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Chapter 1
I had to get away from the man in black, chasing me down the sidewalk in downtown Devon, Florida. Something like this always happened in the movies—but not in my life. The mild-mannered bank teller decides to take a break at the beach nearby and wham!—she’s attacked by a huge man who’s always dressed in black—usually at night. It would be cool to see it on the big screen, but this was different. This was reality, it was lunchtime, and I was the victim.
Running into the middle of a busy street, I knew the man in black with the big dark eyes wouldn’t be stupid enough to follow. While I waited on the yellow lines, cars blasted their horns as they passed. This wasn’t exactly one of my brightest ideas, but being chased by a muscle-clad man isn’t an everyday occurrence either. As I glanced back at him still standing on the sidewalk from where I’d started, he glared at me, then watched the traffic pass by.
When the traffic light changed, I finally got a break, so I dodged waiting cars and ran to the other side. Some Asian men on the sidewalk watched me approach, but I ignored them, checking for the big man in black running after me.
Taking off down the sidewalk, I ran south, dodging pedestrians. The small town was crowded for a Friday morning in May, a small break in time between Spring Break and summer vacation. Located on Florida’s west coast, Devon was a small often-forgotten town between Fort Myers and Naples.
At the next intersection, I turned west on another sidewalk, finally able to see the Gulf of Mexico in front of me. I could feel the man in black lessening the distance between us and glanced back to verify my thoughts. For some reason, the Asian men were behind him by about a hundred yards, making me wonder if they were going to the beach, too. But why would they run? The ocean wasn’t going anywhere. Maybe they were just tourists, excited to be here.
Once I hit sand at the end of the brick building, I turned a corner and ran smack-dab into a beautiful specimen of a man with blue eyes and short brown hair.
He stopped me with both hands on my shoulders before I bowled him over. “Slow down.”
“Sorry,” I said, then gasped, moving to run past him.
He grabbed my arm and held me back. “Are you out jogging?”
“Not exactly.” I looked behind me. The man in black wasn’t there but I was sure he was hiding somewhere.
“Why are you running, then?”
“Someone’s chasing me.” I extracted myself from his grasp and took off down the beach. Running for all I was worth, I knew I could outrun the man in black. I’d practiced running distances for some time, in case something just like this would happen. I knew it was just a matter of time, but never thought my chaser would be so large and evil looking.
The adorable man caught up then ran in front of me right just as I reached the water line. He was a fast runner, because I’d been in training for a while.
“Stop!” he yelled, trying to breathe.
I pushed past him. “I can’t. I’ll be killed.”
He took hold of my hand and pulled me toward him, gasped for air, and searched my face with his eyes. “Why?”
I wished I’d had my purse with me for defense, just in case. He was stronger than I was, because I couldn’t pull myself from his hand. I leaned down to catch my breath for a moment, then stood up. “Are you a serial killer?”
Mr. Adorable began to laugh. “No. What’s going on?”
I sucked in some air and faced him. “There’s a huge man in black chasing me. He looks like a murderer.”
The man searched the area behind me, letting go of my hand. “There’s no one there.”
I spun around. The beach was empty, except for a few families with kids, about a hundred yards away from us. “Where did he go?”
He looked at me as if I were nuts as I faced him again. “I have no idea. I’m friends with the local cops if you need help.”
“I don’t know what I’d tell them. How can I prove someone’s after me if they’ve disappeared?”
“You’re right. If you said anything, it would look like you’re crazy. Have you eaten lunch yet?”
The man in black was chasing me and this guy was thinking about lunch? How odd. I should’ve said ‘no’ and gone back to work, but for some reason, I felt safe with this man. I doubted the man in black would return when this guy was near me. “No, I wasn’t going to eat lunch. I was just out to walk on the beach, but someone else had other ideas.” Reaching down, I took off my flat shoes and poured out the sand. Running in a skirt wasn’t fun, but at least I wasn’t wearing heels.
As soon as I replaced my shoes on my feet, the man grinned, grabbed my hand, and shook it. “The name’s Mark Dallas, and I’d like to take you to lunch.” He watched me for a minute. “That is, if you’d like to come with me.”
“Oh, I can’t impose—”
“No imposition whatsoever and I promise.” He checked my left hand. “No husband coming to hunt me down, so you’re free, right?”
“No, no one…anymore. I’m free.”
“Anymore?”
“It’s a long story, but definite history.” The guy’s smile was endearing, and I couldn’t refuse those eyes anything they wanted. I had to remind myself to be wary. “I’m Amy Watson, by the way.”
He rested my hand in the crook of his elbow and walked with me up the beach toward a small hotdog shop. “I guess I’m just lucky to be here over lunch today. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to save you from whoever was chasing you.”
“I guess so.”
He glanced my way. “Why were they chasing you?”
I could only imagine, but this guy didn’t need my baggage or any of my secrets. If someone was willing to chase me for it, he certainly didn’t need to be involved. “I have no idea. I’m a nobody. It’s not as if I have money hanging off me or anything.” I turned toward him. “You’re not friends with the man who was chasing me, are you?”
He pointed toward himself. “Me? Do I look like someone who’d be friends with a chaser?”
“Not really. I just have to make sure you’re not a serial killer or something.”
“That’s the second time you mentioned that. But, think about it. If I’m friends with the police, could I possibly be a serial killer? I highly doubt they’d consider the police their friends.”
“How do I know you’re friends with the—”
A cop walked out of a shop right near us, as if right on cue. “Mr. Dallas! How are you doing today?” He shook Mark’s hand and smiled.
“Oh, I’m fine, Craig. Hope the kids are doing better.”
“Yes, they’re fine now. It was just the flu. Take care.” The policeman walked back the way I’d come from around the corner.
“I stand corrected,” I murmured. “How do you know him?”
“Oh, the whole police station comes over to work to make sure we’re safe. We feed them donuts to guarantee they’ll come back.” He leaned closer to me. “They’re suckers for donuts, especially the filled ones.”
“Where’s work?”
He straightened back up to his full height, about four inches taller than me, at least. “Work is near here. I just came to the beach for something to eat so I could get outside.”
“Near here where?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. I couldn’t think of any subversive businesses close by that might harbor serial killers. However, I should’ve brought my purse with me, because not only did I carry things that could be used as weapons, it made a great club if I hit someone just right.
Without answering me, Mark opened the door to the restaurant with a grin and we stood at the back of the line to order.
“I work at Madcap Software,” he finally said. “Ever heard of it?”
I felt my mouth drop. I’d finally met someone from there. “It’s the best place to work in the area. If I just had the background in programming games, it would be my top choice for employment. What do you do there?”
Mark leaned up to the clerk. “I’d like two hotdogs with the works and two colas.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Dallas.” I never got service with those kinds of comments and clerks didn’t know my name, either.
Mark smiled, then looked at me. “I program games. What’s your background?”
I glanced at the clerk then back at Mark. “They know you here?”
“Sure. A lot of people know me. I guess I’m just a likeable guy.”
I dug some emergency cash from my pocket. “Well, likeable guy or not, I’m paying my way.”
“No, this is mine,” he said, putting his warm hand on mine. “I have to save the damsel in distress. It’s my job.”
I laughed at him, but stood firm. “No, I have to pay the prince for saving me. That’s just the way it is.”
“A prince?”
“Yes, sir. I don’t know how you did it, but the man in black was gone after you appeared. You’re either a prince or a knight in shining armor…or you have a death wish from a chaser.” I kept digging in my skirt pocket, but had to keep looking toward the door for the man in black.
My pocket was empty. Where was the rest of my money? I should have more than two dollars with me—or did I forget again?
Mark wrapped his fingers around my hand, making my head pop up to meet his very blue eyes staring me down. “You’re not paying. I insist.” He pushed my hand away from my pocket, but kept my other hand in his grip.
My mouth fell open, just from the power and masculinity of the man. On my scale of ten for a perfect male, I’d have to give him a twenty, at least. I used the scale to determine whether a man was worthy of me or not. Mark was good; there was no doubt about it. He was better than Connor, who’d only gotten a maximum score of five the entire two years we’d been dating. Since I’d found out he was also married, that score went down to a negative seventeen. However, I didn’t trust anyone for a reason, and if Mark was out to get me, I was a dead duck. I had to keep my distance.
I must’ve looked like an idiot as I stared at Mark, because he chuckled when paying the bill. While he carried the tray of food to a small table, I just followed, feeling like a little puppy. Sitting across from each other, he handed me a hot dog and a soda.
“You okay now?” he asked.
I had to look behind me at the door, just to make sure it was okay. I didn’t see the bad guy, so I figured I was safe for the time being.
I turned around and faced him again. “Sure. Thanks for lunch.”
“No problem.” He leaned up closer to me. “I have my reputation to uphold, being a prince and all.”
“And I feel like Cinderella with the stupid glass slipper, too. I bet she couldn’t run in her shoes either. That’s probably why she lost one on the stairs.”
Mark laughed as he bit into the hot dog. He swallowed, then faced me just as I took a bite and got ketchup all over my face. He picked up a napkin before I could move, wiping the red goo off my lips. He was powerful and the type of man who could handle anything. If knights in shining armor existed, Mark would be the one leading the pack. But I imagined the devil would look good and appear to be a knight if he wanted someone to fall for him, too. So I had to appear neutral on what I thought of Mark.
“What’s your background?” he asked.
I swallowed, popped back to reality, and took a drink. Would he even understand me? Only one way to find out. “I’m working on my master’s degree in Mathematics and Business Computing so I can get a real job.”
He didn’t seem to be fazed, which was interesting in itself. “How many more classes do you have to go?”
He was smarter than I thought, because most men would’ve been running out the door by this time in the conversation. “Just the one I have right now. I have a test tonight, one project to turn in, and I’ll have my master’s degree. I can’t wait, either.”
“What then?” he asked, definitely interested.
I couldn’t believe it. Men like Mark didn’t have brains…or did they? “As soon as I write my résumé, I’m out of Florida. Time to move on.”
His face looked sad and confused. “Before you leave, you should try Madcap.”
“No, because my classes aren’t in games programming. It’s much different.”
“What class are you taking right now?” He took a huge bite then stared at me with those adorable eyes.
“Data administration.”
Mark coughed, choking on his hot dog. Hopping to my feet, I ran to his side of the booth and patted him on the back. “Are you okay?”
He coughed some more, put up his hand, then took a drink and nodded. “I’m fine. It just went down the wrong way. Did you say data administration, as in management and modeling?”
How did someone like him even know what I was talking about? “That was the old title for the class. Why?” I returned to my seat.
“That’s a very difficult class, from what I hear.”
“How do you know that?”
He studied my face for a moment then leaned closer. “Why are you so defensive? Are you in trouble? It would all fit if you’ve been chased. What are you hiding? Is it something you want to tell someone, just in case, or do you want protected?”
