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  This is one married couple whose appetites for each other grow ever stronger with each passing year. They thoroughly enjoy discovering new ways to keep the spark alive and thriving. Allowing another couple to share in their fun only seems to increase the possibilities. Keeping the love alive is certainly not a problem for Mac and Jenney, which makes their escapades deliciously fun to read.




  ~ Coffee Time Romance




  ENGULF – NEW WORLD BK 5




  Abri is a strong female heroine. She didn't let deafness define who she is. Raiden is a likeable guy. Why? Even though Abri is deaf, Raiden picked her for his female.




  C.L. Scholey has done a terrific job of creating this futuristic romance series. We have action, romance, adventure & mystery all in 102 pages.




  ~ Romance Bookaholic Traveler
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  The Brethren of Tavish is a wonderfully written book. The characters are well rounded and bring you into the story as if you were really there. The story flows smoothly tying one part to the next. The plot is well thought out, giving you plenty of action…




  ~ Night Owl Reviews
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  AVAILABLE AT WHISKEY CREEK PRESS




  Back to Our Beginning




  What a great year this has been! Thanks so much to my readers. Every day that passes I get to know more people. Thank you for your emails, and for allowing my stories into your life.




  ~ Connie.




  Prologue




  Candy hated the nightshift. Candy’s boss knew she hated the nightshift. She was positive that was why he’d given it to her. She despised the darkness past the windows, seeing her reflection mirrored back. The aloneness of the cold office, the heat turned down because of the late hour, chilled her. The lights were mysteriously dim when everyone else was home, tucked into their warm beds.




  After shrugging off his repeated advances toward her, Tyler Darren, her boss, told Candy she was to report for duty from now on at eleven o’clock sharp. It was his annoying form of punishment, although she thought it best considering the circumstances; at least she’d be away from him. So Candy complied, if unwillingly, desperately needing her job and the money, but found with dismay, her boss changed his own shift to match hers.




  Well after midnight, right before the others were dismissed for the evening, he casually strolled in. With a great deal of consternation, she suddenly found herself completely alone with him in his large office.




  Positioning the magnificent black walnut desk between her and her boss, Candy made an effort to keep her distance. The blinds had been drawn earlier; her boss claimed the city lights proved too much of a distraction. At fifteen stories high, it was more than likely it was to keep the adjoining building from seeing into his affairs. An occasional flicker of luminosity shone its way between the blinds to dance eerie, spontaneous movements across the dimly lit, light gray room.




  Stalking her at his leisure, Darren ran the knuckles of his left hand across the polished desk top, his gaze fixated on her, licking his lips suggestively. His intent was obvious. The exceedingly good-looking, expensively-dressed, large, arrogant, dark-haired man grinned at her discomfort. Unfortunately for her, as handsome as the man was on the outside, inside was a vile repulsive snake…a rattle snake. Candy feared his bite was lethal.




  “Candy, you have such potential,” Darren informed her. His piercing, cold, soulless blue gaze lewdly trailed hungrily over her body, as though devouring her within heated, lust-filled thoughts.




  Candy cringed when he chuckled; his reminiscent gaze assessed her feeble attempt to hide her curves from him under the stylish, but baggy, pink sweater she wore and the shapeless black slacks, giving her, what she hoped, was a professional hands-off look. Her long, thick, dark black hair cascaded down her slender back, forming ringlets at the ends, after he had gotten close enough to pull her locks free from the severe bun she wound it in. Her scalp still tingled from his touch, each strand assaulted and violated. Tendrils tickled at her cheek and chin, framing her heart-shaped face, devoid of any makeup. Candy glared at him. She realized too late her innocent look captivated the man. She was young and vulnerable, she was being hunted, and the prey had nowhere to retreat.




  “Mr. Darren, I’ve told you repeatedly I’m only interested in a professional working relationship.”




  To her dismay, Candy was unable to keep the tremor from her voice. She continued her backward descent until she thumped into the hard wall. Caged. He advanced, almost pouncing on her.




  “Oh, we can keep it professional, sweetheart. I just want to dictate to you,” Darren said smoothly.




