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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…

Talon Lore, a former SEAL, has spent the last two years recovering from the damage done when his squad’s truck drove over an antitank landmine. Six other team-mates were also badly hurt, the seventh dead, in what their team leader Badger Horley realized later had to be a trap set to take them out. After his best friend is run down, Talon realizes his murder ties in with the original incident that drove him and his squad hell-bent for revenge.

A year ago, Talon walked away from his girlfriend, Clary Witcher when she’d given him an ultimatum he couldn’t win. Clary is the sister of his best friend killed in the hit-and-run. Determined to tell Clary in person that her brother’s death was no accident and keep her safe from those now targeting her, Talon struggles with the haunting prospect of a reunion.

Clary has never forgotten and never forgiven herself for chasing the man she loved and still loves away with her stupid, take-it-or-leave-it threat. Her brother’s death is a tragedy she’s barely dealt with when Talon shows up with answers that only beg more questions. He won’t leave her side, certain her brother wasn’t the only target. But Clary has learned one thing from her time away from him: Love—not trouble—needs to be Talon’s reason for staying with her…even if sending him away means jeopardizing her own life.

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


Prologue
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Twenty minutes after leaving the craziness at the hotel, Talon Lore knocked at the front door but didn’t wait to walk into Laszlo’s small Santa Fe rented house.

Laszlo was already there, working on the dead hired gun’s laptop. Laszlo waved to Talon and said, “Put on your own coffee.”

Talon snorted. “We walked out and left Erick to deal with the cops.”

“That’s all right,” Geir said as he walked inside from the back door without so much as knocking. “If there was ever anybody who could handle it, it’d be Erick.”

Talon studied his friend. “How are you holding up?”

Geir extended both hands, still shaking with fury. “I didn’t dare go in that room.”

Talon nodded. “I understand. It’s all okay though. We’re working our way through this. One new fact at a time.”

“And faster than I would have thought,” Laszlo said. “It’s just these hiccups are pretty damn ugly.”

“I’m also pissed you guys didn’t tell me right away what you were doing,” Geir said. “I had to hear after the fact.”

“Hey,” Talon said, “you went silent. We’ve been trying to reach you.”

“Besides,” Laszlo added, “we all heard after the fact, in a way. Badger wouldn’t ever let it go. It’s been bugging him for the last two years. He caught the first lead, and we carried on down the rabbit hole from there.”

Geir nodded. “Just so long as I’m in the loop from here on in.”

“You’re in,” Talon said. “But remember, you may not want to be.”

“Like you guys,” Geir said, “my life hasn’t moved forward. It always felt so wrong, and I couldn’t find a way to get back on track.”

“Well, we might have something to help you get there.” Laszlo lifted his gaze from the laptop. “Because there’s a lot of stuff here. It looks like we have more than enough information to confirm this John Smith asshole was a very busy boy. Not just with our cases but others. The police will still want to see this laptop. But I want to get all the information I need off it first.”

“Does it say who he did business with?”

“A couple people could be in here. It’s in code, and it’ll take us some time. Do we have any specialists we can bring in?”

Geir snorted. “If Levi doesn’t have them, you know Mason will.”

Talon nodded. “And what about my friend Chad? Is there any sign this hired gun had anything to do with Chad’s accident?”

Laszlo nodded. “Yes.” He looked up. “I don’t know how well you know the family. Do you want to say anything to them about it or let it lie in peace after all this time?”

Talon winced. “His sister and I were a thing for a long time, and Chad was my best friend. I feel like I owe her the truth for the sake of both of them.”

“Clary?” Geir asked. “I remember you mentioning her a couple times. Why did you break it off?”

Talon shrugged. “Because I couldn’t leave the military at the time. And she wanted me home every night,” he admitted. “And I let her go because she wanted so much more than I could give her.”

“How do you feel about her now?” Laszlo looked up from the laptop again, his gaze piercing, even in the darkly lit room.

“I’ve never forgotten her,” Talon said. “But she married soon after we broke up. I figured she was more than ready for the change.”

“Well, maybe it’s time to renew that acquaintance.”

He shook his head. “No, she’s happily married. I don’t want to burst that bubble.”

Laszlo snorted, his fingers busy on the keyboard. “No, she’s not. She got divorced last year.”

Talon straightened ever-so-slightly. “Really?”

Laszlo nodded. “Really. And I think she deserves to know the truth. At least what we know of the truth. Chad was walking in a parking lot and was struck by a hit-and-run driver.”

“Another vehicular accident,” Geir said softly. “Son of a bitch.”

