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She sat against the outside wall of her house, the dingy porch covering her from view, her head in her hands while sobs wracked her entire body. Her long red hair covered her like a curtain, shielding her from the cruelty of the outside world. It was like she was in a cocoon, but knew that it wouldn’t help keep her safe from this pain. She knew he was leaving, she could feel the loss of him like a limb was missing. A moment ago he had been standing there, watching her, love pouring from him like water rushing down a waterfall, but now, he was walking away. She did this. She was twenty one years old, but she knew that she would never love anyone the way she loved him again in her life. But, she had ruined it, just like everything else. Her innate way of screwing everything up had just made the man of her dreams walk away from her forever. She couldn’t tell him. She just couldn’t. She couldn’t let him ruin his career over her. So she let him think the absolute worst of her. 

Hearing the engine of his motorcycle rev up, she couldn’t watch him pull away. She knew exactly what he looked like sitting on that big beast of a machine, his sexy, muscular legs straddling the body like it was a woman, his strong arms gripping the handlebars tightly, making his muscles contract. His dark tousled hair would be covered by the helmet, as would his dark blue eyes, but nothing could mask the pull, the draw of this man. The tattoo hidden under his short sleeve shirt would peek out as the wind rustled over his body, a tattoo she had memorized over the last two years. She had run her fingers over it, her tongue, and laid her head on it to fall asleep more times than she could count. It was the only tattoo he had, a tribal design that went around his defined bicep. He had gotten it one night on a dare from some of the guys, and she loved it. Most of the time, he was a clean cut professional, driving a police car and walking around with a stern face. She knew him differently, the edgy, passionate, love of her life. Devin Putnam. Just his name caused a reaction in her body. Four years older than her but her soul mate just the same. Their relationship had been combustible, passionate, and all consuming, but the fire had been instantly extinguished the moment he pulled away, riding that reverberating motorcycle. She knew one thing for an absolute fact. Though he had loved her just as much as she had loved him, once the rumble of that engine faded into the night, he would never come back to her. 
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Rachel sat at the bar, twirling the stick in her martini, watching the olive make ripples in the clear liquid, ignoring the noise and ruckus of the dive she was sitting in. Bert’s. From the outside, the place looked like every other bar in every other small town across the country. Neon blinking lights attracted all walks of life in for a drink of whatever would help you forget, help you celebrate, relax from a long week, or enjoy friends. Whether the people were happy, sad, in love, angry, or a combination of all of those, you could find them here. Drinking, playing pool, dancing, picking up dates or one-night stands, or enjoying time with friends.

None of her friends came here, and that’s why she did when she needed to be alone. The neighborhood it was in didn’t warrant young mid-twenties single girls to frequent it. She didn’t come here to meet men, or to have fun with friends. She came here to drink away the memory of him, every year on this day. September 3rd. She would never forget that day as long as she lived. The days before it had been bad enough—life altering, devastating blows to what had been a happy, lively girl with a bright future. It had been five years, but that didn’t stop her from thinking of this day, dreading it as the days marked off her calendar towards it. 

Devin. She had no idea even where he was right now, and hadn’t ever since that night that he had driven away into the sunset, leaving her behind for good. She only knew that after he had left, he had taken a job in Miami, about as far as he could get from their Jacksonville suburb without actually leaving the state. She had been a college junior when everything crashed to the ground with them, and she couldn’t hardly get out of bed, much less go to class to be an occupational therapist. So, she quit, failed—just like everything in her life. She had moved too, to the west coast of Florida where her parents owned a beach house. She left everyone behind that she cared about and shut the door. Her parents were disappointed in her, she had no siblings, and the love of her life was gone. She was really good at pushing everyone away. But it had been necessary. Now she was an office manager instead of a therapist, a casual fling instead of the love of someone’s life, and a friend that no one knew the truth about. As far as she was concerned, the old Rachel was dead and gone. No one in her new life would know about her old life. The old Rachel died that night in the beach house, and was buried the night Devin walked away from her forever.

What she was good at was attracting men. She was beautiful and she knew it. She was tall, 5’8”, and naturally slender, though she did use kickboxing and Zumba to keep herself in tip top shape. She had long, wavy auburn hair and porcelain skin, so smooth and ivory, she looked like a china doll. She had large emerald green eyes with long eyelashes. She was every man’s fantasy, and she used it to her advantage. She always had the control—never again would she give a man that power over her. What she didn’t do, however, was get involved with a man for very long. She had been in love once—and no one would ever measure up to him. But what she had been through had taken that away. Most men were good with that—they liked her for their own reasons, and when she was ready to move on, they did as well. 

But, she was lonely. She had Kayley, one of her best friends. She had met her when she got a job as the office manager at Loving Hands Therapy Center. She and Kayley had hit it off right away, and she still loved her friendship. However, Kayley had a full time family now, married with three children. As much as Rachel wanted to identify with that, she couldn’t. She never would. And Emily, who she had met through Kayley, was also one of her best friends, but she too had a husband and kids. Rachel had her share of “partying” friends, but she was feeling unfulfilled by everything in her life, and this day didn’t help. 

Downing her drink, she felt someone slide into the barstool next to her. Signaling the bartender for another, she could tell that whoever was sitting next to her was looking at her, but she wasn’t here for that. She had no intention of having a conversation with anyone except the demons in her own head. As another drink was deposited in front of her, she heard a deep, rumbling voice telling the bartender to put her drink on his tab. 

Swearing under her breath, she turned to the intruding stranger to her right to tell him where to shove it when her throat caught. He was looking at her, and as she turned, her face was close to him. Too close. But damn, he was gorgeous. Honey colored hair fell in waves across his head, barely touching his ears. Large brown eyes met hers and crinkled up in the corners when he smiled at her. She just as quickly took in that he was wearing a form fitting shirt and jeans that showed her just how nice his body was. He was not a normal patron to this bar, she could tell. He was either a tourist or just moved here and was probably sorry he found this hole. Maybe she could revisit her thinking that she could never hook up with anyone from this bar. 

She smiled at him, crossing her legs. His eyes followed the motion, and she knew that if she wanted him, she’d have him. She was wearing a short black skirt and a sparkly tank top, and he apparently approved. 

“Hello,” he said, with a slight southern drawl. Not from here, for sure, she thought. “I’m Justin.” He put his hand out to shake hers, and her eyes dropped to his hand. Large and manly, strong like he did something for work with his hands. Also devoid of a wedding ring, which was good. She didn’t do commitment, but she didn’t do cheaters. 

Flipping her long hair over her shoulder, she turned on her charm. Holding out her hand and grasping his firmly, she purred, “Why hello, Justin. You have to be from out of town or you would’ve never stepped foot in this neighborhood tonight.”

Justin looked around, then settled his eyes back on hers, still holding her small hand in his massive one. His hand was warm and felt a little rough. Definitely did something with his hands. “Well, from the way I see it, I sat myself next to the hottest woman in the entire bar, so I’d say I’m in the right place.”

Rachel laughed. Oh, he was smooth. She could definitely see he could be a plaything for a while. Taking her hand from his and tucking it between her legs, she eyed him flirtatiously. “Hmm, that was a good one. Where are you from, Justin? I know it isn’t Florida, with that accent.”

Justin smirked at her. “You haven’t even told me your name, sweetheart.”

Rachel pretended to be mulling over whether to give it to him or not, but she knew she would. He had her intrigued, that was for sure. Hell, he actually had her forgetting why she was in this shit hole in the first place, trying to drink her memories away. “Rachel.” 

Justin’s dark eyes widened as he pointedly looked her up and down. “Rachel,” he rolled her name off his tongue, and just that slight twang in her name made her toes curl with desire. “What are you doing in a place like this?”

“Forgetting,” she answered simply, knowing he would ask but she wouldn’t give any more. She never did. To anyone. 

Justin’s hand boldly touched her bare leg, and she inwardly shivered at his warm touch. She wouldn’t show him she was turned on, not here and not yet. “Why, I’m good at helping beautiful women forget. What a coincidence.” His voice was smooth, like butter, and she knew that he was exactly her type. Sexy, good looking, forward, and not wanting a commitment. 

“I’m from Alabama, precious,” he drawled, his finger rubbing her leg in circles. “I just moved here for work. I’m a construction foreman.” She knew he had done something with his hands. Of course, now she could picture him in a hard hat, steel toed boots, and some tight jeans on that fine body, sweat running down his bare chest as he manhandled power tools. “So now, tell me about you.”

Rachel curled her lips up, watching Justin’s reaction at the seductive look on her face. “I’m an office manager. I live here. That’s about it.”

Justin laughed, his straight white teeth gleaming. “Why do I doubt that? I have the feeling there is a lot more to you than meets the eye. Starting with the real reason you would be in a dive like this tonight.” Rachel smiled, knowing she wouldn’t answer him but also feeling that he could see through her. 

She downed her drink, standing up abruptly. Justin’s eyes followed her as she smoothed her skirt and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Coming?” She held out her hand and he took it. She led him to the dance floor, which was pumping top 20 pop music. It was funny, really, that a bar that looked like this played this music instead of hard rock or having a live band, but the makeshift dance floor was packed with bodies gyrating and rubbing against each other to the music. It obviously worked for them. 

Squeezing through sweaty, scantily-clad bodies, Rachel began swaying her hips to the music, her hands running up Justin’s toned chest as he watched her, his eyes wide. She knew the effect she had on men. It was fun, a game she liked to play. Some may call her a tease, though if she was interested, she was anything but. Just don’t plan on pinning her down, both figuratively and literally. She was in control. Always. 

Justin’s hands traveled to her hips, his eyes watching her with desire lacing them. Their bodies gyrated together to the music as she twirled and moved, knowing that she was having the intended effect on him. When he pressed up behind her, she knew it for sure. Holding her hair up with one hand to relieve some of the heat gathering on her neck, Justin leaned over and licked a trail down her damp neck. Goosebumps broke out on Rachel’s body, despite the humid, stifling air in the bar. 

“You’re so hot,” he breathed into her ear, and she grinned, though he couldn’t see her. He was going to be a nice little bonus to her grief tonight. Who would’ve thought coming to Bert’s would end up in a new friend. She didn’t respond and he didn’t expect her to. A woman like Rachel knew what she looked like. Just like Justin knew he could turn heads just about everywhere he went, too. 

She turned abruptly, standing up on her tiptoes so she could reach Justin’s ear. As he realized what she was doing, he bent down slightly. She was tall, but she still barely reached him. “How about you and I get out of here,” she started, her tongue running along the edge of his ear. Justin wrapped his arms around her and pulled her as close as she could get, and rubbed against her slightly. “My place?” She pulled back and looked into his eyes, the deep brown of them so dark it was like looking into an abyss. 

Justin crushed his mouth to hers, his full lips dragging hers into his mouth, his tongue massaging the inside of her mouth until she couldn’t stop the moan from escaping her. The man could kiss. He was essentially making love to her with his tongue. That thought created more shivers throughout her body as she thought of what he could do when they weren’t on the dance floor. 

“Let’s go,” he grunted against her lips, their bodies still pressed together from top to bottom. “I’ll follow you?” Rachel turned and began walking, knowing he would follow. She walked out the door and to the parking lot, her heels crunching in the gravel. 

Just as she reached her red sports car, a rumble of a motorcycle caused her heart to skip a beat. She wondered if she would ever hear the engine of one again without her eyes following, scanning to see if it could possibly be him. But, just as the thousands of other times she had frozen, watching a motorcycle, it wasn’t him. She knew he wouldn’t be here anyway. He lived almost as far away as one could while still being in the same state. A heavyset man with long, greasy hair climbed off, and she turned away to see Justin watching her. 

“You okay?” Justin asked, looking back at the motorcycle and then at her. 

Rachel turned, plastering on her killer smile. “Of course,” she drawled, mimicking his southern accent. “I live over off of Sunset and 45th on the beach. You can follow me and park in guest parking.” She turned to open the door, then stopped. Justin was still standing there. “Oh, and just so we are clear—I don’t do sleep overs.”

Justin smirked, crossing his arms in front of him. She watched as his muscles flexed with the motion, and her mouth watered thinking about that shirt being on her floor. “No sleep overs?” He rubbed his chin with his fingers. “You may just be a girl after my own heart. Wham, bam, huh? Okay, pretty lady. It’s your circus. Lead the way.”

Rachel slid into the bucket seat, catching her eyes in the rear view mirror. For the one millionth time, she wished that things could’ve been different. That she could’ve been the person she was five years ago. That the night that maimed, killed, and buried the old Rachel would’ve never happened. That the days following would’ve been different. Who knows who she could’ve been? Maybe Mrs. Devin Putnam. Rachel Putnam, successful occupational therapist. Hell, maybe even a mom of a few of their little rugrats. The one thing she did know, though, was that she wouldn’t be where she was now. 

Shaking herself, she forced her eyes away from the rearview mirror and started the engine. Her past was just that—behind her. She couldn’t look backwards anymore. And Justin was the one who was going to take it away from her this time. For tonight, she’d put Devin Putnam away and put Justin front and center. Until that didn’t work anymore, and then she would move on, like always. 

Swinging the car out into busy Friday night traffic, she headed for home, Justin’s headlights following closely behind her. A twinge of something nagged her—she couldn’t quite place the feeling. It kind of felt like regret. Or shame. Or guilt about what she was doing. How many guys over the years had she tried to use to fill the void in her heart that was left wide open, gaping, and oozing after the demise of her relationship with Devin? More than she cared to count, she knew. 

Pulling into the driveway of her house, she turned off the engine and watched as Justin pulled in behind her. Pursing her lips in the rear view mirror, she watched him stroll nonchalantly up to her door and pause. She smirked at her reflection, knowing she had him right where she wanted him. He was going to open the door for her. 

Justin opened the door. “Nice place,” he murmured, holding his hand out to help her. She smiled back, arching an eyebrow at him. As she swung her legs out of the car, her short skirt rode up higher, and his eyes immediately dropped to watch. Oh, yeah. He was hers. 

“Thank you,” she purred, purposely rubbing against him as she stood up. His eyes darkened, and he tightened his grip on her hand. Winking at him, she let go and closed the door of her car, walking ahead of him to the front door. He stood very closely behind her as she unlocked the door. She was taking her time, making him want. 

Stepping into the house, she put her keys down on the side table and turned to allow him to walk past her. As soon as she locked the door, he stepped closer, her back against the door. She took in a sharp breath at the proximity of him, and her lack of space. Breathing through the rising panic, she smiled, putting her hands on his broad chest to allow herself to step around him. His cologne infiltrated her nose, and her heart began racing with desire. 

“Want a tour?” Rachel began walking for the kitchen, Justin on her heels. 

“Of your bedroom,” Justin growled in her ear, his hands on her hips. He pressed into her, and she easily felt his excitement through her small skirt. She loved this part. Men were so easily molded. She had him right where she wanted him. Rachel turned, gripping the kitchen counter behind her. Justin dipped his head to kiss her as soon as she was facing him, and she lifted her head to allow him access. 

Pulling her against him, Justin devoured her mouth, his tongue tangling with hers. Rachel moaned as he rubbed himself against her. She put her hands against his muscular stomach, lifting his shirt to touch him. Justin bit and sucked her lips and tongue, turning his head to allow their kiss to deepen. He moved his hand down to her skirt, lifting it from the bottom to touch her. Rachel squirmed as he rubbed his finger along her lace thong. His rough fingers moved the small fabric aside and moved through her folds, teasing, then entering her. He was good at what he did, and she was going to take full advantage of that. He was just what she needed tonight, and a welcome surprise to bring home from Bert’s. 

Still kissing her deeply, one hand under her skirt and the other palming her through her bra, she groaned, giving away to the feeling. When she was like this, it was almost like she could completely forget. Everything was erased while she was being touched. Justin released her, picking her up by her slim hips and placing her roughly on the kitchen counter. 

“So. Hot,” he grunted, resuming where he left off. Rachel arched her back as his fingers found her again. With his other hand, he dropped his pants, springing himself free. Rachel watched, entranced. She hit the jackpot tonight. Reaching downward, she stroked him from root to tip, enjoying the breath that he hissed through his teeth at her soft yet firm touch. 

She continued her stroking, watching his heavy lidded eyes focused on her. Taking his fingers from her, he pulled her shirt off roughly, leaving her sitting in just her black lace bra. 

“Bedroom. Now.” Justin picked her up off the counter and set her on the floor, his eyes drinking her in hungrily. Rachel smirked, trying to regain control over the situation when it seemed Justin had tipped the scales in his direction. 

She reached her hand down again, cupping him with a slight grip. His eyes widened, and she winked at him. “Are you sure you are ready for this?” Rachel forced her voice to purr, knowing the power she had over men when she acted like the sex vixen she was. 

“Sweetheart, it’s either going to be right here, you bent over the kitchen counter and me pounding into you, or you’re going to take me to your bedroom. Now.” Without another word, Rachel turned and walked down the hall to her room, Justin hot on her heels. 
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“Time to go,” Rachel announced, tying her robe around her. Justin rolled over, his eyes following her motion. 

“Really?” He sat up, rubbing his hand through his disheveled hair. His tanned, muscular chest was quite a contrast to her flowery, colorful bedspread. Justin was hot, that was for sure. He had shown her a very good time. But she had to stay smart. No one stayed over with her. 

She turned on her most flirtatious smile. “I told you, I don’t do sleep overs. It was a great time, babe, but it’s time to call it a night.”

Justin groaned, the sheet falling off of him as he stood up. He was definitely built in all the right places, and Rachel had a slight urge to allow him to stay. For a fleeting moment. Wriggling into his pants, he winked at her. “Best night I’ve had in a long time, darlin’. Want to hook up again?”

Rachel stepped up to him, eyeing him up and down. His jeans were unbuttoned, showing his chiseled stomach and V’s like an arrow into his jeans. He was mouth-watering. Did she want to see him again? Hell yes, she did. 

“Sounds good,” she agreed, running her long fingernail along his bare chest. Grabbing her finger, he put it in his mouth and began sucking, shooting electricity straight to her core. 

Justin’s eyes darkened and he pulled her to his chest, slipping open the robe that she had just tied. Cupping her breast, he rubbed himself against her, igniting her. “Sounds real good,” he agreed. 

Rachel wriggled, not wanting him to stay any longer even though sex with him had been hot and very, very satisfying. She was done for tonight. She needed to lay in her bed, remembering what she had lost. “See you around, Justin,” she said with finality, closing her robe. 

Scowling, he grabbed her behind. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I want to see you. Soon.” Buttoning up his jeans and shrugging his shirt on, he headed for the door. And just like that, Rachel could breathe again. 
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“Where are you?” Justin’s voice came through the phone loudly. Rachel sighed, twirling her hair around her finger, staring at the computer screen. She had a million things to do before she could leave. 

“I’m at work,” she explained, irritated. Justin was just too clingy. She had been seeing him for a few weeks now, and while she had only wanted a casual thing, somehow Justin had convinced her to be more. She was feeling suffocated, however, and didn’t know how much longer she could stick it out with him. He was hot, yes, and the sex was beyond her greatest imagination. But he wanted too much of her, parts that she wasn’t going to share ever again. 

“Come on, Rach, you’ve been working a lot lately. Let’s go out and eat.”

“Justin, I can’t. I have a ton of work to do. I’ll call you when I’m done here and if you want to come over, you can.”

The line was silent. “Justin? You there?” Rachel tapped the keys on her computer, trying to work while pacifying him. 

“Yes.” Justin sounded annoyed. “Fine. I’ll see you later.” He hung up, leaving Rachel to narrow her eyes at her cell phone and plop it down on the desk. 

“Whatever,” she grumbled to herself. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to get involved with him. But, he just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“Talking to yourself?” Jessica, a new therapist at In Loving Hands Therapy Center, walked into the front office. She was Rachel’s age, and had just moved from Michigan to their sunny state of Florida. Rachel really enjoyed talking to her, and occasionally they would spend time together outside of work. 

Rachel laughed, shaking her head. “Justin. He’s annoyed that I’m still working. This is exactly why I didn’t want to get involved with him, but he just wouldn’t accept that as an answer. I can’t handle him sometimes. This is why I’m single. Or I was.”

Jessica sat next to her, twirling her chair around to face her. “Are you sure that you can’t handle him? I mean, damn girl, that man is hot. And he seems to really like you. I think you just aren’t giving him a chance. You want to get rid of him already. Maybe you should pass him on over here.”

Rachel snorted, shoving Jessica playfully. “That piece is mine,” she teased. “Unless of course I tire of him. You can’t share.”

Jessica feigned sadness. “I wouldn’t throw that man out of my bed, Rach. I think you’re being too picky. You should be flattered he wants to spend all this time with you.”

Rachel sighed, signing off of her computer. Maybe Jessica was right and she was just looking for an excuse to ditch Justin, like she always did. He was good to her. Tapping a text to him on her phone, she asked him where he was, that she was going to go ahead and leave work and would meet him. He responded immediately, saying he would meet her at one of their favorite sports bars, Fanz. She felt guilty for being short with him, and was glad that he didn’t seem to be annoyed with her anymore. 

Saying goodbye to Jessica, she locked the front door and walked out the back to her car. She would stop at home first and change so she didn’t have to meet Justin in her work clothes. Swinging out of the parking lot, she headed for her house. 

Almost there, her phone rang and she figured it was Justin asking her where she was. Hitting the Bluetooth option so she could take the call in the car, she was happy to realize it was Kayley, not Justin. 

“Kay!” Rachel said cheerfully. She missed her friend, who was busy raising three children and being married to the world’s most amazing husband, Ben. 

“Hey, Rach,” Kayley responded. “How are you, girl? I miss you tons! How’s Justin? Am I ever going to get to meet the hot guy that got my friend to commit?”

Rachel scoffed. “Commit, I don’t know if I’d go that far. I’m keeping him around for now, that’s all I can say. You and Ben have plans tonight? We are headed to Fanz to grab some dinner and watch whatever sport Justin wants to go there for. You know I could care less.”

“Actually, I was calling to see if you wanted to get together tonight. Ben’s mom and dad are over watching the kids and shoo-ing us out of the house. I’m sure Ben would love to come get some greasy fried food, a beer, and watch a game. Are you headed there now?”

“I’m stopping at home first, then I’ll be there. Probably about 30 minutes.”

“Mommy! Benji colored on the wall!” Rachel heard Kayley’s adorable five year old daughter, Alexis. 

Kayley sighed. “Well, looks like I need to remove a crayon from little Benji. I’ll see you there in a bit. I’ll call Em and see if she wants to come, too.”
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Rachel stepped into the restaurant, spotting Justin immediately. She watched him as she walked towards him. His eyes were all over her, undressing her, and she loved it. 

“Hey, babe,” Justin stood as she approached, pulling her to him and kissing her hard. Opening her mouth with his tongue, he immediately set her on fire as he did his magic. “This is a fabulous outfit that’s going to be on my floor tonight.”

