exploded, Badger had been uneasy about the last-minute change but hadn’t attached sinister motives. Now the attempt to demolish his team made things personal. Badger and his remaining squad refuse to rest until they discover what perpetrated the tragedy and took out one of their own. For SEALs of steel, satisfactory revenge will not be denied…

Geir Pavla, a former SEAL, has recovered from the damage done when his squad’s truck drove over an antitank landmine more than two years ago. Six other team-mates were also badly injured, the seventh—Mouse—dead, in what their team leader realized later had to be a trap. Geir has been trying to uncover details about Mouse’s history. The more he discovers, the more he fears their newest member was nothing of the man they thought they knew and believed they could trust.

Morning Blossom runs a B&B in San Diego that her father co-owns. Unfortunately, he wants to sell despite that the business is the safety net she needs to pursue her passion for painting. While she longs to make a career of what’s only ever been a hobby, she isn’t sure she has the ability to be a success. Morning has avoided long-term relationships after one man who’d stayed at the B&B wanted to take up perpetual residence despite her objections. Geir, however, is someone she could grow used to having around permanently.

While Geir doesn’t understand her naïveté in letting strangers invade her world, Morning’s innocence and belief in the goodness of humanity attracts him. Geir’s innate protectiveness becomes much more than either of them anticipated when the nastiness of his world inevitably spills into hers…

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Geir Pavla watched the pair head back to Minx’s bedroom. He was happy for his friend. Laszlo had been through so much shit and so much hurt. Minx didn’t even know about his father in Norway, Geir was pretty sure. There hadn’t been time. But apparently that was how life was these days. He’d watched so many of his friends come together in a combustible mode, work out their differences and, all of a sudden, be a perfect fit. He didn’t expect perfection in their lives from their start. It would take time to adapt and to find a way to get along the best they could. But he knew Laszlo and Minx would make it. They were so good for each other. And Geir had no intention of interrupting their initial time together as a couple. As soon as they hit New Mexico, Geir would head to California.

He had a lot of contacts there he wasn’t sure the others had. They also had a meeting in the morning. Someone in the group needed to connect with Coronado. He hoped to follow that up with a personal visit to Mason and see if they could get to the bottom of what the hell had happened with Mouse. But Geir hadn’t contacted Mason to see if that could happen. At this point, Geir didn’t know that he trusted anything he’d heard. None of it made any sense. But he needed to give them all an update too.

He sent out a message to Mason, telling him what happened. Even with another four hours until daylight here in Texas—meaning another six in California—Mason sent back a quick message. Let’s do the meeting when you return to New Mexico then.

Geir agreed with that decision. The sooner they could get home, the better. He texted Mason again. After this I’m coming down to Coronado. We’re so damn close. And yet we’re so far away.

No, with every clue, you’re closer, Mason texted back. Things are happening right now, so stand strong. We’ll get to the bottom of this, and it’ll happen fast.

Sure, but I need a place to stay in Coronado. I may have to call some friends.

I know somebody who runs a B&B. If you want, I can call her and get you a room. Nobody will know who you are, so you don’t have to feel beholden to anyone, and you don’t have to feel like you need to entertain or be entertained.

Perfect. What’s her name?

Her first name is Morning. Morning Blossom.

Geir stared at the name and shook his head. Really?

The text came back right away. Yeah, really. But she’s a sweetheart. You’ll love her.

Geir wasn’t sure. But how hard could it be to love anybody named Morning Blossom? He grinned, pocketed his phone and headed for Minx’s couch. While he had the chance, he would catch a few hours of sleep because, as far as he could see, this was all coming to a head faster than ever. And he doubted he’d get Laszlo to go with him to California. But maybe. If not, well, it was time for Jager to come in out of the dark.

As he lay in the dark, Geir thought about the man he’d called best friend for so long. But Jager had taken the incident the worst. He’d been the navigator in the truck and had blamed himself. And yet, no way in hell was he responsible.