I sat back. That was an odd statement from him, as if he knew more than he was saying. “No, I’m not in trouble. I just wondered how you knew about the class I have right now.”
“Oh.” He waved me off as if it were no big deal. “I know some people who’ve taken the same class. It’s with Dr. Urban, right?”
“Yes, it is. Do you know him?” Something didn’t seem right. How would he know people who’ve taken a class in data administration if he programmed games? Maybe there was more to games programming than I’d imagined?
His gaze met my face. “I don’t really know him, but have heard rumors that he’s tough. How’s the class going?”
I leaned closer, making sure no one would hear. “I have the highest grade in the class, but that’s a secret.”
“Why is that?”
“Dr. Urban and I have…history together. I’ve had him for many classes, and I usually give him notes on the side so he can actually teach the course.”
“You tell your own professor how to teach?” Mark sat back and studied me. “What other courses did you take from him?”
I shrugged, not wanting to tip my hand. “Oh, you know, different things. Why?”
“Just wondering.”
The bell over the door of the restaurant tinkled, making me turn around and stare to see who’d walked in. An Asian man entered the restaurant, watching me. I ignored the man and turned back toward Mark, because men gawked at me all the time from my blonde hair and blue eyes, or so they told me. I usually blew off any man who was that superficial.
Mark thrust his hand into his pocket, pulled out his cell phone, and pressed a number. “Join me.” He ended the call, picked up my hand, and kissed the back of it.
“What was that about?” I whispered.
“Protection,” he whispered back, leaning up closer to me. “You’re very pretty. I have a request.” Hearing concern in his voice and watching him frequently glance toward the door made me worried. Was the man in black in the building? I was scared to even look.
“Protection from what?” I probably sounded a bit hysterical, but considering Mark kept watching the door, I figured I was justified.
“Forget about it. Now about my request—”
I didn’t even remember what he’d asked me. “Forget the request.” Even though I tried to keep my voice down to a whisper, it was sounding more and more like a hiss. “What’s going on? You look like you’re staring at a ghost or something.”
“Don’t worry about it.” He looked up at the door and nodded. I tried to turn around, but he pulled my chin toward him and gave me a kiss…a knock-you-out, make-your-knees-weak kiss. As soon as he moved away, I fell back to my seat and closed my eyes, wondering how to recover. I couldn’t fall for this guy, because he might be the enemy—a well-rehearsed enemy.
“You okay?” I heard fingers snapping near my face.
I opened my eyes slowly. “I think I’m in your power. Now quit freaking me out and taking over here. I don’t know if I trust you yet, and don’t like being accosted with your lips.”
“Sure.”
I don’t think he even heard what I said.
He glanced back at the door again, nodded and grinned, then put his phone in his pocket. “Now about my request—”
“Uh-huh,” I said, watching him massage my hand. “Ask away—anything you want, because I don’t remember any request after a kiss like that.” Or even before a kiss like that.
“One kiss and you’re mine?”
“Appears so, even though it’s against my will and I’d rather not fall for any man right now.” I met his eyes. “Whatcha want?”
“Oh, we have to fix that kiss thing. Go out with me tonight—that’s my request.”
I shook my head, returning to the present. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m on the rebound and just don’t know right now. You could be the devil or something and I need to protect myself.”
“On the rebound, huh?”
“Uh-huh.” I guess he either was the devil and wanted me to fall for his advances, or ignored the comment about protection. Regardless, I crossed my arms, wondering about his hearing. He didn’t look that old to be deaf.
He stroked my hair and stared into my eyes with a grin. “Why would someone let a beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed princess like you get away?”
I smiled and backed away. “Some come-on line. Now are you going to explain everything to me?”
“Nope.” He leaned closer, making me look up at him. “I was being serious. You’re absolutely beautiful. Why are you on the rebound?”
“I got rid of some…dead weight. That’s why I was going to the beach today. I needed to be alone.”
“Who is this ‘dead weight’?”
“His name’s Connor. He’s a psychology professor at the University. It’s not that big of a deal, really, and it’ll make it easier to move away when I get my master’s degree.”
“Go out with me tonight to celebrate getting rid of Connor?” He almost begged me, but I couldn’t relent. I had to keep my distance.
“I don’t think I can date right now.” I leaned up closer to him. “Besides, how do I know you’re not a crazed psycho or something?”
He chuckled, appearing more than amused with me. “I’m not a crazed psycho.”
“Uh-huh.” I crossed my arms. “And I’m to believe you? You think I’m going to date you now?”
He sat back, letting out a huge breath. “Not a date, just a celebration. Please? We’ll be out in public, too, so you can trust me.”
His tone and beautiful eye contact got me. I should’ve walked out the door, but I was in his power and had no choice. No other woman would’ve argued with me that Mark Dallas was worth it—he was a perfect twenty out of ten, after all. Also, he knew the cops, which was a definite plus. But there was something there that seemed almost secretive about him.
I studied him for a moment, thinking it through. He’d be fun to play with, at least, until I figured out how bright he really was. I didn’t date beneath my intelligence level, not because I was a snob, but I didn’t want them labeling me as a nerd or something.
I nodded. “Fine. I’ll meet you somewhere, but I pay my way. I don’t want to owe anyone anything.”
“It’s my treat, and I insist.”
I leaned closer, challenging him with my narrowed eyes. “I’m not helpless.”
“I know that.” His voice was almost a whisper as he chuckled. “But I want to treat you right. Please?”
I was in big trouble, because the butterflies were doing double wing-flaps in my stomach. What was it about this guy? Was it the invisible dimples that only showed up when he grinned, or was it the compassion oozing out of him? It was hard to tell because I was a sucker for both of those things. I still couldn’t trust him. “We’ll see. What time and where?”
He checked his watch. “After your class at Luigi’s.”
“I’m done around six. I’ll meet you there, and it’s not a date.”
His smile and dimples were endearing but not as mesmerizing as his blue eyes. “Not a date. Got it. Just dinner and a celebration.”
I finished my hot dog and drink, then glanced at my watch. “I have to go back to work. Thank you for lunch.”
“Where is work?”
“Near here. I’m a bank teller.”
His face sported confusion. “You have your college degree and you’re a bank teller?”
“It pays the bills until I can get a real job. A 4.0 GPA in Mathematics for undergrad doesn’t exactly pull in the jobs.”
Mark smiled, making me wonder what was going through his mind. He was probably figuring out a way to get rid of me—and my brains. “Tonight at six at Luigi’s.”
I stood to leave, but Mark was at my side in an instant. “I had a thought,” he said. “Why don’t I walk you back to work?” He kept glancing out the door, then grabbed my arm.
“Why? It’s very close to here.”
“In case that man returns who was chasing you. I want to make sure you’re safe. That’s all.”
“You’re a true knight, but I bet your girlfriend won’t be too happy about that, though.”
He walked me outside into the sunshine. “No girlfriend, no wife. You’re in luck.” He began walking at a fast pace, checking behind us every so often.
I didn’t see anyone following us, but just played along. “So, are you from around here?”
“No, my family lives in the Washington D.C. area. Yours?”
D.C.—governmental. I had to be extra careful, just in case, after being warned against governmental types. But this guy was just a games programmer, so he couldn’t be governmental. I had to give him the benefit of the doubt. “I’m alone here. What brought you to Florida?”
“Oh, the job. You know, nothing earth-shattering.” We rounded the corner near the street to where I first saw the chaser, but the man in black was now gone, as well as the Asian men.
Mark took my hand and we waited until the light turned green, then walked across together. “Do you come down to the beach often?” he asked.
“Not really. You probably do, since you seem to know everyone in that hot dog shop.”
He smiled. “Not really, but people seem to know who I am.”
“Well, I don’t. Are you on the news or something?”
“No, not the news. I just like treating people well, and it seems to follow me no matter where I go.” He seemed cryptic, making me wonder what he was hiding.
We stood in front of the bank and he faced me. “Well, have a great afternoon at work.” He handed me his card. “If you have any problems, give me a call.”
I glanced at his simple white business card, containing his name, phone number, and the words ‘Madcap Programmer’ under it. “I will. Thanks for lunch and—”
He pulled me to him and studied my face. With one arm around my back, he stroked my hair and seemed to glance behind me.
“Is he back?” I whispered.
“No, I don’t think so. But I’m watching out for you. Want me to meet you after work to make sure you’re safe?”
“I’ll be fine. I’ll have the security guard walk me to my car.”
Mark moved closer, his lips touching mine gently at first, then turning passionate, while I kissed him back. Oh, he was hot and the things his kiss did to me—oh baby…I was in big trouble if he were the enemy.
Mark backed away with a grin, making his dimples appear just slightly. “If you need me, call, please?” He asked in such a warm tone, I had to remind myself we were out in public.
I felt my mouth drop and my cheeks heat up while feeling my breath hitch. “Sure.”
He left go and took a few steps away from me, then turned back suddenly. “Six. Luigi’s. Don’t forget.”
“Yes, sir.” Upon entering the bank, I told Benny, the elderly security guard what had happened, and went back to my teller’s window. What a weird lunch. The first thing I did was call the cops.
“Devon Police,” a surly man answered.
“My name is Amy Watson, and I’d like to know about someone named Mark Dallas. I just met him and I want to know what you’ve got on him.”
The man laughed for a long time before clearing his throat. “He’s one of the most well-respected citizens in Devon. He’s friends with everyone here at the station and in various surrounding police departments. Why?”
“Well, he was worried about someone in the restaurant and called for someone to join us, but they never did.”
The man’s voice turned from jovial to serious. “What restaurant was it?”
“Sal’s hotdogs, down at the beach. Why?”
“I’ll take care of it.” Click.
I stared at the dead phone, not sure what had just happened.
“That’s a phone, Miss Watson. Now get to work!” Spinning around, I saw my boss, Mr. Johnson’s, angry face.
“Yes, sir.” Unlocking my teller window, I got to work. My mind wasn’t on the job, but on the situation from the beach. Why would someone run after me? It made no sense.
Within fifteen minutes, a strange looking man wearing blue jeans and a white polo shirt walked into the bank. I was working with a customer, but the man in the white polo looked odd and out of place. Every since I’d had some things stolen from my apartment in the past, I always seemed to be looking over my shoulder for some reason.
“That’s two hundred dollars,” I said to Mr. Perkins. He was at least a hundred years old and couldn’t hear me anyway, but I counted it out in front of him.
“Thank you, Amy. I love coming in here just to see you.” He patted my hand and gave it a squeeze. Offering him a half-smile, I watched as he took his walker and headed past the man in the jeans and white polo who was leaning against the wall with crossed arms, staring at everyone—especially me.
I picked up my phone and dialed the number for the security guard. “Benny, who’s the guy at the wall wearing the white shirt and jeans?” Benny was old, maybe sixty, with coke bottle glasses and a hearing aid. He didn’t do much to make me feel safe, but he was better than nothing.