Laszlo snorted. “Talon, looks like you’re up next.”

Talon nodded. “Maybe I am at that.”


Chapter 1
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Deplaning in San Diego, Talon grabbed his bag off the luggage cart and hefted it over his shoulder. He knew exactly where he was going. It had been almost eleven months ago since he’d been here. Almost another year of additional pain, another year of additional growth, another year of additional physical struggles. But he had survived. He had been here before, after his best friend had died a year ago. At the time Talon had considered it a senseless accident, one of those things that cut down the good people without care, without worry, striking without thinking about who the person was, individually and to others.

And now Talon had recently found out that Chad, his best friend, had been murdered. The news hadn’t settled easily. Talon thought potentially this was just another bad joke in the Life isn’t fair context. Instead it was yet one more horrible puzzle piece in a game someone else was playing to systematically take out family members and friends of the remaining members of his former SEALs unit.

Talon didn’t have any close family. He knew his birth parents must be out there somewhere, but he had no idea who they even were. He had never had any inclination to seek them out. And they had never sought him out either. As far as Talon was concerned, that was fine by him.

Consequently Talon had been in and out of the foster care system and had joined the navy as soon as he could. It had been straight upward for him after that. But, while in high school, he’d met Chad. And that had been a relationship that he had managed to keep ever since. Until Chad’s murder a year ago. Talon hadn’t made it for the funeral, having been in and out of the hospital from his own traumatic experience. He’d tried hard, but the doctors had refused, stating that any long-distance travel like that would set back what little progress Talon had made after yet another surgery. He was not doing well at all. The news of Chad’s death had sent Talon into a tailspin. So the doctors had returned Talon to intensive care to block out the wider world until he recovered, knowing that any more bad news would potentially put him in a permanent downward spiral.

Still, he should have contacted Clary after Chad’s death. When he had finally been released from the hospital weeks later, he’d made the trek alone to Chad’s grave site. Against doctors’ orders. But to hell with that. Chad had been the best buddy Talon had ever had. In fact, Chad had been family to Talon. Chad and Clary both. It stung like hell to have Chad ripped out of Talon’s life when Talon had been at his lowest ebb yet. Even lower than when he and Clary had broken up. Or maybe it was as low as that, just doubled. Regardless the total tally of those three huge stressors in his life was more than Talon could take, one on top of the other on top of yet more. If not for the remaining members of his unit, he’d feel very alone.

Talon had stood there at the grave, hating the waste of it all. For someone like Chad—healthy and vibrant, with such a great sense of humor, always pulling jokes on everyone, a ladies’ man, and yet, at the core, a good man—to have died like that, in a senseless accident, was a maddening event in and of itself. Chad was a fireman. He lived, ate, talked, slept that job. Talon laughed at the memory of Chad saying that all he had to do to get the ladies’ attentions was tell them he could cook or that he wore a uniform or to just show them the firemen’s calendar, sporting Chad as the Favored Fireman for February. Chad was one of the good guys—a hero.

Talon knew the two siblings had a hard time understanding their vagabond researching parents. To Talon, who had never had the stable home life that those two had, he thought their parents were great, idiosyncrasies and all. Those two didn’t know how good they had it. Yeah, their mom and dad had wanted both kids to attend college, to become botanists like them, but it just wasn’t meant to be.

Talon shook his head. What was it about families? They could be your greatest supporters or your worst critics. Sometimes both. Kind of like we can do to ourselves, what with the negative and positive self-talk going on in my own mind at times.

And there Talon was, after the land mine explosion he had miraculously lived through, thinking for the longest time that his own survival wasn’t worth all this pain and effort and expense. Missing an arm, missing a leg, he was so much less than he’d been before. Plus he felt a special responsibility that his other team members didn’t.

Talon had been driving the military transport truck with his unit all aboard and had driven over the buried antitank land mine.

He’d gone through the depths of depression, self-pity, and had come out on the other side, mended but still broken inside. Still dealing with nightmares. Still dealing with the trauma of so much he’d been through. Some things in life you just didn’t recover from overnight. Luckily he had had his unit around him, telling him to buck up and to get well soon. That they were waiting on him, slowly gathering in Santa Fe to be closer to the prosthetics designer. They encouraged Talon, goaded Talon, whatever it took to keep that flame of survival lit within him. Even while in excruciating pain themselves.