Geir sent Jager a quick message. I know you’re seeing these. I’m heading to Coronado in a couple days. Things have blown open. Road trip?

He waited and waited, and, when he thought, No way in hell would Jager break his silence, Geir got a message. He read it and grinned.

I’ll be there.


Chapter 1
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Geir stepped out of the airport and stopped. It had been several years since he’d been in California. Although there were some ugly memories, there were a lot of good ones. The nostalgia truck hit him hard. He gave himself all of thirty seconds to wallow, and then he straightened his back and headed for the rental agency. The truck was something familiar, fun and reminiscent of their old life, and he never knew when he might need to haul something.

Mason had booked Geir at a bed-and-breakfast run by Morning Blossom. She even had a website for Morning Blossom’s Bed-&-Breakfast. He wondered how somebody not only was given a name like that but had liked the name enough to use it as her business name for her B&B. He shook his head. Geir had some work to figure out, some information to define. They were so damn close to getting to the bottom of their land mine mystery that he didn’t want to waste any time thinking about strange business names.

If he could finish up here in California in a couple days, then get back to New Mexico, he’d be happy. The rest of the unit were hunting down information. Geir could just envision the entire team leaning over laptops and on their phones. Last he’d heard before he had boarded the plane to leave Santa Fe was that the Afghanistan arms dealer had contacted Erick. Seems that, approximately two years ago—same timing as their land mine accident—the local rebel leader had had somebody working for him who’d been inciting change within his ranks. The leader had thought he had taken measures to derail any upstarts back then. However, with the latest happenings in Kabul—when Erick, Cade and Talon were there about a month ago—in a permanent effort to remove that threat, the rebel leader had cleaned house … completely this time.

Geir tried to understand what possible connection this asshole could have to his unit’s accident over there. At this point, he could only figure the rebel leader’s henchman had been paid to do a freelance job by some third-party. Nothing else made sense. And it was far too late to question him.

Geir changed lanes yet again. Another thing he’d forgotten about San Diego was the damn traffic.

It took twenty minutes longer than planned, but eventually he pulled up to a large multilevel yellow Victorian-looking clapboard house.

He parked the truck out on the road and walked up to the front door with its big Welcome, Come In sign. He shrugged, opened the door and stepped inside. Immediately a light fresh scent filled his nostrils, one he hadn’t smelled in a long time. He tilted his head to the side, hearing a voice call from the back, “I’ll be right there.”

He lifted his nose appreciatively to fresh-baked bread.

He dropped his bag quietly and followed the voice. There, in a large country-style kitchen, with pine cupboards and a massive butcher-block island, was a woman, her hair up in a messy bun, tendrils of reddish auburn hair dancing around her temples, working with a large bowl of foamy liquid.

He stopped and spoke to her. “Since you’re busy, I hope you don’t mind that I came to find you.” His tone was quiet, almost apologetic.

She glanced up and beamed.

He was struck by the openness in her smile. He was a complete stranger who’d walked into her house. Didn’t she know better? Didn’t she know the world was full of darkness and evil? Filled with men who would do horrible things, even if they were family or friends?

“Delighted to meet you.” Her voice was light, soft. “You must be Geir.”

He frowned. “I must? Why?”

“Because you’re exactly as Mason described you.”

At that, his eyebrows rose. “Not sure Mason knows that much about me.”

“Oh, he didn’t tell me that you had brown hair and were six feet tall.” She laughed. “He said that I’d know you by the stillness in your stance, the look in your eyes, the hardness to your jaw and that, inside, you were a teddy bear.”

He couldn’t hold back the snort. His grin widened. “Did he also warn you about leaving your door unlocked for anybody to walk in?”

She chuckled. “Mason and many others have told me that repeatedly. I have security out there. I guess it’ll only help after the fact and not do a damn bit of good beforehand.” She nodded at the island cluttered with her current project. “And thank you for coming in. I wasn’t looking forward to cleaning off my hands and then getting back to work. This stuff is so messy.”