“Guy? Wall? Jeans?” He yelled over the phone so loudly, everyone in the place could hear him, and all turned to see him on his cell phone—even the man in jeans.
I turned my back to the door. “Benny, not so loudly! He’ll hear you.”
The door to the bank opened with a tinkle of the bell, but I ignored it. “Benny, I have to go, but keep an eye on things.”
“Sure!” he yelled. I didn’t need to listen over the phone, because I could hear him yelling the whole way across the room.
A rapping at my station had me spinning around while I hung up the phone. My mouth fell down as I stared in shock. “Mark? Dr. Urban?” Both men stood in front of me, and neither one looked very happy.
“We need to talk to you,” Mark said.
“You do?”
“Yes, we do,” Dr. Urban said. “I was pulled out of my class just to come to see you.” He opened a folder in his hand, took out a stapled set of papers, and laid it on the counter.
Studying the top page, I realized it was the final exam for my class. “What? But I’m taking this tonight. Why do you have it here, now? I have to work.”
“You’re done,” Mr. Johnson said, from behind me. “Take the rest of the day off, and you can use my desk to take the test.”
“Do you have your final project done?” Dr. Urban asked.
“Sure. It’s in my car. But what’s this all about?”
Mark leaned closer, looking almost grim. “Someone from the police department just called me. It seems that my lunch date wanted to know who I was, and I figured we needed to get to know each other better. So, I’ve made…arrangements for you to finish your test early, get out of work early, and go to dinner with me. Right now.”
“Dinner? At one o’clock in the afternoon? You can’t do that. I have to take the test tonight and finish my work.”
“Nope. All expenses paid vacation day,” Mr. Johnson said, still standing behind me. “Now go to my office, get the test done, and hand in your project. You’re done for the day.”
I glanced over at the man in jeans, then leaned closer to Mark and Dr. Urban, motioning for Mr. Johnson to join us. The four of us stood close in a huddle.
“Look. That man at the wall dressed in jeans has been standing there since I got back from lunch. I don’t trust him and can’t just walk away. What if he’s a bank robber?”
All three men turned toward the man in jeans. “What man?” Dr. Urban asked, facing me again. “Are you delusional, suffering from burnout from too many classes?”
I looked up. The man was gone. I looked a second time, but he was definitely not there. “Where did he go?”
Mark picked up the test and handed it to me. “Doesn’t matter. Take the test and let’s get going. I have a schedule.”
“A schedule?”
Dr. Urban checked his watch. “Me too. Hurry up.”
“I can get your project from the car,” Mark said, holding out his hand. “I need your keys.”
“I can get it.” I pulled my keys from my purse, under the teller’s window.
“No, you have a test to take.” Mark kept his hand outstretched for the keys. “Which car and where is it in the car?”
I put the keys in his hand, the warmth of the touch incredible as I tried to remember his questions. “The project’s on the passenger’s seat in a manila folder. My car’s the blue clunker across the street at the grocery store.”
Mark looked confused. Welcome to my world, buddy. “Why are you parked across the street?” he asked.
“Because her car’s an eyesore,” Mr. Johnson answered. “We have a reputation to uphold.”
“Oh, I see.” He nodded, but he didn’t look like he got it.
Wait until he saw my car. He’d really understand, then.
I took a deep breath, grabbed the test and a pencil from my station, then walked into Mr. Johnson’s office. As soon as he closed the door behind me, I could hear the three men laughing and whispering. Whatever floated their boats.
After answering everything on the very simple final exam in about twenty minutes, I walked out to see the three men sitting in the lobby, drinking sodas. They were all laughing, and I was sure it was about me. I grabbed my purse at my station on the way to join them.
“Oh, you’re done!” Mark said to me. “Just in time.”
“For what?”
“Oh, you’ll see.”
I handed the test to Dr. Urban, who graded it right in front of all of us, which was our arrangement. He put an A+ at the top, grinned, then stood up.
“It was a pleasure having you in my class,” he said, shaking my hand. “Now I have to go back to work.” He turned toward Mark. “I’m glad I could help.” He shook Mark’s and Mr. Johnson’s hands, then walked out of the bank. It was the oddest thing I’d ever witnessed. What did he help Mark with, anyway, other than harassing me early with a final exam?
“Good luck,” Mr. Johnson said, patting me on the back. He walked away.
“Ready to go?” Mark asked me.
“To dinner?”
“No. We have a few stops to make, first.” He took my hand and walked me toward the door. “You need a new car. I agree with your boss.”
“What kind of stops?”
He just grinned and walked outside with me toward a small red sports car.
“Is this your car?” I asked, pointing.
“Sure. Why?”
“They pay programmers well at Madcap.”
He chuckled, then bit his lips. “Sure do. Now I have a few places to take you. Are you game?”
“Where are you taking me?” For some reason I trusted this guy, which made me worried. I knew better.
“Just some fun places. I promise it’s very innocent.” He unlocked the passenger’s side door with the remote on his key chain, then opened the door for me. “Why are you so untrusting?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
I started to get into the car, but his hand on my arm stopped me. “I will worry about it.” He leaned closer. “What’s going on?”
He probably thought I was psycho, so I bit my lips and pasted a smile on my face. “Nothing. Now what did you want to show me?”
“It’s now a secret. Two can play that game.” He helped me into the bucket seat on the passenger’s side of the car, then walked around to his side. He got in, revved the motor, pulled out, and drove down the street.
“I’m not playing any games,” I said, crossing my arms. “Put yourself in my shoes for a minute. I’m chased by a man in black over lunch, run into you, literally, and when we’re eating lunch, you make a phone call to someone while watching the door. And to top it all off, you pull some sort of strings that get me out of work and make me take my test a few hours early while a potential bank robber is watching me. What would you think?”
“I guess I’d be a little leery, too.”
“So where are we going?” We passed by some businesses on the streets, then I turned back to him when he didn’t answer me. “Well?”
He glanced in the rearview mirror. “Just sit back and relax. We’re going to have fun today.”
“Great.” I just hoped it wasn’t psycho fun.
~~~~~
Chapter 2
Something wasn’t right. Opening my eyes, I saw sunshine, then slammed them shut from the pain caused by the bright light. Reopening them just a bit, I looked around the room. I was in a bed but didn’t recognize any of my surroundings. Knowing I wasn’t supposed to be here, I hoped I was still on the west coast of Florida.
It suddenly hit me. This was probably Mark’s house. What was I doing in his bed? I hardly knew the guy.
The shower turned off and I spun toward the noise. My head hurt and I really needed to go home. Pushing myself up was tough, and I fell back to the bed. This was harder than I thought. I shouldn’t have gone to meet some of his programmer friends at Madcap the day before, shouldn’t have traveled up the coast to see the beaches, and certainly shouldn’t have had dinner and shared a bottle of wine with the man. I had to get out of this place.
Just as I forced myself up to a sitting position and put my foot on the floor, Mark walked into the room. When I turned toward him, I fell off the bed with my face landing in the thick, soft carpet.
Mark lifted me and put me back in the bed. “How do you feel?”
I closed my eyes. “I think I want to die. What time is it?”
“Ten.”
“Ten? In the morning? I have to get to work! I’m late.” Even though I tried to sit up, he pushed me back on the bed, hovering over me as he sat down beside me. Now I knew why I was here. He was a nice guy and protected me from the thug following me at the beach the day before, and even bought me lunch and dinner...I think. The whole day was kind of a haze in my mind.
“You called in sick today,” he said.
“I did? I don’t remember that.” Oh man. That was some wine.
“I did it for you.”
“The bank manager isn’t going to like that. The nasty one’s on duty today.”
He stroked my hair. “I think you’ll be fine. Don’t worry about it.”
I held my head and ears. “Can you do me a favor?”
“Sure.”
“Can you quit yelling? You’ve been so nice to me and I hate to ask you, but my head is killing me.”
Mark tried not to laugh as he moved off the bed and knelt in front of me. “Is this better?” he whispered.
“It’s still loud,” I whispered back. “But I bet that’s as quiet as you can get, huh?”
“Yeah. Is the room still spinning like it was a few hours ago?”
“Not really, but don’t tempt it. It might start. Rooms are tricky things and you never know.”
Mark stroked my hair while chuckling.
“Did I say anything I’d regret last night?” I asked. “Wait, don’t answer that, because I really don’t want to know, do I?”
“Are you talking about before or after you pulled me onto the bed?” he whispered.
“You’re kidding!” Holding my head, I tried to lessen the pain from the noise I made with my voice. I really hoped I didn’t do anything I’d regret, because I hardly knew the guy.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I will worry about it. You probably hate me and want me to leave right now. I can’t blame you.” I tried to get out of bed, but he stood and pushed me back to the pillow, then leaned over and kissed my cheek.
“I’d rather be nowhere else but right here with you. I really enjoyed our date.”
“Date? I thought we were going out for a celebration after you showed me your job and we went up the coast?”
“Well, after you hugged me, I figured—”
“I hugged you? I don’t really remember much of any of that.”
“You hugged me in the restaurant, then saluted me. Don’t you remember that?”
“Not really. What else did I do?” I could only imagine.
His smile was adorable. “I’ll tell you some time. Would you like something to eat?”
“I don’t think so. I really need to get home.” As I looked downward, panic filled my thoughts. “What happened to my clothes?” I was wearing someone else’s tee shirt and sweatpants and they definitely weren’t the skirt and blouse I’d worn the day before.
“You kind of vomited on your clothes, so I helped you out.”
My face paled while staring at him, imagining the worst. I yanked out the front of the tee shirt and stared down my top. “What happened to my bra?” My hands flew to my ears and I winced from the sound of my own voice.
Mark shot me a sheepish grin. “You kind of tore it off and swung it around the room,” he whispered.
I kept my hands on my ears. “I what?”
“Don’t worry about it. I laughed, because it was funny.”
“Not funny. You must think I’m a floozy or something!” I had to run away from this adorable man and never show my face in public again. Considering he knew the cops, I was doomed.
He grinned and held my hand, then leaned down and gave me a gentle, probing kiss. Backing away, he stroked my cheek. “You’re not a floozy, but you’re fun when you’re drunk.”
I touched my lips from the heat, trying to remember anything. “Did I…”
“Kiss me?” he asked.
I nodded. “Or anything else?”
“Before or after you tried to undress me?”
My hand flew up, covering my eyes. “I’m not like that. I’m a good girl.”
“Nothing happened, but I did enjoy it.”
I had to face him and I knew it. Removing my hand from my eyes, I returned my gaze to his beautiful smile. “I just bet you enjoyed it. I need to go home to get my own clothes and a shower. I’m too embarrassed right now.”
He nodded down to my chest. “You can stay here in that if you want. I don’t mind. There’s no reason to be embarrassed.” He glanced at my outfit. “You’re really cute in my clothes.”
“Oh, very funny.”
“I was being serious. But I’ll take you home if you want, on one condition.”