Rachel’s stomach furled with desire at his words. Dressed in a short denim skirt, a low cut tank top, and wedge sandals, with her red hair loose and curly, she knew she was hot. But his reaction to her made her think back to what Jessica said. She was right. Justin was a great guy who wanted her. She really needed to get over herself. 

“I can’t wait,” she purred in his ear. He pulled her to him, and she felt his excitement at their exchange. “You save that for me for later, and I promise I’ll show you a really, really good time.”

Justin’s eyes darkened, and for a split second she thought he may be dragging her out of there right now. But he winked at her, recovered, and kissed her again. “I’ll be fantasizing about that every moment until then. Didn’t you say that your friends were coming?”

Rachel turned, looking to the entrance just as Kayley, Ben, Emily, and her husband Trevor walked in. Her heart started beating erratically at the thought of introducing Justin to them. What if they didn’t get along? While Rachel had introduced them to many men over the time she had known them, with Justin it was different. He was trying to stick around. She wasn’t sure what her friends were going to think. 

Stepping back from Justin and linking her hand with his, she smiled as her friends made their way over to them. Kayley’s eyes looked at her, then Justin, and her eyebrows raised. Rachel knew exactly what she was thinking: 1. The man was hot, and 2. Rachel was holding hands with him. 

“So this is the infamous Justin,” Emily piped up, scanning him up and down abashedly. “I can see why you’ve been hiding him in your closet, Rach.”

Rachel’s eyes widened at her friend, but before she could say anything, Kayley beat her to it. “Emily, please! Nice to meet you, Justin. I’m Kayley, and this is my husband, Ben.”

Justin shook their hands, laughing, and they all settled down at the table to eat, drink, and watch the huge televisions on the walls. 

“He’s a looker, that’s for sure,” Kayley whispered to her as the men cheered loudly at the television up by the bar, leaving the girls sitting at the table to catch up. 

Rachel grinned at her. “I know, he definitely is,” she said, watching him interact with Ben and Trevor. “He seems to be getting along with the guys.”

Kayley rolled her eyes. “It’s sports. Of course he’s getting along with them. He seems like a good guy, Rach. I’m happy to see you committing, feeling comfortable in a relationship.”

“Me too,” Emily piped up. “Look at our men over there. Hottest guys in this whole place.”

“Excuse me?” They were interrupted by a deep baritone voice. The three women turned to see a tall, handsome man around their ages standing next to their table. “Can I buy you ladies a drink?”

The three laughed. “Well, we are actually with them over there,” Emily explained. “But thanks anyway.” The man followed their gaze, then looked back at them. 

“Well, they shouldn’t have left ladies as beautiful as you three alone to watch sports. Quite a shame.” Pulling out one of the chairs, he sat down next to Rachel. 

Rachel’s eyebrows raised at her two friends, all of them wondering how in the world to get rid of this guy. “Really,” she scooted her chair back. “They will be right back. Thanks so much for the offer, but we’re fine.”

He leaned over, so close that she could feel his breath on her cheek. “How about I get your number? I can promise you that I would never leave you.”

Rachel pinned him with a pointed look. “Listen. You obviously aren’t getting a clue. We don’t want a drink from you, so get lost.”

Before the man could even respond, he was yanked back by his collar off of the chair. Rachel gasped at the sudden movement, and Kayley and Emily scooted back off their chairs, standing quickly. She looked back to see the man sprawled on the ground on his back, Justin standing over him with his chest heaving, his eyes wild, and his fists clenched. 

As she watched, unable to move, Justin yanked him up by his collar and got right in his face. “Stay the hell away from my girlfriend, jackass.” He pulled his fist back, as if to punch him, when Rachel found her voice. 

“Justin!” she yelled, stepping up to him. “Stop it. Let him go. It was no big deal.”

Justin turned to her, his breath coming in short spurts and his eyes looking around wildly. “You’re defending him?” Spit came from Justin’s mouth, hitting her on the face. 

Wiping it away, she put her arm on Justin’s. “Let. It. Go, Justin. He just didn’t want to take no for an answer. He’ll leave now, okay?”

He let go of the man, causing him to stumble backwards and fall. Gripping Rachel’s upper arm, he steered her away from the table. 

“Let’s go,” he demanded through gritted teeth. Rachel pulled her arm, trying to get away from him. 

“Justin,” she hissed. “Let go of me. I have go to say goodbye to my friends at least.” He didn’t respond or even look at her, he just kept walking. Still trying to wrench herself away, she could feel her blood pressure increasing. Looking back at her friends, who were watching her with mouths agape, she tried in vain to stop him from moving. He was just too strong. 

Pushing open the door to the restaurant, Justin’s fingers were pressing tightly into her arm, hurting her. “Justin, you’re hurting me,” she whimpered. 

He turned his head, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. The look in his eyes scared her, made her stomach drop out of place. “Maybe you shouldn’t have been flirting with him, Rachel! Once a slut, always a slut, I guess.”

Her mouth dropped open at the venom in his voice. “What? I was trying to get him away from me! Ask Kayley and Emily! We told him to get lost!” He continued striding purposefully towards their cars, his face set in stone. 

“Get in,” he demanded, unlocking his truck and shoving her slightly, releasing her. 

Rachel rubbed her arm, the points where he had been touching burning from the pressure of his grip. “My car’s here, remember? I’ll see you later.” She turned to walk towards her car when she felt his hand close around her other arm. 

Gasping, she found herself face to face with him again. “Get. In. The. Truck.” Justin’s nostrils flared as he bit out each word. 

“What in the hell is your problem, Justin? You better get your damn hands off me, now. I’m getting in my own car and going to my own house, and you aren’t coming with me. How about that for making myself clear?” Rachel jerked her arm away from him and stepped back, furious. How dare he think he could treat her that way! 

Justin studied her for a moment, then sighed, running his fingers through his hair. “Rachel, listen,” he began, his voice soft. “I’m sorry. That guy totally freaked me out in there.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s a pathetic excuse. I’m pretty sure I’ll have bruises on my arm tomorrow. Not to mention that you just completely embarrassed me in front of my friends, and this was the first time they ever met you. Classy, Justin. Way to win them over.” Rachel couldn’t help it, she was pissed. She would never let a man treat her like that. As if on cue, her cell phone started ringing, and she would bet money it was Kayley, checking on her. 

“I’m going home,” Rachel said coldly. “Don’t come over, and don’t call. We’re officially done.” She turned away from him, putting the phone to her ear and walking to her car briskly. Sliding into the seat, she quickly locked the door. “Hey Kay,” she answered, glancing over at Justin, still standing next to his truck. Her voice shook slightly as her body processed what had just happened. 

“What happened? Where are you? Is everything okay?” Kayley’s concerned voice burst through the line. 

Rachel pulled in a deep breath. “Yes. I’m sorry. Justin was being a jealous ass and I’m pretty sure I’m done with him. I’m sitting outside in my car. I’m just going to head home if you don’t mind. I’ve had enough for one night.”

Kayley sat quietly for a moment. “Rach? I’m sorry. He seemed like a good guy. Maybe something was just bothering him? Is it worth talking it over?”

Rachel looked over at Justin, still standing in the same spot where he was when she walked away, looking at her. Butterflies swarmed in her stomach at the sight of him. Maybe Kayley was right, and she was too quick to call it quits with him. Because I’m always looking for an out, she admitted to herself. Just then, her arm started throbbing, and her anger returned. He had laid his hands on her, in anger. He had called her a slut. If Kayley knew any of that, she wouldn’t be giving that advice. 

“Not tonight it’s not. He doesn’t get to treat me that way. I’ll call you tomorrow, Kay. Tell everyone I had to go.” Hanging up the phone, Rachel revved the engine and sped out of the parking lot, Justin still watching her. 
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‘Please forgive me,’ the text message said. Rachel rolled her eyes. Justin had left her more than 20 messages overnight. After she had gotten home, she had peeled off her clothes and fallen into bed, her nerves shot and her mind reeling. She knew he was going to try to contact her after she left the sports bar, so she had turned off her phone. She had nothing to say to him.

Ignoring his text, she piled her hair on top of her head in a loose bun, secured it with a clip, and headed for the shower. She didn’t need him, right? She didn’t need anyone but herself. She had to remember that. 

She stood in front of the mirror in her bathroom, staring at herself. As she turned, she caught sight of her arm and gasped. She had a huge purplish-blue bruise on her upper arm where Justin had been gripping her so tight. Touching it delicately, she winced at the soreness there. He put his hands on her. Who did he think he was? 

Finishing up in the shower and wrapping herself in a towel, she padded to the kitchen to start some coffee, wondering what she was going to do with herself today. 

“Hmm, shopping? Or laying out?” she murmured, scooping the coffee into the maker, ignoring the nagging desire in the back of her head to listen to what Justin had to say. “Remember the bruise that you will have to cover now with long sleeves. You don’t want to call him.”

Just then, her phone rang. Scowling, she walked to her phone and looked at the screen, figuring it was Justin trying to continue to plead his case with her. 

Smiling, she accepted the call and put the phone to her ear. “Hey, Kay.” 

“Hey Rach,” Kayley answered. Rachel could hear the noise of the kids in the background. “I was calling to check on you, see if you were still okay. Did you ever talk to Justin?”

Rachel sighed, stirring some creamer into her coffee. “No, I’m ignoring him. You know me, Kay. I’ve been looking for a reason to dump him this whole time. I just got a really good reason. I mean, come on! He totally embarrassed the shit out of me in front of all of you. Can you even believe what he did?”

Kayley was quiet on the other end, and Rachel knew she was going to try to reason with her. Rachel had never told her anything about the reasons behind why she refused to get involved with anyone seriously. She knew she should, because Kayley was the best friend she had ever had, and if anyone would understand, it would be her. But she just couldn’t. She was ashamed and embarrassed. And she didn’t want anyone to tell her just how stupid she was to throw away the best thing that ever happened to her. 

“Rach,” Kayley began, her voice smooth. “Someday you are going to have to open up to me and tell me what has happened to you. You know that, right? I mean, what are you afraid of? That I won’t be your friend? That I won’t understand? You have to give someone a chance. You act like you’re this tough girl, but I’ve seen the pain behind your eyes and in the words you say.”

Rachel’s eyes welled up with emotion at her friend’s words. She struggled to force the words over the lump in her throat. “I know,” she finally managed. “I know that out of everyone I know, you would be the one that I could talk to. I—I just can’t. I really want to, but I just …”

“It’s okay. I’m here whenever you’re ready. But, hear him out, Rachel,” Kayley urged. “Who knows what happened last night, but please—for your own sake, give him a shot. You deserve to be happy, just like you used to tell me. You need to practice what you preach, girl. If I would’ve never put myself out there again, look at where I would be now. I wouldn’t be in the place where I am today if it wasn’t for you and Emily pushing me.”

“I’ll never have a Ben.” It slipped from her mouth before she could even stop it. Closing her eyes, she immediately regretted saying that. It would only cause Kayley to dig deeper, further into why she wouldn’t tell her. 

“Rach,” Kayley’s voice was quiet, subdued. “I hate to hear you talk like that. You need to open yourself up again. Whatever happened in the past is the past. You are a strong, beautiful woman with a whole life ahead of you. Even if it isn’t Justin that you are meant to be with, there’s someone out there for you.”

Devin. His name immediately popped into her head. He was the only one for her on this earth. But that was a lost cause, and thinking of him only caused her more pain. Though her stubborn heart didn’t seem to remember that. 

“Thanks, Kay,” Rachel sniffled, sipping her coffee to try to distract her emotions from taking over. “I’ll be okay. I promise. And I’ll talk to him. I’m not sure if I really do want to give him another chance, but I’ll hear him out. I’ll call you later, okay?”

She disconnected the call and stood, walking to the sliding glass doors that overlooked the beach. She loved this place. It was her parents’ house but they hadn’t been here in quite some time, which was why Rachel moved in. It was a classic beach house, decorated in pastels, sea shells, and smelled like salt water, but she loved it. She had brought some of her own decorations to it, but she mostly left it alone. She liked feeling like she was on vacation while she was here, and one of her favorite things to do daily was to sit on the back porch and listen to the waves crash against the shore. 

Looking down at the sand below, she remembered the time that Kayley was here, when she and Emily stood hopelessly watching their friend’s heart rip out of her chest over her boyfriend, Ben, and the terrible misunderstanding that had caused them so much pain. 

Misunderstanding. Such a big word for something so small that could break two people up. For them, it had been an innocent kiss from a friend and some pictures made to seem anything but innocent. That wasn’t the case with her and Devin, however. What he thought had happened she hadn’t denied, because she had to let him blame her for what happened. She knew with 100% certainty that he would’ve killed him. Zack Miller. That was a name she wouldn’t ever forget in her life. He was the reason that everything changed for her, and continued even past the point that she and Devin broke up. 

You didn’t break up¸ she reminded herself. You allowed him to think you were a terrible person, and he left. You let that happen. It’s all your fault that you aren’t with him now. But she knew that she had done what she had to do, and right now Devin was probably much happier without her, living his life without the trouble she caused. 

Her phone dinged again, and she sighed. She watched a young family walking across the beach, and her heart squeezed. Not even looking at the screen, she stepped away from the sliding glass door and headed back into the house, her thoughts scrambled between Justin, Devin, and a cop that changed her life forever. 
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Devin sat at his desk, staring at the letter in his hand in disbelief. He got the job. He was moving. Again. For five years, he had been working in the Miami area. When he had first transferred here, he had been just a beat cop in a not so great area. Then, he had gotten a promotion to detective three years ago. He had enjoyed it, but he was looking to get into the field more, be more active. 

When he saw a posting for a job on the west coast of Florida for a position in the SWAT team, he had jumped at the chance. It had been a long shot for him, even though he came highly recommended by his boss. He couldn’t believe it. 

There was nothing in Miami for him, anyway. He had never married, had no kids, and had no family nearby. He had his share of girlfriends and casual relationships, but he just never could settle down. He spent his days (and sometimes nights) working, and his very few days off at the beach playing volleyball or at bar with his work buddies. At the end of every night, however, he went home alone, to his modest 2 bedroom remodeled home in an old part of Miami. 

He never had a problem attracting women—it was actually rather obnoxious how easy some of them were. He would never understand how any woman would ever think coming on to him at a bar and sleeping with him would ever make him think they were girlfriend, wife, or mother material. 

Who was he kidding, he knew the real reason he couldn’t commit. He had been with plenty of nice, sweet women. It had never been them—as he told them while they rolled their eyes. It was her. No matter how many miles separated them or years went by, it was always her. Those damn green eyes that haunted his dreams. Her long red hair that cascaded down her back and over his face as she leaned over him while they made love. The body—oh, the body. He wondered almost daily what she was doing, where she was, whether she was married or had any kids. Then, he would mentally smack himself for even caring. She had done the unthinkable. He could never forgive her. She threw away the best thing that had ever happened to either one of them, which was why she never even tried to find him. She knew, and she didn’t care. He never meant as much to her as she meant to him. And that was why he would never love someone that way again. 

There had been several who wanted to go beyond a regular relationship with him over the years, women that would’ve made great wives and mothers. At the end of the day, he just couldn’t do it. The few times he had had girlfriends it hadn’t lasted long once they wanted more, and then he just decided having no strings attached relationships was for the best. 

“Hey there,” Cammi purred in his ear. He dropped the letter on his desk and turned slightly, looking at the young cop that was his most recent distraction. She was hot as hell with a body that just wouldn’t quit, and was a lion in bed. Best of all, she didn’t want him to be her boyfriend, her husband, or her baby daddy, and that suited him just fine. “Whatcha got there?”

“I got the job,” Devin said, turning his chair so he could see her directly. Her large blue eyes danced with adoration as she smiled her mega-watt smile at him. Long straight blonde hair was pulled back into a fierce ponytail, but he knew what that hair was like wrapped around him. Her cop uniform didn’t hide the body that she had—perky breasts, slim waist, and curvy hips and backside that he knew just about every part of. 

“Congrats, doll,” she grinned, looking around to see if anyone was watching. When she noticed they were alone in his office, she leaned over and pressed her lips to his. He had to remind himself where he was as his body instantly reacted to her touch. “Want me to come help you pack tonight?”

“Pack,” Devin murmured against her lips. “Absolutely,” he agreed, knowing there wouldn’t be a box in site the whole night. 
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“So, how long until you move?” Cammi asked, tracing his bare chest with her finger. She had come over with take out and boxes, yet the food was cold and the boxes empty. 

Devin tipped her chin up, kissing her full lips. He wished he could feel more for her, because she was something else. She was really going places too, making a name for herself as a great cop. Responding to him immediately, she turned so that her body pressed against his in all the right places, awakening him again. She opened her lips, teasing him with her tongue while she rubbed against him. 

“Cammi,” he groaned into her mouth. “You are insatiable, girl.”

“And you …” she broke off, kissing down his chest. “Are. Sexy.” She ran her mouth back up his firm chest, detouring over to his muscular bicep where his tribal tattoo resided. He tensed, like he did anytime a woman gave him attention there. That was her place. Only hers. 

Moving her away gently, he caressed her body, soft in the best places. He wanted her, again, but he was feeling distracted tonight. “I’ll leave next week. Thankfully I don’t have much to pack.”

“Where are you going to live when you get there?” He liked that Cammi always seemed genuinely interested in him, and with the news that he was moving, she didn’t turn into an emotional disaster. 

“I don’t know yet. My new boss is doing some looking around for me within the department, see if anyone has anything temporary where I can stay. I’ve lived in Florida my whole life, but never there.”

“So you won’t know anyone,” Cammi commented. Devin inwardly sighed. Yup, just like when I came here, he thought. No strings. Never any commitment. 

“Nope,” he smiled as his hand wandered to her backside. “But, I’m a big boy. I didn’t know anyone here either and I’ve been here for a long time. It’s near the beach and it’s a job I want. That’s all that matters.”

Cammi looked at him, her eyes serious. “I wish you the best, Devin. I know that you really wanted this. I won’t lie and say that I won’t miss you, because look at you. We’ve got a good thing going on here. But, I know you don’t want any strings and I’m with you on that, too. I’m not in a place where I want to settle down or anything, but I have to ask. Why is it that you don’t want to commit? The guys, you know, they talk, and since I’m basically one of the guys at work …”

Devin closed his eyes briefly. It was the million dollar question. Did he want to tell her? Really? He had never told another soul about what happened with Rachel, not even his own parents. They had loved her just as much as he had, and he couldn’t ruin their image of her. Not even after all that she did to him. Not even after all this time. 

Cammi brushed her hand over his face lightly. “You don’t have to tell me,” she whispered. “Seeing your face just now, that told me all I needed to know. Someone hurt you, badly. You were in love once, right? And she was it for you.”

Devin laughed a short, painful laugh. “This is why you are a great cop. You read people really well. I don’t want to get into the details, because I never have. But yes. I was with a girl once that I thought was my forever. I have never felt for anyone the way I felt for her. But she taught me something, and that was that someone that loves you so fiercely can also destroy you in one fell swoop.”

Cammi kissed him lightly, her breath tickling his nose. “Dev,” she murmured against his lips. “She was stupid if she didn’t realize what she had in you. I hope that someday you let someone in again. Have you ever thought of trying to find her? Set things right?”

Every damn day¸ Devin thought. He had thought about it so many times, since he had access to just about anything he wanted to know as a cop. His fingers had hovered over typing her name in the many databases he had access to so many times over the years, but he had never allowed himself to do it. For all he knew, she was still living in Jacksonville, was married with 2.5 kids, a picket fence, and the job she always dreamed of. Maybe she was even married to him. The thought of it made his stomach turn. If he ever, and he meant ever, ran into that guy, he wouldn’t be responsible for what happened. It was a miracle he had transferred out of there before actually putting his fist through his face. 

Devin rolled on top of her, careful not to put his whole body weight on hers, and did what he always did when he didn’t want to talk about something. He let his body take over, and he pushed the memories and the pain back inside their little box where they belonged. 
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He hoisted the last box into the U-Haul truck, grunting with the exertion. He was ready to go. Miami would no longer be his home, and the cops that had become like his family would be hours away from him. 

“Good luck, bro,” his friend Ellis clapped him on the back. “We’ll miss you and your antics around here. And hey …” He leaned in, looking around to see if anyone could hear him. “That Cammi … is she, uh???” 

Devin laughed, shoving his friend away from him. “We aren’t anything, man. Go for it. She’s a great girl.”

Ellis winked. “I bet she is,” he teased. “Seriously, though, enjoy your new life. Don’t miss us too much. And come back and visit us when you get tired of Retiredville over there on the west coast. What kind of crimes you gonna be solving, golf cart thefts and lost dentures?”

“Seriously,” Devin laughed. “It may not be Miami, but I’m not going to Podunkville. There should still be plenty of hot ladies on the beach in bikinis where I’m going. As far as what crimes I’ll be solving, we’ll just have to see about that. I’ll keep you updated.”

“I’m proud of you. This is a great job and I can’t wait to hear all about it. Especially while I’m still handing out speeding tickets and busting for window tint. Maybe I need to come there with you, big man.”

Devin laughed, climbing into the cab of the truck, his car on a trailer behind him and his pride and joy—his motorcycle—tucked safely inside the U-Haul. He was ready. Ready to start over again, be part of a new challenge, and try again to see if he could keep the demons at bay. “See you around, Ellis,” he called out the window, taking one last look at his small house before driving off into the sunset. 
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Justin stared at his phone, tapping his fingers nervously on the table next to him. He needed to fix this. He had royally screwed up. Damn temper. It always got the best of him. He needed to find a way to get through to Rachel. He never picked strong-willed, independent girls like her. That was too hard, took too much to break them. But when he saw her that night in that shithole bar, he just had to have her. Then, when she wouldn’t let him stay the night? Oh, he knew then. He had to make this one believe him. She would have to be tamed. 

He had been such an idiot at the sports bar with her friends. Now they probably thought he was an asshole and would tell her to forget him. You’re supposed to play it smooth, he thought to himself. But he was good at this. The romance. The seducing. It was all part of his game. But he had to figure out how to get past her wall. He had never been with someone so headstrong. And he had let her leave last night! What was wrong with him? Was he getting soft? 

The key was to convince her that she needed him, wanted him. That he was very, very sorry. With a woman like Rachel, he wasn’t sure how that was going to work. He may be in over his head this time. He wished he could get to her friend. What was her name? Kayley? The one with the hot shot doctor husband. He had liked him, too, and that other guy, even though he didn’t get much time to talk to them because of his idiotic temper. 