  Both hands were pressed against the wall on either side, keeping Candy from retreating. He had already removed his jacket; it hung on his chair in a corner. His tie was pulled low, his top three buttons undone. She could see the fine black hairs on his chest, and she swallowed hard.




  Candy heard the double meaning of the word dictate. She pushed against him, her concern rising. Her hands splayed across his generous chest, his white, silk shirt slid underneath her fingertips, and instead of a defensive gesture it was more of a strong, seductive caress. She wondered if that was why he loved to wear these shirts.




  They were alone together; she knew if she screamed no one would hear her. If the security guard did, he’d turn a blind eye; Mr. Darren would’ve paid him off. She berated herself for being in this position. If Candy had known Darren’s intentions, she never would have agreed. Another co-worker had worked the same hours, as well as a few others, and declared it was a rarity he ever came in so late. The co-workers claimed he was somewhat of a partier, and they could work at their own pace, in peace of his overbearing tyranny. Candy had no idea she’d be left completely alone with this man. She should’ve seen it coming when one by one the others were dismissed. Candy had been sent on an errand, and returned to find herself in this precarious predicament with her boss.




  “Stop,” Candy commanded. “I’m warning you.”




  She shoved at him hard, using her body to aid her, but he didn’t budge. Darren laughed at her feeble attempt. Both knew she was no match for his strength. He towered over her five-foot-four frame. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder, he made it no secret he worked out daily to enhance his powerful physique. He weighed at least twice as much as she. Candy was completely at his mercy. She knew he had none. For months she’d evaded his touch, far too long for him and not long enough for her; she could tell he was eager. Candy was eager to get away.




  “Enough, that’s it, I quit,” Candy said with a growl.




  “We’re just getting started. I’m giving you a raise. Only fair since you’ve given me a rise.”




  “I don’t want you. Stop, no, what part of fuck off don’t you get?”




  “The fuck part, I definitely get the fuck part.”




  His head dipped, and he claimed her lips in a passionate kiss, pressing her further into the wall. His serpent’s tongue invaded her mouth and she gagged with disgust, tasting the vile whisky he overindulged in. His teeth pressed against hers and she was unable to bite down. Candy struggled against him. He groaned as his hardness pressed against her writhing belly, obviously enjoying the feel of his stiff erection against her softness. As he pushed her further into the wall, she gasped in pain. She stilled beneath him as his body crushed her. Her head slumped against his chest.




  “Now be nice to me, Candy, and perhaps you’ll get a promotion...to my bed,” Darren said, breathing heavily. He chuckled as she shivered.




  He moved back, releasing some of his weight from her, allowing her to breathe. Candy inhaled deeply, not wanting to fall unconscious.




  “That’s it, baby, breathe deep. I want you to experience every movement, every touch. I’m going to make certain by the time I’m finished with you, you won’t avoid me, but will come running when I call. I don’t care how long it takes, or how often I need to take you. I’m up for the challenge, definitely up for it,” he told her while grinding his cock against her.




  Candy’s mind was racing with her thoughts. Another plan, she needed evasive maneuvers. She needed to get away from him. His mouth burned a trail of sloppy wet kisses down her neck as his hand fondled a breast under her shirt. She held submissively still. She choked on the sickening smell of his heady cologne.




  “That’s it, baby, just relax. It doesn’t have to be too rough. Unless that’s the way you want it to be,” Darren said. The underlying warning was unmistakable, his hands roamed over both of her breasts, squeezing and kneading her tender flesh.




  Shaking, she pressed against the wall, as he rubbed his erection against her harder and with urgency. Biting down hard on her lip, she stifled a scream, as he began lifting her shirt to expose her. Her hands closed over his as he pinched and rolled her nipples with his fingers. She could feel the motion of his fingers beneath her own and she fought the bile building in her throat. His head dipped to taste her.




  “Not here, please.” She ducked her head lower to stop his descent and gazed up at him as though she were turned on instead of terrified. “The desk, take me on the desk. There’s a bump in the wall that hurts. I can’t feel your hands on me when my back aches.” There was also nothing on the wall she could grab at to use as a weapon.