I faced him with one eye shut while holding my head from the pain. “What’s that?”
“I get to stay with you. I don’t want you being alone like this.”
“You really don’t have to.”
“But I want to. Since you were being followed at the beach yesterday, I want to make sure you’re safe.” His smile and dimples were just getting annoying. “You’re also a lot of fun, especially when you’re drunk.”
“Don’t remind me,” I whispered. “My head really hurts. What’s good for a hangover?”
“I have something ready for you, whenever you’re ready to take it. I found the best cure on the Internet.”
“Bring it on.”
He left the room with a chuckle. After returning with a big glass of something reddish orange, he handed me the drink and some aspirin.
“Bottom’s up.” After sitting up and popping the aspirin, I downed the huge drink with a gulp and a smile, then wiped my lips with my arm. “Oh, that was fun. Have any more?”
“No, but I have ice for your head.”
“Really? Think that’ll work?”
“I know it will.” He left the room with my empty glass and returned with a bag of ice, plopping it onto my head.
“That’s really cold,” I said with my eyes closed.
“I think that’s part of the definition of ice.”
I put my head in my hands. “Can I go home now?”
“Sure. Need help getting out of bed?”
“I’m fine.” I put my foot down on the floor and held onto the ice. As soon as I stood up, my knees buckled and I started to fall, but not before Mark caught me.
“Yep. Thought so.” He lifted me up and carried me out into the hallway while I held the ice on my head.
“You really don’t have to carry me.”
He carried me down the stairs while I watched his face. “Yes, I do,” he said. “I’m the one who made you drink the wine.”
“So this is a guilt release? Take care of me and you won’t feel guilty?”
He began to laugh, almost dropping me. “No.” He took me out the garage door then put me into the passenger’s side of the car, buckling my seat belt. “When a woman tells me she loves me and wants to have my children on the first date, then begins to even name the children—”
“I what?” I held my head and closed my eyes. Everything hurt.
He laughed as he closed my door with a loud bang and walked around the car to the driver’s seat. After he got inside, he reached over and touched my arm. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cause you pain.”
“Can you close the car door quietly?”
He yanked it shut—but it was still loud—then opened the garage door with a remote, the sound of the gears grinding in my ears.
“I’m so sorry for saying I wanted to have your children,” I said. “Are you sure it was me?”
“Absolutely sure, and I liked some of the names you picked out, too.” He chuckled, then started the car and backed out of the garage, lowering the garage door. “I find it interesting that you didn’t apologize for telling me you love me. Does that mean you love me?”
“I hardly know you,” I whispered. “Don’t confuse me with the facts.”
Mark tried not to laugh, but it wasn’t working. “Do you think you can drive now?” he asked me.
“I have no idea.” The sun was killing me, but I forced my eyes open, making them water from the bright light.
He glanced over at me then looked back at the road. “I was going to get your car, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. Where do you live?”
I directed him to my apartment and he parked in the front. He helped me out of the car then grabbed my purse. “Are your keys in here?”
“Yes.” I pulled them from inside my purse, fiddled with them for a minute, then held one key in my hand. He took them from me with a smile, then carried me to the door, because I was wearing no shoes, while I held the bag of ice on my head.
After Mark put me down at the front door, he unlocked it then helped me up the old stairs to my apartment on the third floor. He unlocked my door with a second key while I checked the hallway all around us.
“Looking for someone?” he asked.
“Just checking.” It was routine for me to look for bad people, but he’d never understand. No normal person would.
We entered the tiny apartment and I locked the door behind him, flipping the deadbolt as well. The apartment had an open floor plan with a small living room beside a kitchenette with a center island and space for a table beside that. The bedroom was down a hallway off the living room, across the hall from a small bathroom.
“Are you scared in here?” he asked, watching me.
“No, not at all.” I threw my purse on the island and the ice in the kitchen sink, then picked up a baseball bat leaning by the front door. Lifting the bat, I slung it onto my right shoulder, then went into the bedroom and bathroom, flipping on lights as I went. As soon as I entered the living room again, I put the bat back by the door.
Mark shook his head, his eyebrows furrowed. “Are you sure you’re not scared?”
“No, why do you ask?”
He pointed to my weapon of choice. “The baseball bat, maybe?”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m going to take a shower, if that’s okay with you.”
“No problem.” Mark looked around the apartment. “You don’t have much furniture, do you?”
“I have what I need, and that’s enough.”
“But you have two folding chairs, a TV on plastic boxes, and what else?”
“I have a bed. It’s enough.” I hated people looking down on me. They didn’t get it.
“You don’t have a table in this place? No couch, no dresser?”
He must not have been a minimalist. “Don’t need them.”
“Or is it that you can’t afford them?” he said. “You know, Madcap would love to talk to you with that background of yours. Those people yesterday enjoyed our conversation about their programming, because you understood what they did and even had more ideas for them they hadn’t considered.”
I faced him, ignoring his attempt at pleasantries. “How do you know about my background and what I can afford?”
He looked like a deer caught in headlights. “You told me last night when you were drunk. You said you’d taken a course in cryptology and I told you to put your name in with Madcap. You said—”
“Madcap just programs games! I’m not a games programmer. I told them that yesterday, too.”
He grinned. “So you remember the conversation.”
“Not really, but it’s the truth. My master’s degree will be in Mathematics and Business Computing, not games programming. Why would the best gaming company want to talk to me, anyway?”
“You’re smart? You had some great ideas for them yesterday, and when we drove up the coast, you gave me some more fantastic innovations that’ll keep my bosses happy for years.”
He was making a mountain out of a molehill. “I’m not what Madcap wants and you know it.”
With his hand on my arm, he stopped me from going to take a shower. “I really want you to put your résumé in with Madcap, please? You’d be able to live in a more secure place and actually have furniture.”
“I do have furniture.” I waved my hand toward a folding chair. “Make yourself at home.” Walking toward the bedroom, I ignored his comment, grabbed some clothes from my closet then went into the bathroom. After I undressed and warmed up the water for the shower, I stepped inside and let the trickle pour over my head. I had the worst headache, but at least it was starting to feel better. Mark’s cure might just work.
I poured shampoo on my hair and worked it into the long strands, wondering about his company. Granted, the programmers were nice enough, but they certainly wouldn’t want me with my background.
Suddenly, the door to the bathroom creaked open.
“Amy?”
I kept my voice calm. “What are you doing in here?”
“I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
I closed my eyes and let the water pour over my hair. “I’m fine, thanks.”
“Can I help you?”
“No, you don’t need to see me naked.” What was he thinking?
“I already saw that after you stripped and danced naked for me last night.”
“I…what?” I covered myself and could only think the worst.
“Don’t worry about it. Nothing happened. Are you sure you don’t need help?”
“No thanks. I’ll be out in a few minutes. Just wait for me in the living room.”
“I can’t. I’m worried that you might fall over.”
“I’ll be fine, I promise.” Facing forward, I leaned against the wall of the shower with my eyes shut. I didn’t feel very well. Never again would I drink a drop of alcohol.
“You don’t look fine to me.” The voice came from behind me inside the shower. I jumped, turning my head to see him.
“I’m fine,” I answered, covering myself with my arms. “I’ll be out in a minute, and I promise.”
“Nice body, by the way.” He chuckled, closed the shower curtain and left me alone.
“Thanks, I guess.”
I heard him walk out of the bathroom, then took a deep breath and finished my shower. He was either a psycho or he really cared about me. Considering I was still alive after whatever happened the night before, I was leaning toward the latter.
I turned off the shower, grabbed a towel, then dried my hair inside the shower, squeezing out the water from the ends. Mark kept going through my thoughts. What really happened the night before? Bits and pieces came back to me, the more I thought about it. We’d spent time together at Madcap, then took a trip up and down the coast, hunting for seashells and walking on different beaches. After spending a wonderful afternoon, we walked into the restaurant and sat down at a table filled with red roses. He poured us some wine, and that was all I remembered until I woke up.
I dried myself off and inched back the shower curtain, checking to make sure I was alone. The door to the bathroom was shut, so I opened the curtain farther, stepped out and got dressed. After I combed my hair, I brushed my teeth, then applied some makeup over my pasty, hangover-looking skin. Alcohol was not my friend and I decided that was my new mantra.
The phone rang as I applied some makeup. “Can you get that?” I yelled into the living room.
“Sure.”
I heard a ‘hello’, then ‘yes, this is her apartment’. I didn’t hear much more, because I decided to dry my hair, since it was dripping. Whoever it was could wait, because the only people who ever called me were my brothers, telemarketers and…Connor. Uh-oh.
I flipped off the hair dryer and ran into the kitchen, where Mark was in a heated discussion on the phone.
“No, she’s with me today.”
Uh-oh, just as I thought—Connor. I held out my hand for the phone while Mark smiled and shook his head.
“Sorry, buddy, it’s over and you lost.” He hung up the phone and grinned.
“Connor?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
He nodded, his hands flying to his waist. “How long has he been playing psychological games with you, anyway?”
“Two years, and I’m not sure if they’re psychological games either.”
“Oh, yes they are. He even has you doubting his technique. I’m really glad he’s gone and you were at the beach yesterday.”
“Yeah?” I asked with a grin. “I vaguely remember that. Hot dogs, right?”
“Yep. You’re better off without that psycho. He was even trying to get into my head.”
“He’ll be here soon. He lives about a mile away, and I don’t keep that bat at the door just for security purposes.”
“I say we leave right now.”
“But I was going to eat breakfast.” I pulled a bowl out of the cabinet, then opened a drawer for a spoon.
“You don’t have anything to eat in the fridge anyway.” He put the bowl away then grabbed my hand. “Come on, let’s go.”
“But—”
“No buts,” he said. “I’m paying.”
I stopped him before he opened the door. “You think of me as a charity case, don’t you?”
“No. I think of you as very strong, very bright, and independent.” He looked around the living room. “Anyone who has the tenacity to stay here by themselves is a force to be reckoned with.”
I put Mark’s clothes that I’d been wearing into a bag and we left the apartment. Just as Mark opened the passenger’s car door for me, an older four-door lime green car pulled into the parking lot.
“Who’s that?” Mark asked.
“Connor. Let’s get out of here.” I hopped into my seat.
Before Mark could run around to his side, Connor—a small wiry man with thick glasses and a black beard—got out of his car and stormed over toward us. I looked at Connor—Mr. Negative Seventeen—then at Mark—a definite twenty, who was muscular and much cuter than Connor could ever be. What was I ever thinking when I went out with the psycho idiot? Even Mark’s red sports car was a lot cooler than Connor’s lime green clunker.
“Who are you?” Connor yelled.
“I’m a friend of hers,” Mark said. “And she’s with me today. You’re out of luck.”
Connor ran to Mark with his arm swinging toward Mark’s face. Mark ducked, grabbed Connor’s arm and twisted it behind him, slamming his head down onto the hood of the red sports car.