Standing up, he paced the room of his small apartment. It was a furnished place, necessary because he didn’t bring anything with him when he left Alabama. Those things were best left there. It may just be easier to go find another girl, but he knew he wouldn’t. He wanted Rachel. She was hot as hell and the sex with her was beyond his wildest imagination. She was the one that he was going to be with. Plus, he had convinced her before to give him a chance when she wouldn’t even let him spend the night. Now, she was dating him. Well, she had been dating him. Who knows what she was thinking now. She was ignoring him. And while he knew he could just jump in his truck and head to her house, he was waiting it out. Planning. He was going to get to her, he just had to figure out the best way. Because breaking her was going to be worth all of the effort. He just had to be sure not to screw it up again. 
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He couldn’t believe his luck. Here he was, shopping at the local grocery store, when in walked Rachel’s friend. She was holding the hand of a small girl, with a small boy in tow, then a baby in a carrier in the cart. She had her hands full. Good. He could convince her easily. She’d be distracted and need to get home. He could only hope the baby would start wailing. Or the little boy would break something. 

She turned down an aisle and he hurried down the opposite one, so they could run into each other at the end. This was the key. If Rachel was like every other woman, she listened to her friends. Especially this one. 

He rounded the corner, almost running into Kayley, just as he planned. She halted the cart, making a small sound of surprise as she almost hit him. “I’m so sorry,” Kayley apologized. Justin looked into the faces of the little kids walking next to her. Cute kids. The baby kicked in the car seat. Another girl. Just then, Kayley recognized him. He played dumb, like he didn’t remember her. All part of the plan. 

“Justin?” Kayley’s eyebrows furrowed together as she tried to place him. 

He smiled. “Yes! You are—Kayley, right?” He fist bumped himself inside. Perfect. 

Kayley smiled back at him, and the two little kids smiled at him, too. “I was wanting to get in touch with you! Of course, I had no idea how.”

She wanted to get in touch with him? Wow. If only she knew. Wait. If she wanted to get in touch with him, then it couldn’t be good. Rachel must’ve told her she was done with him. 

“Really?” Justin grinned. He knew he was a good looking man, and even though she was married, he knew that she wouldn’t be immune to his charm. He decided to go in for the kill. “Listen, Kayley. I wanted to apologize for my behavior at the restaurant. I care for Rachel, and I was jealous of that guy hitting on her. Even though she was shooting him down, I just instantly thought that she would find someone better than me. And see, I just want to be with her. There’s just something about her, you know?” He was laying it on thick, and he knew it. 

“I get it,” Kayley smiled, looking down at the two small children standing silently next to her. “And I believe you. Rachel is a great catch. But, you can’t let things like that get to you. She’s a beautiful woman and will naturally attract people to her. You have to decide if you can handle that.”

Justin ran his hand through his hair, exhaling dramatically. “I know. When I met her, I was just drawn to her. And I’ve worked really hard to try to convince her to let me keep seeing her. I feel like she will easily dismiss us without even trying.”

Kayley reached over and caressed her baby’s head, who was sleeping peacefully. “Justin,” she began. “I don’t want to give away too much, and I really can’t because I don’t know the whole story, but I know that Rachel is the way that she is for a reason. She doesn’t want to even tell me. But she’s been hurt badly in the past, and I just want to see her happy. So her natural inclination to push you away is what she does to everyone. If you are really, truly in this for the long haul and you care about her, then you need to prove it to her. You need to show her beyond anything else that you are there for her. She deserves that.”

He bit the inside of his cheek. He would show her, alright. Just like he showed Alana. She wasn’t nearly the effort that this one was, though. “What can I do? Any suggestions?” 

The little boy started squirming. “Mommy, potty,” he said. 

Kayley gave him apologetic look. “Sorry, Justin. I have to go. All I can say to you is—show her. Do something special to make her believe that this was a fluke thing, that you care about her. She’s headstrong but she also wants to feel cared about. And talk to her.”

Justin watched her walk away, the little girl turning back every once and a while to look at him. Pushing the cart aimlessly up and down the aisles, he no longer could think about what he was there for and could only think about what Rachel’s friend said. Something had happened to her, she wants to be cared for, do something special. So she was vulnerable somewhere. She wanted the romance and roses, like all women. 

A smile crossed his face as a plan started in motion in his head. Oh yeah. He was going to win her over, and before he knew it, she’d be putty in his hands. 
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Rachel set the phone back in the receiver, taking a deep breath. It had been an insane day. The phone had rung off the hook, she had computer issues, and had tons of new patients with paperwork to fill out and insurance cards to take. She was glad it was over. It had been three days since she talked to Justin, and he had finally given up on contacting her. She was looking forward to going home, pouring herself a nice glass of wine, and watching mindless television. She was exhausted. 

Powering down her computer and tidying her desk, she made sure the front door was locked and the lobby straightened, then headed out through the therapy room to the back door. 

“Bye, Jess,” she called out across the room. Jessica was putting away her therapy equipment. She looked up and smiled at Rachel. 

“See you Monday,” she responded, giving her a slight wave. “Let me know if you want to do anything this weekend. Like go catch some new guys.”

Rachel laughed. “Will do. I may have had my fill of guys for a while, though.”

Jessica looked at her pointedly. “Oh really? Should I mark that down?”

Rachel pushed open the door and the inferno that was the Florida sun blasted her in the face. There was no such thing as fall here. “Ha, ha. Funny. I’ll talk to you later, Jess.”

As she pushed the door shut and turned to walk to her car, she stopped dead in her tracks. Leaning up next to her car was Justin, looking edible in a pair of ripped jeans, a tight fitted tee shirt, and a pair of aviator sunglasses that he put up on top of his head as he saw her. He looked apprehensive as his eyes connected with hers, and she felt the familiar tug in her stomach when she saw him. 

He stepped towards her when he realized she wasn’t moving. “Rachel,” he began uncertainly. “I …”

“What are you doing here?” Rachel interrupted, crossing her arms in front of her chest to keep him from seeing how much he was affecting her. Her hands were shaking and she couldn’t decide if she was excited to see him or angry. She was used to guys just moving on and not coming back if she pushed them away. He was walking towards her. He would be right in front of her soon. She was mad at him. She was furious. He hurt her. He embarrassed her. No one got away with doing that. She didn’t need him. Then why was her heart racing? 

Justin stopped in front of her, so close that his toes could almost touch hers. She could see the flecks in his eyes and the curve of his eyelashes. His warm breath washed over her. He smelled of mint. He reached out his hands to touch her, and she tensed. 

He sighed, putting his hands down. “I deserve that,” he murmured. “Rachel, I can’t ever apologize enough for what I did. I was a jealous asshole. I embarrassed you and myself in front of your friends. I laid my hands on this beautiful body for something other than your pleasure. There’s no excuse for my behavior. All I can say is that I’ve never felt for anyone the way I feel for you. I just went a little crazy over you. I know that’s no reason to do what I did, but I know that you haven’t wanted a relationship with me. I’ve pushed you into it this whole time. So when I saw you with that guy at the bar, I just figured that you would move on, dump me, and find someone else. Rachel, please forgive me. I will never, ever do something like that again.”

Rachel studied him, letting the words sink into her soul, feeling them out. She searched his eyes, wondering if what he was saying was the truth. He really liked her? He was afraid to lose her? Did he mean that? She had a hard time believing that was the truth, because there was only one other man in her life that had cared about her that way, and at the end of it all it hadn’t been enough. She knew that if she continued this with Justin, she’d only mess it up. It was her track record. 

“Thank you,” she started, her voice shaky. “I’m glad you said that and came here to see me. I’m sorry I’ve been a bitch and refused to talk to you. I had to work it out in my own head. I accept your apology, I do. I just don’t know if this is going to work. I have my own share of issues, and there are reasons behind why I am always hesitant to start a relationship with anyone. I just don’t think I’m the person you are looking for. I’m not a forever kind of girl.”

Justin cupped her face with his hands, and she had to fight not to close her eyes. He felt so good, warm. His natural scent infiltrated her nose and tears pricked behind her eyes. She really did want someone to love her, care for her. But she also knew that she didn’t deserve it. She would only crush him in the end. 

“Please,” he leaned in and brushed his lips to hers, and she struggled not to whimper. It was the sweetest, most gentle kiss she had felt since him. Since the last time she felt loved. Things with Justin had never been sweet or gentle. They were always hot and rough and quick. “Give me another shot. I know you say you aren’t a commitment kind of girl, and whenever you are ready, I want to know why you feel that way. But for now, can we just try? I want to take care of you, Rachel. I want to treat you like a queen, because you deserve that.”

Rachel studied his face, her heart constricting at his words. He seemed like he was being honest. As much as she knew it was probably the wrong move, and she would end up annihilating someone else, the pull for her to feel love and acceptance from someone again was seeping through her like a drug. 

“I’d like to try,” Rachel whispered, reaching up to touch his face. “Thank you for caring about me.” She lifted up to touch his lips, allowing herself to feel the emotion that was surging through her. Someone cared enough about her to fight for her. That hadn’t happened for her in a long time. She had always been successful in keeping men at arm’s length. Hell, she kept everyone at arm’s length, even her best friends. 

Justin grabbed her, pulling her to his body tightly, and buried his face in her neck. “Baby,” he breathed, kissing her softly behind her ear. “You just made me so happy. I’m so glad you took me back. I have a surprise for you.”

Rachel leaned back to look at him. “A surprise?”

Justin grinned, a lopsided boyish grin that made her stomach flop. “I guess I was hoping that you’d give me a chance. I took a big leap of faith that I could get through to you. Now, come with me. Please. Is your car okay here?”

Rachel looked at her car, her brain not able to process all that was happening here. Justin was taking her somewhere. He wanted her. “Uh …” She ran her hand through her hair. She shook her head, trying to clear her muddled thoughts. “Yes, it’s fine. How long will I be leaving it here?”

Justin smirked, grasping her hand tightly. “For the weekend. I’ll bring you back here for work Monday morning.”

Rachel’s mouth dropped open. “We’re going somewhere for the weekend? Really?”

Justin led her to his truck, opening the door for her and kissing her softly before she slid in. She watched as he walked around to the driver’s seat, his eyes never leaving hers. Her pulse quickened at the heady look in his eyes, and she knew that their weekend would be amazing, no matter where they were going. 
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“Close your eyes,” Justin whispered into her ear. She shivered immediately and listened. She couldn’t believe he did this. The part of her that never believed that anyone truly cared for her reminded her of his angry, flashing eyes dragging her by the arm out of the restaurant, all because a guy had talked to her, and the bruises that still discolored her arm. The word slut coming out of his mouth. She knew she couldn’t just let it go and move on without talking to him about it. 

“Justin,” she began, her eyes still closed. She could feel him turn to look at her, and he cupped her face gently with his big, calloused hands. The same hand that had squeezed her arm in anger. He brushed his lips gently against hers, and she felt the tingle all the way to her toes. 

“Yes?” his breath whispered over her, making her stomach clench. Could she really do this? 

“I—I need to tell you something,” she began, and he dropped his hands from her but remained close enough that she could feel him. “Can I open my eyes for a minute?”

Justin hesitated, resting his hands on hers. “You’ll see the surprise if you open, but it seems important so go ahead. I’m listening.”

Rachel blinked open her eyes, taking in her surroundings. They were parked at one of the most prestigious hotels on the beach. Enormous white towers stretched into the clear Florida sky, gleaming in the sun. She could just make out the blue waves crashing gently on the shoreline. People milled everywhere, walking the beach and in and out of the large resort. “Justin,” she breathed. “This is too much. You didn’t …”

“I did,” he interrupted. “I did need to do this for you, Rachel. You need to believe that you are worth more than a no strings attached, no complications relationship. Now, tell me what’s on your mind so we can go enjoy our weekend.”

Rachel looked into the depths of those chocolate colored eyes, staring so intently at her while he waited for what she was going to say. “What happened at Fanz the other night? It can’t ever happen again, Justin. If you ever, ever lay a hand on me again, we’re done. I’m not a cheater. I may be many things, but not that. So I don’t need you getting all territorial and jealous about someone talking to me, okay? That’s a huge deal breaker for me.” Rachel pushed up the sleeve of her shirt to show the bruises around her arm. “See this? You hurt me, Justin. Someone who cares about someone else doesn’t leave marks like this. So if you really, truly want to see where things go from here, I need your promise. Never again.”

Justin reached out and gently traced her bruises with his rough fingertips. Something flashed in his eyes as he lifted his eyes and met hers, but she couldn’t quite tell if it was sadness, regret, or something else. “I’m so sorry, Rachel,” he whispered, leaning over the console and pressing his warm lips to her arm. “I was so crazy over you I lost my head. I want so much to move forward with you, see what we have. I have no idea why that guy made me react the way I did. I embarrassed you and myself. I hope you – and your friends—can forgive me for my horrible behavior. I never want to hurt you, baby. I just don’t want to share you.”

Rachel studied him, letting his words sink in. “I told you, Justin. I’m not a cheater. If I don’t want to see you anymore, I will tell you. So, we’re good, then?”

Justin pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Yes. It will never happen again. Now, let’s get to our amazing weekend.”

Rachel watched him as he swung the truck door open and hopped down, turning back to give her that killer smile once he saw that she was watching him. She hoped that what he said was true, and he truly did understand. She wasn’t playing that game with him, no matter how sexy he was. 


[image: ]

 

 

Rachel sat by the pool in a chaise lounge, tapping her toes to the beat of the music playing on the deck, sipping a fruity drink, and watching Justin swim in the pool. His cut arms sliced through the water with ease, and every once and a while his head would bob up to the surface and grin at her, splashing a little water on her legs. And every time, she would smile back at him, put her glasses down a little so he could see her eyes, and laugh. It was a fun little flirtatious game they were playing, and it made her feel young and sexy. The pool deck was pretty full, with couples, families, and friends enjoying the beautiful afternoon. Rachel forced her eyes from Justin and scanned the deck, people watching. She wondered if others were people watching too and looking at her and Justin. If they were, what were they thinking? Did they think they were a couple, one that had just gotten together or that had been together a long time? She was sure that many of the women here at the pool had noticed Justin. It was hard not to. He turned heads everywhere he went, and being at a pool next to the beach meant he was half naked and very easy on the eyes. 

She tapped the screen on her cell phone to check if she had any messages. She didn’t, but she opened the text screen and hit Kayley’s name. She wanted to make sure she knew where she was this weekend and give her a quick update on what happened. Kayley had pushed her to listen to Justin and give him the benefit of the doubt, and she wanted her friend to know that she not only gave him a chance, he did something supremely romantic on top of apologizing. It was a Ben type move, something he would do for Kayley on a whim. It wasn’t that she wanted Ben; it was that she wanted the idea of someone wanting her, desiring her, cherishing her that much. 

Sending the text, she put her phone down on the small table next to her and lay her head back, tilting her face into the fading sun. This isn’t at all what she thought she’d be doing this weekend. And if she was honest with herself, she was beyond flattered that Justin had gone all out for her. She had kept everyone away from her for so long that she had never let anyone get close enough to do something this nice for her. 

Her eyes found Justin again as he pulled himself out of the water. Her pulse raced as she scanned his body, from the wet hair he was running his hands through, to his broad, muscular shoulders and arms, trim waist sporting an impressive set of abs, and swim shorts that didn’t hide the vee of muscle that led underneath them. Water running down those hot muscles made it even harder for her to stay in her lounge chair. What she wanted to do was run to him and jump on him. Wouldn’t that be interesting¸ she thought to herself. 

He strolled towards her, his eyes raking her up and down just as she just did to him. Wearing her favorite skimpy red bikini with a cover up that covered her bruised arm from prying eyes, she knew the effect she had on him. She knew what she looked like, and she was proud of it. She smirked at him as he got closer, knowing that he wanted to go up to their room right now and get their weekend started, privately. 

“You look good enough to eat,” Justin growled as he got close enough for her to hear. “I had to keep swimming laps to stop myself from being embarrassed if I got out of the pool. You are the hottest woman out here, by a landslide.” He tucked her hair behind her ear, making her knees weak. She hated how he could put her in a puddle of mush so easily, but loved it at the same time. She was a mess of contradictions, and her emotions ran the gamut with him. He was messing with her head. “What do you say that we grab a quick dinner at the tiki bar over there and then head to our room for the night? I’ve got quite a lot planned for us tonight.”

The way he said that left little room for negotiation, and she couldn’t argue with that if she tried. “Sounds good,” she purred, raising up on her flat feet to reach him. Grazing her lips along his jaw until she reached those luscious lips of his, she opened her mouth and slid her tongue into his, the feeling of his hot tongue intoxicating her. She backed off before she got any further involved and forgot where she was. 

His eyes flashed as she smirked up at him. “Girl, you are going to kill me,” he muttered. “I’ll go order us some food and bring it back to our chairs. Anything in particular you want?”

Rachel lifted one eyebrow at him flirtatiously, and he got the drift loud and clear. Leaning down so that his lips brushed her earlobe, he whispered, “You better believe you are getting that. Now sit down and let your man wait on you.”

Justin walked away, a smile playing on his lips. It’s going just as planned, he thought, trying hard to keep himself from fist pumping in the air. She wasn’t all that different after all. She wanted the sweet words, the romance, and the apology. Tonight, he would show her in many ways how he ‘apologized’, and he’d be sure to keep showing her for the weekend. By Monday, she would be 100% his, and he could move on to the next part of their relationship. She would love it, just like they all did. 

Turning the corner to head to where the tiki bar was, he noticed two guys walking the opposite direction. They were in their mid-20’s, attractive and muscular, and were talking loudly, probably having had a few too many around the pool today. 

“Did you see that girl? Hot damn I’m gonna get that one’s number,” one of them said, shoving the other one playfully. 

“Which one?” the other one said. “There’s a few around here I’d like to take upstairs for the night.”

“The one with the red hair and the red bikini on. Ho-ly hell. I’ve been watching her all afternoon! Did you see her with anyone? What I’d like to do with that hair wrapped around me …”

Justin didn’t even give him a second to process that thought. He grabbed his arm and shoved him back against the hotel wall behind him before he could even figure out what was happening. His friend stood, wide-eyed, staring at the scene. 

“What the …” the blonde one yelled. “Get your damn hands off me, psycho!”

Justin gave the dark haired one a warning look to stay the hell away from him, and he backed up, his hands up. He turned his attention back to the pansy against the wall. “You will not talk like that about her, do you understand me? She is mine, and you don’t even get to look at her, much less talk about what you would like to do to her. Get it, asshole?” Justin put his forearm under the guy’s chin, making it so he couldn’t move. This guy was muscular, but had nothing on Justin. 

“Listen, prick, get your hands off of me before I call the cops and press charges. Your girlfriend, if that nice piece of ass is really with your sorry self, is hot and is parading around here like she wants it. So, you know what? Guys are going to look. What are you going to do about it?”

Justin seethed, seeing red. Stepping so close he could feel the guy’s breath on his face, he put his nose even with his. “I’m going to punch your fucking lights out if you say one more thing about her. And call the cops? What kind of pansy ass are you, anyway?”

The guy’s eyes flashed with indignation. “What, don’t say that she looks like she’d be a wild stallion in bed? I bet she is. Have you really done her, man, or are you just wishing like the rest of us?”

Justin didn’t even think, he just reared back and punched the guy square in the nose. Blood spurted out and hit Justin on his bare chest and face. His friend jumped on him from behind and he easily shrugged him off and turned to face him, the other guy crumpling to the floor. 

“You want some of this?” Justin seethed, his teeth grinding he was gritting them so hard. “If I were you, I’d take your asshole friend in and clean him off, and if you’re staying the weekend here, I’d stay the hell away from me and my girlfriend. If I see either one of you again, you’ll be leaving here in an ambulance.”

Justin walked away, grabbing a towel from a nearby stack and wiping the dirt bag’s blood off of him. Throwing it in the used towel bin, he shook out his hand. Damn¸ he thought. He did it again. He looked around quickly to see if anyone saw him, namely Rachel, but everyone was going about their business as usual. The two guys were nowhere to be seen already. He rolled his shoulders, trying to shake out the tension. Breathing in and out in short bursts, he tried to calm his racing blood pressure and feel ready to see Rachel again. He had a lot to prove to her this weekend, and being all riled up over those douchebags wasn’t going to help. 
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“Divine,” Justin whispered into her ear, making a smile break out over her face. Turning over so she could see him, she ran her hands through his tousled hair. 

“That it was,” Rachel agreed, pulling his face to hers and kissing him softly. After their quick dinner around the pool, Justin had made good on his promises and showed her very well how sorry he was. She took in the surroundings of the room. He had filled the small but beautiful hotel room with all types of flowers, and had candles lit around the room. It had been the most romantic thing she could remember being done for her in a long time. 

“So,” Justin pulled her so she was resting her head on his broad chest. “Can you tell me?”

Rachel traced his muscles with her finger, furrowing her brow at him. “Tell you what?”

“Why you never date, never want anyone to get close to you.”

Rachel stiffened. There was no way she was telling him anything about Devin. Just thinking his name while she was lying in bed with Justin made her stomach revolt. She rolled over so that she was on top of him, raking her nails down his side and back up, using her lips to tease and tickle him from his chest up to his neck. 

“Damn girl,” he hissed through his teeth. “You ready again?” Rachel lifted her head and met his eyes, clouded over with desire at her perusal of him. She didn’t care what she had to do, she wasn’t telling him anything that he wanted to know. 

Shutting off her brain and just letting her body take control, she wished for the millionth time that Devin was beneath her, that he was the one that filled the room with flowers, took her on a surprise vacation, and was touching her. No matter how much she knew that she needed to let it go and allow Justin in, there was a lock and key around her heart, and she was afraid that the only guy that would ever unlock it was the one person she would never see again. 
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“You’ve been holding out on me all week, Rach,” Kayley said, taking a bite of her salad. “Spill it. Tell me all about the weekend.”

Rachel grinned at her best friend, glad that she was able to sneak away to meet her for lunch. They just never got enough time to see each other lately. “Well, you were right.”

“I love when you start like that,” Kayley laughed. “But really, what happened. Tell me all the details.”

“I don’t know if you want all the details,” Rachel kidded, “but, it was amazing. We laid out by the pool, walked on the beach, ate room service when we didn’t want to leave, talked, he filled the room with flowers, and well—we did other things really well, too.”

Kayley rolled her eyes. “I could figure that part out. So tell me about him. Obviously I only got to talk to him briefly at the restaurant and then when I saw him in the grocery store.”

“You saw him at the grocery store? When?”

“Right before he took you away, I had the kids in the store and ran into him. He was super sweet, asked me what he could do to make things better. I told him to prove it to you that he was sorry. I guess he did that. So what was his deal at the restaurant, anyway?”

Rachel processed her words. Justin had seen Kayley at the store and had asked her how to make things right with them. Wow. He had gone all out. For her. 

“Uh, he was just jealous he said. Says he cares about me and knows that I’ve had issues with being in a relationship and thought that I would just throw him away. Really, he overreacted.” Rachel touched her arm, covered by her shirt. Kayley hadn’t seen that and she didn’t want her to. The bruises were fading but were still pretty ugly. 

“And he dragged you out of there why?” Kayley asked quietly, her eyes watching Rachel. 

Rachel sighed. This was the part that he had no excuse for, no matter how sorry he was. “He didn’t think, I guess. He has apologized so many times and so many ways, and promised that nothing like that would ever happen again.”