Even while the other six members of his unit were also going through their own trials by fire, their own personal hells with hospitals, surgeries, rehab—another word for torture—and more hospitals, surgeries, rehab, they had still been there for Talon. They took turns visiting his bedside, depending on who was feeling the best at the time and could travel between the various hospitals where some of their unit remained hospitalized.

Talon’s team members were his light at the end of a very long and very dark and very hazardous tunnel. No telling how many times each of them had died on the operating table. But Talon didn’t ask. He didn’t want to know. He was just happy they were still here with him. Then Talon had met Kat, and she had dangled the possibility of specially designed prosthetics to replace his arm and his lower leg. That became his goal. Get better so he could wear two of Kat’s incredible designs.

Talon had to wonder how his birth parents would have handled such an event. Hell, how would Chad and Clary’s parents have handled it? Not well, I suppose. He was again damn thankful for his unit. They were his true family.

And then his SEALs unit had realized that their military accident had been no accident. That their truck had been deliberately diverted to a new route, by a fake Corporal Shipley, based on falsified intel, where Talon’s team would drive over an antitank land mine buried just for them. Seven men horribly disfigured and maimed. And one of their own dead.

Talon knew evil existed. He couldn’t be in the military or experience any war and not see evil. But he also knew there was a lot of good in the world too. He wanted to believe there was good in everyone, but it was hard to see it in some people. And in the murderers, drug dealers, human traffickers … well, it was almost impossible.

To have Chad’s life cut short was just denying the world the other lives that Chad would have rescued from future fires. Just like cutting down Talon’s unit with that explosion would cost other people their lives down the road.

Talon was fighting to look ahead, to look forward. Yet, so far, life kept turning him around, pointing him to the past. Talon had wondered about that explosion himself over the last couple years, but he had shoved it off to the side. Yet it kept nagging him. After all, three military trucks were headed to one destination. So why did just the one truck—the one with Talon and his unit—get pulled off to another route because of last-minute intel?

Dealing with his own injuries, his own recovery, had been enough. Too much, in fact. Unlike his friend Badger, Talon hadn’t used the need for revenge to get himself back on his feet. But once he understood what Badger was doing, and the amount of thought he’d put into it, his reasoning and logic behind it, Talon hadn’t taken long getting on board.

That Norway trip with Cade and Laszlo had been a wake-up call in so many ways.

Cade had been blessed enough to meet somebody, a pilot who’d been in Norway dealing with her own trauma as her best friend had been in a car accident as well. But her friend was now out of a coma, and Faith and Cade were working their way through a relationship that held such promise. Talon was happy for his friend.

He’d pushed back on all steady relationships for many years. Long before the land mine incident, the love of his life had wanted more than Talon could give, so he’d walked away to let her have exactly what she said she wanted. She’d married, and he’d only recently learned she’d also divorced.

A hard hand slapped his shoulder. He turned and smiled at Laszlo who was accompanying him on this trip, telling him, “You never did give me an update on your father.”

Laszlo beamed. “The old man is pretty tough. He’s back home again with Jair. The two of them are living a quiet life at the moment.”

“Did you tell him the hit-and-run wasn’t an accident?”

“Yes, and he took it well, considering. One of Mason’s friends is a bodyguard in Norway. He’s moving in with my father and brother for a while, replacing the temporary help we had for them in the interim. The fact that Mason’s guy happens to love cooking is a big bonus. At least I can see both men eating now.”

“That will help.”

Talon had been one of the trio of men who had flown to Norway to Laszlo’s father’s home to sort out what exactly had happened after that hit-and-run. It had seemed like a bad accident perpetrated on a dark road at dusk with an old man who had left his hearing aid at home and who couldn’t have evaded the vehicle fast enough anyway. Only, in the light of day, it had been found to be a hit-and-run to hurt Laszlo. The now deceased John Smith had been hired to use an SUV and run down Laszlo’s father. But not the man who had hired Smith for this job and others. Therefore, everybody who could be on this unknown killer’s list, those still alive, needed security.

Which meant the family members and closest friends of the remaining seven former SEALs involved in the original land mine incident.

“What would we do without Mason and Levi?” Talon asked.

“We’d find someone. We’ve already got several of Bullard’s men pulled into play as well.”

Talon nodded. “It helps restore my faith in humanity. People aren’t all assholes, like this John Smith guy was.”

“At least we have his laptop and access to the hired gun’s emails and contacts. It could be much worse. It’s up to us to stay safe until we find another line to tug.”

“I’m still not sure I should be here in San Diego,” Talon said. “I know I owe it to Chad, but his case has already been closed. The police won’t reopen it just to confirm our latest findings, and I don’t know what benefit there is to letting Clary know what happened to him.”