“I don’t think you want to do that,” Mark said, getting closer to Connor’s face.
Just as I’d opened the door and gotten out of the car to protect Mark, a van pulled up and four huge men hopped out, approaching Mark and Connor.
“Is there a problem here, sir?” the biggest of the men asked.
I couldn’t believe my ears. “Sir?” I looked at Mark with my mouth opened then stared at all of the men. They had muscles upon muscles and appeared to be military in their mannerisms. They were dressed in black pants and black polo shirts that had a logo of a hat on the shirt, with the name ‘Madcap’ under the logo. I recognized one of them as the man in black who was following me at the beach the day before, and another as the man in the bank with the white shirts and jeans. Taking a step backward, I just watched them, more out of curiosity than fear. This was weirder than I’d ever imagined. Why would Madcap men follow me on a walk to the beach and stand in our lobby at the bank?
“I’d like this man arrested for attempted assault,” Mark said, nodding toward Connor. “Tell Larry to keep him for a while, because I don’t want to be bothered today.”
“Right, sir,” the beach stalker said. He took Connor’s arm and led him to the van.
Mark straightened up, smiled as he held the car door while I got in, then walked around to the driver’s side. As soon as he sat in his seat, he stared at my mouth, hanging open so far, I was sure bugs were burrowing into my gums.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
“What was that? Who were they?” I pointed toward the black van. “That one guy was the one following me yesterday at the beach and another guy was the man at the bank who I was sure was a bank robber.” I leaned in closer. “What’s going on and I want a real answer.”
“All in due time.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “You’re adorable, by the way.”
My hand flew to the hot spot on my cheek where he kissed me. “I don’t like that answer and kisses aren’t going to do it, buddy. Who are they and who are you? You are friends with a chaser. You lied to me!”
“No, I’m Mark Dallas, games programmer for Madcap.” He sighed. “We went over this yesterday and last night. Don’t you remember?”
“I remember that part, silly. That’s not what I’m referring to. All I remember after our little innocent field trip was arriving at the restaurant last night and seeing the roses on the table. Then you handed me a glass of wine and that was it. I’m talking about—”
He just laughed, then leaned in for a kiss, which was very hot. He was hot, and intrigued me. I knew I should’ve gotten out of the car and walked out of the relationship that I was barely involved in, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I was suddenly very attracted to him, and, at the same time, wanted to hit him for it. What game was he playing, and what type of person had bodyguards? But most of all, why were they following me?
“Who’s Larry?” I asked, moving from his lips.
He backed away from my face then pulled out of the parking lot. “The Chief of Police of Devon.”
Surely this wasn’t reality. “You know him by first name?”
“Doesn’t everyone?”
“No. That’s not normal.” I looked behind us to see if we were being followed, but saw no one, so I turned back around. “Do the Madcap thugs follow all programmers around?”
“Only the really extra-special important ones,” he said with a wink and a grin.
“Oh, so you’re extra-special and important to Madcap?”
He shrugged, with major nonchalance covering his face. “You could say that.”
“I’d love to hear more.” I crossed my arms, not buying whatever he was dishing out.
“In due time. First, I really want you to send your résumé to Madcap.”
“You keep telling me that, but…” I lowered my eyes with a sigh. “I don’t have a résumé.”
“Why not?”
I looked out the window. “I was saving up for a computer and a printer so I could write one. It’ll take me some time.”
“Well, you’re going to write one today, then. We’ll go to my place and get it done. I’m really good with résumés.”
I tilted my head in his direction. “You are? Why is that?”
“No reason.”
He pulled into the parking lot of a nice restaurant and turned off the car.
I opened my door, but he stopped me. “No, I want to help you get out,” he said. “I don’t want you falling over or something.”
Silly man. He thought of me as helpless. I was far from helpless. “I don’t think I’ll fall over.”
“After seeing you leaning against the wall in that shower, it can happen. Just wait for me.”
“Fine.” I hated the thought of someone taking care of me, especially someone as good-looking as Mark.
As soon as he got out of the car, I opened my door and stepped out, holding onto the car for support. I was lightheaded, but didn’t want Mr. Model to know it.
He ran to my side and held onto my waist as I bent over so I could function. I closed my eyes for a moment, then tried to act as if nothing had happened.
He leaned closer to my ear. “See?”
“See what?”
Slamming the car door shut, he put his arm around my waist, so I returned the favor just to stay upright. My head was a mess.
“You almost passed out.” He helped me walk toward the diner door.
“Did not. Now I want to know all about you and I don’t want you to hold anything back.”
“You know enough,” Mark said, holding the door to the restaurant open for me.
“You don’t have to hold the door for me,” I murmured as I went through. “No one’s ever done that for me.”
“I think I do need to do that for you,” he said. “You deserve to be treated well, and I mean it.”
I studied his face. Who was this man and why was he so kind to me? There seemed to be more than what met the eye to what Mark knew. What had I told him the night before?
We walked into the restaurant and up to the host. The man raked his eyes down over me and whistled. “You’re adorable. You taken?”
“Yes,” Mark said, before I could say a word. “If you don’t stop what you’re doing, you’ll be unemployed.”
“You think you’re all that?” the man asked.
“Yep.” Mark tightened his arm on my waist.
Reaching up, he snapped his fingers and a man came running. “Is there a problem here?”
“Yes,” Mark said. “Your host is flirting and isn’t a very nice man. I want an apology for both my date and for me.”
“Yes, Mr. Dallas.” The older man turned to the host. “Apologize or you’re gone.”
He put his hand on his waist. “Why?”
“Do you know who this is?” the older man whispered.
As the host shook his head, the older man leaned toward his ear, covered his mouth, and said something to the host.
The host’s face lost its color as he faced Mark and me. “I’m so sorry. Please accept my apology. If there’s anything I can do to make it up to you, let me know.”
“It’s fine,” Mark said. “We want to be seated out of the way, please.”
“Certainly.” The man grabbed two menus and we followed him. “I’m truly sorry. If I’d known you were someone of your caliber, I’d have greeted you differently.”
“Why?” I asked the man.
He turned toward me. “Don’t you know?”
“No, because someone won’t tell me much of anything.” I shot Mark a dirty look, making him chuckle.
The man glanced toward Mark, then smiled. “And I won’t, either.” He took us to a booth in the back. “Enjoy your meal.”
We both sat down on adjacent sides of the table, the corner of the table separating us. The waiter came to our table, kneeling beside me and away from Mark. “I’m your waiter and my name’s Kevin. Would you like anything to drink? And I mean anything.” He pulled his card from his pocket and wrote something on the back. “My number’s on there, too, if you think of anything after you leave here.”
It was the most glaring and obnoxious flirtation behavior I’d ever seen.
“Sweetheart,” Mark said, moving close to my face. “Want anything to drink?”
“Sure. I’ll just have wa—”
“The buffet and a cup of coffee,” Mark said. He looked over at Kevin, who moved his hand to my knee. I pried it off me and moved my chair closer to Mark.
“Make that two,” Mark said.
I grabbed Mark’s arm. “But…”
Mark glanced at me and smiled, then turned to the waiter. “Make it tea for her and coffee for me with the buffets. You’re right, honey. We have to think of the baby.”
“Baby?” I mouthed, my face turned away from the waiter.
Mark nodded and smiled, glaring at me.
Kevin stood up. “Oh, I see. Yes, I’ll get you those things.” He held out his hand. “Can I have my card back, please?”
I almost laughed, but handed the card back to the guy. What a loser.
“Thank you.” Kevin walked away and my head hit the table with a thud.
“Good morning sickness fake out,” Mark whispered into my ear.
I lifted my head and faced him. “Psycho. I can’t believe you said that!”
“I couldn’t believe that guy’s come on lines, with me right here. You’d think the manager would have warned him about who I am.”
“His hand was on my knee, but it’s okay. He’s gone now. Who are you to get that type of attention, anyway?”
“No one you need to worry about. I’m more upset about Kevin. What a scummy man.”
“Jealous?”
“You bet.” He took my arm and helped me to my feet. “How do you feel?”
“Like hurling. How did you know I don’t like coffee?” I asked while we walked to the buffet.
“From last night. You told me.”
I sighed and put my hand on my hip. “How did that conversation even come up?”
“I tried to get you to drink coffee in the restaurant.”
None of it made sense to me. “And why were you trying to get me to drink coffee?”
He leaned closer to me and handed me a plate, then took one for himself as we walked down the buffet line. “You were drunk, remember?”
As we put things on our plates, I just stared at him. “You thought coffee would work?”
“Yep.”
Just as we both returned to the table and sat down, two beautiful blonde women entered the restaurant. As they got closer to our table, they both smiled at Mark.
“Hello, Mr. Dallas,” one of them said.
“Hello.” Mark nodded, then turned back to me.
“Hi, Mark,” the other one said, then reached down and touched his hand. He gave her a dirty look, pulled his hand away, then turned back and faced me with a grin.
“Who are they?” I asked, watching them saunter away in their high heels and short skirts.
“They work…with me.”
“They work at Madcap?” I whispered. “They’re not programmers are they? I didn’t meet all the programmers, did I?”
“Oh, no. They’re definitely not programmers. Now, tell me about your school work.”
I couldn’t just let that pass. “Wait just a minute here. Two beautiful women flirt with you and you want to talk to me about my boring schoolwork?”
“Yes, actually, I do.”
“But they’re beautiful and obviously have a thing for you. I completely understand if you’d rather be with them. I can call a taxi.” I pulled out my wallet and opened it up, but to my surprise, it was completely empty. “What happened to all my money?”
“It’s in the front of your purse.”
I furrowed my eyebrows and glared at him. “How do you know that? Were you going to rob me?”
Mark laughed then lifted his coffee cup and took a sip. “No. You left about a hundred-dollar tip for the waiter last night, but I took it off the table and put it back in your purse. I’d tipped the guy already.”
“I what? That’s all the money I had for—” I shut my mouth. Mark didn’t need to know any of that.
“For what?”
“Nothing.” I took a bite of waffle and turned the other way. Never again, I kept telling myself. Alcohol wasn’t good for me and wasn’t my friend.
I felt Mark’s fingers under my chin, then he moved my face in front of his. “What was that money for?”
I lowered my eyes. “Food and gas for the rest of the month.”
“But it’s the second of May! You’re going to eat and fill your gas tank on a hundred dollars for the rest of the month?”
I smiled, looking at his face. “Sure. That’s a lot, actually.”
Mark shook his head. “Can I ask you a personal question?”
“Go ahead.” I ate some of the waffle and wiped my mouth on my napkin.
“How much money do you make a year?”
I sighed. “In a good year—”
“In a good year? You don’t make the same amount every year?”
“No, I’m hourly. I make minimum wage.”
“What? That’s less than twenty grand a year?”