Kayley smiled, seemingly pacified with her answer. Rachel almost outwardly sighed at her acceptance. While she knew she could do what she wanted as far as Justin went, Kayley’s acceptance of him was important to her. “Well, I’m glad that you two worked things out. He does seem to care about you. Just be careful, though, okay? As much as I want you to be happy, I don’t want you to just settle for the first guy that gives you flowers and takes you away. Make him work for it.”

She put her hand over her friend’s. “Do you think that you can tell me now? We’ve known each other a long time, Rach. Long enough for you to know that I would do anything for you. I’m here for you, all the time. I think it’s time that you feel comfortable talking to someone about your past. What happened to you, Rach? Who was he?”

Rachel’s eyes filled with tears unexpectedly, and she looked around the crowded restaurant, not wanting to cause attention to herself. “Kay,” she started, trying to swallow the lump in her throat. She knew that she should tell her, she did. Making the words come out of her mouth was a totally different thing. 

“It might make you feel better,” Kayley prodded gently. “Realize that the past is in the past and you can move on and be happy.”

Rachel shook her head. She didn’t believe that. Even though Justin was a great guy who seemed to care about her, she still felt that at the end of it all, she’d be alone. Just as she deserved. Kayley watched her patiently, not saying anything else. 

The urge to tell her overtook her. She was tired of it. “His name was Devin,” Rachel began, angry at herself when her voice came out shaky and unsure. “I loved him, Kay. With everything I had in me.”

Kayley smiled thinly, covering her hand with hers again. “I’m here, Rach. I’m listening.”

Rachel looked down at their hands and took a deep breath. “When we met, I was a young college student. I was only 19, and he was 4 years older than me. Some friends and I went out that night to this bar where it was bike night. I have no idea what we thought we were doing there, a bunch of young college freshmen. But, we were dancing, laughing, and people watching, when he came in. The second I saw him, I swear I stopped breathing. He was the most captivating man I’d ever seen. He walked right over to me and asked me to dance, and we spent the whole night together. From that night on, we were inseparable. Like two parts of one whole. I knew right away that he was it for me. I was done. Without him, I was only part of myself. We were together for two years when—when …” She broke off as her phone started ringing. 

Looking at the screen, she saw that it was Justin. Tapping the screen to answer, she put the phone to her ear, purposefully not looking at Kayley. She couldn’t believe she had even said as much as she did to her. What was she thinking? It didn’t make her feel any better to tell her. All it did was make the stabbing pain start up again around the walls of her heart. 

“Hey Justin,” she answered, trying to keep her voice from shaking. That was all she needed was him asking her what was wrong. 

“RACHEL!” Justin’s voice boomed over the line. Yanking the phone away from her ear, she immediately stood up at the tone of his voice. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Kayley stood up with her, searching her face. 

“I need your help! Please!” His voice was strained, agitated. 

“Are you hurt?” She tried hard to not make her voice hysterical, but her stomach clenched in anticipation of what he was going to say. 

“I’m—I’m …” 

“Justin!” Rachel shouted. “What’s wrong? Where are you?” Maybe he was in shock or something; he wasn’t making any sense at all. 

“I’m at the hospital. I had an a—accident at work. Can you come get me?”

Rachel hugged her friend goodbye and ran for the car, her stomach clenching in fear. 
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Justin slid into Rachel’s car, careful not to bump his hand. They had just left the hospital with 35 stitches in his hand and forearm after a stupid accident at work. Thankfully it wasn’t worse than it was. He hoped he still had a job after that bonehead move, but it was time for the next part of his plan¸ one that would land him at Rachel’s house. 

“You okay?” Rachel touched his non-injured hand softly, and it was all he could do to not grin. Nothing worked better than playing on a woman’s desire to take care of people, even a woman like Rachel. 

Justin laid his head back against the head rest as she pulled into traffic, headed to her house. “It hurts pretty badly, but I’ll be okay. Thanks, babe, for coming and taking care of me.”

Rachel smiled at him. “Of course. You scared me to death when you called. I’m glad, even though it looked pretty nasty, that it wasn’t any more serious than it was. Have you always worked construction? Seems like a really dangerous job. Have you hurt yourself like that before?”

Not doing work¸ Justin thought to himself. “A few minor injuries, thankfully nothing major. This is the worst I’ve ever hurt myself. I’ll be okay, babe. Nothing a little TLC from you won’t fix.” He purposely evaded her question, and she dropped it. He wasn’t getting into his past, especially when she wouldn’t get into hers. He couldn’t imagine that anything she had done in the past could compare to his story, though he hadn’t had the time to do the digging he wanted to do. This would be a perfect opportunity to find out exactly what Rachel Dawson was hiding. 

“And a few weeks of vacation,” Rachel teased, pulling into the beach house. “Guess we will get to play nurse and patient.”

Justin’s eyes flashed at her suggestion. “I may only have one working hand, but I can play a mean game of nurse and patient. Lead the way, Nurse Rachel.” Justin followed her into the house, feeling smug. She felt sorry for him now. This was going to be a piece of cake. 
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Devin stood in the small kitchen, looking out to the backyard. This was it. Home now. The house was good enough to suit his purposes. His new boss, Andrew, had helped him find it, and he hadn’t even seen it in person until today when he moved in. It hadn’t taken long to unload his boxes from the U-Haul, and his next order of business was to find a grocery store. He started work tomorrow and definitely needed some food. 

His stomach clenched as he thought about his new adventure. He was excited that he was starting this new part of his life, but nervous as well. He was going to be part of the SWAT team now. It was what he wanted, doing something more challenging and rewarding. 

Using his pocket knife to cut a box open, he reached in and pulled out the one thing that he had kept with him all this time. It was a picture of the one person that had changed his entire life, but had also shredded him into tiny pieces. He kept this picture in his room because it reminded him of a few things that he liked to keep fresh in his mind. One, that he had loved someone before. Hell, he hadn’t just loved her. She had been the very air that he breathed. And two, to remember that he never, ever, would let anyone that close to him again. Not after her. 

Touching the cool glass of the frame, he used his finger to outline her face, hair, and body. He literally felt like icy fingers clutched around his heart when he looked at her. He thought back to that night, just like he did every time he thought of her gorgeous face. The night that changed his entire life and shaped his future. He still couldn’t believe what she had done. After all that they had been through together. 

He remembered the night that they met each other like it was yesterday. He had seen her from across the room, dancing with her friends like she had not a care in the world. He was drawn to her like a moth to a flame. He knew from that night, even being ribbed by his cop buddies about being jail bait, that there was just something about that girl. And he was right. She took his heart immediately and without any warning. It wasn’t just her stunning red hair that she piled on top of her head while she was dancing. It wasn’t just the sparkly green eyes that pulled him in like a vortex. It was just … her. The aura of Rachel was something he had never found in another woman. She had been young, but it seemed like they had known each other forever. She had brought out a playful, fun side to him that he had to hide most of the time for his profession. 

For the two years they had been together, he thought he had it all. He even took the constant teasing from his friends that he was whipped and that Rachel had him around her little finger. He could’ve cared less. That woman was his, and he had fallen for her hook, line, and sinker. They had basically moved into together after only a few months, each of them staying with the other more often than not, and he had secretly been counting the days until he could ask her to marry him. She had dreams too, which he honored and loved about her. She would stay up studying all hours of the night and day, and when she was so tired she couldn’t even get up, he would carry her to bed and kiss her. 

That was why what happened to them had been such a shock. He thought that she wanted everything that he wanted. The million dollar question still swirled around in his head. Why? It was a question he never asked her that day, but still wished he would’ve. At the time, he was in such shock that he couldn’t even process her answer, her acknowledgement that she had taken everything they ever had and thrown it away. Over what? He just hadn’t been enough for her, after everything. 

His blood pressure was rising just thinking about the reason for their break up. He went back to the night, the party, where he looked forward to hanging out with Rachel and his buddies. They had had fun, until Rachel had disappeared and he couldn’t find her. After she had raced out, claiming to be sick but not letting him take care of her, he had been baffled. She never had acted like that before with him. The days following that had been the weirdest of his life. Rachel acted peculiar, avoiding him and not wanting to talk to him, much less see him. Then, the day he decided that he was not going to let her continue this, he overheard the conversation that made his blood run cold. His coworker. Zack Miller. What he heard out of his mouth, bragging to the other cops, was enough to send him racing to the bathroom to lose his lunch. It was all he could do to get out of there and go to Rachel’s. He had to find out, hear from her that it wasn’t true. 

Brrrrrinnnng. The shrill sound of his phone made him jump, making the photo clatter to the counter. His heart pumping in his chest, he picked up the phone and saw Ellis’ name on the screen. 

“Yo,” Devin answered, picking up the frame again and setting it right side up on the counter. “What’s up, man?”

“Dev!” Ellis’ voice boomed over the phone. “How’s it hangin’, bro? Get settled in yet?”

Devin laughed, walking away from the counter that held the picture. While he was trying to switch to the conversation with Ellis, it was hard for him to shake the feelings that remembering that day resurfaced. “Nah, I just got unloaded a little bit ago and was thinking about finding a grocery store.”

“You’ll have to tell me if you find any sweet honies there, so I can come visit,” Ellis teased. “The selection down here is getting slim.”

He shook his head. His friend, the ever sufferable flirt. “That’s just because you’ve had too many girls, Ellis.”

Finishing up their conversation after making small talk about work and Devin’s new job, he said goodbye to his friend. He left the house in search of food, leaving Rachel and her memories on the counter. He wished he was strong enough to get rid of that picture of her, but he knew he never would. For as long as he would live, he’d look at it and wish for it to be different. 
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Devin stretched his legs out under the table, tapping his pen on the leg of his uniform pants. He had been on the job about a month now, and while he was still pretty green, he was definitely getting used to the demand, and he loved it. They were currently talking about a guy named Mark Stevenson, who was wanted in Alabama for a litany of charges. They had gotten a tip that this he had been spotted in the area. He was listening, taking notes and watching the game plan they were coming up with to try to get him. 

“Where has he been spotted?” A stocky blonde guy asked, sitting in the front row. “What’s the likelihood that this is actually good intel?”

Devin’s boss, Andrew, stood in front of what looked like a classroom. But instead of students, the room was filled with big, strong, burly men. A huge white board was against one wall, and on it was a picture of Mark and all of the info they had on him so far. Devin couldn’t see all of the information, but he could see that he looked like a regular, run of the mill guy that you might say hi to at a bar while he’s watching the game. He didn’t scream criminal, but then again, most of them didn’t. 

“He’s dangerous,” Andrew continued. “If he really is in this area, he’ll be intentionally laying low. He will probably have some menial job that keeps him out of the public eye. He may have even already latched himself onto a woman because that’s his M.O. If that’s the case, we need to find him, and immediately.”

Andrew walked over to the board and tapped one of the papers hanging there. “He’s wanted for aggravated assault with a deadly weapon, attempted murder, kidnapping, leaving the scene of a crime, attempted murder of a police officer …” Andrew paused, looking back at the group of cops. “I don’t even need to go on, but there’s more. We have to stake this guy out and get him off the streets for good. His last victim still lies in a coma in the hospital. She’s been that way for over two months. At this point, they aren’t even sure that she’ll wake up.”

“So he kidnapped this woman and then tried to kill her?” Devin asked. Even though he was the newbie, he wasn’t afraid to ask questions. 

Andrew looked at him. “Yes. Apparently he had some sort of relationship with this woman, and something happened that made him flip his switch. There are indications that he had been abusive before, since she had some prior injuries. But the night that he tried to kill her, he had been hiding in her apartment when she came home. No one knows his motive for attacking her, and she can’t tell anyone, but he beat her half to death and then when cops were called because of the noise coming from her apartment, he ran from the cops. He jumped in his car and started shooting, clipping a cop in the shoulder. When the cops came in and found the woman, she was bound to a chair with tape over her mouth. They didn’t even know for sure who she was, she was so beat up. It was amazing that she even made it to the hospital. The man hasn’t been seen since, until now.”

Devin balled up his fist. He had seen some really crappy things in his job. He had seen things that he wouldn’t wish on his worst enemy. But the things that got him the most were the assholes that hurt women or children. That was something he just had no patience for. 

“So I want us to go check out this tip we were given. His picture was apparently broadcast on some news station, talking about wanted criminals. We got a call this afternoon saying that they swore they saw him at a local gas station right after seeing him on a television special.”

The blonde guy in front scoffed out loud. “So, the likely story is that this person didn’t really see him and we will be busting our asses all over town looking for no one.”

A murmur went through the room, some of the team agreeing that that was usually what happened when they got these ‘tips’. After Andrew released them, Devin walked up to the board, studying what they had about this Mark character. He looked at the picture of a young, attractive guy with dark hair and dark eyes. He definitely looked like he worked out, and based on his tan skin, maybe even did something outside for work. If he was here, in this town, he wanted to find him.
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Rachel walked out of her Zumba class at the gym, saying goodbye to her classmates as she grabbed a towel to wipe her face. Downing her bottle of water, she looked at her phone and noticed several missed calls from Justin. She wondered what in the world could be wrong with him that he would try to call her so many times. 

It had been almost a month since his accident at work, and he had gotten his stitches out and was doing physical therapy to make sure there were no lasting effects of the injury. He had been stuck doing desk duty at work, and it had made him irritable. She was grateful to get out and get to the gym when she could, because he had been staying with her mostly so she could help him, and he was getting on her last nerve. She didn’t want him needing her all of the time. He had been making her feel guilty for wanting to get out of the house, often whining like a small child. She hoped he was staying at his own house tonight, because she needed some space badly. Immediately she felt bad for thinking that, because Justin had been seriously injured. And he had been nothing but a gentleman since the whole restaurant debacle. 

Hitting the button to dial his number, she threw the towel in the dirty bin and walked out of the gym to her car. Justin didn’t answer, so she headed home, putting it out of her mind. She couldn’t wait to relax after a long day. 

Pulling into her driveway, she noticed Justin’s truck parked in guest parking. Furrowing her brow, she wondered how in the world he got into her house since she didn’t give him a key. Looking again at his truck, she knew he wasn’t in there, so the only other option was that he was in her house. 

She stomped up the stairs, anger racing through her veins. She couldn’t help it—what the hell was he doing? Sticking her key in the lock, she almost screamed as an arm came around her from behind. 

“There you are,” Justin’s voice appeared next to her ear. “It’s about damn time you got here. I’ve been waiting forever. I think it’s about time you get me a house key so I’m not stuck out here.”

Rachel narrowed her eyes at him as she faced him. Her hands were shaking from the scare he gave her. “I tried calling you back,” she answered. “I was at the gym.”

Justin looked her up and down. “I can see that. You should’ve told me where you were.”

Rachel opened her mouth, then shut it. She should’ve what? Told him where she was? Oh, hell no. Opening the door, she stepped in and turned on the lights, Justin on her heels. “Justin,” she started. “Why did you call me so many times?”

Justin pushed her back against the door, his breath hot on her face. “I wanted to know where my girlfriend was. And I needed you. Is that so wrong?”

She put her hands on his muscular chest, pushing slightly to give herself some space. “I went to the gym, Justin. I go there several times a week, and you know this. What did you need me for? Are you okay?” She stepped to the side to try to get around him, but he put his arm out to the side to stop her. She looked up at him quizzically, fighting the rising panic of him holding her and not letting her past. 

“Where are you going?” Justin’s voice was cold, calculating. “I needed you. And when I need you, I want you to be there for me. I care about you, remember, Rachel? I know you have a hard time understanding that, but I worry about you and just want to be with you.” He lowered his arm and Rachel breathed in, stepping quickly around him so she had space. 

She wasn’t quite sure how to answer Justin. He was telling her one thing, but showing her that side of him again. “I’m here now,” she said. “Is everything okay?”

Justin relaxed, a smile crossing his handsome face. He stepped forward again and pressed his lips to hers, and she let him. The warmth of his lips melted her a little and she also relaxed. “Baby,” he cooed against her lips. “I missed you. How about I take these clothes off of you and show you how much?”

Rachel’s body reacted to his words, as much as she hated that it did. Deepening the kiss, she let her body go into autopilot as her mind tried to sort out what exactly was going on here. She faintly registered Justin touching her, removing her clothing, and his soft grunts of approval. But all she could concentrate on was what exactly she had gotten herself into, and what she needed to do about it. 
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“Hmmm, that was so good,” Justin complimented, running his hand along her bare hip. Rachel smiled in agreement, her body still humming in satisfaction but her head still not in the game. “You’re an amazing lover, have I told you that?”

She smiled again, feeling like once again she was putting on a front with him. She thought she had gotten past this, but in an instant, that feeling was there again. Dissatisfaction. Urge to run, to shelter herself. 

“Oh, I forgot to tell you since you distracted me so well when you finally showed up,” he began, making her stomach furl in anger again. “I lost my apartment today.”

Rachel sat up, looking at Justin. “What does that mean, you lost it?”

“Well, something about the landlord and foreclosure or something. I have no idea. All I know is that he told me I have until this weekend to get out. So, I figured, I would just come stay with you until I can find a new place.”

Rachel’s eyes widened in shock. “What? Here?” She couldn’t help it, she was incredulous. What was he smoking? 

Justin laughed, tucking a piece of her hair behind her ear. “Yes, babe. I mean, what’s the big deal? We are together almost every night anyway, and you have plenty of room here. Plus, with me out of work for those few weeks healing, I’m hurting in the money department.”

Rachel stared at his face, wracking her brain for exactly what in the hell she was going to say to him. He was not living here. Not now, maybe not ever. She didn’t do that. “Justin, I don’t think that’s going to happen just yet. I mean, I don’t think we’ve been together long enough yet. It’s a huge step. I can help you find a different place, see what’s out there.”

His eyes met hers, and she saw something there that she wasn’t sure that she liked. “Rachel,” he said, his voice low. “I don’t have any money to go pay for another deposit, first and last, and all that. I don’t think it will kill you to let me stay here for a little bit, will it? I mean, I was here for most of the last month anyway, and you were fine with it then.”

She stood up, wrapping her robe around her body, and started pacing the room. “That was different, Justin. You were injured and I helped you. It was temporary. This is just too much,” she muttered to herself. “I can’t move you in here with me.”

Before she knew it, Justin was standing in front of her, towering over her. “What is your problem? Why are you being such a bitch? I’m not good enough for you? Seriously, Rachel! What do I have to do? I’m asking for your help and all you can think about is how much I’ll cramp your style?” He walked away, pacing the room. She watched him, her body tense. She wasn’t sure what was happening here, but she needed to try to get rid of him. She thought back to last month, the romantic, wonderful things he had said and done when he took her to the beach, and the promise he made her. Where was that guy now? 

“Justin,” she intentionally made her voice low so she could try to calm him. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting you to say that. I just—I’m not ready for that, okay? If you need to stay here for a couple days, that’s fine. But I don’t think I’m in a place where I want to take that next step. You’re wonderful, and have been great to me. I just—it’s just …”

“Let me rephrase for you,” Justin spoke between gritted teeth. “I. Am. Staying. Here. Got it?”

Tears filled Rachel’s eyes as he spoke. She felt herself spiraling out of control, losing it. What was he doing? How could she possibly get rid of him? 

When she didn’t answer, he came closer, his stance scaring her. “Do you understand, Rachel? I’ve done nothing but be there for you, and this is how you repay me? I take you on a romantic weekend and tell you how much you mean to me, I want to spend time with you, I tell you how much I care about you, and you practically throw me out of your house when I need somewhere to stay?”

Willing her tears to go away so she didn’t seem weak, she stood up straight, looking him dead in the eyes. “I think you are being unreasonable, Justin. I’ve told you that I will try to be in a relationship. I was glad to be here to help you when you needed me. But I’m not ready for this. Not at all. I—I think you should go for now.”

Before she could even wait for his response, she felt a blinding pain and she fell to the floor, not knowing what just happened. Blinking her eyes rapidly, she saw the carpet next to her. Her face pounded. Did he—hit her? And where was he now? She tried to move her head but the pain shot through her like an arrow, so she squeezed her eyes shut instead. 

Next thing she knew, she was back on her feet but not because she stood up. Justin must’ve picked her up. She tried to focus on him, to fight back, but her head was pounding so loud it sounded like the ocean in her ears. “You will learn,” he hissed in her face. As his face came into focus, she saw venom in his eyes. “You need to learn when to shut the fuck up. This is one of those times. So you are going to say to me, of course you can stay here, Justin. Of course.”

Every cell in Rachel’s body screamed at her, told her to get away, to save herself. But even though she knew she was in a situation she was not winning in, she couldn’t let him think he could rule her. “Screw you. How dare you touch me again. Get the fuck out of my house.”

“Wrong answer,” Justin snarled, throwing her onto her bed. Please no, she thought. God, I can’t survive it. He towered over her, his breath coming in shallow spurts. “I can’t believe how dumb you are. Is it really more important, you being an independent, self-absorbed woman? Stupid, stupid woman.” Then the last thing she remembered was watching his fist fly towards her face, then, it was just black. 
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Justin looked at Rachel, laying silently on the bed. She was passed out, knocked out, or asleep. Whichever it was, it was good for him. Once again, she had pushed him to the limits and he reacted. She was such an idiotic woman. If only she would’ve listened to him, they could’ve been making love right now. It didn’t help that he had had to leave his apartment abruptly, and his job would probably be next. What was he going to do now? He wasn’t ready yet, he didn’t have everything in place. Now he was going to have to accelerate his plan, and that meant breaking Rachel faster than she was really willing to bend. Tonight should’ve been a good start towards that. 

He reached out and touched her face, swollen now from his angry fists. Those would bruise. But, when she woke up he would fill her room with flowers and love notes, and she would take him back. One, because she would have no choice, but also because she would want to. She would want him. And she would listen to him and stay home with him for the next few days, until her bruises had faded and could be covered by makeup and he was sure that he was in the clear. 
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Kayley snuggled into Ben’s chest as the news played on their TV. The kids were all asleep, and it was her favorite time of day, when it was just them. He ran his fingers through her long blonde hair, relaxing her into almost being asleep. 

“Our town made the national scene today when it was mentioned that we may be harboring a fugitive,” the news reporter said. Kayley blinked open her eyes, focusing on the screen as they flashed a picture. “This man’s name is Mark Stevenson. He’s wanted in Alabama for a whole array of charges, but the most serious ones are attempted murder of a police officer and of a young woman, who is reported to still be in a coma. He is considered armed and very dangerous. A tip called in to the national hotline said that he was seen in our area. If you see this man, or anyone that looks like him, please call 1-800-STOP-CRIME.”

The picture popped up on the screen, a handsome man with dark hair and dark eyes. “That’s crazy,” Kayley whispered. “He’s a psycho.” Right before the picture blinked off the screen, a shiver of recognition flashed through her. “Ben?”

“Yeah, baby,” he murmured, caressing her back. 