  “Sure, baby, sure,” he concurred with mounting heated passion. “I can lay you on the desk. I can bend you over the desk. The only pain I want you to experience is to come from me.” He groaned deep within his throat, as his fingertips continued to roll one nipple, pinching painfully. Candy couldn’t help a soft moan of distaste. “I’ve fantasized about you, about you begging for it. I know you want me; I can see it in your eyes. I’ve seen you watching me; I bet you love me screwing you in your thoughts. Now you get the real thing. I want to hear your moans while you cry out from beneath me. I’ll make you scream for it. You’ve played coy enough.”




  Candy was gripped roughly within his arms. He propelled her backward, almost lifting her from the ground, eager for her. Her backside bashed against the desk painfully and with an evil glint in his eye she was abruptly turned and found herself thrown face down on the desk as he ripped at her pants.




  “How do you want it first? You’re getting it all three ways, but I’m a generous man. Your ass, your mouth or your pussy? Pick now or I will.” His hand squeezed at the flesh he exposed, hurting her.




  Candy’s hands roamed the desk frantically; she grabbed at a large stapler and swung backward as hard as she could. With a great deal of satisfaction she heard a sickening thud as it connected with his head, then clattered to the ground.




  “Bitch,” Darren howled in outrage, grabbing his head in his hands, stumbling back.




  Candy fled from the office, yanking up her pants. She ducked behind one of the many cubicles in the outer area and huddled under a desk. But not before arming herself with another stapler.




  “That wasn’t smart, Candy,” Darren yelled loudly into the large empty room.




  Candy pulled herself into a tight ball. She was unable to stop the terrible tremors that ran through her. She willed herself not to cry. Her hand hurt from the death grip she maintained on her weapon.




  “If you show yourself, I might allow you to beg my forgiveness,” Darren said lightly.




  Candy peeked through a crack between the desk and the cubical wall divider. She could see his fists balled in anger. She wondered fearfully if he planned on doing more than raping her; by the evil grin on his face she could tell he was contemplating something violent. She swallowed hard when he reached up and, removing his tie, he wrapped an end around each fist and pulled it taught with an audible snap.




  “Candy?” he called softly, chuckling, closing in on her huddled form. “I see you.”




  Candy saw his dark expensive shoes move closer. She was trapped and guessed he was about to kill her; she’d enraged him by fighting back. No one was allowed to fight back against Tyler Darren. The stapler hurt from her death grip. There was no escape. Candy was no commando; she’d fight but there wouldn’t be much of a battle. She swore if she was going down, she’d take a chunk out of him.




  “Darren,” came a loud sudden voice.




  Darren’s head snapped in the direction of the angry commanding tone, so did Candy’s. She saw the man’s legs to his waist; she was positive he couldn’t see her. For a second, she thought to run to him for help; she changed her positon slightly and remained immobile. Things went from horrible to insane bad. A huge, powerfully built, blond man was walking toward Tyler, a gun in plain view. Darren took a step back and visibly paled, Candy all but forgotten.




  “Who the hell are you?” Darren snapped.




  “Damien.”




  “What the hell do you want?” he demanded with false bravado.




  “Mr. Marcus wanted me to relay a message,” Damien answered with a wicked grin.




  Darren swallowed hard. Candy squeezed her eyes shut for a second. The rumors must be true. It was only last month Brent Marcus had raged at Darren he would pay for the rape of his daughter. Darren simply laughed into the enraged, frustrated man’s face. No one could touch him, he was too wealthy. His family was too powerful; he could do as he pleased, to anyone. Candy was privy to offhand comments. She had no doubt they were true accusations.




  “You tell that old bastard his daughter begged for it,” he sneered with unveiled contempt. “Go fuck yourself and take your hoax threats, asshole. Marcus and his simpering bitch daughter will pay for this, too.”




  “I don’t give return messages, Tyler.” He raised his weapon.




  “Wait. Don’t you know who I am?” Darren shrieked, incredulous. He dropped his tie onto the ground and splayed his hands before him.




  “You’re history,” Damien declared. He discharged his revolver right between the man’s eyes.