“Stuff?”

She chuckled. “This is a ripe sourdough starter I’m adding to, but I wanted to give it a good mix. Instead, I dropped my spoon in, so I had to fish it out.” She held up a spoon completely covered in some gloopy mess. She walked to the sink, washed her hands and the spoon. “I’ll put on a fresh pot of coffee. Would you like a cup?”

“Yes, thank you. And do I smell fresh bread baking?”

She tossed him a saucy look. “Fresh bread and homemade cinnamon buns. See? You have perfect timing.”

He heard the front door open again. Somewhere in the house chimes rang.

She gave a nod of satisfaction. “Both of you have great timing.”

“How could you possibly know who the other person is?”

She nodded behind him, and he turned toward a small TV. Onscreen was somebody Geir hadn’t seen in two years. His face lit up. “Jager.” He spun on his heels and headed out to the front hall.

The two men wrapped their arms around each other in a hard, long hug. Both emotional, Geir stepped back. “Well, I’m glad nobody else saw that.”

Jager nodded, his voice husky as he said, “True enough.”

Of course Geir realized Morning Blossom would have seen it via her security setup, but it appeared to be something she wouldn’t have a problem with. He looked at Jager. “It’s been a long time.”

“Not only a long time but a long distance. I almost died,” Jager said bluntly.

Geir nodded. “Me too. After that blast, the first couple weeks were just a nightmare of surgeries and drugs and hospital beds and operating rooms. It took me weeks to even get an idea of where I was. Only to wake and find I was missing parts of me.”

Jager nodded. “I think I have more pins in my body now than it’s possible to have and still be alive.”

“Modern medicine.” Geir nodded. “Thank God.”

“I didn’t think so for a long time though.” Jager’s voice dropped painfully. “I begged for them to let me go. Told them that I refused to have any more surgery. Made sure they posted a Do Not Resuscitate order if I coded one more time.”

Geir winced.

“I didn’t have to do that,” Jager said quietly. “Yet, at that time, it was the only way I could handle things.”

“But, if you think less of yourself for having hit that stage, don’t,” Geir said. “Most of us got thrown into the shit pile and back out again. Some of us survived, and we’re okay. Some of us survived, and we’re less than okay. But, I got to tell you, the others in the group, they’re doing pretty damn decent.”

“What’s this I hear about women?”

“Glad you said women, plural. Maybe we had a little bit too much to do with Mason’s bloody matchmaking group. So far, all the others, all five of them, have picked up partners who are incredible,” Geir said. “And honestly, a part of me is feeling sad for myself. I’m not jealous of them—maybe envious—but I wouldn’t want to take away from their joy. Every one of us had hit the shit soup. We’ve all eaten from that same shit sandwich, so it’s nice if somebody gets a chance to pull out of it.”

“I gather your recovery was far from ideal?”

Geir snorted. “You might have extra pins, but I’m missing more organs than I thought one could live without.”

Jager nodded. “You took more of a soft-tissue blast then, I presume?”

Geir shrugged. “I did. Of course that’s in addition to the loss of my right hand and my right lower leg, but that’s almost a So what? in our group.”

Just then a voice behind them said, “If you guys want to come to the kitchen, there’s fresh coffee.” Morning stepped through the doorway. “Glad you two have finally reconnected.” She motioned with her arm. “Coffee is this way.”

Geir looked at his bag. “I need to take this to my room first.”

Jager had yet to put his down.

She took one look at the two of them, eyed their bags and gave a quick nod. “If you have weapons in there, just know you aren’t allowed to brandish them in my house.”

Jager tilted his head and smiled. “And what if we have a just need?”

Her eyes widened. “Well, it hasn’t happened in any of my years. Yet, I suppose, if a situation arose where gunfire was required, then I’d have to say, Thank you, in advance.”