“Did that look like Justin?” Her stomach was quivering. It wasn’t exact, but damn did that picture remind her of him. She knew she had only seen him twice now, but it was enough to send goose bumps down her body. 

“Hmmm … I think your imagination is getting the best of you,” Ben teased, pulling her back to lay with him and kissing her softly. “I didn’t really see the resemblance.”

Kayley relaxed against Ben. “You’re probably right.” As he kissed her deeper, he made her completely forget about the picture she had seen, and her worry over Rachel. 
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Rachel rolled back and forth, pain coursing through her body. What was wrong with her? The morning light shone brightly through her windows, and she groaned. She knew she was in her bedroom but had no idea what had happened to her. 

She attempted to sit up and the room spun off its axis, causing her to whimper. Her stomach revolted at the movement and she knew she was going to be sick. Grabbing the trash can next to her bed, she lost the contents of her stomach. Her head pounded and her stomach roiled. It was right then that she remembered everything. Justin. He had demanded that she let him move in with her, and she had said no. He had hit her. No, he had beaten her. The last thing she remembered was seeing his fist coming at her face. 

Closing her eyes against the pain, she gingerly touched her face. She could feel dried blood and the puffiness of her skin. She could only imagine what it looked like. As she swung her legs over, pain radiated in her ribs and stomach. Oh my god. What had he done? And where was he now? She was almost afraid to turn her head any farther, as the pain was so blinding it was making her sick again. She needed to get away from him. She needed to get up and get to the police station. 

Gripping the nightstand for support, she slowly stood. The room spun dangerously as she found her footing, and she gripped harder to keep from losing her balance. Breathing in short bursts to keep her ribs from sending shooting pain through her body, she took small steps to the bathroom. 

Making it to the doorway, she breathed a sigh of relief. It felt like she had just run a marathon. She knew once she looked at herself in the mirror, Justin better watch out. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, well in this case hell hath no fury like a woman beaten by her boyfriend. Oh, hell no this wasn’t going to be the end. Justin was going down. 

Hearing a door on the other side of the house, she involuntarily whimpered. He was here. God no. She had hoped he had left and wouldn’t be back until after she already went to the cops. 

Reaching the mirror, she gasped out loud when she saw herself. Tears fell out of her eyes and down her bruised face, and she took shallow breaths to keep herself from hyperventilating. If she didn’t know that she was looking at herself, she would’ve thought it was someone else standing there. Her red hair was in tangles around her face, and her green eyes couldn’t be seen through the puffy bruises on her eyes, cheeks, and nose. She reached up and touched her face, wincing. Touching it felt like she just lit a match and set her face on fire.

Turning the water on in the sink, she leaned over gingerly to try to wash the dried blood from her nose off of her face. As she bent, a ripping sensation went through her chest and she cried out in pain, more tears escaping her swollen eyes. It’s my punishment, she thought. For all the things I’ve done. 

Standing back up carefully, the room spun once more and she gripped the bathroom counter, her body shaking from the exertion of keeping herself upright. Determined to make it to her closet to get dressed, she stepped slowly out of the bathroom. I wonder where my cell phone is, she thought. I need to call Kayley. 

She almost made it to the door to her closet when the door to her room started opening. If she could’ve run, she would have been sprinting. Ice ran through her veins as she looked, terrified, at the opening door. Her body started shaking in anticipation of what he might do now. She closed her eyes, wishing that someone would show up and save her from this, from him. I’ve been so stupid¸ she thought. I should’ve known better than to get involved with anyone again. 

Almost like someone else had taken over her body, she started making noises she couldn’t control as she saw Justin’s face. Backing up, she was shaking her head no as he came fully into view. He smiled as he saw her, but the smile was cold and calculating. 

“Well, well, well,” Justin drawled, stepping towards her. “Look who’s awake.” He reached his hand out to her and she screamed. He laughed as he stood so close to her, she could smell the alcohol on his breath. Her stomach revolted again, and she had to bite down hard on her lip to keep the bile from coming up. 

“No,” Rachel whimpered, trying to step back. But he was too fast. He gripped her wrist painfully, and she cried out. 

“Have you learned your lesson?” Justin sneered. “I think we’ve readjusted our roles in this relationship. See, I’m the one in charge here from now on. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen, and you are going to comply. Because,” Justin paused, touching her bruised and battered face, “we don’t want this beautiful face messed up any more than it already is. I would hate for you to have permanent damage from the lessons you need to learn.” He reached over and kissed her lips gently. “See, we have a good thing here, Rach, you and me. And now that you understand, things will only get better. Don’t you agree?”

Rachel blinked, staring at him like the alien he seemed to be. He really thought that she was going to go along with this? But as stubborn as she was, she knew that if she didn’t placate him now, she would never get out of here to go to the cops. “I understand, Justin,” she whispered. 

He grinned, wrapping his arms around her. “Well, that’s the best thing I’ve heard all day. I love you, Rachel, and I’m sorry for what I had to do. But, you had to learn the rules. I get it, you haven’t been in a relationship in a long time, so you don’t understand how to be in one. I’m going to help you with that.” Justin stepped back, looking her body up and down. “I’m going to get you some medicine for the pain, and then we are going to get reacquainted. Lay down, and I’ll be right back.”

Rachel looked at him, wondering how she was going to get to her phone fast enough when he left the room. She didn’t even know if it was in here. 

He looked back at her before he left the room. “I know you wouldn’t do something as dumb as try to contact anyone, so I have your phone. Since you learned your lesson and all.” He shut the door behind him, leaving her staring the door and wondering what in the hell just happened. 

Hearing the front door and then his truck a moment later, she got up gently and looked out the window. He was leaving. Now was her chance to get the hell out of here. He had her phone, so calling anyone was out of the question. If he was as smart as she assumed, he had also taken her car keys. She wondered idly if anyone was on the beach that would help her, but quickly dismissed that idea. She looked awful and would probably just freak everyone out. 

“How did this happen,” she cried out, easing herself on the edge of the bed. “I’m so stupid, so so stupid. I should’ve seen this coming the night he grabbed me at the restaurant.” But she knew that nothing could’ve prepared her for what he had done. 

Making a quick decision, she stood up gingerly and found a pair of yoga pants and a tank top. The pain of changing almost caused her to pass out. She knew she had a few broken ribs and probably a concussion. She looked around in vain for her purse—she knew he had it. 

Walking gingerly to the door, she looked carefully outside to see if he was coming down the street. Not seeing him, she opened the door and stepped onto the front porch. Maneuvering carefully down the steps, she looked around to see if she could see anyone around that she may be able to ask for help. This was the downside to living in her parent’s beach house. Most of the other houses around her were only rentals, so you never really knew anyone around. 

Standing at the end of the driveway, her heart stopped when she saw his truck headed down the street. Shit. She had to get inside before he saw her, or God only knew what he might do. Trying her hardest to walk fast, tears of pain pricked her eyes. Her head was pounding, her ribs ached, and her face felt like a balloon with too much air in it. 

She practically ran up the steps, even though doing it caused black spots to dance in front her eyes. She had one goal and that was to make it inside. Pushing through it, she swung open the door and collapsed on the couch. Sweat coursed down her chest from just those few minutes of exertion. The room was spinning. But she had made it. 

The front door opened and she closed her eyes, wishing so many things she wasn’t sure which one was at the forefront. She tried to regulate her breathing so he wouldn’t know she had been trying to leave. 

“Hey baby,” Justin purred, sounding just like the person she knew before last night. “You feeling better? I got you some coffee and a bagel from the corner store.” Rachel opened her eyes, in disbelief. Was she feeling better? 

“I also got you these,” Justin produced a bouquet of flowers from behind his back. They were a beautiful assortment of daisies, sunflowers, tulips, and roses, something she would’ve loved and swooned over had it not been for the fact that she could barely move. 

When she said nothing, a look crossed his face and he furrowed his brow. “Aren’t you going to thank me?”

Rachel sighed inwardly, knowing what she wanted to say back but knowing full well it wasn’t going to get her anywhere. “Thank you, Justin. Those are beautiful. Could I please have some medicine? I’m in a lot of pain.”

“Of course,” Justin cooed, brushing his lips over her bruised face. “I’m going to get you some ice for that face, too.”

He walked into the kitchen, acting like a dutiful, concerned boyfriend. It was all Rachel could do to not scream and throw things at him. How could he act like she was just sick or something? She knew right then and there that she had to find a way to get away from him for good. She was many things, but a doormat wasn’t one of them. 
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It had been a week since the ‘incident’, and Rachel had done what she does best. She had stuffed it away, trying to forget what had happened. Justin had been very sweet all week of course, bringing her flowers daily, making love to her, apologizing, and saying it would never happen again. But, he had also been threatening her. He told her she was never to tell anyone about the lesson she learned, or the next lesson would be even worse. He had called her terrible names, mostly saying she was worthless, a bitch, no one would love her, so many things that she couldn’t even keep them straight. He had taken custody of her phone, and she hadn’t been allowed out of his sight. When he went to work, he left her at the house with no way to talk to anyone or leave. Little did he know that she was lying low, planning and trying to figure out exactly how she would get away from him.

Today was her first day back to work since she hadn’t been in any condition to leave the house. Kayley and Jessica had been very concerned about her, calling her constantly. Of course Justin had sat next to her the whole time, making sure she only said what he allowed her to say. She had told them both she was very sick with the flu and she didn’t want them to get it. Her parents had even called, and she told them the same thing. Justin was pleased with her and ‘rewarded’ her often, which meant he slept with her. While she previously loved sex with Justin, now it felt contrived, forced. She hated every second. 

The visible bruises were mostly gone, able to be easily covered by her makeup now, so she was allowed to go back to work. Her ribs still ached, but she knew that would be awhile before they felt normal again. 

It was also the week of Thanksgiving, and her parents were coming in for the holiday. She was excited to see them, as it had been quite a while since their last visit. What she wasn’t looking forward to, however, was Justin still being around. 

Checking herself out one more time in the mirror to make sure she couldn’t see any remnants of the bruises, she walked out to the kitchen to get her coffee. Justin was standing there in his work attire, looking like he was ready to head out as well. 

“Morning,” she mumbled, because she knew he would want her to. He smiled, stepping forward and embracing her. 

“You look beautiful,” he said, nuzzling her neck. She clenched her teeth at his touch. “Let me see that face.” He stepped back and scrutinized her, running his fingers along her face where he knew the bruises were. “You did a good job, babe. You make me want to take you right here.” He pushed himself against her, showing that he in fact was quite ready. 

“I have to go,” Rachel answered, stepping around him to go to the coffee pot. 

“Hey,” Justin grabbed her by the arm, turning her back to him. “What’s with the attitude this morning?”

She bit her cheek, knowing she had to be very, very careful. “Babe, I don’t have an attitude. I’m just tired and nervous about going to work. I’m okay.”

His eyes narrowed on her face. “Do I need to remind you to keep your fucking mouth shut today?” 

Rachel shook her head no, her legs quivering. She had to keep him cool. “Justin, I’m just going to work. That’s all. I told them I had the flu, so it’s very believable.”

“What time will you be home?” He was testing her and she knew it. 

“I get off at 5. If I’m going to be later than 5:30, I will call you.”

“No lunch with Kayley or that girl Jessica. If you follow all directions, I will give your mouth a reward tonight and let you take a little taste.” He pushed against her again, causing her stomach to roil at his words. Really? Like that was some damn prize. 

Just like every time, she wished that her life had never gotten to this point. She was better off alone, having casual relationships. If she ever got out of this one, she would never be serious with anyone again, just like she had promised herself years before. 

“I know, Justin. I’ll see you later.” Rachel smiled her flirtatious smile at him, the one that got through to him. She stepped up and pressed her lips to his, and he pulled her tight to him, causing her to whimper. 

“Sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. I just care about you so much,” he murmured, tracing her lips with his tongue. At one time, that would’ve ignited her insides. Now, however, it made her want to knee him in the groin. She knew, though, that it was only a matter of time. “I love you, Rachel. I hope you have a great day today.”
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Justin watched Rachel get into her car and head off to work. Running his hands through his hair, he breathed out a sigh of relief. He had done it. He had convinced that red-haired stallion that she had been broken. He wondered if she really would keep her mouth shut, but he would just have to watch. He doubted she wanted any more of what happened last week. 

He felt bad about that, he really did, but it had been a necessary part of breaking her down. Him following through on his plan was the number one goal. That news story that had been circulating had died down, though he still saw the posters around town sometimes. Wearing a hat and sunglasses most of the time kept many people from giving him a second glance. Plus, he was friendly and good looking and even if someone had seen the resemblance they would’ve dismissed it. 

Leaving his apartment had been step 1 of taking over Rachel’s life. While he still felt he had a ways to go, she was changing. Smiling, he grabbed his lunchbox and headed for the door. He would show up and surprise her today at lunch too, and make sure she was keeping her damn mouth closed. 
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Rachel sat behind her desk, in disbelief how much work she had in front of her. She knew missing a week would put her behind, but it was like none of the other office girls had done anything while she was gone. 

Beginning to create piles, she looked longingly at the phone next to her computer. She wanted to call Kayley badly. She knew that she could—he would never know. But she also knew that Kayley would know something was wrong if she talked to her, and Rachel didn’t have her plan ready yet. It started with doing some research on her boyfriend. 

Bringing up the Google homepage, she typed Justin Stevens in the search engine. When the page popped up, she realized that Justin Stevens was a very popular name. Going back to the search screen, she typed in Justin Stevens, Alabama construction foreman. 

“Hey, Rachel! Welcome back.” Jessica’s voice came from behind her, and she quickly exited the search window. She would have to look at that later. 

“Jessica!” Rachel stood, hugging her friend, but not too tightly. “How are you?”

“I should ask you the same thing! Girl, are you okay? That must’ve been some flu!” Jessica sat next to her in an empty chair. “I have a half an hour until my next patient, so fill me in. What’s been going on?”

Rachel hesitated, knowing it would be that easy, to just let the words roll out of her mouth and tell Jessica everything. She would help her, she knew she would. Justin’s menacing, threatening eyes flashed in front of her face. Who knew what he would do to Jessica if he knew she told her. It just wasn’t worth the risk. “I’ve never been that sick in my life. I’m still pretty weak.”

Jessica smiled. “I can tell, you still look a little pale. But boy, do I have stuff to catch you up on! Want to go to lunch together?”

Rachel blew out the breath she realized she was holding. “I can’t, Jess. Look at this desk. I don’t think anyone did anything the whole time I was gone. Rain check?”

“Sure, girl,” Jessica answered. “How’s Justin? Still hot as hell?”

Rachel winked at Jessica, the only thing she could think of to cover the real expression that was fighting to come out on her face. “You know it.”

Jessica stood, heading back for the door to the therapy center. “You’re so lucky. I need a hot guy to keep my bed warm.”

No you don’t, Rachel thought, as she outwardly laughed. Not that guy. But of course she let Jessica go out the door without telling her one single bit of the truth. 
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Kayley parked in the lot of her previous employer, a small twinge of sadness coming over her. She missed her work. She would never take back the time she had gotten with her family, but she did miss being here at work. Rachel was back to work today, and Ben was off, so he was keeping Benji and Cierra so she could surprise Rachel with lunch. 

She knew she would probably be up to her eyeballs in work, so she stopped at their favorite sub place and grabbed some sandwiches and chips. Walking in, she immediately saw Rachel, the phone pressed against her ear and papers covering her desk. She didn’t see her. 

The receptionist, a bubbly college student named Bailey, saw Kayley and jumped up, squealing. “Kayley! I’m so glad to see you! I’ve missed you so much!” 

Kayley hugged the young girl, and saw that Rachel had turned to face her, looking like she had just seen a ghost. Not understanding the look on her face, she stepped away from Bailey and walked up to the window. 

“Rach?” Kayley questioned. “Are you okay?”

Rachel recovered quickly, smiling and standing up. “Come in, Kay! I’m so glad you’re here!” Kayley walked to the door, watching her friend’s face. There was something wrong. She could read it all over her face. “What are you doing here? Where are the kids?”

Kayley embraced her friend, holding her tightly. Rachel pulled back after a small noise of pain came out of her mouth. “Rach, what’s wrong?”

Rachel breathed in and out. I’m so dead, she thought. Kayley is here. Justin will find out. He will kill me before I ever get to tell anyone. I should tell her now. She can help. Ben can help. Then she thought of those precious babies, and she knew, she couldn’t tell her and put her in jeopardy, too. 

“I’m good! I’m just still a little weak from being so sick.” Kayley searched her face, and Rachel pulled the mask she had worn for over five years into place. She was good at this. She could do it. “Where are your kids? I want to squeeze them!”

Kayley smiled, and Rachel breathed. She had to get her out of here, and quickly. If Justin came by and saw her, she didn’t want to think about what would happen. “Ben’s home today. Lexi is at school, and Benji and Cierra were napping so I escaped. I brought lunch from our favorite place.”

Rachel looked at the bag in her hand. “Freddy’s! Yeah!” She looked at Bailey. “I’ll be in the break room, okay? Don’t let anyone add to my pile while I’m gone.”

Bailey promised, and Rachel and Kayley headed to the break room. She felt a little safer back here. Maybe Justin wouldn’t find out that she had been here. 

The friends sat down and started eating, a comfortable silence settling in between them. Rachel’s mind raced with the possibilities of this lunch. 

“Okay,” Kayley began, setting down her sandwich. “Spill it. What’s going on?”

Rachel chewed slowly, contemplating her answer. “Kay, I’m okay. I’m sorry if I’m acting weird. I’ve had a crazy morning and I’m still not 100%.”

Kayley put her hand over hers. “Do you need Ben to take a look at you?”

Rachel couldn’t help it—she laughed out loud. “Really, Kay?” They both began laughing, tears rolling down their cheeks. 

“Sorry, sorry,” she giggled, wiping her eyes. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

As their giggling dissipated, Kayley looked at her friend seriously again. “Is everything okay with Justin?”

What a loaded question. “We’re fine. First, I had to take care of him because he was hurt, and now he had to take care of me because I was sick. Oh—one thing you will be happy to know is that we moved in together. Well, he moved in with me.”

Kayley’s eyes opened wide. “Wow, Rach. That’s progress! How’s it going?” 

“Pretty good. It’s strange, since I haven’t lived with anyone in a really long time.”

Kayley’s eyes searched her face, and Rachel tensed when she stopped right where makeup was covering her bruises. “Rachel.” That was all she had to say, and she knew. She had to get away from her, or she would tell her everything. She saw through her. This is exactly why Justin didn’t want her to see her. 

“I have to get back to work,” Rachel stood abruptly and turned away, willing the tears to stay away. She could do this. She was strong. 

“I have one thing to ask you,” Kayley said, her voice soft. “Where’s Justin from?”

Not knowing where she was going with this, she turned back around. “Alabama. Why?”

Kayley shrugged. “Have you heard the news story about the guy they are looking for that was reported to be in this area?” 

Rachel shook her head. She hadn’t been watching television at all. “No, why? What does that have to do with where Justin is from?”

“I don’t know,” Kayley answered. “The other night, Ben and I were watching the news and they started saying that this guy named Mark Stevenson had been spotted here. It was apparently nationwide news. He’s wanted in Alabama for a ton of things, but mainly attempted murder of a woman and a police officer. I guess that this woman was someone he might’ve been in a relationship with, and he beat her so badly she’s been in a coma for two months.”

“I don’t understand where you are going with this,” Rachel lied, gripping her hands together to keep them from shaking. 

“They flashed a picture of the guy on the screen, and he kind of resembled Justin.”

Rachel inhaled sharply, her body shaking involuntarily. Crossing her arms over her chest, she tried to keep control of the panic that was threatening to overtake her. 

“Hey,” Kayley put her hands on Rachel’s arms. “It’s okay. Ben wasn’t convinced, so I don’t know why I’m even saying anything. It’s just this feeling I can’t shake, and seeing you today, you’re hiding it well, but there’s something not right. Check it out, okay? See what you think.”

Rachel walked Kayley to the door, looking around the parking lot to make sure she didn’t see Justin’s truck. What if what Kayley said was true? What if he wasn’t who he said he was? She walked back to her desk, in a fog. How was she supposed to work now? 

What was the name Kay had said? She sat, her fingers over the keys, for what seemed like forever. Mark Stevenson. Justin’s last name was Stevens. That was rather close. She was terrified to type in this name and see what he looked like and what he was wanted for. 

Bringing up Google again, she typed in Mark Stevenson this time and watched the little hourglass think before popping up the results. Right at the top was the website for the FBI’s most wanted. Hovering her mouse over the website, she hesitated. What exactly would she do if it was him? 

The page loaded and she scrolled, looking for the name. When she spotted the name, she closed her eyes. She thought she may lose the lunch she just ate. Just do it, Rachel. Click it. As the picture popped up, she cried out, causing Bailey to look at her quizzically. Waving her off, she put her hand over her mouth, biting down hard on her lip to control the scream that threatened to come out. It was him. The hair was different, but the face and eyes were the same. In the picture his hair was longer and darker, but there was no mistaking. She had to get out of here. She could drive right to the police station and tell them where to find him. She could go home and have them come there and wait for him to show up after work. She could run away and never come back. 

Standing up, she grabbed her purse. “Bailey, I have to go. I’m sorry. Tell Rob I wasn’t feeling good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Bailey nodded, watching her cautiously as she walked to the doorway. She had always considered herself one of the strongest people she knew, but right now it felt like a slight wind could knock her down for the count. She was terrified. She had been so stupid. Of course she had fallen for some psychotic almost-killer. Why not? Just add it to the stupid things she had done in her life. 

Pushing open the back door, her stomach jumped into her throat as she saw Justin standing next to her car. She wished for a moment she could go back to the other time he had been standing out here, begging for another chance. Why hadn’t she been stronger and said hell no? She would’ve never been in the place she was in now.

Walking toward him, she steeled herself for whatever he was here for. Pulling on her mask of steel, she pushed down the feelings of panic, fear, and the overwhelming need to start screaming at the top of her lungs. She could do this. All she had to do was pacify him until she could get to the police station. Why hadn’t she just stayed inside and called them? 

“Hey,” she purred, reaching him. “What are you doing here so early?”

“Where are you going?” His voice was hard, cold. 

“My head is pounding,” Rachel explained. “I was just going to head home early today to rest. I’m not quite up to being here all day. Why aren’t you at work?”

“Left early.” Justin’s dark eyes bored into hers, making her want to squirm under his gaze. “Ready to go home?”

Rachel opened and closed her mouth. She couldn’t go with him. She had to get away. “Well, I was going to stop at the drug store first to get some more headache medicine. Want me to pick up something to cook for dinner?”

Justin looked around the empty parking lot, and her stomach clenched. Grabbing her by the arm and shoving her against the side of his truck, he leaned in so there was no space in between them. “Do you think I’m fucking stupid, bitch? You thought I wasn’t going to know that Kayley came to have lunch with you, huh? What did you tell her, you lying whore? Where are you really going right now?”