  Candy heard a soft puff of air and suddenly Tyler Darren lay on the ground not two feet from her huddled form, his sightless, glassy eyes gazing through her. A small trail of blood oozed from a neat hole in his forehead. The blood drained from her face. Candy shoved her fist into her mouth, but it was too late. A soft whimper escaped her lips.




  Damien, who had been about to leave, stopped abruptly, he turned slowly in Candy’s direction. Candy, who had been shaking before, shuddered uncontrollably. No doubt the man who advanced on her was a paid assassin. He would need to silence her; she’d seen his weapon, heard its almost silent discharge. She could remain immobile no longer while awaiting yet another attacker.




  With a sudden burst of terrified desperation, Candy bolted from her hiding place and fled toward the hallway. She didn’t get far. The powerful man lunged for her and grabbed her up off her feet easily, pinning her to the ground beneath him, his weight capturing her, pressing her into the carpet.




  “Get off me,” Candy screamed in terror.




  She looked desperately into cold, ice blue eyes, devoid of compassion. The man held the gun to her. Candy struck out wildly, connecting with the stapler she still clutched. The man howled in surprised pain when it was cracked into the side of his head. Candy slipped between his legs. She was up and running, slamming into the door that led to the stairwell.




  Candy raced down two flights before entering another floor, almost falling in her hurried haste, hearing the thundering of feet a floor above gaining quickly. The hallway was dark and she fumbled along, banging into walls, her breathing erratic. She slipped inside a dark office and locked the door, shoving a chair beneath the door handle. She huddled behind a huge plant in a far corner, stuffing both fists against her mouth.




  Before long she heard the ominous rattle of each doorknob as the man made his way down the corridor toward her room. Her heart pounding, Candy winced when she saw his huge silhouette just beyond her door. She willed herself to remain still. The door handle jiggled. The hairs on the back of her neck rose as a cold chill passed through her. One eye peeked open. She stifled a gasp, stuffing her fists so tightly against her mouth she thought she tasted her own blood. The man was pressing his face against the door window, searching to see beyond. His large, gloved hands looked sinister splayed. She forgot to breathe as he spent just a moment more before moving off.




  Breathing a sigh of relief, Candy settled back against the wall, remaining hidden. Her shaky hand rose to wipe the sweat from her brow. Her tense body rocked back and forth. She stayed there for hours, rocking, until she heard the banging of the cleaning crew down the corridor.




  Peering in each direction, she left the room. No one else was about. Hesitantly, Candy moved off, feeling somewhat safer in the early morning sunlight that filtered in the windows, she went undetected by anyone. Her thoughts were in turmoil, her body exhausted. She’d witnessed the murder of a man. A man she had been alone with.




  Candy knew Tyler’s family. She’d heard terrible rumors which she now believed wholeheartedly. The entire family was said to be sick and twisted, evil, perhaps even had connections to the mafia. The claims appeared outrageous, and she needed the money her job offered to survive. The Darren family was a suspicious lot, and she was uncertain they would believe her about the assassin.




  She needed to hide until she could calm down, until she could face the police and Tyler’s family. Tyler, after all, attempted to assault her. She was positive Tyler’s father wouldn’t allow that type of scandal to surface. He would silence her after first acquiring a vivid description of the killer and why he came. Candy remembered Lisa Marcus; she was a tiny, sweet young woman, with beautiful blue liquid eyes. Though shy, Candy had grown fond of Lisa and her gentle, caring ways.




  Lisa had stopped coming to work almost a month ago. Tyler said he fired her because she wasn’t catching on to what he wanted quickly enough. He lewdly hinted she couldn’t keep pace with him. Of course he would’ve found her innocence irresistible. She would’ve been unable to fight off his advances. Lisa mentioned to Candy how grateful she was Tyler had given her this job, even though she lacked experience. Feeling sick, Candy realized that was exactly why Lisa got the job, her inexperience. Poor Lisa, if Tyler’s father was to learn it was Brent Marcus who hired the assassin, neither he nor Lisa would ever be heard from again, their lives rested in Candy’s hands. The responsibility weighed heavy.