Twenty grand. I wished. “Well, usually less than that, because I don’t always get full-time hours.”
He leaned up closer to me. “Starting salary for kids just out of college at Madcap is over fifty grand, and all extra schooling is paid for. That’s a salary too, so if they need to take time off for school, they aren’t docked any pay.”
My mouth fell open as I stared at him. “No…they wouldn’t hire me. I don’t have gaming experience. My background is in cryptology and other things.”
He smiled. “I know for a fact they’d hire you in a heartbeat. What kind of cryptology background do you have?”
“Well, I wrote my thesis early, discussing the latest techniques and some upgrades.”
“Upgrades?”
“Yeah, but that’s boring. So what’s your background in?”
“What kind of upgrades?” he asked again.
I sighed. No one in their right mind would be interested in any of this. “I’ve been sworn to secrecy for details. I wrote it all in a book and it comes out next year through a private backer. That’s all I’m allowed to say.”
“Has this ‘private backer’ approached you to work for them?”
I glanced around the room. “No, and I probably shouldn’t be talking about this.”
“I wonder why they haven’t approached you.”
I lowered my eyes. “I don’t think they can find me, actually, which is a good thing.”
“Why can’t they find you?”
I faced him again. “No reason. So what’s your background in?”
He paused as he stared at me, trying to get into my head, but it wasn’t working. “I have a bachelor’s in computers and an MBA. Why can’t they find you?”
“Because I choose to remain hidden. That’s all you need to know.”
“I see.” He looked down at my plate. “Do you want more to eat?”
“No. And I’m paying for this. I don’t like owing anyone anything.”
“No.” He got Kevin’s attention and handed him his credit card.
I pulled out my wallet. “You can’t afford this. You’re going to have a huge bill by the end of the month and I’m going to feel really guilty.”
Mark just showed off his dimples with a smile, pushed my wallet back into my purse, and took my hand. “Don’t worry about it.”
Kevin returned with the receipt, and Mark filled it out with the tip. As we stood to leave, Kevin stopped me and whispered into my ear. “If you ever need to get away from him, give me a call.”
He pressed the same business card into my hand, but I handed it back to him. “Sorry, but he’s the father and won’t let me leave him.”
“Oh, I see. Come back to see me sometime.”
Mark pulled me to his side as the man walked away. “Having fun?”
“Oh yeah. You’re quite a tyrant and won’t let me leave you because of the baby.”
“Very funny.” We left the restaurant while the two women called Mark’s name and blew him kisses.
“Would you rather be with them?” I asked, pointing over my shoulder. “I can get a cab…or go home with Kevin.”
“No. They have no brains. What you see is what you get with them. As a matter of fact, I’m going to have a chat with their bosses on Monday and teach them proper etiquette out in the real world.”
“You can’t do that…can you?”
He clenched his teeth and narrowed his eyes as he faced me. “Watch me.”
I got into the sports car with Mark’s help and watched him get into his seat. He was one amazing man.
“So, you like brains?” I asked, just making small talk.
“Absolutely. And you’re the brightest person I’ve ever met—and the prettiest.” He winked, then pulled out of the parking lot, heading down the street. “Considering Kevin thinks you’re carrying my child, I think I’ll keep you.”
“Do I have a say in the matter?”
He shrugged his right shoulder. “If you want to. Do you ever see yourself married with kids?”
I looked out the side window and watched the palm trees breeze by. “I have no idea. Right now, I’m concentrating on getting out of school and what happens after that.”
“After you get a job, do you see marriage and kids in your future?” He was being very nosey.
“I guess so.” I looked over at him. “How about you? Why aren’t you married?”
“Well, that’s a tough answer. I guess I’m married to my work, but that’s about to change.”
He stared at me with a strange grin, forcing my eyebrows up in terror. “What’s that mean?”
“Oh, nothing.” From the smirk on his face, he had something up his sleeve, for sure.
“What are your plans here?” I asked, crossing my arms. “What am I to you?”
“Let’s see.” He flashed me his adorable smile. “Besides carrying my baby, after last night, I got the distinct impression you wanted to date me in the worst way, so I think I’m going to be dating you.”
“Why did you get that impression?”
“From some of your comments. You really like my eyes and body and told me what you’d like to do to me.”
I stared at him with my mouth agape. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. I’d love to show you what you told me, but…” He rubbed the back of his neck.
“But what?”
“You also told me about your past.”
“My past?” Oh great. I could only imagine. “What did I tell you?”
“You’ve only dated Connor and as much as he wanted to take your relationship…um…to the next level, you didn’t let him.”
“Oh no! I told you—”
“And I promise I won’t be the one to take that innocence away from you, unless you ask me or the relationship changes.”
“So you’re kicking me out the door without even going out with me?” What kind of guy was he?
He chuckled, the scum. “No. We spent most of the day together yesterday and we’re spending time together today. I’m not kicking you out the door, but you can kick Connor out of the state if you want.”
“Oh, I intend to do that. You’re much nicer and cuter—” I covered my mouth. “Sorry about that.”
“You can tell me that any time.” He parked in his garage and turned to me as the garage door went down. “You’re adorable yourself.” He pulled my chin toward him with the side of his finger and kissed me lightly on the lips. Oh, he was hot, and the feeling of near-seduction hit me like a lead balloon, even though it was just a kiss. Everything ached for him, and my stomach was suddenly home to an entire flock of butterflies, if there was such a thing.
I felt him leave my lips and slowly opened my eyes. “Do that again?” I begged.
Mark laughed and kissed me again, but with more power. I was definitely under his spell. If he were the enemy, I was in big trouble.
~~~~~
Chapter 3
“You’re amazing,” I said, looking at my newly written résumé later that afternoon. “I could never have done this. What kind of training do you have to make me shine like this?”
Mark sat back in front of the computer and smiled. “Years of experience, and you, my dear, don’t need a résumé to shine. You shine all by yourself.”
“Me? I don’t think so.” I studied the beautiful piece of paper in my hands. “Are you sure Madcap will want to see this? I feel so inadequate compared to that company.”
Mark chuckled then pulled me to his lap. “I can guarantee they’ll make you an offer. Now, would you like to make dinner with me?”
I laid the beautiful piece of parchment on the desk and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Do you trust me?”
“Yep.” His lips were gentle on mine as he stared at me. “Steak on the grill?”
I frowned. “I don’t do grills. No experience there.”
“No?”
I shook my head. “What else do you want to eat?”
He helped me off his lap and stood up. “Let me surprise you.” He took me by the shoulders from behind. “You go in the living room and find something to watch on TV and I’ll make dinner.”
I shrugged, figuring this was a good test for the guy. If he couldn’t cook, he was out the door. “Sure. Whatever you want.” Having a slave wasn’t that bad an idea, either.
I walked into the living room and flipped around the dial, eventually stopping on the local news.
“So, tell me the latest on the people in the Devon jail?” a female reporter asked the man sitting beside her. The bimbo acted like it was a fun story, making me disgusted.
“Well, we’ve heard they’re from mainland China and the police are looking into the possibility that they’re terrorists. They were heavily armed, but since they only spoke Chinese, they’re waiting for an interpreter and a federal official.”
The footage of two Chinese men flashed on the screen and my heart suddenly stopped beating. “Mark! That’s one of the guys down at the beach!”
“Who is?” Mark asked, walking into the living room.
I pointed to the television set. “That guy! That Chinese guy! They said these guys were heavily armed too!” I turned toward him. “I was near a heavily armed man?”
He picked up the remote and turned the television off. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Ready for dinner?”
“But you just started making it!”
“Yep. It’s about done.” He took my hand and walked into the kitchen with me. The huge dark wooden table was set with fine china and a centerpiece of red roses.
“Where did you get the flowers?”
“Outside,” he said, pointing. I walked over to the sliding glass door and saw huge flowerbeds containing roses of every color, manicured with decorative mulch and stones around each stalk.
“Gorgeous,” I whispered.
“Yes, you are,” he answered, walking past me with a plate. He slid the doors opened, walked outside and returned with two giant steaks, right off the grill, putting them on the table.
“You think I’m gorgeous?” I couldn’t let that one slide.
“Yep. Ready to eat?”
“But…”
He walked right up to me and put his face in front of mine. “Are you ready to eat?”
I swallowed hard, just from the presence of this man. “I guess so. Are we eating in front of the television?”
He stepped away with a chuckle. “I was going to eat where the plates are, but if you want to go in there, that’s fine.”
“No, the table’s fine, but I’m just not used to having one. I was curious about the Chinese guy we saw. I can’t believe I was that close to a terrorist.”
He grabbed some baked potatoes from the microwave and brought the plate to the table, then pulled a salad and dressing from the refrigerator. “Why don’t you have a table?”
“It’s too hard to move.”
We both sat down and he began to eat his baked potato. “Care to explain?”
“No.” I ate a bite of the meat. “You make a great steak.”
Mark took a drink then turned to me. “Why don’t you have much furniture?”
“I didn’t need much. Besides, it’ll be easier to move when I’m done with school.”
“I’d love to know your past,” Mark said, leaning up to me.
“No, it’s boring.” I avoided his eyes. It would be too dangerous for him to know anything more about me. “So, tell me about this house?” I looked all around. “I bet you had someone decorate it for you, didn’t you?”
“Sort of. The builder did it and I just moved in, pretty much. I’m not much of an interior decorator. As long as it’s simple and functional, it’s good enough for me.”
“Why aren’t you married? Don’t you date?”
“I used to, a long time ago.” He ate another bite. “But I’ve never found a woman I could settle down with before. I’m looking for a prize, and she’s got to be something special.” His eyes met mine, as if he was figuring out what he wanted from life.
“What kind of special? As in looks?”
“Not really, but I like blondes.” He reached over and touched my hand. “And love blue eyes.”
Even though he was describing me, my eyebrow rose while I studied him. “Like the bimbos in the restaurant?”
He began to laugh. “No, not quite, because brains really do intrigue me. I wonder how bright you really are?”
I popped a bite of steak in my mouth, the juice oozing out everywhere with incredible flavor. “I don’t know and don’t care. Intelligence tests are rigged to make you look smarter than you are, because they’re written by amateurs.”
“Amateurs? Have you ever taken any?”
“Sure, but that’s not important. It doesn’t get you a real job and doesn’t pay the bills.”
“How about college prep tests?” he asked. “What do you think of those?”
“Easy. Almost too easy. I could write better ones that would weed out the riff-raff before they even got to college.”
He shook his head slowly with a grin. “Madcap wants to see you, for sure.”
“Why is that?”
“We’re thinking of writing an intelligence test game, and need someone to stump the best of the best. We want the brightest people brought down a few pegs. That way, customers will buy the product, trying to prove themselves.”
“That would be fun,” I said. “When it’s done, I want to be in a room with the person who gets the highest score and take them down.”
“Oh, I bet. I’d like to see it, too.” He finished his meal then he stood up from the table and took his plate to the kitchen. “Are you about done? I’d like to get your car if you’re game.”