Her head spun. How the hell was she going to get out of this? Think, Rachel, think. “Justin,” she tried the soft approach. She ran her hands along his sides, then cupped his face, running her fingertips along his lips. “Kayley showed up here with sandwiches and was here about a half hour. I didn’t call her. We only talked about work and her kids, nothing more. I told you I wouldn’t say anything and I didn’t.”

Justin’s eyes flashed in anger. “You think I’m that stupid to fall for your whore routine? You think you’re going to start touching me and I’m going to fall prey to you? You are fucking wrong, Rachel! That sweet little Bailey sure was helpful on the phone. See, I called here looking for you, and she told me that you were in the break room having lunch with Kayley. It didn’t take long for her to be singing like a bird, telling me all I needed to know. So I headed here, knowing you were going to have to be straightened out once again. Why are you such a worthless piece of shit? Why do I bother with you? You were a nice lay, but I don’t need the trouble.” He stepped back away from her, looking around again. 

“Get in the fucking truck. Right now. You aren’t going anywhere without me. Your car can stay here forever as far as I’m concerned. You won’t be needing it.” He opened the door, shoving her roughly into the seat, causing her ribs to hurt again. She laid on the seat, tears coursing down her cheeks as she waited for him to get into the driver seat. She wished that someone, anyone would come save her. She knew now she was as good as dead if he got her home. She wasn’t even healed from last week, much less whatever punishment he was going to dole out now. 

She thought to what Kayley said. Attempted murder. Woman still in a coma. She was next. She knew it. She would be lucky to be alive at all after this, much less in a coma. 

Justin got in and glanced over at her, still slumped on the seat. “Get up and put your fucking seat belt on. You try to do anything smart on the way home and I’ll kill you first, then your fucking nosey-ass friend next. You got that?” Rachel nodded. Justin looked ahead, muttering under his breath to himself. He sped through the streets, running through lights and driving erratically. She was terrified to say a word, and actually found herself wishing they would get in an accident so that she could be saved and he would be apprehended. 

A few minutes from her house, Rachel looked in the side view mirror and saw something that made her heart jump with hope. A cruiser was following them very closely. She closed her eyes, praying that they would flip on their lights. If they had been behind Justin for any amount of time, they would’ve seen him break any number of traffic laws. 

Right after she saw it, so did Justin. He gripped the steering wheel tightly, his knuckles turning white. “Fuck. These bastards are going to turn their lights on, I know it. You better fucking sit there and pretend that you are happy as a pig in shit, you got that? You give them any indication of anything else and I’ll kill you both right here on the spot.” He indicated the glove box and Rachel knew. He had a gun. There was no escaping. 

Moments later, the officer flipped on the lights and sirens. She wracked her brain for how she could get their attention without Justin knowing. She couldn’t think of a damn thing, but she knew that if she didn’t try to do something, it was over for her. 

Pulling over in the parking lot of a gas station, Rachel looked around for anyone who may be paying them attention that she could try to signal but didn’t see anyone. The officer sat behind them for several minutes, no doubt running the plates of the truck. Rachel found herself wondering just who this truck was registered to, and if Justin really had a license that said his ‘fake’ name. He had gone all out to start a new life. She hoped the officer recognized him from the picture that had been plastered all over the news. 

The door swung open to the cruiser, and Rachel watched, frozen, as the officer walked up to Justin’s window. He was a young guy, and she contemplated which of them were going to survive this. 

Justin smiled, putting the window down. “Can I help you, officer?” Rachel had to give it to him, he was smooth. She knew that was exactly how he had swindled her into believing him. 

“License and registration, please,” the officer answered, his eyes shifting over to her. What she wanted to do was start screaming and jumping up and down that he was a wanted criminal. But instead, she smiled at the young officer. 

“What am I being pulled over for?” Justin reached over and squeezed her leg. To anyone else, it would look like a loving gesture. To her, she knew it was a warning. 

The officer took the license and registration from him. “Going 65 in a 45 and running a red light, at a minimum. You could be booked for reckless driving for the things I saw you doing, but I may think about forgiving that if your record is clean. Hang tight, I’ll be right back.” Glancing at Rachel again, she had a brief moment to connect with the officer, so she shook her head no. He stopped, his eyes intent on her. Justin followed his gaze to Rachel, where she smiled and put her hand across the bench onto Justin’s leg. He winked at her, and the officer looked back and forth again between them before going on to his car. 

Blowing out a nervous breath, she dared to look at Justin. He was actually smiling. She had no idea what in the hell this man’s problem was, but dear god she needed to get away from him. He reached over, putting his hand on the back of her neck and pulling her towards him. Pressing his lips against hers, he roughly shoved his tongue into her mouth. Knowing she didn’t have a choice, she opened her mouth to allow him access. His hand roughly touched her breast, kneading it, while his other hand reached over and rubbed her through her pants. She had no idea what he was doing or why. He was way beyond the point of turning her on, but she allowed him to keep touching her. 

“Suck me,” he demanded, pulling away. His eyes were hard, cold, and it scared her. She looked at him, her mouth dropping open. He just said what? 

“Justin,” she tried using a calm, rational voice. “Let’s save that for home, okay, babe? The police officer will be back soon.” What in the hell was wrong with this guy? Did he really think this was a good idea? 

Justin looked in the rear-view mirror, then back at her, and the look in his eyes made her stomach coil in fear. “He’s still looking up my shit on the computer, which he will be doing for a while. I want you to suck me. I’m hard, and you haven’t been able to in a week because of your—problems, so I want it. And if I want it, then you are goddamn going to give it to me. If he starts coming before I start coming, then I’ll tell you to stop.”

Her eyes filled with tears without warning. He was going to make her do this, in his truck, with a police officer behind them. She was no better than a hooker on the street. 

He unbuckled his jeans, still watching in the rear-view mirror. Please come back, she begged to the officer in the car behind her. Please, figure out who he is and rescue me from what he’s going to do to me. 

Justin turned to her. “Here you go, doll. Get on it.” The grin that spread over his face made her sick, and she turned away, biting her lip to keep from losing it in his truck. 

“Please,” she begged. “Don’t do this, Justin. Please.”

He grabbed her head again, this time more forcefully and shoved her towards his open pants. Practically choking on her own bile and tears, she took him in her mouth as he demanded. Detaching herself from the situation, she pretended she was somewhere else, with someone else. Devin. His name came into her head without warning, and she wondered if she would ever have the chance to see him again, know him, talk to him. She would’ve never been here now if it wasn’t for her stupid young self. 

As she continued and he held her head so she couldn’t escape, she remembered the many tips she had been given in her self-defense classes as a young, broken woman. When you think you are down, use what you have to gain the upper hand. Just like that, she knew what she needed to do to get out of this situation and get the cop’s attention. 

Maneuvering her body, Justin thought she was just trying to get more comfortable, but really, she was gearing up for the impact of what she was about to do. She put her hand on his base, pulling her mouth to the tip. He groaned, his eyes still watching the cop behind them. 

Take this, you asshole bastard, Rachel thought, as she used her hand to squeeze his balls tightly and her teeth to bite down on the sensitive head. He screamed and released her, just as she knew he would, and she scrambled from the truck, falling out on the ground in her haste. She began running for the cop car, knowing Justin wouldn’t be far behind her out of the truck. 

The cop was still running the information, but he sensed the movement and looked up, jumping immediately out of the car, gun drawn, as he saw her barreling towards him. Justin had gotten out of the truck now, his pants zipped up. The officer looked at Rachel, then at Justin. 

“Freeze! Put your hands up!” he demanded, using one hand to hold the gun on the two of them and the other to radio for backup. If she didn’t get to him now, she would never stand a chance. 

“Officer! Please help me!” Rachel screamed, looking wildly over her shoulder at Justin. She knew he probably had grabbed the gun out of the truck. He would’ve been stupid not to. She had it say it now, before it was too late. “This man’s name is Mark Stevenson! He’s the one that’s wanted for all of those charges! He told me his name was Justin. He’s been my boyfriend! He beat the shit out of me and threatened to kill my friend if I told anyone.”

The officer looked at Rachel, then back at Justin, who laughed, his head thrown back like this was a funny television show. 

“Officer,” Justin said, his southern drawl at its finest. “My girlfriend and I are having a disagreement, and she thought that racing out here and getting your attention would stop me from being upset with her. See, I found out she’s been screwing around behind my back. You could imagine how upset I am. I mean, look at her. She’s a fine piece of ass.”

Rachel stared at him, incredulous. What? She looked back at the officer, who was still watching them both warily. She knew Justin was convincing, so the officer probably believed him. 

“You both need to get on your hands and knees and wait for my backup,” the officer demanded. “I don’t care what your domestic dispute is, but both of you came out of that truck running for my car, so all I know is, you could be threatening me.”

“Oh no, officer, not at all,” Justin said smoothly. “We’re very sorry for making you think we were trying to attack you. Would you so kindly give me my ticket so we can get on our way? We have some things to work out at home.”

“He’s lying!” Rachel screamed, tears streaming down her face. “If you let us go, he will kill me! Go look it up on your computer! One of the most wanted men in America right now is right here in front of you!”

Just then, another cop came flying up, screeching as he stepped on the brakes. Dust flew around the car as he stepped out, shouting for the other officer. 

Justin took this moment to cross over and grab Rachel, putting his arm around her, restraining her. She closed her eyes, knowing what was coming next. It was like a bad movie, one that you can see the ending to. She was dead. She felt movement and then saw his other arm come out from behind him, and there it was. The gun she knew he had was now in his hand. He was swinging it back and forth, yelling, but she couldn’t hear anything. It sounded like she was under the water; muffled, muted. 

Before she knew it, he was dragging her back to the truck, and there was so much noise. He was yelling, the cops were yelling, and she was crying. She couldn’t make sense of any of it. Why hadn’t they shot him? How was he still capable of dragging her to the truck and shoving her in? 

Her head slammed against the steering wheel, making her scream in pain. He stood at the open door, the gun still pointed at the officers. Her head was swimming and she was seeing the black stars again. She heard a few shots, then felt the truck peeling out, racing away from the scene before blackness took over. 
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“Devin!” Andrew shouted across the office. “Get the team ready! We have a call in that two officers had Mark Stevenson in their sights. They had stopped him for a traffic violation and he had a young woman with him. She’s the one that told them who he was, so I don’t think she was with him willingly. Long story longer, they ended up in a shootout and he has fled the scene. They followed him to a house on the beach, where he seems to be barricaded in the house with this woman. We know from his track record this is not a good thing.” 

“Who is she?” Devin asked. Andrew shook his head. 

“We don’t know. The officers said she looked scared shitless, of course. We are looking now at who the owners are of the house he took her to, but that isn’t the top priority. We have what seems to be a hostage situation, and we need to get to that girl before he does to her what he did to the other one, if we aren’t too late already.”

Devin clenched his fists. He couldn’t believe that the prick was actually here, in their town. Oh, he wasn’t going to hurt anyone else. Not on his watch. Calling for the team, this would be Devin’s first situation he would be handling. He would of course have direction from his boss Andrew, as well as many other seasoned guys, but he was ready. He had been training, studying, and practicing. Now, taking down this bastard was up to him. 

After securing the team, the vehicles, the weapons, and the body armor, they were on their way. It had been less than a half an hour since they first received the call. The officers were at the house now, trying to get the suspect to communicate with them in some way before the SWAT team arrived. To this point, they hadn’t received word of any correspondence between the suspect and the police. That made him nervous, because God only knew what was going on in that house. 

Arriving on the scene, Devin surveyed the area before stepping out of his SUV. He could hear the waves crashing on the shore. It seemed peaceful, serene, but he knew it wasn’t. Canvassing the house, he saw it was a regular beach house, with access from both the front and back. It was up off the ground, meaning they were at a disadvantage for seeing inside.

Devin walked over to the team, his stomach a ball of nerves. He was ready for this, but he was scared. Not for what he was doing, but for the woman that was in there. He had seen the pictures of what this asshole had done to the woman that was still in a coma in Alabama. He didn’t want to make it two. 

“Update?” Devin asked. 

“We’ve had no contact from the suspect, and no noise from inside. There aren’t any neighbors home right now. We have officers all around the house, but as you can see, seeing inside is difficult. We are hoping to get infrared cameras in place to see where in the house they are very soon. Now that you guys are here, we will use a megaphone to try to get him to talk to us, and hope we can start negotiating to let the woman go.”

“We still don’t know anything about who she is?” 

“No, but we have news channels showing up now,” he indicated a few trucks across the street. “So I’m sure someone will come forward soon.”

“Let’s hope we have her out of there by then,” Devin said, crossing his arms in front of him. “Let’s get the megaphone going, see if we can get this ass to respond to us.”

The negotiator stepped forward, walking as close to the house as was protocol so that he’d be safe. Raising the megaphone to his mouth, his voice boomed through. Devin knew the whole neighborhood, including everyone on the beach, would hear it. 

“Mark Stevenson! SWAT team negotiator Tom here. We want to talk to you. Please call this number and tell us the girl is okay.” He then rattled off Andrew’s phone number. Andrew stood to the side, watching the phone. Nothing. Tom tried again, still with no response. Devin paced, knowing the longer that he didn’t respond, the more dangerous the situation was going to get. 
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Justin looked out the front windows, seeing the cars parked all up and down the street. The team was huddled in the driveway, making their game plan. He knew that they had surrounded the house already too. There was no getting out of here alive. Stupid bitch. It was all Rachel’s fault. She had to get smart and flee from the truck and start spouting shit to the cops. 

Looking over his shoulder, he looked at her. She was tied to a dining room chair, and her head was lolling to one side, blood trickling down her temple. She was passed out after he had tied her up, beat her senseless and had sex with her while tied up. It had fueled him, her cries and begging to stop, to let her go. He knew the injuries he had given her were enough to keep her passed out for a while, but not critical enough to make her die. He needed her, but he just couldn’t fucking listen to her for one more second begging, pleading, and apologizing. 

It was his damn fault for picking a strong willed one. Had she been anything like the previous one, he would’ve never been detected. But he had to go and get dumb because she was model gorgeous and great in bed. Now he was looking at an impossible situation where it would only end in one of two ways—him dead or locked up. Neither was happening. Not now, not ever. 

He heard the booming voice of Tom again, trying to get him to call them. He had been attempting for over an hour now to get him to respond. He knew they were getting antsy, and if he didn’t give them something, they would probably blow up the fucking door to get in here. 

Picking up Rachel’s cell phone, he called the number he had memorized. It was answered almost immediately. 

“Mark?” Justin cringed. He hated that name. He left that name in Alabama. “Can you tell us that the girl is okay?”

Justin looked over at Rachel again, who was stirring slightly. “She’s fine. I’m not coming out or giving her up without getting something out of it, so you can fucking forget it.” 

“We want to help you, Mark,” the guy named Tom said in his gentle, easygoing negotiator way. “But we need you to talk to us, and let us know she’s okay. What’s her name, Mark?”

Rachel blinked open her eyes, fear crossing her face as she remembered who he was and where she was. He smiled, stepping toward her. She cringed, her whole body stiffening. Her arm hurt like a bitch, and she couldn’t move it. Then she remembered why, and she looked down. Wearing only a tee shirt, it all came flooding back to her, and she began crying. 

“She’s just fine, aren’t you baby,” Justin cooed evilly, brushing his lips over hers. 

“Mark, we need you to release the girl to us. Then we’ll talk to you, figure out what we can do.”

He laughed. “Are you serious right now? Do you think I’m the dumbest fuck on the planet? The second you have her, you will storm this house and kill me. She’s my only bargaining chip out of here.”

“Is that what you want, Mark? For us to let you walk out of here? You know that’s not possible. You’re wanted on federal charges.”

Justin stalked to the back window, watching the waves crash against the shore. He had no fucking idea what to do right now. Rachel was his only ticket, but he knew they would never let him walk. He might as well kill her and then himself at this point, because he sure as fuck wasn’t going to jail. 

“Mark? Mark?”

Justin looked at the phone, then across the room where his gun was laying on the table. Was that really his only option? He hung up the phone. He needed to think, and fast. 
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“Infrared cameras are in place,” Chris, one of the other SWAT team members, announced. “They’re in the living room of the house, which is right next to the kitchen. We can make out both of them, and the girl is still alive. What’s the status of the negotiation?”

Tom sighed. “He hung up on me. I’m afraid he knows the routine. And if he’s getting desperate, you know we don’t have much time left before he does something stupid.”

“That’s not happening,” Devin said emphatically. “We will not let this woman be another victim any more than she already has been. We have to get in there and get her.”

“I agree,” Andrew stepped up. “We know where they are, and if we surround the house, we can distract him at one door while we come in the other one.”

“You don’t think he has any explosives or anything more than the gun in there?” Devin questioned. He couldn’t handle busting in there to find a dead woman. 

“He wasn’t planning on this happening today,” Andrew answered. “The cops that stopped him only figured out who he was because the girl ran out of the truck, screaming and crying. I would bet he only has the gun that he had there. If he would’ve planned this hostage, I wouldn’t feel as confident. I think we can take him down rather easily.”

“What about the snipers?” Devin asked, making sure they had all of their bases covered. 

“They are on the roof of each neighboring house,” Andrew said, pointing at the homes. You couldn’t see them, but they were there. “They say they have a visual on him, pacing back and forth in the living room, and sometimes into the kitchen.”

“What about the girl?” 

“They can’t see her, but he keeps turning and talking to someone just off to the side, so they figure that’s where she is, probably bound to something.”

“Good,” Devin said, scratching his chin. “That means he’s not holding on to her, so we could get to her before he does something.”

“We ready to go in?”

“Let’s do it,” Devin announced to his team. “Come around, let’s get our game plan straight.”
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The SWAT team signaled silently, giving Devin the go ahead to approach. On light feet, he jumped the steps to the doorway and waited, listening. They were moving just as quietly, circling to the back of the house, waiting for the signal. Getting the signal to proceed, Devin placed the shield in front of him. His teammate slammed into the door with the boom and it swung open, smashing against the wall. They went into action, infiltrating the house from both entrances. All Devin could hear was smashing glass and booming voices. A smoke bomb was thrown in to disorient Mark so they could find his hostage. 

“Police! Hands in the air!” Devin shouted, seeing a shadowy figure not far from him. He went further into the living room, his team behind him. As his eyes scanned the room, he stopped, frozen. He no longer had no idea what the other men were saying or doing, which he knew could be the difference between life and death. All he saw was the ghost of a person he never thought he would see again. She was here. In this house. With this crazy ass psychopath. He’d know that face anywhere, because it haunted his dreams. His mouth dried out and his head spun. He thought he might pass out. Her terrified eyes, the eyes he hadn’t seen in over five years, swung to his as he registered the gun pointed at her head. Rachel. 

“Devin!” he heard his men shouting from behind him. His palms were sweating and his head was swimming with what he was seeing. Was this for real? It was really Rachel? His Rachel? What was she doing here? In this town? She lived here? He quickly snapped back into action. He would have time to register all of this later. Right now, she needed him to save her. 

As quickly as she had looked at him, her eyes had closed, her head bobbing down and touching her chest. Mark yanked her head back by her hair, the gun pressed against her temple. Devin knew there were other guys behind him that he didn’t know about—it was only a matter of time before he would be taken down. 

“You are the stupidest fucking group of cops I’ve ever seen,” Mark growled. “I have nothing to lose here. I’ll kill her and then kill myself right in front of you.”

“NO!” Devin screamed, losing all composure. His men looked at him quizzically, questioning him with their eyes on what the hell he was doing. He wasn’t supposed to have any kind of emotional response to a psycho, but of course, no one knew that he knew her. Hell, he didn’t just know her, he loved her. 

Mark’s eyes flashed at him. “Seems you have a certain liking for my friend here. Rachel, say hi to the lovely cop. Oh, I’m sorry, she’s indisposed at this time. She’s had a busy afternoon.” It was then that he noticed she was only wearing a shirt, nothing else. His stomach clenched at the thought of what this bastard had done to her. He had to get her out of here alive, and he would, if it was the last thing he did. 

Devin silently signaled to the team that was approaching behind Mark. He needed them to take him down. Right before they reached him, he turned to them, and a shot went off. The team took him down to the ground, and the gun clattered to the floor. 

“No, no, no, no,” Devin mumbled, pushing through the chaos to get to her. The guys had Mark restrained, and Rachel was on her side on the floor, still bound to the chair. Devin dropped on his knees, screaming into his headset. “Get medic in here! She’s been shot!” 

Taking the pocket knife from his pocket, he cut her arms and legs from the restraints, and her body flopped forward. He caught her, pulling her gently towards him. There was blood, so much blood, and he couldn’t even tell in the haze of the room where it was coming from. “Rachel,” he murmured. Even though it had been a long time since the last time he saw her, the familiarity of holding her made tears sting his eyes. Blinking rapidly, he smoothed her hair back from her battered and bruised face. No matter how damaged she was right now, she was still the most stunning woman he had ever seen. 

Putting his fingers at her pulse, he noticed that it was thin. “Hurry!” he yelled into his headset again. “We’re losing her quickly!” 

“Devin,” Andrew’s voice was behind him. “We’ve got the suspect and medic is coming in for the girl. We found out her name.”

“Rachel,” Devin said, his voice thick with tears. “Rachel Dawson.”

“How did you know that?”

“She—she … we know each other.”
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Devin sat next to her bedside, where he hadn’t left in three days. She was in a medically induced coma, as she had been the whole time. When they had brought her in, they had rushed her right into surgery to get the bullet from her shoulder. It thankfully had missed a major artery, but that wasn’t the reason for the coma. Rachel’s body had taken a horrible beating, both that day and at some point before then. She had four cracked ribs, a broken arm, a broken nose, and severe bruising of not only her body but some major organs, too. She had also had sex multiple times before she was rescued, probably without her consent as she was pretty bruised up down there as well. Her mouth had signs of semen and hair follicles in it as well. Mark/Justin had really done a number on her. 

“Any change?” Elise Dawson, Rachel’s mom, entered the room. They had planned on being here for Thanksgiving anyway, but instead had eaten cold cafeteria food and thanked God that their only child was alive. They had been just as shocked to see Devin there as he had been to see Rachel. She had never told them what had happened with them, and it wasn’t the time or place now. He had filled them in on how he got here and what had happened, but they had left it at that. 

“No,” Devin said, his voice strained. “They said they lowered the medicine hours ago, so we just wait now for her to wake up.” What he didn’t say was, if she wakes up, but they all knew that was a possibility. The doctors had said, it’s all in her will to survive. After what she had been through, it was understandable for her mind to shut down and want to protect her from waking up. Even when she did wake up, there was no telling what state of mind she would be in. But Devin wasn’t leaving. When Andrew had figured out that Rachel was Devin’s ex, he of course took him off the case and also gave him vacation days to be with her. It wouldn’t have mattered if he did or didn’t, Devin wouldn’t have been anywhere else. It had been too long, too many years, and he wasn’t leaving her again. The ghost of her had haunted him, tormented him for so many years. He had gotten a second chance, and he wasn’t leaving without figuring out the past. 