Geir chuckled. “You’re thanking us for having weapons you don’t want us to have in the house?”

“Only in the hypothetical circumstance that they might be necessary down the road,” she said cheerfully. She stepped behind the small front counter, flipping open to a new page on the guest book. “Sign here. Payments have already been processed.”

“What?” Geir asked. “By whom?”

She looked at him with a smile. “Mason. For both of you. And maybe that’s because I require an advance payment.”

Geir nodded. “He would do something like that.”

Morning waited until both men signed the book, then picked up two keys, handed them over and held up her big ring of keys. “I have masters for both your rooms.” She came from around the counter. “Follow me.”
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Morning walked up the stairs to the second floor. Mason had specifically asked for one bedroom in the front and one bedroom in the back but connected. She wasn’t too sure of the status of the two men’s relationship, but she had been too moved by their greeting to judge. They obviously shared a deep and strong bond, and that was priceless. She stopped at the first bedroom, opened the door and stepped in.

She was proud of her rooms here. She had three stories, four rooms on each level, and her own was the alcove in the back of the third floor. Sometimes she was full; sometimes she wasn’t. Running a bed-and-breakfast had both benefits and disadvantages. But, so far, the benefits had outweighed all the disadvantages.

“Here you go. This is one of the two rooms. The other one is connected by this door.” She walked to the interior door and opened it. “So, you can either close and lock this, from both sides, or you can sit here and have midnight supersecret meetings,” she joked, watching as the two men looked around the spacious room with the large king-size bed and a small balcony off the front. “I’m not sure which one of you wants this one. Let’s go through to the second one.” She walked through the connecting doorway. “This is the matching room. These two make up half of the second story, with another pair on the other side of this floor. So you’ll have a front view and a back view.”

“Fire escape?” Jager asked.

She glanced at him in surprise. “There isn’t one. There is a back staircase, and you can access it from this bedroom.” She walked out into the hall and motioned to the staircase that led down the back way. “There are two entrances and exits. The balcony is also one floor off the ground, if necessary as an emergency exit. I’m sure you could get out of there fairly safely.”

Both men nodded but didn’t say a word.

She wasn’t sure what to make of them. It was obvious they were powerfully capable men, as every step they took had that sense of determination behind it, driving them forward. They also held themselves aloof, as if they weren’t sure of their welcome in the world. Or as if they’d separated themselves for some reason.

She smiled at them. “And now that you are here, you decide which room you want. I don’t need to know because I’ve given you keys. One of you has one for this room. The other has the other. Obviously, if you need to change, go ahead and change. I’ll go check on the cinnamon buns.” She gave them another smile, slipped into the hall and went down the back stairwell. It would take her just outside the kitchen, with a back door exit, mudroom, storage and pantry there.

She walked into the kitchen, hearing the timer going off on the stove. She picked up her pace, grabbed her oven mitts, opened the oven door and pulled out a tray of beautifully golden cinnamon buns, the sugar just bubbling over the top. She smiled and set them on the big butcher-block island. With the oven open, she rearranged the bread baking inside and closed it up, setting the timer for another twenty minutes.

The bread was looking good, but in no way was it done yet. At the island, she put the cinnamon buns on a rack to cool and poured herself a cup of coffee. The sourdough starter was ready to be put away, which she did, then she considered what was next on her list.

The men hadn’t arrived in time for breakfast, but she certainly didn’t have a problem offering them coffee or iced tea. It was only eleven in the morning. She’d had two groups leave this morning already, so she still had linens to change and laundry to do.

Just as she thought maybe she’d get that done before the men came downstairs, she could hear them arriving already.

As they walked in, Geir’s face lit up. “Cinnamon buns. They look delicious.”

“Glad you think so.” She put out two mugs and poured them coffee. “Help yourself.”