“Wouldn’t you want to know?”

“Yes, but look who we are. She doesn’t live in our world. She’s a paralegal and probably sees a lot of the negative side of life. But do we have to bring it any closer to home?”

Laszlo shrugged. “When we discussed this before, you thought it was a good idea.”

“At the time I wasn’t standing less than ten minutes away from the woman I loved,” he admitted.

Laszlo chuckled. “Yeah, I can see how cold feet would get to you. Do you realize we’ve been standing here for at least ten minutes, and people are walking around us because we’re in the way?”

Startled, Talon twisted to look around, and, indeed, they were like an island with waves of water parting to wrap around them. He shrugged. “Let’s grab a vehicle.”

They headed to the airport rental office. Talon had ordered a Jeep Wrangler. It was pretty hard not to drive that vehicle, as it was, by far, his favorite. The day was warm and sunny. With Laszlo’s help, Talon took off the top. He hopped in with the paperwork in hand, turned on the engine, and slowly settled in to drive. They headed toward the center of town.

“Are we stopping anywhere else?” Laszlo asked. “I mean, Mason’s here. Maybe we should stop by?”

“We’ll see how it goes.” Talon shifted in his seat. “Damn, I do like these vehicles. I bought my first one when I was sixteen. My foster parents completely forbade me, but I bought it off the machine shop guy in high school. I worked off half of it and paid the rest with my part-time job. They had no say in the matter. But it was another huge bone of contention and another good reason to leave.”

“What did you do with it when you left for the military?”

“I kept it a while, for when I was on leave, but then, after I split up with Clary, I sold it. The clean break seemed like the best idea.”

“And how do you feel about that now?”

Talon decided not to answer.

After a few minutes of silence, Laszlo asked, “Did you let her know you were coming?”

Talon winced. “No. I deliberately didn’t.”

Laszlo checked his watch. “It’s a Saturday at eleven in the morning. Any idea where she’ll be?”

“She and her brother had a house they co-owned. Chad was living in it when she moved out to get married, I presume. I thought I’d check there first.”

“But it could have been sold after his death.”

“It could have been. But, considering her divorce and the death of her brother, both occurring at about the same time, I suspect she would have hung on to it.”

“Sentimental type?”

“Very. Her parents are in Europe most of the time. Her father is a botanist, studies plants. They own the house next door. With them gone so much of the year, it also makes sense that Clary would have retained ownership of her house. She can effectively oversee both. So it follows to check if somebody is there.”

They pulled into a Starbucks, each of them grabbing coffees for the road. Talon kept driving, finally hitting the outskirts, turning into a nice suburban area, noting that, after all this time, it looked more upscale than he remembered. New eyes, new perspective.

As he drove up to the place, no vehicle was parked in either driveway. He drove past, turned around, and parked on the opposite side of the street. First they went to Chad’s house and knocked. There was no answer. Then they went to the neighboring house, where Chad and Clary’s parents lived, and again there was no answer.

Talon turned to look at Laszlo and shrugged. “I guess it’s time to call her.”

“And chances are you’ll only be able to leave a message because who knows where she is.”

Laszlo was right. A quick phone call later had no benefit but to leave a message.

Laszlo glanced at him. “Where do you want to go now?”

“Chad’s grave,” he said quietly. “I visited it a month after his death a year ago, but I’d like to go back.”

They were a good twenty minutes away from the cemetery. He drove up the long winding road and parked at the lower end of the parking lot. “If my memory serves me correctly, his grave is at the bottom end.”

They got out and walked toward that area. It was a beautiful day and, outside of the reason for being here, it was a great place to be right now. Talon tilted his head toward the sun, letting the rays shine on his face. “Definitely nicer weather here,” he said.

Laszlo chuckled. “Sure beats Norway.”

It took a little bit of walking to find the place. But soon enough Talon stopped beside the family plot. Chad was buried beside his grandparents. Clary was supposed to be laid to rest beside him and their parents on either side.

Talon stood here for a long moment, his hands in his pockets. Laszlo stepped back and gave him some space. Talon appreciated that. Of all the men in his unit, Laszlo was the most sensitive to moods. It was tough. There was always something in these last couple years that would send Talon’s emotions off the wall. He tried hard, but it wasn’t the easiest.

After a few moments he could feel a great big breath wallop from his heart and chest. As he slowly exhaled, he felt some of the weight coming off his shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Chad. I thought, at the time, it was just life being a bitch. But now I realize it’s humanity that’s a bitch. Don’t you worry. We caught the bastard. Not in time for you, but, maybe by doing what we’ve done, we can stop more deaths.”