Devin picked up her hand and kissed her fingers. “Did you even know it was me before that bastard shot you? You looked at me, but there was so much going on, and you looked so scared.”

Elise sniffled across from him, reminding that her mom was listening to what he was saying. He knew it was hard for her to hear what her daughter had been through. Devin had spent three days talking to Rachel, begging for her to hang on, to come back and see him again. It was like the time that had passed vanished and she was his whole reason for breathing once again. 

“You’re going to be just fine, Rachel. We’re here. Your mom and dad, Kayley, Emily, and Jessica are here …” Devin broke off, his voice cracking. He had had the pleasure of meeting Rachel’s best friends the night she was brought in. He had found out since meeting them that they had only known that she had been in love before and had been destroyed over it a short time before. Rachel had never told any of them. Kayley had just learned his name mere days before she ended up here, but she had welcomed him with open arms. Her husband Ben had been here as well, and he liked the guy immediately. Rachel had a great support system here. 

“I’ll be right back,” Elise announced, touching his shoulder as she walked past. When the door clicked closed behind her, Devin laid his head on Rachel’s stomach, feeling the rise and fall of her steady breathing. Even though her face was bruised and battered, she was still breathtaking to him. She was five years older than the last time he saw her, but he couldn’t tell. She was still his love, his Rachel. 

“I know we have a lot to work through,” Devin whispered. “But I’m here, baby. I’m here. I don’t understand what exactly happened all those years ago, and I’m sure we have both grown a lot since then. I’ve never stopped loving you, Rachel. Never. Every woman has been compared to you, and they all failed. My heart has never belonged to anyone else. So no matter what happened, we will move on. Us finding each other again, that’s a sign.”

He wished she would just wake up, look at him with those beautiful green eyes. He knew that she was probably going to have a hard road ahead of her. What if she didn’t want him there? 

Justin a.k.a. Mark Stevenson had been safely apprehended after the raid. He was currently sitting in the county jail and had been denied bond, of course. He was facing charges not only in Alabama, but also in Florida, and they were currently looking at some open cases in other states that fit his M.O. He wasn’t coming back for a long, long time. Whenever Devin had taken breaks from Rachel, which hadn’t been often, he had checked in for updates on the sleaze ball. 

The beeping machine connected to Rachel was the only sound in the room. He ran his fingers gently up the palm of her hand. Her one arm was casted and the other was in a sling, recovering from the surgery to her shoulder from the gunshot. 

“I will never forget the day I met you,” Devin started. “My buddies and I decided to stop in for bike night, just to grab a couple drinks after shift. I remember looking across the room and seeing you immediately. You and your friends seemed so out of place there. Young, pretty college girls in a place packed with bikers. But that didn’t bother you at all. You were dancing your heart out with your friends. I knew you were young, but I couldn’t stop myself. I had to go over and meet you. You’ve always been the most captivating, beautiful person. When I reached you and you turned to me, I swear that my heart must’ve stopped. It was like you looked right into me, Rachel. It sounds ridiculous that you affected me the way you did. I never believed in the ‘love at first sight’ thing until I saw you. That night, I knew I would never be the same. And I was right. The two years we were together were the best years of my life. Wake up, baby. Wake up. I want you to look me in the eyes and know I’m here.”

The door opened, and Kayley walked in. No matter how many times over the last few days she had seen Rachel, it still shocked her. Walking to the bedside, she reached her hand out and gently touched Rachel’s bruised face. A sob escaped her throat at the thought of what her friend had been through. 

“Devin,” she choked out. She still couldn’t believe that the love of Rachel’s life was here. The man that she had just learned about a short time ago was the one responsible for saving Rachel’s life. When she had first walked into this hospital room three days ago, she had had no idea who the man was that was sitting by her friend’s bed. Then when he had stood up and said his name, her knees had almost buckled. After the story he told her, she had needed to sit down. 

Now, they had been together so often over the last few days that she felt like she knew him pretty well. They hadn’t really talked much about the past, as she could tell whatever it was had hurt him pretty badly as well. He had asked her a lot of questions about Justin, and she had been thoroughly interviewed. She still felt terrible that she had encouraged Rachel to continue a relationship with a psychopath, but Devin reassured her that he was good at what he did and had manipulated everyone around him. She had listened the stories that he told Rachel, trying to get her to respond. 

“Is she going to wake up?” She asked what they both were terrified of. 

“The doctor said that they stopped the medication that was keeping her sleeping, so she can wake up at any time now,” he repeated.

She nodded and sat down on the other side of Rachel’s bed. “You know what she’s going to be like when she wakes up, right?”

Devin looked at Rachel’s best friend, the one who had been there for her when he wasn’t, and nodded silently. “Yes.”

“I just learned about you recently,” Kayley started. “She’s never told anyone what happened between you, but what I do know is that she loved you, and she still does. All this time, she’s been keeping people at arm’s length, even me, to protect herself. She thinks she’s no good, Devin, that she doesn’t deserve to be loved.”

His heart squeezed at her words. God, he wished she would wake up right now. No wonder she had gotten herself involved with this asshole. She thought it was what she deserved. “What happened with us seems like a lifetime ago. Right now, all I want is for her to open her eyes.”

“Did she see you—in the house?” Kayley was careful with her words. She had heard enough about the details of that day, and it made her sick just thinking about what she had endured at the hands of that man. 

“She looked at me,” Devin answered, looking at Rachel’s face. “But I don’t really know how coherent she was at that point. She was severely injured, and it was smoky in there from the team smoke bombing the place. I sure as hell saw her though. Never in my life did I ever think …” Devin’s voice cracked, and he cleared his throat, working hard around the lump that refused to leave. “I can’t believe that this is how we get to be reunited, of all things. How long has she lived here?”

“Over 5 years,” her friend answered, holding Rachel’s pinky finger in hers. “I met her when she started working at the therapy center where I used to work. Right now, I’m a stay at home mom.”

“I bet she’s a kick ass therapist,” Devin said. 

Kayley furrowed her brow. “Therapist? She’s our office manager.”

He dropped his eyes to the bed. She wasn’t a therapist? She had been working so hard in school. But as he thought about the timing, he knew that she couldn’t have finished if she had been here for that long. That meant that she had left right after … no … she had quit school. Because of him? A pit settled in his stomach at the thought of her giving it all up. 

“She was going to school to be a therapist when we  …  broke up. She was so talented. She must’ve given it up …” 

“Wow,” was all Kayley could think of to say. “I never knew that. That’s sad.” Devin couldn’t say anything back to that, because it was more than sad. It was heartbreaking, and he needed to know why. She needed to wake up. 

“I’ve been talking to her, reminding her of some of the stories from when we were together. God, Kayley, if she doesn’t wake up … if I don’t get a chance to tell her …”

“She will,” Kayley reached across Rachel’s lap and placed her hand on his. “She’s strong.”

Devin looked at Rachel again, at the curve of her eyebrows, her long eyelashes resting against her cheekbones, at the delicate skin that was marred with bruises and cuts. “Remember our first anniversary, babe? You were complaining that you had homework to do, but I didn’t want any part of listening to you. I had a plan to surprise you. I will never forget your face when I pulled up at the camping site. You said, ‘What the hell are we doing here?’ like it was the worst place you had ever seen. You wanted to know where the hotel was with the fluffy towels and room service. You were determined that you were not a camping girl.

But, somehow I convinced you to get out of the car and help me start setting up camp. I had reserved a beautiful spot right by a lake, and after what seemed like forever, we had the tent up. You were standing there, in your beautiful glory, your hair piled on your head and your hands on your hips, asking me where the bathroom was. When I pointed at the trees, you ran for me and tackled me, begging me to take you home. But once I had you in the tent, you quickly forgot your complaining.”

Kayley’s giggle reminded him that he wasn’t alone. “Sorry,” he stammered, looking away. 

“I love it,” she answered. “I can only imagine how cranky she was when you first got there. Keep going … I want to hear. This is like hearing about a totally different Rachel than I’ve ever known.”

“We had the best time that weekend,” Devin continued, his eyes searching Rachel’s face for any sign of waking up. “I got you to hike, canoe, and sleep under the stars. I fell in love with you even more that weekend, not because you had fun or because I got what I wanted, but because you did something that was totally out of your comfort zone, and you loved it. That wasn’t the last time we went camping, but for me, it was the most memorable.”

“Tell another one,” Kayley begged. “I love seeing this side of her.” Devin sat back, his eyes twinkling, ready to start yet another story. 
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The colors were muted; she blinked her eyes, trying to focus on what she was seeing. The sounds were muffled; it sounded like someone was talking, but she couldn’t make out where it was coming from. Where was she? What was going on? Turning to look behind her, she gasped as he came into focus. Devin. Devin was here? He was standing next to the lake, the lake that they always visited when they went camping. Their tent was set up nearby, and a campfire was keeping the mosquitos away. Rachel looked down and saw that she was wearing her favorite cutoff jean shorts and a bikini top. She was damp, like they had been swimming. 

“Devin?” her voice was low, raspy, and he didn’t hear her. He had a fishing pole stuck into the lake, and was staring out at the water. He had a baseball cap on backwards, a muscle shirt that showed his ripped arms, and a pair of swimming shorts. He was as mouth-watering as he had ever been. God, she missed him. Her heart ached just looking at him. What was she doing here, with him? 

Trying to step towards him, she realized she couldn’t move. Looking down at her feet, she furrowed her brow. Why couldn’t she get to him? She looked up again, and this time Devin was farther away. A noise escaped her mouth as she tried again in vain to move towards him. 

“Devin!” she attempted to shout, but once again, her voice came out low and raspy. He turned and walked away, no longer in her sight. She sat down on the damp ground, tears running down her face. He was walking away. Again. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she talk to him? “I love you, Devin. I’m sorry. Please come back to me.” Before she could control it, darkness started taking over, and the last thing she saw before it all went black was the reflection of the sun off the lake. 
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“Her vital signs are good,” Dr. Zeke reported, flipping open Rachel’s chart. “She really has no reason to not wake up, so we just wait and watch at this point.”

Devin sighed, running a hand through his hair. Her parents, Kayley, and Ben were in the room with him. “How long could it be?”

Dr. Zeke smiled thinly at him. “The mind is an interesting thing. It could take as long as she wants it to take. She has to be ready for the mental anguish of waking up. In fact, when she does wake up we will have a team from psych ready.”

“Why?” Devin felt instantly angry, and knew it came out in his voice. “You aren’t going to do something crazy like drug her up or tie her to the bed, are you?”

“Not unless that’s necessary. There’s no telling what her state will be when she wakes up, and I’m sure you know that. She has been through an enormous trauma. Some people never remember fully, and some wake up fully immersed in what happened. Her brain will try to protect her until it seems she’s ready. That’s as much as I can tell you.”

“Does talking to her help?” Elise asked tearfully, wiping her eyes. “She’s been like this for four days now. It’s killing me to see her just lying here. I want her to know that she’s okay.”

“There’s plenty of opinions out there that loved ones talking to patients helps them wake up, but of course there is no real way to know. I’m sure Rachel knows that you are all here. Keep doing what you are doing. I’ll check in on her later tonight.”

The group thanked Dr. Zeke and fell silent as the door clicked behind him. Devin was exhausted, and hadn’t showered in days. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate anything, either. 

“Devin, why don’t we go grab some dinner downstairs and you can use my buddy’s office to take a shower, change your clothes. You aren’t doing her any good if you are run down and exhausted,” Ben said, seemingly reading his mind. 

Kayley looked at her husband and smiled, then at Devin. He looked back at Rachel, still sleeping peacefully. “It’ll be okay,” she reassured him. “If she stirs at all, I’ll call you immediately. Promise.”

Ben clapped a hand on Devin’s shoulder. “Come on, man. The cafeteria serves a mean lasagna. It’s partially edible.”

Devin actually laughed, forcing himself to get out of his chair. His back ached, and his legs felt atrophied, like he hadn’t moved in days. Oh wait, he hadn’t. Looking back at Rachel again, he leaned over her bed, breathing in the scent that even after all this time, was inherently her. He brushed his lips gently over hers, pausing just slightly so he could revel in the warmth of her for a moment longer. “Please wake up,” he begged. As he stood up, he realized that everyone in the room was watching him. Both of Rachel’s parents were wiping their eyes, and he smiled at them thinly. He had bared it all over the last several days; there was no sense in stopping it now. 

Walking out of the room, Devin blew out the breath that it seemed he had been holding for four days. Ben looked at him as they walked to the elevator bank. 

“He’s right,” Ben said, pressing the button. “She is going to wake up. It’s just a matter of time now.”

“I’m terrified,” Devin admitted, and Ben nodded in understanding.

“About everything?”

“Every. Damn. Thing. What will she think when she wakes up? What will she remember? Will she want me here? All of it.”

“Things didn’t end well with you, right?” Ben asked. Devin looked at him. “Kayley told me.”

“You could say that,” Devin admitted. 

The doors opened and the two men walked into the busy cafeteria. “All I can say is this, man. Rachel is going to need you. Not only physically, but mentally. So put the bullshit aside and figure that out later, and just be here. Once she sees that, all the rest will be secondary.”

Walking through the line, Devin looked blankly at all the choices, not hungry at all. Ben reached over and plopped a plate of lasagna on his tray and indicated the checkout line. “You aren’t any good to her if you don’t take care of you. Come on.”

“How bad is it going to be?” Devin asked, looking down into his food. After a moment without an answer, he looked up to meet Ben’s eyes. 

“It’ll be hard, Devin. She has a long road ahead. Are you up for this?”

“I have a lot to make up for, Ben. I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure that Rachel gets through this. There isn’t going to be a moment that she doesn’t know I’m here for her.”

Ben smiled. “She’ll be in good hands, then. You finished? Let’s get you upstairs to change. I have some jeans and a shirt you can borrow.”
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Rachel blinked open her eyes, then squeezed them back together tightly. Bright, so very bright. Trying to turn her head away from the lights, she found it nearly impossible to move. Where was she? Squinting her eyes again, she still saw nothing but blinding light. 

Opening her mouth, she tried to make a noise but her throat was so dry. She decided to move her arm to try to shield her eyes, but a shoot of pain, so intense she whimpered, blazed down her arm. 

“Rachel? Rachel? Are you waking up?” That voice. Who was talking to her? Was she still dreaming? “Don’t move your arm, baby. Is the light too bright? Turn off the lights!”

The next thing she knew, the room was dark, and she blinked her eyes open. Pain, so much pain. Groaning, a tear slid from her eye without her control. “Rachel. You’re okay. You’re okay.”

She was okay? Where was she? Who was talking? The voice was so familiar, but she couldn’t place it. “Go get her parents, they’re in the waiting room.”

“Okay,” another voice answered, and it seemed so far away. Waiting room? Parents? 

Her eyes finally cooperated long enough to look around, and she could only make out the shadow standing next to her, and a light across the room, shining on a spot on the floor. “Wh …” was all she could get out before her voice gave up. 

“Don’t talk, Rachel. It’s okay. You’re in the hospital but you’re okay now. God, I’m so glad you’re awake.”

Her stomach clenched as her eyes adjusted in the darkness. This wasn’t real. He wasn’t standing next to her bed. This was a cruel joke, a dream that she would wake up from any second. She knew that she recognized the voice, but in her haze, she had no idea why. 

Tears fell from her eyes, yet she couldn’t move her arms to wipe them away. She stared, not blinking, at the man standing next to her bed, afraid at any second he would disappear. His hair was disheveled, like he had been sleeping on it. His gorgeous eyes were looking directly at her. His face—oh God, the face that had haunted her for years. Devin. He was standing next to her bed. And she was in the hospital? 

He reached out and caught the tears that fell from her eyes, touching her so gently that she knew for sure that this was an awfully wonderful dream she was going to wake up from at any second. Leaning over, he put his face within inches of hers, and her heart pounded in her chest. Closing her eyes again, she reveled in the smell of him. After all this time, he was still the same. God, she was terrified to look again, because she knew he would be gone. 

“Rachel,” he said, and she shivered as his warm breath washed over her. She whimpered, wishing that this torture would stop so she wouldn’t have to relive it again when she woke up. “I’m here, Rachel. It’s me. I’ve been here the whole time.”

It couldn’t be Devin. He was an illusion, a wish that could never come true again. She blinked again. He was still there. He reached out and touched her face, and she began to sob uncontrollably, her body reacting without her conscious thought. 

“Shhh, don’t cry, honey. Don’t cry. I’m here.” Devin reached over and dropped a few drops of water into her mouth, and she swallowed gratefully. 

Devin watched her, fighting with herself over what was happening right now. She didn’t believe that she was awake, that he was here. Tears continued to pour from her eyes as she stared at him. She was awake. After five days, she looked at him. 

“Devin?” the garbled sounds that came from her mouth resembled his name. She wiggled her fingers of her broken arm, and he carefully kissed them, then laced his fingers with hers. 

“Yes …” his voice broke with emotion. “God, I was so worried about you. Thank you for waking up, honey.” Tears gathered in his eyes and he left them, wanting her to see that she was worth every tear he would shed. 

Her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “How?”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Devin explained, kissing her gently on the lips. “I’m here, and I’m not leaving. Ever again. I’m right here, for everything.”

Rachel smiled, and Devin’s breath caught. Battered, bruised, and broken, that smile was still the best thing he had ever seen. “You’re here.”

“I’m here,” Devin repeated, releasing her hand so he could cup her face with both hands. “I promise. I’m right here.”

The door swung open, and Rachel’s parents rushed in first, followed by Kayley, Ben, and Dr. Zeke. 

“Rachel!” Elise and Dennis said simultaneously. “Oh my god, thank you.” They went to the opposite side of her bed from Devin. Kayley stood at the foot of the bed with Ben. 

“I’m so glad you’re awake,” Kayley said softly, smiling at her friend. Rachel looked at them all in confusion. She still didn’t quite understand what was happening. 

“I’m going to check her for a few minutes, if you could all please wait in the hallway,” Dr. Zeke demanded. 

Rachel’s eyes swung wildly to Devin, and she tried to reach for him, making strangling noises in her throat. He stepped back next to her and put his large hand over hers, smiling down at her. 

“No,” she whispered. “Please.”

Devin looked back at the doctor. “Can I stay? She’s having a hard time.”

Dr. Zeke looked at Rachel, then Devin. “Sure, just move to the other side, please.”

Rachel’s face relaxed as Devin walked to the other side of the bed and began stroking her other hand. She looked back and forth between the two men in the room, figuring that if the doctor was there and he could see Devin, it must be real. 

Her head was fuzzy and she had no idea how she had ended up in the hospital. And how had Devin gotten here? Was she in some sort of accident? Who had found him? And why did he want to be here with her? She was too tired to ask all of the questions she needed answers for. As it was, she was fighting with her eyes to stay open. 

She made her eyes focus on the doctor as he examined her, using a light to look at her pupils first. “What’s your name?”

She blinked. What was her name? “Rachel Elise Dawson,” she rasped.

The doctor nodded. “How old are you?”

She turned to see that Devin was still standing there. Satisfied, she turned back to the doctor. “26.”

“What month is it?”

“November.”

“Do you know why you’re here?”

Rachel looked at the doctor, her mind racing. What had happened to her? She thought back, trying to think about the last thing she remembered, but all that kept coming to her mind was all the dreams she kept having about Devin. He had been here that whole time. “I—I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Was I in an accident?”

“It’s okay,” Dr. Zeke said, not answering her one way or another. “You rest, and when you remember, we’ll discuss it.”

Her pulse started racing and her hands sweating. “Why? Tell me! What happened to me?” She turned her head, noticing the bandages on her shoulder, the sling holding that arm tight to her stomach, and the cast on her right arm. 

The doctor looked at Devin briefly, then back at her. Ohmigod. He knows what happened to me. That’s why he’s here. “Rachel, what happened isn’t as important as you resting and getting better.”

“Something bad happened, right? That’s why you’re here. Who found you?” Rachel looked at Devin, tears filling her eyes. “Why don’t you all want to tell me?”

Dr. Zeke put his hand reassuringly on Rachel’s good shoulder. “Rachel, please don’t worry. You just woke up and it’s a lot to take in right now. Visit with your family and friends, and we can talk later about the details. Okay? They’ve been waiting on you for five days.”

“Five days? I’ve been out for five days?” Rachel was getting more agitated. What the hell happened to her? And just like that, it all came flooding back. Justin. Mad at her. Took her from work. The cops stopping them. Him making her do disgusting things. Justin holding her hostage in her own house while the cops waited outside. Pain, so much pain. A shot going off, people everywhere, and then nothing. Devin. She had seen him, but thought she had been hallucinating from the pain. He had been there? How? 

Her body started shaking uncontrollably, her teeth chattering like she was in a snowstorm without a jacket. Noises started coming from her mouth that she couldn’t contain. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to push the memories from her head. She was no longer in this bed with the doctor and Devin standing next to her. She was back in her house, tied to a chair and being violated in the worst way possible. She was crying, pleading, begging for him to stop. Blood was pouring from her, her arm was screaming in pain, and all she could feel was him, pushing himself inside her, over and over and over while he called her vile, disgusting names. 

Devin stood, rooted to the ground as he watched this beautiful broken woman fall apart in front of him. “She’s losing it,” he said, looking at the doctor with panic. “She’s remembering.” Devin leaned over, whispering into her ear. “Rachel. It’s okay. You’re safe. No one can hurt you. Rachel. Look at me.” She continued moaning and shaking, her eyes tightly shut. 

Dr. Zeke looked sadly at Rachel, then back at Devin. “I’m going to have to medicate her again.”

“NO!” Devin turned back to her, kissing her fingers, then touching her face. She wasn’t responding to him at all. “Rachel. Open your eyes. It’s me. Devin. You’re safe here with me. He’s gone, hon. He’s gone. He can’t hurt you now.”

Her body shook so much it looked like she was seizing, and she still hadn’t opened her eyes. “I was afraid of this,” Dr. Zeke said, striding for the door. “The nurse will bring in a sedative.”

Devin collapsed in the chair as her parents rushed back into the room. 

“What’s going on?” Elise demanded. Dennis kept his hand around her waist, as if holding her up. “What happened to her?”

“She remembers,” he answered glumly. “She was asking questions when the doctor was examining her, and he was trying to placate her, telling her to rest and to not worry about it. Then, it was like it hit her like a ton of bricks. She started making noises, shaking, and she hasn’t opened her eyes since. He said he’s giving her a sedative.”

Elise turned, burying her face into her husband’s shoulder, her body shaking with emotion. She walked to her daughter’s bedside, smoothing her hair back from her face. “Rachel,” she said softly, whispering close to her ear. While the noises had quieted, she was still shaking and had her eyes tightly shut. “It’s Mom, honey. Can you open your eyes and look at me? You’re in the hospital. You’re going to be just fine now. He’s gone forever. He’ll never be able to hurt you again. And Devin is here. He’s here just for you. He hasn’t left since they brought you here. It’s meant to be, Rachel. All these years you lived, miserable, without him—and here he is. You are stronger than this, sweetie. Fight through the pain. Open your eyes.”