She grabbed two plates and handed them over with a set of tongs. Both men took two cinnamon buns each. She grinned. “I knew when Mason called to reserve your rooms that you would be big eaters.”

They slid her a sideways look, but neither could talk because their mouths were full.

She shrugged. “Now that you’ve checked in, I’ll give you the basic rules. We shut down the house at eleven p.m., so please be back by then. Breakfast will be served between seven and ten. Checkout is at eleven. Mason has you booked for three days and three nights, counting today, Tuesday, through Thursday night until check out time on Friday morning. If you need to change that, just let me know.” She gave them a brighter smile. “I have to switch out laundry from the two groups that just left this morning.”

“Do you have more coming in today?”

“I have a party coming in at four this afternoon. They’ll only be staying overnight and then heading out again.”

“That’s interesting. They stay here and not at a hotel close to the airport?”

She nodded. “I think they’re more comfortable in a house environment.”

“Do you provide dinners?”

She turned to them at that. “Not as part of the package, but I certainly will provide dinner if you can give me a time you’ll be here and some general idea of what you’d enjoy eating.”

The two men exchanged glances, then shrugged. Geir said, “Our schedule is a bit up in the air.”

“Then we’ll touch base on that concept a little later. I’m planning on making shepherd’s pie for dinner, and, if there’s any thought that you two might join me, I’ll make a bigger one. You can always warm up a plate when you come in.”

Both men brightened. “That would suit us just fine,” Geir said. “Thank you.”

She nodded and slipped from the kitchen.

There was something compelling about Geir. A sense of deep waters inside. She wanted to sit down and study him. He was a fascinating person to her. Jager was a little darker personality wise than she was used to, a little quieter, a little more stoic. Almost everyone who came to her bed-and-breakfast were friendly, family-oriented, fun-loving types. These men were more isolated—detached. For that reason, she was grateful they had each other. Life would be damn lonely if they didn’t have that.

Mason hadn’t given her any of their background information, and she hadn’t asked. Right now, questions were bubbling up to the surface. She knew it wasn’t part of her job, and, as part of the respect the patrons held for her, she didn’t ask too many questions.

She headed to the two bedrooms that had emptied and quickly changed out the linens. A washer and dryer were on each of the floors, which made her life a little easier. She started the laundry, remade the beds, grabbed the vacuum, cleaned up the rooms and then headed to the bathrooms for each. Thankfully both were reasonably clean, just needing a good wipe down.

When she was done, she returned to the kitchen to check if the men needed more coffee. The room was empty, their cups and plates washed and set on the draining rack to dry. She looked at the cinnamon bun pan. They had eaten the two each, and that was it.

She hadn’t heard them go upstairs, yet hadn’t heard them leave. They’d been incredibly silent. She frowned, wondering if that was an issue. It shouldn’t be. But she was used to friendlier, transparent guests. She shrugged and headed to her office. There was always paperwork to be done. She tried to work an eight-hour day, but that never really happened. Did any person who owned their own business get to have that luxury?

She ran this place herself, and it was only when she had multiple people coming in for breakfast all at the same time that she got a little flustered. Any other time, well, it was her home, and she just opened the doors to let the world in. Mason had chastised her more than a couple times about being too trusting. She had told him how most of her business was word of mouth. That helped a lot to ensure she had business but also that she and her guests were relatively safe, since Morning dealt with reputable people. She had a website, but she didn’t put any money into ads. So far she hadn’t needed to.

As soon as she got through her paperwork, she straightened her back, already aching from the hard chair. She glared down at the old thing. “Definitely past time to replace you,” she muttered.

The trouble was, as much as she did okay, she didn’t spend money on extras because something in the plumbing would always go awry, and she needed that little bit of saved-up money to handle it. She shrugged irritably and walked back into the kitchen. She could have brought her laptop and done some of her paperwork out here. It didn’t matter now that she was done with it for today.