  Stumbling into the dim parking lot, her low heels clattered and echoed in her ears in her haste to be away. Candy fumbled with her keys, hands shaking. Entering her car, she slammed the door, locking it. For a brief moment, she allowed herself the luxury of huddling behind the steering wheel. She rubbed at her tired eyes, and then turned the ignition. Candy pulled away; with slow deliberation she exited the underground parking lot from the massive building into the heavy rush of traffic. The sharp morning sunlight blinded her momentarily.




  Chapter 1




  Candy returned home long enough to throw some clothing into a single suitcase. She grabbed what she could from the refrigerator and cupboards, tossing the items haphazard into a duffel bag. She raced from her tiny rented home, threw her belongings into the back of her beat up old car and sped off. Her next stop was to a drive through banking machine, where she cleaned out her account, although there wasn’t much to be had. It wouldn’t take her far, but it would get her to where she needed to be. She guessed cash would be harder to track than plastic.




  She headed for the solitude of Bancroft. The growing northern town was no longer the sleepy little village it had once been when she was a child. Yet, its beautiful high hills and deep, quiet valleys would offer her ample protection until she could figure out her next course of action. She owned a tiny, though quaint, wooden cabin on a secluded lake. Her parents had left her the cottage after their deaths, it was all they had, and though she struggled with the financial upkeep, it was worth the trouble. She would die before giving it up. If she could afford to winterize the place, she would never leave.




  Candy was positive Tyler’s family would look for her. All she needed was time to think about her next course of action. The cottage was remote; she never talked about it to anyone. Three or four days would offer her a chance to take a breath. She gave a thought to the large blond assassin, but shoved him from her mind. He couldn’t possibly have gotten a good look at her; the whole thing happened so quickly, she wasn’t certain she would recognize him. He didn’t have a clue as to who she was, just another ordinary face in the crowd. Hopefully, she’d distorted his image of her when she cracked him over the head with the stapler.




  Damn, I bet he’s pissed.




  The idea caused a moment’s concern. As Candy thought about it, she decided it was more than likely he’d left the country, and would never be heard from again. Little comfort. The Darrens would be staying right where they were and tracking her. Even if she described him as best as she could to the police, there were so many men out there that were huge with blond hair and blue eyes, they’d never find him. Tyler’s family would want immediate revenge. They would center their attention on Candy. When they found her, and she had no doubt they would unless she moved fast, she would disappear mysteriously. The police would assume she was guilty and slipped into hiding. Eventually some unsuspecting person would venture across her decomposing body. She shuddered.




  The long day slipped into the evening. With relief, Candy stopped her car at the top of the hill that would take her into the heart of Bancroft. Instead, she drove to the left, following a hilly road deeper within the solitude of the countryside. The old road twisted and turned, dipped and rose. There were no street lights to guide her way as the sky darkened; she could’ve followed the path with her eyes closed. Before long, the pavement turned to gravel and she slowed, breathing a soft sigh of relief. Within half an hour, she was turning onto a tiny patch of road that would take her to her special lake.




  She loved the little overgrown road she followed. The tree tops closed over and around in most places. Only allowing sun to filter through when it was feeling generous. Protecting any who walked along from the heat of the sometimes overbearing sun. It seemed nature allowed and welcomed this mystical entry into its surreal, endearing surroundings. If ever a magical place were protected by gnomes and wood nymphs, this would be it.




  Candy pulled onto a horseshoe shaped, grassy driveway, covered over with a small spattering of dirt and stones. She smiled a bit tiredly, realizing the first order of tomorrow would be to mow the overgrown lawn. Work of late had been hectic, her vacationing time sporadic. With sad dismay, she realized her small piece of heaven was suffering in her absence. She turned off her car and rested her weary head on the steering wheel. She would be safe here.




  The cottage was dark, as it should be. A few adventuresome bullfrogs could be heard in the distance, calling out a welcome in the cold night air. It was late in the season, not many lights could be seen around the small lake. From her vantage point, Candy could see the lake shining under the moonlit sparkle. Not one ripple marred the calm serenity of the sleepy dark water.