Aware of a presence beside him, Talon turned, expecting to see Laszlo. Instead a woman stared at him. Shock, anger, and pain were on her face.

“Talon?”

He hunched his shoulders, not only against the shock and accusation in her voice but also to ward off the pain of seeing her again. She had one of those baby-doll faces with curly blond ringlets and huge blue eyes. He’d been dumbstruck from the first time he had met her. He thought he’d done her a favor by walking away, and obviously she’d made good use of the time because she had quickly married. He was sorry it hadn’t worked out for her.

He nodded his head and said, “Hi, Clary.”

She motioned to her brother’s grave. “Why now?” Her voice was angry. “Why not a year ago when he actually died? A little too late, isn’t it?”

He took the blows, but they hit him at a visceral level. He could give her no excuses, as he had no intention of trying to explain. He turned to his side and motioned toward Laszlo. “I’m here with a friend of mine. Laszlo Jensen. This is Clary Witcher.”

She glanced over at Laszlo and gave a small head tilt of acknowledgment then zeroed back in on Talon. “That’s no excuse. You could’ve come any time in the last year.”

There was so much hurt in her voice, and he knew it had been a tough year for her. And he should have been here for her. Just like he would have loved it had she’d been there for him. But nobody outside his unit had been there for him because he hadn’t told anybody. Only somehow Chad had found out, and Talon wasn’t even sure how that had happened. Chad had lit into Talon at the hospital something fierce. But apparently Chad hadn’t told Clary about Talon’s condition. And, for that, Talon was glad that he had made Chad promise not to.

She was always the kind of person who brought home an abandoned kitty or a lost puppy. And he had no intention of being added to her collection. He didn’t say anything, just looked at her, drinking in her features so familiar and yet with just enough differences to make his heart ache. She’d had a tough couple of years, and she obviously wasn’t sleeping well. There were lines on her face, her color now filled with bright red flags of anger, but the rest of her skin was so white.

“I was just at your house, Chad’s house,” Talon said quietly. “Are you living there now?”

She shoved her fists into her pockets and rocked back on her heels. “What do you care?” She tossed her hair back, a motion she’d always used when she was pissed off.

He had been able to get her goat all the time. It had been part of the fun, watching her explode. But they’d been so much younger back then, foolish. He dropped his gaze to the grave. “I care.”

“It doesn’t seem like it.” She glanced again at Laszlo, held it for a moment.

Laszlo stepped forward and outstretched his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

She shook his hand stiffly. Faced Talon. “What were you saying to Chad when I arrived?”

He winced.
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“Talon?” she said in a harder tone. She sensed something wrong, and her gut clenched with pain. “I heard you, but I didn’t really understand you.”

He turned to face her fully, and she saw the torment on his face. He really did care. She knew he did too. Talon and her brother had been friends since forever. Obviously Chad’s death would be a loss for him. She had no right to throw that in his face, but it was hard because she was hurting too.

“Why don’t we go for coffee somewhere and talk?”

She snorted. “You didn’t come all this way to see me, so why don’t you just tell me what you need to tell me, and we can part ways again.”

“Wow, you got nicer as you got older.”

She flushed, taking a direct hit. The trouble was, he was right. She hadn’t gotten nicer; she’d gotten more independent, harder, more protective, and more hurt.

It was Laszlo who said, “Maybe not a coffee shop. I know it’s an imposition, but possibly could we speak with you in your own home?”

She stared at him in surprise. “Why?”

“Because what we have to say should be said in private.”

Should she trust Laszlo? It was hard when he was with Talon. Yet he had never lied to her, but something about the previous years seemed like a lie no matter what. He should have returned. She’d waited until the truth hit her—Talon was never returning.

She thought about it for a long moment and then nodded. “I’ll meet you back at the house in ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes?” Laszlo asked.

She flashed a small smirk. “Okay, that’s just a figure of speech. It takes about twenty minutes, maybe longer. It depends on the traffic.” She saw the coffee cups in their hands. “I guess I can put on coffee when I get there.”

“Don’t do us any favors if your heart is not in it,” Talon said calmly.

But there was such a neutrality to his tone and in his expression, as if he expected something from her, and she hadn’t given it. Trouble was, she didn’t know if it was a hug or a slap that he thought he deserved. She knew which one she thought he deserved.