She did a quick check, found the house was empty and that the men were gone. She looked out the living room window. No vehicles were parked at her curb. She’d seen the truck pull up that Geir had arrived in but had no idea what Jager had driven. And it was none of her business, she had to remind herself.

What she did have was a couple hours of free time. She headed to her bedroom, quickly changed into a clean painting smock and walked into her adjoining studio. One of the reasons she had opened her home as a B&B was because it gave her the chance to continue with her main passion, her painting. She had a gallery opening coming up in six months, and she didn’t have anywhere near enough paintings for it. And the ones she did have, she didn’t like.

She should probably show them to the gallery owner and see if they were even a possibility. The owner was doing this as a favor for a mutual friend, and she kind of hated that. She wanted to be offered a show on her own merit, but her friend had been very clear, telling Morning not to be too stupid or too proud to accept the gift horse offered. And that was right, but, at the same time, it was wrong.

She stared at the painting on the easel in front of her and frowned. “You look like shit,” she said in disgust. Instead of picking up her brush, she threw herself on the futon she kept here and stared up at the canvases around her. They were all touristy-looking scenes. They were all pretty, but she didn’t want to do pretty. She wanted drama. She wanted the painting to tell her something, to have the viewer look at it and get sucked in for the ride. These didn’t do that. They were gift-shop paintings. And that was so not where her heart was. The trouble was, she was running out of time.

Her phone rang. She pulled her cell from her pocket and groaned. Of course. It was the gallery owner. With a wince she straightened. “Hi, Leon. How are you?”

“Still waiting to see samples of what you’re bringing in for the show.”

“Right. I have a busy day today.” She thought about that white lie, not happy with herself. “Today is Tuesday. … How about Friday?”

“Friday, it is. Make sure you’ve got something good. I’m looking forward to seeing this. You come highly recommended.” And he hung up.

She glared at her phone and then tossed it on the futon. “No pressure though, right?”

The trouble was, she had put the pressure on herself. She could take these paintings to him, but she knew he wouldn’t like them. Hell, she didn’t even like them. What she needed was something that showed who and what she was on the inside, and that wasn’t necessarily anything she could do. Not yet. Too risky. She wasn’t ready.

She sat for a long moment, hearing her father. He was a voice in the back of her mind. Really? You’ll give up so easily?

She shuddered. She’d spent a lifetime being a people-pleaser personality. Somewhere in her early or late teens, she realized she was a sunny kind of person. She sat up straight as she stared at the painting she’d already shot down. She got up, took it off the easel, set it on the floor against the wall. “Okay, so these are all right. But they don’t show my true personality. They don’t show the sunshine within. The light, that sparkle I feel attuned to,” she muttered.

She put a clean canvas on the stand and pulled out the yellow tube of paint. She stared at it for a long moment and then frowned. “Okay, so maybe not quite so yellow.”

She closed her eyes. “I need to trust I have what it takes to do this. The fear is crippling me. Show me the way. I trust in me. I trust in myself. Please help me find what I need to do right now.”

She opened up two tubes of paint, a winter white and a pale lemon, then turned back to the canvas.


Chapter 2
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“Hello? Anyone here?”

Morning jolted with a start. She froze as she stared at the canvas, her gaze narrow. “Sorry. I’m coming,” she yelled.

“No problem. Just wondered if you were here.”

Dimly, in the back of her mind, she recognized the voice of one of her new guests. Just then Geir popped his face around the doorway. She stared at him in surprise. “Guests aren’t allowed in here.”

He nodded, but, instead of backing up, he stepped into the room. He looked at all the paintings she had set aside, potentially for the gallery, and he didn’t look quickly. Instead, he picked up each one, studied it, put it down, picked up another one.

She could feel herself not breathing, waiting for his comment, whether it was disparaging or complimentary. But he didn’t say a word. He studied them all, put them back, turned to look around, saw the futon, then came up behind her. She froze. She hated for anybody to see her paintings in progress. She knew it came from her well of self-doubt, worrying how each wasn’t a masterpiece. She could see what she wanted in her mind’s eye, but she hadn’t been able to get her fingers to match that same image on a canvas. Yet.