  Candy stepped from the car as weariness settled over her. She grabbed at her meager possessions and climbed the five sturdy steps to the back door. She took a deep breath as she crossed the threshold, from darkened outside to equally darkened inside. The stillness of safety washed over her, enveloping her in an embrace of familiarity. The smell of the cottage was uniquely hers, an enticing aroma of pine, fresh air and life—family. She breathed deeply. It was the sweet scent of home. Candy had been coming here with her parents ever since sequestered within her mother’s womb. Every remembrance was endearing, each room filled with laughter and her fondest memories, a tribute to her early family life, each moment an extraordinary gift. Nothing could ever harm her within the beauty of these hills and valleys.




  Moving to the smallest of the tiny four bedrooms with ease and without the need of any light, she opened the gray electrical panel. She felt around gingerly and threw the switch, immediately rewarded by being bathed in soft light. After plugging the refrigerator in, she loaded in all of her groceries from the duffle bag, including tin cans. The mice would be very active this time of year preparing for winter. She wasn’t in the mood to have to wipe down mouse shit before enjoying a simple can of beans. The somewhat tricky pump under the cottage could wait until morning. She was too tired to bathe and loathed the idea of finding a flashlight and hauling water from the lake to prime the pump.




  Candy ate a quick sandwich of cold, sliced canned ham, no condiments, wolfing it down with a glass of lukewarm skim milk, her first meal of the day. After making certain all the doors and windows were secured, she went to the master bedroom and flopped onto the queen-sized bed. Her exhaustion caught up to her. She sighed heavily, and then reached for her little suitcase, taking only a brief moment to change out of her work clothes into a dark, baggy, sweat suit and camisole. Her socks were mismatched but she didn’t care. After a thought, she put her runners on. She drifted onto her bed, her arms and legs leaden.




  Grabbing at the edge of the comforter and pulling it snug around her, she nestled under. There would be time to find the sheets and make the bed properly in the morning. Her heavy eyelashes fluttered closed. The quiet darkness of the night encompassed her. She knew for now she was safe, no one could possibly find her here. Drifting off peacefully, refusing to dwell on the horror of the day, Candy succumbed to sleep.




  * * * *




  Damien left his car parked at a fork in the road, a small ways from where he saw the girl drive. He almost lost her a few times on the winding hilly road devoid of streetlights or life. Only the swirling dust dancing in the moonlight from the gravel road gave him indication to her direction and the occasional flickering of her taillights. He marveled at how fast she could travel in the dark, and without the use of headlights he found the winding road treacherous. He reasoned she must know the area well. The cottage was on a point, surrounded by water on three sides. It was the only cottage within sight lit. Damien moved with stealth, closer, careful of dry vegetation and twigs.




  Slipping into the foliage, he waited and calmed his breathing. The drive was long and he wondered as the time passed if the girl would be stopped by police. When they came to the sleepy town, Damien knew no one would be coming to her rescue. In her fear, she was running scared.




  Good.




  He watched as the lights had been turned on then extinguished. No doubt she felt herself safe and retired for the night. Damien was beyond relieved the girl hadn’t raced directly for the police station, although why she hadn’t made him wonder. He was also relieved, yet confused, when she neither headed to the Darrens’ home with news of the murder. The information would have provided her with a substantial amount of money. From the looks of her shabby car and tiny home, it seemed like she could use it. Although, this cottage was a surprise, perhaps it belonged to a friend. Still, he was certain she was alone. If she planned to meet up with the Darrens here, her poor choice would be suicide. Damien planned on silencing her first.




  Damien allowed sufficient time to elapse for her to drift off, considering the circumstances of the day. He was too wired for sleep, but he assumed her fear and mad race to escape had worn her out. He crept up to the back door and tried the knob, turning it with care. It was locked, not really a surprise. He chuckled when he remembered seeing the chair she had jammed up against the door in the office in the building. As if that would deter him, he could’ve kicked the door in, but he hadn’t wanted to take her kicking and screaming from the building, someone was bound to notice. Damien thought of a better plan.




  He headed to the side of the cottage and cut the phone lines. He noted earlier while trying to contact his brother, Dirk, his cell phone was inoperable, caused by the many massive hills surrounding them. Undeniably, the woman’s would be useless as well. She was without any means to call for help; thankfully the area was remote and unoccupied. Any cry would go unheard.