She turned and walked back to the parking lot. Inside her nerves and stomach twisted constantly. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do, but her hands shook so hard, as if she would never calm them down. Her heart hurt; tears threatened, but her world … It had shattered. Just when she thought nothing else could make her life any more bereft, Talon had to show up, standing in front of her, uncaring, unaffected, and completely disinterested.

Since when had life become such a bitch?


Chapter 2
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She unlocked her front door and walked inside. She didn’t know why she was using the front door. Normally she would come in through the garage. She put it down to being so flustered at her current state of affairs. The men hadn’t pulled in behind her, but she knew they wouldn’t get lost. Talon had come to this area more times than he’d actually gone home.

This house hadn’t been their parents’ home but their uncle’s. And, when he died, he had passed it on to the two kids. The idea being that, when her parents passed, she’d end up with one, and her brother would end up with the other. And now? … Well, now there was just her.

She didn’t dare let her mind go down that route. The last year had been brutal. It was one thing to lose a sibling; it was another thing to lose a twin. And she knew a lot of people wouldn’t understand, but another twin would. There was a special bond. They’d always understood each other.

And she and Chad had been very close. He’d tried to talk her out of getting married but then had stood up for her when she’d walked down the aisle. He’d held her in his arms during her breakup, and then he had died and left her alone.

Without her husband, thank God; without her parents, who were traveling the world and always would be traveling the world; and without Talon. The one mainstay in her life who’d walked away from her because she’d been too needy.

What a lesson that had been. The reason her husband had divorced her, supposedly, had been because she’d been too detached, too unemotional, not invested in their marriage. The trouble was, he was right. She’d invested everything in Talon, and, when he’d broken up with her, he had left her in tiny pieces.

It wasn’t fair. She’d loved that man to distraction. And when he had walked away, it had been her brother who had helped her pull herself together. And she had built herself up bigger and stronger and better and so much tougher. She hid behind a wall so nobody would hurt her again, and, by doing so, she’d cheated her husband from feeling the full effects of her love. And she had loved him. But she hadn’t been in love with him.

She’d been desperate to not be an old maid on the shelf, lonely for someone to do things with. She’d fallen on a path that, like everybody else’s relationship, seemed to lead to marriage, to starting a family. But it didn’t spark a fire in her. He was just comfortable. She thought comfortable would be enough. And maybe, for her, it would have been for years to come. But again she didn’t get that chance. Her husband had walked out, saying she was only half of a woman. That she lacked passion; she lacked soul.

His words had hurt. Even now as they’d taken root, they made her doubt herself all over again. Two major relationships, and, in both cases, each man had broken up with her. So definitely there was something wrong. The stupid thing was, each of them had complained about the opposite thing.

The doorbell rang just as she hit the coffee machine’s button to start brewing. She walked to the front door and opened it. The two men stood there. She led them inside, into the living room. As soon as they were seated, she said, “I’ll go get you a coffee.”

She turned, leaving them as guests in the house, and went to the kitchen, where she poured two cups. She carried them to the front of the house, saying, “I hope black is fine. I don’t have any cream, although I might be able to find the sweetener for you.”

Talon didn’t say a word; he accepted the black coffee. But she knew he always used to love his coffee dark and strong.

Laszlo smiled and said gently, “Black is fine. Thanks.”

She returned to the kitchen, grabbed herself a cup, then sat on a third chair in the living room. “Now tell me what this is all about.”

Silence fell hard and heavy.

Her gaze went from one to the other, sharp, intense, confused. “Talon, what the hell’s going on?” She watched a flicker of emotion cross his face. But she wasn’t sure what that emotion was.

He lifted his gaze to her. “Put the coffee down.”

She put it down, as if his command must be met. “Is it my parents? Why haven’t the police come and told me?” she asked anxiously.

He shook his head. “It’s not your parents. As far as I know, they’re perfectly fine.”

She took a deep breath and sat back, but her coffee was still on the coffee table. “Okay, so it’s major but not that major. Stop beating about the bush. This isn’t like you.”

She felt his gaze lock on hers and sear right into her soul. He’d always had that ability. She could never lie to him. She tried hard to bring her defenses into place, so he wouldn’t see her emotions, like he always had, and knew she had failed when she saw a gentle look come into his gaze. She shook her head. “Oh no, none of that.”

Surprise had him raising his eyebrows. “None of what?”

“None of that trying to be friends. I know who you really are inside that bullshit,” she snapped. “Tell me what this is about.” She couldn’t stand the worry eating away at her. It was bad, she knew. But as long as they didn’t tell her what it was, she was making it so much worse in her mind.
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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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