“Sure.” I stood up and grabbed a few plates, walking them into the kitchen, as well. “I’ll stop for some dessert on the way to my place.”
As I returned to the table to get more plates, he studied my face from across the table. “Your place? I was hoping you’d spend the night here.”
Lifting my half-full glass, I took a quick drink then stared over at him. “You come over to my place and I’ll get you dessert.”
Taking a few steps, he stopped right beside me. “You’re such a tease.” He moved in front of me, his hands going to my upper arms while his eyes met mine. “What dessert did you have in mind?”
I swallowed hard, realizing what I’d just said. How could I be so intelligent yet so dense. “I didn’t mean…” I shook my head with a sigh. “Want some ice cream?”
His hands moved to my shoulders, then he pulled me in for a hug and kissed my neck. “I’d rather have you, actually.”
I definitely went too far. “Me?” The sound of my voice came out more as a squeak than a question, making me clear my throat.
He moved his mouth upward and nibbled on my ear. “No pressure. I was thinking we could watch a movie on TV together. That’s it. You, me, and the couch.”
“I need to get my car,” I whispered, closing my eyes. I felt the burn from my head to my toes, hitting everything important the whole way down.
“Yeah. That.” He stroked my hair. “You know, you’re the type of woman I could—oh, never mind.”
“Could what?” I grabbed my glass and wiped it on my forehead to cool off my libido, then took a drink.
He picked up some dishes and walked into the kitchen. “Fall in love with.”
I choked on my drink and tried to breathe, but it was tough, so I leaned on the table and tried to suck in some air.
Mark ran to me and patted me on the back. “You okay? Did you swallow wrong?”
“Uh…” I coughed and tried to breathe. “It depends.”
“Depends on what?”
“What you’re dishing out.” I straightened up and stared at him. “Did you just say that I’m the type of woman you could fall in love with?”
“Sure did. Why?” He seemed so nonchalant, making me wonder about him. That wasn’t something most people just dished out.
“Oh, it’s just kind of shocking,” I said. “I’ve known you for what, a day?”
Dipping his head, he kissed me with his arms surrounding me in one fell swoop. When he backed away, his blue eyes seemed to go straight through me.
“Yep,” he said. “I work fast. I know what I want and go for it. That’s how I got to where I am today.”
I shifted my weight to one foot and crossed my arms. “Which is…”
“A secret for right now. Ready to go to your place so you can get some clothes and stay here with me tonight?”
“Mark, if you’re suggesting—”
“It was just so nice to have company last night that I was going to ask you if you’d just join me tonight.” His eyebrows actually danced.
“And go to church tomorrow? I’ll feel guilty!”
“No, you won’t feel guilty. I’ll even join you.”
He must be smitten, for sure, but I was enjoying this game for some reason. “So, if I spend the night with you, you’ll go to church with me tomorrow?” I asked.
“Absolutely. I’d love to.”
“And it would be innocent tonight?”
“Yes. You can even sleep in a different room if you want. I don’t like the idea of you sleeping with a baseball bat in your possession because you don’t feel safe.”
“I keep it beside the bed, and if I stay here, I’ll be on the couch.” I even pointed so he’d get the message.
“The couch. I don’t think so,” he muttered. Mark shook his head and cleared the rest of the table while I helped him put the dishes in the dishwasher. “Let’s get your car.”
I grabbed my purse. “Sure. I think I can drive now, in case you’re wondering.”
He walked me toward the door. “But the question is, will your car make it?”
“That’s the million dollar question, and it’s always an adventure with that thing.” We walked out the door and he helped me into the passenger’s seat, then got into the driver’s side, lifted the garage door, and headed out, toward the bank.
“So,” he finally said. “Did that hangover cure work?”
“I guess so. I feel better, if that’s what you’re asking.” I had to collect my thoughts. “So how embarrassing was I last night? I have to apologize for that, because I’m nothing like that.”
“You weren’t too embarrassing. If we were married, it would’ve been even funnier. I know you’re not like that—”
“Married? What are you saying?”
“Oh, nothing. Just know I really enjoy being with you and think we make a great team.”
“Team. As in couple?”
A smile lit his lips as he glanced my way. “If you want. I’m letting that up to you. Just know I’m game for whatever you want.”
I crossed my arms, looking out the windshield. “You don’t understand. As soon as that diploma’s in my hand in the next few weeks, I’m moving out of state. I have to hide out and getting off the grid is my first priority.”
“Why is that?”
“No reason you need to worry about. After seeing that terrorist guy on television, it might be sooner than I think, too. I might have to get out of town and have them send me my diploma for a better job.”
“Madcap wants to talk to you, remember.”
“Yeah, right. You know they won’t want me, right?”
He shook his head. “Someday, I’ll explain this to you. You’re dead set against a place that really will want you, as if you’re not worthy. But after looking at your résumé, I know better.”
“How do you know better? Do you know the owner or something?”
He chuckled. “Something like that.” He pulled into the parking lot across the street from the bank. I opened my door and got out as he leaned down to see me. “I’ll follow you. Don’t speed or I’ll call the cops.”
“Very funny. My car barely goes the speed limit.”
He laughed as I closed the door. I got into my car, and he practically tailgated me. I glanced in the rearview mirror, seeing him talking on the phone the whole time. I couldn’t imagine who he’d be talking to, other than his bodyguards. I just hoped he didn’t have other women on the line, or I’d be ticked. Yeah, I was jealous and no one was standing between this nice guy and me. My time in Devon was limited, so he was just a boy toy until I had to get out of town.
As soon as I parked in front of my apartment and got out of my car, Mark joined me and we entered my building.
“What type of car do you want?” he asked as we walked up the stairs together.
“Why? I like my car, as long as no one notices the muffler falling off.”
“You need a new car, and I think I’m going to buy you one. What kind do you like?”
“You’re not buying me a new car. I don’t want to owe you that much money.” Besides, I’d be able to afford another car when I moved out.
He grabbed my waist, turning me toward him. “You owe me nothing. I’ll worry about you in that car, because it’s going to let you stranded some day. What kind of car do you want?”
“None.” I turned back to go the final two steps, but he stopped me with his hand on my arm.
“If you don’t tell me, I’ll buy you what I like. Do you want that?”
“No, because my car’s fine.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “Relax.”
He muttered while I walked to my door, then walked up the stairs to meet me, taking my hand. “I’m serious.”
I reached out for the doorknob to my apartment, but when I touched it, the door swung open a few inches and my heart stopped.
“We locked that, right?” Mark whispered.
“Yep.” I reached into my purse and grabbed a small can.
“You keep mace in your purse?” he whispered, staring at the label.
“Yep.” I pulled out a long knife as well, putting it in my other hand. Mark stared at me with complete shock on his face.
Just as I was about to push the door open, he grabbed the knife, put it back into my purse, took my arm and dragged me back outside. While punching in a number into his cell phone, he forced me into his car and ran to the other side, then locked our doors and spun out of the parking lot.
“Yes, that’s the place,” he said into the phone. “Someone broke in and I want it checked out. They may still be inside.”
I crossed my arms. “Let me guess. The miniature army that protects you, right?”
Mark smiled and ended the call. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Thank them from me. I hope they’re armed.”
“They can take care of themselves, so don’t worry.”
“I will worry. Do they have—” Two police cars with sirens and lights came speeding past us. “I guess that’s a yes.”
Mark smiled as he glanced at me. “They have backup. Remember, I know their boss.”
“About your army men. That one from this morning was the same guy who followed me at the beach. You never answered me before and I want an answer.”
Mark glanced in his rearview mirror. “If I hadn’t been there, it could’ve been worse.”
“What does that mean?” I faced him, turning fully to the side. “You didn’t answer my question…again.”
“I know. Let it go for now.”
I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “Does this have anything to do with the Chinese terrorist?”
He bit his lips and said nothing. This man was so frustrating, I was ready to haul off and slap him silly. I held my hands in my lap so I wouldn’t hurt him, then stared out the front window. “Where are we headed?”
“Back to my place. There’s no way you’re staying at your place tonight, and I insist.”
“But—”
“If you argue, I’ll have the police take you into protective custody.”
I faced him in anger. “You wouldn’t.”
“This is nothing to play with.” He glanced over at me as he drove. “What did you do the other times you were robbed?”
My mouth dropped and my eyes widened. “How did you know I was robbed before?”
He sighed and shook his head. “You told me when you were drunk.”
“Why did I tell you that?”
“I have no idea. What did you do the other times?”
I turned in my seat, facing forward again. “I’d pack up all the things in my car and get out of the area. Then, I’d call the apartment manager and end my contract, usually having to pay extra.”
“What about your bed? It won’t fit in your car.”
“Yes, it does. It’s a blow-up bed.”
I’d been found again. I was so tired of running. My life was filled with running away from someone I didn’t even know, which made no sense to most people, but to me, it was my world.
“Now it all makes sense why you have no furniture,” he said. “Where did you live before this apartment?”
“I’d rather not say. I had to take evasive maneuvers to finally find a place where I was safe...at least I thought it was safe.”
His eyebrows rose considerably. “Evasive maneuvers?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Was your dad military?”
I snapped my head toward him. “How do you know about my dad?”
“I keep forgetting you don’t remember the conversation from last night. You told me your dad was a political science professor in Pennsylvania but your parents were murdered in their home. Was he military as well? It would all fit if he was.”
I wondered what else I’d blabbed. “At one time, but he served his time and moved on.”
“What part of the military was he in?”
“He was in the Army, in a super secret area, so I don’t know the details. Why are you asking me this?”
I must have sounded impatient, because he just smiled my way. “Just curious.”
We got to his house and he took me inside. He set the security alarm, flipped on the television to a sitcom and took the remote with him. “Have a seat.”
I listened to him, realizing I had no other choice.
Mark walked away for a moment, then leaned over the back of the couch and handed me a soda. Reaching up, he grabbed the can of mace, still in my hand. “I promise you don’t need that here. I have tons of security around this place, and you definitely don’t need the knife.” He slipped the mace back into my purse and straightened back up, standing behind the couch while sipping on his soda.
“Do you need the security here?” I whispered.
“No, but I’m glad I have it.” Mark’s cell phone rang and he walked into the kitchen to answer it. I couldn’t hear his side of the conversation, but I was sure it wasn’t good, just from his tone. I sat back, sipped on my drink and watched the stupid show on television. Mark joined me a few minutes later, plopped down onto the couch beside me and turned off the television with a click of the remote.
“That was my main bodyguard,” he said.
“I don’t think I want to hear this, do I?”
“Probably not. You’re needed at your apartment to figure out what they took.”
“Is it safe?”
“I think so,” he said, staring at me. “I just have to warn you. They found something you’re not going to like.”
“Is there anything I will like there?”
His eyes stayed on my face. “They found a dead man in your apartment.”