  Not making a sound, Damien crept up the large front porch overlooking a beautiful view of the small lake, surrounded by tall coniferous trees. He took in as much of his surroundings as possible, his view somewhat obstructed, with only the moonlight for guidance. He tried the front door, again no luck. Damien moved to a window, peeking through the flimsy curtain, he ascertained the woman wasn’t in the room. The screen slid out easily, but the window was locked. He pushed his gloved, splayed hands, hard against the glass of the window, but was unable to get a solid hold. It took only a moment to decide it would be easy enough to remove his fingerprints after he got the woman and subdued her. He tucked the gloves into his back pocket and once more pushed hard on the glass. With satisfaction he noted the space he created between the glass and the lock. With powerful hands he was able to slide the window aside.




  Agilely, Damien pulled himself through the large window and inside the empty room. He dropped soundlessly to the hardwood floor, landing on the balls of his feet, and crept for the bedroom door. He was pleased when barely a creak sounded as he turned the knob and headed into the dark, carpeted hallway.




  * * * *




  Candy lay, eyes wide, paralyzed from fear in her bed. She knew every groan, every creak and rattle of her familiar cottage. Whoever was inside with her right now was a professional. No other would have heard his approach, but Candy knew she wasn’t alone. Chilled to the bone with terror and shaking violently, Candy willed her limbs into motion and pulled into a standing position on her bed. She pulled down the locks on the window above her and cringed at the small squeaking sound the window made when she slid it and the screen open. She knew beyond the shadow of a doubt whoever it was gained access through the small guest room. She raged inwardly for not fixing the lock sooner. She’d need to exit from the high, far side of the cottage; she would be unable to drop onto the close safety of the front deck.




  Looking down at the ground, Candy steeled herself for the drop. It was a fair distance, perhaps a little less than a story and a half. Thankfully, she’d slept not only in her clothes, but her running shoes. She pulled onto the narrow ledge, scraping her heels against the wood as her legs dangled down to control her balance. She took a deep breath, searching the darkness below for the safest place to land. Candy hoped to ease her way down the outside of the cottage window and hang feet first, to create a lesser distance.




  When her bedroom door was suddenly smashed open, she screamed. The door crashed with a sickening thud against the paneled wall. The door handle embedded itself into the wood, in testimony of the large man’s awesome, brutal strength. Without hesitation, Candy jumped. Her arms pin-wheeled wildly in her fear; she’d never in her life jumped so far. She hit the ground hard, her knees crumpled and she rolled heavily onto her side, groaning from impact. Up in a flash, she was crawling furiously under the cottage into the darkness. She heard the man land moments later with a hard thud. The many cement pillars, no more than three feet high, offered her ample protection in the blackness as she crept silently between them. A few times, the top of her head grazed the solid wooden beams above her. She wondered if the man could hear her heart hammering within her thundering breast.




  Doing her best not to whimper, Candy caught a glimpse of the huge assassin before she jumped. She’d been wrong thinking she would never recognize him again. His face would haunt her nightmares forever. Damien looked even bigger than she remembered. That thought gave her a moment’s pause. He would be unable to move beneath the cottage with the same ease as she was. If she could make it to the other side, she’d be able to camouflage herself within the dense surrounding woods.




  Moving with renewed purpose, Candy crept to another cement pillar. Try as she might, she was unable to control her rapid breathing. Each exhaled puff haloed her head like smoke in the chill night air. Her teeth chattered as her body shook. She clamped her hand over her mouth to stifle the noise.




  “Candy?” She heard a deep, gruff voice call, she froze with new terror. How could the man know who she was? How could he have possibly gotten her name?




  Candy almost panicked. He was closer than she thought. She was doomed if she responded; one whimper or sob would be her death. Resolved, Candy refused to come to her demise under the floorboards of her own cottage. Her heart filled with strength of mind. Removing her hand from her mouth and with steely determination, she crawled to another pillar, then another, keeping the toes of her shoes from scuffing along the hard, dirt ground.