She stepped back until she stood beside him and turned her gaze to the canvas on the easel. She frowned. What the hell? Had she done that? Just then her grandfather clock chimed downstairs, and she realized it was four o’clock. She gasped. “It can’t be that late already.”

Geir slid her a glance. “Well, it is.”

Horrified, she looked at him, glanced back at the painting but couldn’t comprehend what she saw. She walked to the sink, cleaned her brushes and washed her hands.

When her hands were paint-free, she pulled off her smock and returned to take another look at the painting. It wasn’t just good. It was stunning. She knew it wasn’t finished, but, for the first time, she knew what was supposed to go next. It was an early morning sunrise, peeking through the clouds, adding light and lightness to a cherry blossom tree opening its buds. It was mostly done. She had a few more highlights to add. Several more hours probably because she always slowed down at this stage. But it was everything she could have hoped it to be.

At the same time she wondered if she was just caught up in the euphoria of a new project and not seeing it clearly. Then she turned to look at her nice paintings and knew there was no comparison. This wasn’t so much nice as it was demanding. It sucked you in and held you there.

And still Geir hadn’t said anything. He stood silently at her side, staring at the painting.

She walked to the door. “I’d like you to come out of there now please.”

He glanced at her, his gaze piercing as he said, “If you can paint like this”—he motioned to the canvas on the easel—“why do you paint like that?” He pointed to the pictures on the floor.

She stopped and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“The level, the intensity, it’s tenfold in this painting. This one draws you in. I want to be there on that cherry blossom branch, watching the sunrise. It’s full of possibilities. It’s full of hope. Those others are flatter, still pretty, but this …” He returned his gaze to the canvas in front of him. “It’s stunning.”

Inside she felt some of the walls she’d built over her art dissolve. Some of her own insecurities came crumbling down. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I have to come up with some paintings to take to a gallery owner on Friday. And I was unhappy with what I’d already done. I was looking for something that defined me, who I am. And I honestly don’t remember very much about the last few hours. I got so caught up in the painting.”

He walked toward her. “So that painting is going in a gallery. It’ll be for sale?”

She nodded. “Hopefully. If he likes it.”

“If he doesn’t like it, I would like to buy it.”

She turned and looked at him. He nodded. “I’m serious. It’s really beautiful.”

Her heart bursting with happiness, she practically danced her way downstairs into the kitchen.

As Geir followed her, he said, “Tell me about the gallery showing.”

She shrugged as she pulled out the preparations for her shepherd’s pie, knowing she had to work fast. While she talked, she got the meat cooking, chopped up vegetables and put on the potatoes. “Not a whole lot to tell. A friend of a friend got me the invitation, and I was feeling uncomfortable, thinking I didn’t earn it on my own.”

“Some of the best breaks in the business world come from word of mouth,” he said neutrally. “You can’t let that stop you from taking advantage of it.”

She shrugged. “I’ve always been self-conscious about my art. I felt like I couldn’t quite connect to that part of my soul that needed to express what was in my head and in my heart. But with that painting, the most recent one, I feel like maybe I finally made a tentative step in that direction.”

“It shows incredible promise.” He looked around. “Any chance of a cup of coffee?”

She nodded. “Absolutely.” She put on a pot and returned to chopping the vegetables.

Twenty minutes later, she had the meat browned, all the vegetables collected, and a thick gravy just waiting on the potatoes. He saw what she was about to do and said, “Let me drain those.”

He took the pot off the stove and drained out the moisture, took off the lid, and, while she poured in cream, butter and spices, he mashed the potatoes into a nice thick topping for the vegetables and meat. It took another ten minutes to get it all assembled into the pan and into the oven.
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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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