I sat up and faced him. “What? Who?”
“They’re not sure. We’re to go over there right away to see if you recognize the guy.”
I got off the couch and wiped away a tear. “Did they give you a description?”
“Yes, and it’s not Connor, if that’s what you’re thinking.” As we walked into the kitchen, he turned off the security alarm, then we headed toward the garage.
“I knew that,” I said. “He doesn’t have a key or the knowledge to break into an apartment. I was more worried about my brothers, if they came into town for some stupid reason.”
“You have brothers?”
“Yeah. Two of them. They don’t live around here, and I’m not to mention them to anyone.”
“Not to mention them…why is that?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
Mark pushed on a remote button on the wall and the garage door rose. After we got into his car, he backed out between two police cars, parked in front of the house. As soon as we got to the road, we were escorted by the police to my apartment.
“I think this guy was older than your brothers,” Mark finally said. “How old are they and what do they look like?”
“They look a lot like me. John lives in Colorado Springs and is 32. Randy lives in Atlanta and he’s 30. I’m 27, so I’m the baby of the family.”
Mark glanced at me. “Did your parents or you have any enemies?”
“I don’t, and I didn’t think my parents did, but considering they were murdered and I’ve been found yet again, I’m rethinking that.”
“It’s time to talk to your brothers. You and I need to have a big chat after you call them.”
“Why?”
“I need to come clean with you, but I don’t want your brothers to know anything.”
I turned to face him. “What does that mean?”
He stared out the window. “In due time.”
Interesting comment. Was he someone I shouldn’t trust, after all? At least I wasn’t reading the signs wrong that he was holding back secrets.
We got to my apartment with police cars in front and behind us. The officers at the scene were everywhere and escorted us into the apartment.
An officer approached us and stared at his notes, then at my face. “Miss, we need you to look at the body.”
“I’m not good with this,” I said to him. “I doubt I know the person.”
“We still need you to see if you know him.”
I walked with the officer into my bedroom. The person was covered with a white sheet and I felt the tears fill my eyes. Someone else was probably in my bedroom and killed this person.
“How did he die?” I asked.
“Shot to the chest,” the officer replied.
I sucked up my fear and took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”
Mark put his arm on my shoulders and the officer pulled back the sheet. I glanced at the man’s face. He was much older and going gray. He looked a little bit familiar but I didn’t know who he was. I stared at him again, trying to remember where I’d seen him before.
“Do you recognize him?” Mark asked.
“I think so, but I don’t know his name. He looks really familiar to me.” I turned to the officer. “Did he have any identification on him?”
“None. It was like he’d worked as a spy, too, because we tried to get prints from him and they were burned off.”
“His fingerprints were burned off?” Mark asked the officer.
“Yes, sir,” the man replied.
“Can we get a picture of his face?” Mark asked, then turned to me. “Your brothers might recognize him.”
“If either one does, it would be John, since he’s the oldest.” The officer took a few pictures of the man, then covered the body again. I looked around my apartment. There were papers everywhere, and my bed was shredded down to just plastic and sheets. Tears formed in my eyes and Mark pulled me to his chest, with my face in his shirt.
He stroked my hair. “It’s just stuff. It’s going to be okay and I promise.”
“Yeah, but it’s all I have left,” I sobbed. “And it’s all destroyed.”
“But you’re okay.” Turning me around, we walked out into the living room, where I saw my chairs smashed and the TV lying in a pile of glass. In the kitchen, every plate and glass lay in a heap of trash on the floor.
After entering the hall to the bathroom, I opened the closet door and studied the box at the bottom. It looked undisturbed, so I pulled it out, opened it, and stared inside.
“What are you doing?” Mark whispered.
“I want to see if the rest of my life is missing.” Lifting the box, I took it to the kitchen center island, removing each paper, knickknack, and small picture from the box while I studied them.
“Souvenirs and pictures are the rest of your life?”
I glared at him and he bit his lips.
“I’m sorry I said it,” he said. “You’re absolutely right.”
I looked over the cover of each photo album, wading farther into the box. At the bottom was a small pink child’s jewelry box.
I opened it. The ballerina danced in a circle to the soft music, making me cry.
“Hey, I promise it’ll be okay,” he whispered, massaging my back.
“My dad got me this for my seventh birthday.” I tried to hold back the tears but it wasn’t working. “Mom said that some day I’d put my jewelry into it, but as you can see, it’s still empty. That’s the story of my life.”
Mark hugged me and I held onto the jewelry box in my hand, hugging him in return. The thing was bulky for one hand, and I was so interested in getting comforted, that I dropped it with a thud. As Mark backed away from me, I picked up my jewelry box.
“Your mom was right,” he said. “You’ll have jewelry some day, but be thankful you don’t have any right now. Otherwise, they’d have stolen it.”
Nice comment, but he was right. I wiped my eyes and he took the jewelry box from me. As he put it down, it rattled. We both stared at each other in confusion.
“It was empty, right?” he asked.
“Yes. I never had anything to put inside.” I took the pink box from him and opened it to see the ballerina dance again to the music, but there was nothing else inside left to rattle. I turned it over and shook the thing, but it only rattled. Mark and I searched all over the box, but the mysterious rattle wasn’t obvious.
He turned it over, studying the bottom. “Do you have a knife?”
I turned toward my kitchen. “On the floor with glass all over it. Why?”
“There’s a secret opening to this box on the bottom. I bet this is what the people who’ve been breaking into your apartment have been searching for.”
“A rattle?”
He put it up to his ear and shook it. “I bet it’s something like a key. I also bet your dad put it in there and it’s very important or it wouldn’t have been hidden.”
“Why wouldn’t I have heard it before now?”
“It probably jarred loose when you dropped it. We need to take this to my place and see what’s in here.”
I turned and walked toward the bedroom. “I’ll just get some clothes.”
Mark grabbed my arm, stopping me. “No. Anything in here may have been compromised. Don’t take anything except for the things in this box. There may be more clues here.”
“Compromised? But I need my toothbrush—”
He leaned closer and put his finger to my lips, cutting off my sentence. “If they wanted to, they could kill you by putting cyanide on your toothbrush. They could do the same thing to anything in this apartment. Are you missing anything in this box?”
I looked through the things that I’d taken out. I leafed through the photo album and suddenly frowned. “Old term papers and family pictures are missing.” I looked at Mark. “Why would they take those things?”
“I don’t know about the term papers, but they’d have pictures of your brothers. We have to call them now. Their lives are in danger.”
“Oh, no,” I whispered in disbelief. “John has two little girls and Randy’s getting married in the fall.”
“Did you have their addresses anywhere in this place?” he whispered.
“I carry all of that with me in my purse in case I need it. No, I don’t.”
“How often do you call them?” he asked.
“Once a month. Why?”
He looked around the room at all of my papers. “Where are your phone bills?”
“I throw my bills away once I pay them.”
“They could go through your trash, too.”
I covered my mouth and walked to the kitchen trashcan. “I just threw one out yesterday.” I searched inside. “Uh-oh.”
“Yep.” Mark walked over to one of his men and had a quiet conversation, then finally returned to my side. “We’re leaving. There’s nothing else you can do here, and you’re not coming back to this apartment.”
“Where will I live?”
“With me for now. I can’t have you always looking over your shoulder worrying. You’re too valuable.”
“Valuable?”
“We need to have a chat, and we’re going to my place to do it.” He put the music box and the other items back into the cardboard box and spoke to the officer who’d shown me the body. The officer nodded and we walked toward the door to leave my apartment.
“Wait.” I leaned down and picking up the bat at the door. “I have to take this with me.”
Mark took it from my hand and put it back in its place. “But you don’t need it. I promise no one will get into my place.”
“It’s a family heirloom. Randy gave it to me when I was robbed the first time and told me to keep it no matter what.” I looked around the rest of the room. “There’s nothing else left in here for me, so I doubt I’ll want to come back.”
He stared downward while still holding onto the box containing the rest of my life. “A baseball bat is a family heirloom?”
“Absolutely.” I had no idea if it really was a family heirloom, but just knew that Randy made sure I’d never lose it.
After I grabbed the bat, we walked out of the apartment complex, got into Mark’s car and headed for his home.
I looked behind Mark’s car and started to get nervous. “There’s some big black van following us.”
“I know.” He glanced into the rearview mirror. “They’re from Madcap.”
“They really take care of you at that company. I’m very impressed.”
“Right.” He blew out a big breath. “We’re going to have a big chat.”
“We are?”
He nodded with a sigh. “Right after you talk to your brothers.”
He drove to his home and after we got inside, he reset the alarm. He walked out of the living room and made a phone call, then returned while I looked through the items in the box, ending the call.
While picking up a stack of things from the box, he sat down beside me on the couch. “What are these?”
“My passports.”
His eyes met mine. “You have more than one?”
I sighed. “It’s a long story. I doubt you’d even understand.” I took the bundle of passports and tied the rubber band another loop to make sure they wouldn’t come apart.
“I think you’d be amazed at what I understand about your life.”
“Fine.” I untied the passports and started with the one on the top. “First, Dad said we always needed to have a passport in case we needed to get out of the country quickly. He wanted us to have one even if we were just going to Canada or Mexico, back before they were necessary to go across the border.”
“Why would he say that?”
“I’m not sure, but I made sure I always had one.” I opened the one on the top. “This one is from when I moved down to Devon. It was right after the last time I was robbed.” I handed it to him. “I didn’t travel anywhere for that one, so it hasn’t been used.”
Mark glanced at the picture then at me. “You were much younger here.”
“Right.” I opened the next one. “This one was from when I lived in Gainesville and was going to graduate school there. If you notice, I changed my name when I moved down here. The name on this one is Amy Duffy.”
His mouth dropped. “You changed your name? Why did you do that?”
“I’ve done it more than once. When my parents were alive, they sat us all down at the dinner table after Dad retired from the Army. I think I was about nine years old. He was scared about something. He told us to always stay in touch and if anything happened to any of us, to change our last names and move far away from each other and deny we were related.”
“Why?”
“I’m not sure, but when my parents died, John, Randy, and I scattered. We changed our names and call once a month to see if anything else had happened.”
“So, you’re Amy Duffy in this one. Your real last name isn’t Watson, is it?”
I nodded. “Yes, it is, now. I had it legally changed every time.”
“That explains a lot,” Mark murmured.
“Why?”
“I’ll tell you in a minute.” He looked over at the remaining passports. “Why did you change your name for this one, five years ago?”
“That’s when I was robbed the first time.”
“I see. What’s the next one say?”
“This one is from when I moved to North Carolina. I transferred from the school in Pennsylvania and really got my degree from North Carolina, even though most of my coursework was done in Pennsylvania. That’s why I say I went to undergrad in Pennsylvania. My name on my undergrad degree is Amy Charles. I changed my name for that one because my parents had just been killed.” I handed him that passport.
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