  “It’s all right, Candy, you don’t need to be afraid of me. I just want to talk to you,” Damien crooned, apparently trying his best to gentle his strong commanding voice, but she wasn’t buying into that, she’d seen him commit cold-blooded murder.




  The thought made her pause; she hadn’t seen him pull the trigger. A loop hole? The only hole is the one he’ll bury me in. Candy resisted the urge to scream at him to go away. The last pillar was in sight. Just a few more feet and she could race to safety. Hardly breathing, she ducked under the last board of the cottage, took a deep breath, and flew off into the dense foliage, racing faster than she remembered ever moving before. She heard Damien scrambling under the cottage, swearing loud obscenities, running in the direction of her noise. He was too late. Candy knew the area better than anyone.




  Within a matter of seconds, she ducked a tree branch, scooted over a rock and was already safely sequestered inside a large fallen, hollowed out decayed tree, surrounded by a multitude of poison ivy. Candy was immune to the pesky little plant; she hoped the large man wouldn’t be. Even if he was in possession of a flashlight, which he seemed not to be, he would be hard-pressed to find her. The tree had lain there for years rotting, blending in. The dark baggy clothes she’d changed into before bed were an added boon to her safety. Remaining quiet, her hands pressed over her mouth attempting to hush her loud, harried breathing, Candy waited, wondering how long he would continue his search.




  * * * *




  “I know you’re listening, Candy,” Damien yelled, his large boots crunched beneath him while searching the area, but the foliage was too dense, there wasn’t enough light. With the slight wind, it seemed every piece of greenery was moving, as though conspiring to cover her trail to confuse him. “You need to come out and talk to me. I know you’re scared shitless. I don’t blame you. I swear I’m not going to hurt you.”




  Frustrated, Damien went back to retrieve his car. Thinking if he shined his headlights in the direction she fled, he’d be able to see her. Climbing behind the wheel, Damien smashed his fist into the dashboard. He needed to take care of the woman immediately. While driving he was able to find out her personal information from her license plate from a friend. The news of Tyler Darren’s death had already hit the media with a vengeance. Damien knew the witness the police wanted for questioning so desperately was Candy. If he couldn’t track her down and silence her, Damien knew his father would. While protecting his sons, ‘The Iron Hand,’ James D. Flare, didn’t care about whose toes he stomped on. If Damien was unable to contact his brother soon, he was under no disillusions Dirk would come looking for him, or even worse, his father would come looking. Then there’d be real hell to pay.




  Damien maneuvered his car close to the area where Candy disappeared. His high beams startled a chipmunk that scrambled away, chattering angrily. With bright lights boldly dancing across the water’s edge and into the dense underbrush, Damien continued his search.




  * * * *




  Candy followed as Damien went to retrieve his car. She crept from moss-covered rock to moss-covered rock, hiding the sounds of her sneaker-clad feet, escaping detection. There were advantages to cottaging in the mineral capital of Canada, the rocks were in abundance. As a child, she’d turned the rocks into a safe haven; below, in her child’s playful imagination the ground was the ocean full of sharks. Candy was terrified of sharks.




  The minute Damien rounded the corner in his mustang, Candy raced down the dirt road in the opposite direction. Her feet pounded as heavily as her heart in her mad dash to freedom. The road twisted and turned with only moonlight for guidance.




  She had an idea of where to hide. Candy would remain virtually undetectable on the old logging trails in the back-forty where the human population was almost completely nonexistent. There was no possible way the man could find her out here. This was her domain. The gnomes and wood nymphs protected her, not him. Candy slowed to a stop as the dirt road gave way to a small trail leading up a steep hill. It had been a few years since she maneuvered the incline, but she knew it too well to feel any real concern. Her breath came in great gasps as she struggled to the top. The path was well littered with large, flat slick stones and a multitude of fallen branches. Mother Nature’s obstacle course, she’d once fondly called it.




  Slumping to the ground on a large rock, holding heaving sides, trying to calm gasps for much needed air, she rested. Her head fell forward. She was desperate for a cool drink. The first of many lakes wasn’t far. She’d never found the lake in the dark before, but again was unconcerned by the thought. She was running on instinct and survival; Candy couldn’t let that man kill her.
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