The door opened and a nurse rushed in with a syringe. She walked right to Rachel’s IV bag and emptied the contents. Within moments, Rachel’s body was relaxed again, her eyes resting comfortably in sleep. 
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She awoke to kisses being pressed down her face to her neck. “Hmmm,” she murmured. Reaching her arms out, she touched his face, slightly scruffy with his morning stubble. Keeping her eyes closed, her lips sought his and when they connected, a sound of approval escaped both of their lips. 

“Good morning,” he said against her lips. She could smell his toothpaste, and that reminded her that she needed to go take care of that before she could continue the perusal of her sexy man. Opening her eyes, she stared into the face of her love, and just like always, her stomach tickled at the love that was evident in the dark blue of his eyes. 

“Morning,” she echoed, wiggling until he let her move and rolling over so that she was perched on top of his bare chest. Running her fingers along the smooth, rippled muscles of his chest, she couldn’t help but kiss every spot she could. Leaning over to his arm, she kissed his tattoo, then ran her tongue along it. 

He grabbed her hips and pulled her on top of him so that he was rubbing her deliciously through her small shorts. He was wearing only a pair of basketball shorts, and she knew from experience that he was naked underneath. And he was very ready right now. 

“It’s a shame how beautiful you are, it really is,” Devin growled, lifting his hips into her and using his hands to touch her breasts through her tank top. She felt her nipples immediately harden against her shirt. 

“Be right back,” she whispered, jumping up. “Promise,” she remarked to his loud groan. She rushed to the bathroom and brushed her teeth, then lost her shorts and tank top. Strutting back to the bedroom, she didn’t see him in bed anymore. Tease, she thought. Where did he go? Just as she finished that thought, he stepped out from next to the bathroom door and grabbed her. He had lost his shorts too, and was standing at attention for her. She gasped as he picked her up easily and pushed her against the wall, pressing himself against her again. 

“Dev,” she moaned as his hands and mouth touched as much as possible all at once. Suckling her neck, he reached her sensitive nipples and played with one while kissing the other. His other hand touched her aroused flesh and stroked her gently, in and out, causing her to writhe in ecstasy. She tried to touch him but she couldn’t, he had her pinned against the wall so tightly. She moved her head back and forth against the wall, sensations taking over. “Please.”

“Please what.”

“Now. I want it now.”

Devin growled, his lips attacking hers with desire so strong, she felt it coming off him in waves. His tongue danced wildly with hers, and he titled his head to allow their kiss to deepen. She could feel his rapid heartbeat against her hands as she ran them up and down his chest. She moaned again, squirming against him as she ran her fingers through his hair, entwining her tongue with his and tugging on his lip with her teeth. 

Finally having teased her enough, he shifted so that he could put the tip at her entrance. Rubbing back and forth, she just about lost it as she felt him in just the right spot. The combination of smooth but hard, coupled with the kissing and touching he was doing, she just couldn’t take it. She wiggled again, and he chuckled into her mouth. Pulling away gently, his eyes met hers. Panting, they were both beyond aroused. He cupped her behind and pushed into her, slamming her against the wall as he did it. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she rocked with him as he pumped in and out of her. The only sounds were their heavy breathing and intermittent moans. Rachel grabbed his hair as he continued his amazing assault on her senses. 

“God,” she breathed. Abruptly, Devin picked her up and walked with her to the bed. Still inside her, he laid her down and leaned over her, caging her with his arms. 

“I love you,” he whispered against her lips. Her heart stuttered. She loved when he said those words, especially when he was in the throes of passion. 

“I love you too,” she repeated, reaching around and pulling his fine ass closer, deeper into her. “Now show me.”

Devin smiled, using one hand to push her hair back off her face as he continued to make love to her. While the wall had been hot and fierce, he was now tender, slow, and gentle. She loved both. She loved him. 
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Rachel smiled as she awoke, expecting to see Devin lying next to after that wonderful lovemaking. Turning her head, she took in her surroundings. She was not in her bedroom with Devin next to her. She was in a hospital room. Looking down, she saw her one arm in a cast and the other in a sling. 

Tears welling in her eyes, she remembered. She had woken up before, and then she had been asleep again. Realizing she couldn’t even wipe tears from her eyes, she groaned in frustration. It had been a dream, just a dream, she thought sadly. An amazing dream of an amazing time. 

Had she seen Devin? Was he really here with her in the hospital? She knew she had seen him, but was now confused between her dreams and her reality. No one was in the room right now. She had no idea what time it was, but a quick look out her windows showed her that it was dark. 

What was she doing here again? What had happened to her? Closing her eyes again, she wracked her brain to remember. Both of her arms were hurt. Her body ached, as did her head. Was she in a car accident? She heard Devin’s voice in her head just like he had been here talking. She must be losing her mind, because it had been over five years since the last time she saw him, yet here she was, dreaming about him and thinking he was here with her. But he wasn’t. 

What was the last thing she remembered doing? Was she at home? Work? God, it was so frustrating not to know. She hated not being in control, and she definitely wasn’t now. She couldn’t even get up. Briefly, she wondered if anyone was here with her at all, but she didn’t have to wait long to find out. The door started opening slowly, and she tried to see who it was. The room was mostly dark, with only a small light on inside the bathroom. Whoever was there was trying to be quiet as not to wake her. She watched as the person closed the door softly, then headed to her bed. Maybe a doctor? She could tell it wasn’t Kayley because the figure was too big, too tall. 

The dark figure approached her bed. She fought with her eyes to adjust so she could see, and she gasped out loud. She looked back at her arms to make sure she wasn’t still dreaming, then at the window again. Yes, she was still in the hospital bed. “Devin?” She couldn’t believe she was being so ridiculous. She was probably making a fool of herself in front of a doctor or nurse. 

“You’re awake.” The timbre of his voice settled deep inside her. The same voice she had been dreaming about. “How are you feeling?” He stepped away to turn on the small light over the sink, and all she could do was hope that when he turned the light on, she would see what she was wishing she was seeing. 

The light flicked on and turned back to her. She gasped at the sight of him. It was him. “I …” She struggled to clear her throat, and he immediately picked up a cup of water by the bed and lifted the straw to her lips. Feeling the cool water soothing her parched throat, her eyes never left his. Now that the light was on, she took in his dark, tousled hair, the deep blue of his eyes, and what seemed to be a few days of growth on his face. Tracking her eyes down his body, she could see a peek of the tattoo she loved so much on his arm. 

“I’m awake? You’re really here?”

Devin stepped up to the bed, looking down at her, his eyes serious. “Yes, Rachel. I’ve been here for almost a week. You don’t remember seeing me, talking to me when you woke up before?”

Rachel thought back. “Why?”

Devin didn’t need to ask what she meant—he knew. Without stopping to think what he was doing, he slipped off his shoes and pulled back her sheets. Once she realized what he was doing, she attempted to scoot over, though it was difficult with both of her arms having limited movement. “It’s okay. I’ll be careful.” She wondered why in the world he wanted to be here at all, much less to lay down in a small hospital bed next to her, but she was too afraid to say anything. She never thought she’d see him again, and here he was, climbing into bed with her. 

As soon as he settled himself carefully next to her, he helped her sit up slightly so he could arrange himself, then lay her back so that she fit right in the crook of his arm, where he loved her most. She noticed that it was her favorite arm—the one with the tattoo. She turned her face automatically, her body remembering what she used to do. She caught herself before she kissed his arm, and stiffened. 

“Why are you here?” The smell of him, the warmth, it had tears pricking in the back of her eyes. “What happened to me?”

“Rachel.” Her name coming off his lips was enough to send tears rolling out of her eyes. Turning her face into him as much as she could, she didn’t understand what was going on, but was also afraid to know. Tenderly wiping them from her eyes, she allowed herself to get lost in his gaze. “You’re so beautiful. I missed you.” Her stomach clenched at his words. She hadn’t heard them in so long, the rasp and gentleness of his voice just did her in. Sobs wracked her body, and he stroked her back as she cried, soaking his shirt. “Get it all out, honey. I’m here.”

“Tell me, Devin. I need to know,” she finally said. He heard the spark in her voice and knew. She wouldn’t stop until she knew. 

“You don’t remember waking up before? Talking to me?” 

She thought, but all that could come to her head were the amazing dreams she had been having. “All I remember is dreams I was having—about you. I dreamed about the first time we ever went camping, the night we met each other, and us …” 

“What?” Devin prodded her. She had been dreaming what he had been talking to her about. 

A blush crept across her cheeks, even through the bruises. “Us making love. But I don’t remember actually seeing you here, talking to you. Or maybe I do, but I just can’t tell what is real and what isn’t.”

Devin grinned. “I was sitting right here next to you, talking to you, for days. I was telling you all of the stories of us.” He couldn’t help it; he was overcome. He leaned his head down and brushed his lips to hers, and she whimpered. “God,” he breathed. “I missed you so much, Rachel Dawson. So damn much I can’t believe what an idiot I was to let this much time go by.”

“How did you find me?” Her voice was low and strained with emotion. His kiss had reminded her of what she had missed for so long, and she didn’t know if she could take him walking away again. 

“Well,” he began, pressing one more soft kiss to her lips. “You’ve been through a really rough week, Rachel. Do you remember anything at all?” He didn’t want to remind her that she had indeed remembered before, and they had given her sedatives to calm her. He wasn’t going to be the one responsible for a reaction like she had last time. 

Rachel studied his face as her brain processed his words. She thought back, tried to think of the last thing she remembered. “Why can’t you just tell me?”

“I don’t want to,” Devin admitted. “I’m scared.”

Rachel’s eyes flew to his again. “It was that bad?” She looked at herself, felt her sore body, and knew it wasn’t a car accident. “I was attacked, wasn’t I?”

“What do you remember as far as who your friends are, where you work, things like that?” Rachel narrowed her eyes at him, knowing he was using a cop tactic on her. He wasn’t going to tell her. 

“I work at In Loving Hands Therapy Center,” she started. He realized she didn’t elaborate on what she actually did there. “I live in my parents’ beach house off Sunset. My friend Kayley is always there for me …” A flash of memory attacked her, and she closed her eyes against it. 

“Let it come,” Devin whispered. “But, hold on to me, okay? And make sure you let me in.”

Her body shook with the anticipation of what she was about to remember. It was right there, on the edge of her consciousness. A dark, brooding figure leaning over her. Hurting her. Screaming at her. Yelling, noise, shots. Justin. 

“Look at me,” Devin demanded in a voice that made her immediately lock her eyes on his. “Talk. Tell me what you’re seeing. You can’t keep it all inside, or you will end up right where you were before. You were already awake once, but they drugged you. I know you don’t want that, Rachel. Fight through it.”

She closed her eyes briefly, and Justin’s face flashed in front of her. Angry, mean, and hateful eyes bored into hers. The body that had loved her but it had all been a lie. He had then used it in the worst way possible. The news story. The cops. Kayley. Devin. 

“You were there, weren’t you?” Rachel looked up at him. Devin nodded, bringing his hand gently to cup the side of her face. She leaned into it as tears ran down her face again. “Justin. He was Mark Stevenson, right?” Devin nodded again as she processed her memories. “He hurt me.”

Devin was never so glad in his life to see someone talking. “Tell me, honey. Get it all out.” She curled herself into him as much as her arm would allow. Why hadn’t he thought of this the first time she woke up? 

“I met him almost three months ago, th—the anniversary of the day we broke up. Every year, I go somewhere and drink away the memory—of you. Of us.” Devin stared at her. Every year? She hadn’t moved on any more than he had. 

“We … hooked up. But he quickly became possessive, jealous. I never wanted to be in a relationship with him, but I didn’t have a choice. I mean, he was nice, over the top nice when he wanted to be, and romantic. Now I know he was just playing me.”

“Had he hurt you before that day?” Devin’s fists were clenched. He wasn’t sure he could hear what the asshole had done. 

“Yes.” Her voice was so quiet, he barely heard her. “He grabbed my arm so hard it bruised. Then, he hit me so hard in the face I couldn’t go to work for a week.”

Rachel looked up at Devin as a strangled noise came from his throat without warning. His face was twisted, tortured. “He did what?” He wanted to punch something. No, he needed to punch something. But she needed him more. 

“I had just gone back to work, and he threatened me to not talk to Kayley. Well, she showed up for lunch. She started telling me about this news story she had seen, and the guy had resembled Justin. She told me to check it out. So, when she left, I found it online and realized it was him. I was going to go to the cops, I was leaving work when—when …”

Her body started shaking again, and he held her as tightly as he could without hurting her. “You’re safe,” Devin repeated. God, he hoped she didn’t shut down again. He didn’t know if he could take it. 

“He was outside. He was so angry. He hurt me, shoved me into the truck. He was driving like a crazy person, and I remember wishing he would crash so I could get away. Then, we got stopped by the cops and he, he … Dev, I can’t.” She kissed his neck softly, not able to stop herself from tasting him. She still felt like she was in a dream. She had so many questions, so many things they both needed to know. But for now, all she wanted to do was lie here, feeling his body around her for the first time in a really long time.

Devin closed his eyes, lost in the feeling of Rachel’s lips pressed to his neck. He was trying to tell his body to calm down, to not react in the way it wanted. Rachel wasn’t up for his desire, his want. She just needed him there for her. He tipped her head back gently, brushing her hair back. Her face was so bruised and discolored; of course she didn’t know that yet. But she was still the most gorgeous woman he had ever laid eyes on. Her eyes searched his, and she smiled as he leaned over her, his nose touching hers. 

“Rachel,” he breathed. “You’ve been through a lot. We have so much to talk about, but I want you to know something.” He rubbed his nose with hers, then pressed his lips to hers briefly. “Absolutely nothing you can tell me about what happened will make me leave. I’m not going anywhere. Not ever again. We’re going to get through this, work everything out.” 

She wished that was true, she really did. But when he asked, which she knew he would, about that night, the night that she just couldn’t go back to, especially not now, he would go. Again. And this time, she would die. She knew it. 

“You saved me, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question. She already knew. 

“Well, me and my team,” Devin answered. 

“Did you know it was me in there?”

“No. But the moment I saw you, I swear all of my training went out the window. All I could think of was killing the guy that was hurting you. Thankfully my team was there to take him down and secure the scene. I could’ve gotten us all killed. But all I cared about was you—you scared the shit out of me. You were so still, so lifeless … and I thought …”

“You’re my knight, aren’t you, Devin? There with your white horse to save the day.” There was a slight gleam in her eye, and it made him laugh. 

“Well, I don’t see any white horses around, but I’m sure as shit glad I was there. I can’t believe that this,” he indicated around them, “is what brought us back together after all this time.”

“Last I heard, you were in Miami,” she admitted. “What brought you here?”

“You knew I was in Miami?”

Rachel blushed, hiding her face. “Yes. I found out from Millie at the station. I didn’t stay long either. I moved here not long after you left.”

There it was again, that pit in his stomach. “Rach, why aren’t you a therapist?”

She looked away, but he gently moved her face back towards him. “I quit, Devin. I quit school and left town. There were just too many memories. Too much loss.” She couldn’t get in to the rest with him right now. It just wasn’t the time or place. She yawned, noticing that the sun seemed to be coming up outside. “He hurt me.” She wasn’t sure which he she was referring to at this point. 

“He made me do things … with my mouth, while the cops were checking his information. I knew I had to do something, or he was going to kill me. So, I bit him and then ran from the truck. But of course, somehow Justin, Mark whatever his name is, got away after shooting at the cop, and took me back home. That’s where the rest happened.”

“Did he rape you?” Devin didn’t know if he could handle this answer, but he pretty much already knew. He had just been hoping she had at least had consensual sex with the bastard. 

Tears leaked from Rachel’s eyes as she began shivering again. “Yes. I can’t even tell you how many times. I have no idea how long I was even tied up, but he would alternate between beating me and raping me, all while calling me horrible names. He would even call me other women’s names.”

“Do you think you could remember the names? It may be other victims that he had. You know the cops are going to want to talk to you once you are up for it, right?”

“I’ll do whatever I can to put that bastard away for life.” He loved that the spitfire Rachel was there, just under the surface. She rested her head against his chest again, and before he knew it, she was asleep. He watched the rise and fall of her chest, and felt her warm breath against his shirt. He knew that the calm she showed tonight was a farce, and she had quite a road ahead of her. And he would be there. Every step of the way. 
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“How are the nightmares?” Dr. Troast adjusted his glasses, peering at her over the rim. This was her first outpatient visit with him. He had seen her several times while she was in the hospital. She had been out only two days. She had adjusted to using the arm in the cast for most things, since the other one was still stuck to her side until it healed fully. 

True to his word, Devin hadn’t left her side. It still floored her that he had been part of the SWAT team that had rescued her. She had found out since then that he had taken the job there because he wanted a new, more challenging position. He had never known where she was, even though he had wanted to look many times. But, they still hadn’t talked about their past at all. She was trying to block what would happen once he knew out of her mind. 

She was barely functioning. As much as she told herself she was being utterly ridiculous, she couldn’t stop the overwhelming fear from taking over. When she closed her eyes, all she saw and heard was Justin. She couldn’t sleep for fear of the horrid nightmares that would wake her up screaming and crying. Devin had been lying in bed with her, his arms wrapped around her, every single night. But it didn’t matter. Noises that she heard would make her shake, even if it was something normal like a dog barking or a car horn. She was constantly on edge. She couldn’t step foot into her house, wasn’t even going to try, so she had been staying with Devin. 

“I’m not sleeping. Everything scares me. I realize how ridiculous it is, and I try to tell myself to stop it, that I’m fine, but I can’t. I’m afraid to sleep because of the nightmares. I have flashbacks at any time of the day. I can’t eat. I’m sick and tired of letting him rule me.”

“Rachel,” Dr. Troast’s voice was warm, soothing. “You’ve been through a lot. What you are going through is completely normal for someone who has gone through all that you have. I know you expect to just snap your fingers and forget what has happened, but you can’t. It just isn’t going to work that way. What we need to figure out is how you can calm yourself down in the moment. You have all the signs of PTSD.”

“PTSD? Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder? Are you serious?”

“Yes. It’s more common than you may think, especially given the trauma you have been through. It doesn’t have to stick around forever, and it won’t. I would like to add an anxiety medication to your regular therapy. I think it may help you get through the worst of it.”

Rachel blinked. “Medicine? You want me to take medicine? I’m not crazy!”

Dr. Troast shook his head. “No, you aren’t crazy. You are a normal person who has endured something that many people would struggle to come back from. You’re a fighter, Rachel, and that’s what has gotten you where you are today. And your support system,” he indicated the waiting room, “your own personal bodyguard, your friends, your parents, they have all been here for you every second. Not everyone has that kind of support. From what I understand, you’re also going to have to testify in court against Mark, is that right?”

Mark. The name crossing the doctor’s lips made her shudder. Immediately she was back in the house, tied to the chair while he smacked her, punched her, then ripped her panties off and entered her, not caring that she didn’t want it. 

“Rachel.” His voice broke through. “Where are you right now? Let’s work through it.”

“When we got to the house, he was so mad that I had bitten him and told the cops who he was. He had yanked me from the truck so hard, he snapped my arm,” she indicated her cast, “and I was screaming in pain, it hurt so bad. He smacked me so hard across the face that I passed out. When I woke up, I was tied to a dining room chair, and I was wearing only my shirt and panties. When he saw that I was awake, he walked over with a nasty look on his face. He started taunting me, calling me names, smacking me. Then, he got this look on his face, and I knew. He was excited. I started begging …” Rachel covered her mouth with her hand, not containing the sob that snuck out anyway. 

Dr. Troast handed her a tissue, but stayed silent. “I begged him, please don’t. Please. But it didn’t matter. He ripped off my underwear, made me take him in my mouth, then he … he …” She looked to the door. She needed Devin. 

“Finish it,” the doctor prodded her gently. “The more you bottle it up, the worse the flashback will be next time.”

“He raped me. I thought it would never be over. He just kept going and going and going. Once he was done, for that time, he punched me in the face.”

“Good, Rachel. You processed through that perfectly. This isn’t going to be easy for you, or for your boyfriend. But, he needs to be there to listen every time one of these things pops up. You need to come at least twice a week for therapy, and I want you to start this prescription tonight. If you have any weird side effects, let me know, but this is a very small dose so it should just let you rest and relax while we work through the issues in therapy. And if you need me, at any time, I’m going to give you my cell phone number. If Devin can’t calm you, have him call me. Or you call me. You will get through this, Rachel. If I’ve ever seen a person that could, it’s you.”

Rachel was still stuck on her calling Devin her boyfriend. Was he really? He hadn’t let her out of his sight at all, but they still hadn’t addressed the elephant in the room. The past. She knew it was only a matter of time before he would want to know about that, too. She didn’t have to be a doctor to know that this was adding to her stress, as well. 

“One more thing, before I go,” she forced the words from her mouth before she talked herself out of it. Dr. Troast focused his eyes back on her. “I … Devin and I have a past. We actually hadn’t seen each other in over 5 years when he just happened to be on the SWAT team that helped rescue me from … from … Mark. He hasn’t left my side since.”

“But?”

Rachel looked at the door, her heart squeezing. “I’m afraid that once I’m better, he will want to know what happened when we broke up.”

“And you don’t want to tell him.”

“I didn’t tell him the truth back when we broke up.”

“Why not?”

“Because he had found something out, and if I would’ve told him the truth, he would’ve lost his job going after the guy.”

Dr. Troast frowned. “I’m not sure what you are even saying, Rachel. What I’m going to tell you is this. You have a long way to go to heal from what you’ve been through. If being with him is going to hinder you, then you need to let him go.” He must’ve seen the horrified look on her face, and he cleared his throat. “Well, if you don’t want to let him go, then talk to him. Nothing good is ever going to come by continuing the deception.”
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Devin stood up as Rachel opened the door to the doctor’s office. Searching her face for any sign of her emotional state, he was relieved when she smiled that breathtaking smile of hers. He stepped up to her and kissed her gently. The bruises were fading, almost completely covered by makeup now. But, the scars that were inside her were another story altogether. 

“Ready to go?” He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her gently towards him. 

“Yes. Let’s go home.” Home. Hearing her say that one simple word made his heart thrum wildly in his chest. God, he wanted to be her home again. She had been staying with him since she was released from the hospital. The investigation was finished at her house, but she couldn’t go back there, and he didn’t blame her. He and her parents had moved her things out of the house while she was still in the hospital, and her parents had put the beach house back up for vacation rental. When Rachel was ready, he would help her find her own place. What he really hoped, however, was that she would want to stay with him. Forever. 

Devin carefully helped her into the car, then walked around to the driver’s side, stifling a yawn. He was exhausted after over two weeks with little to no sleep. But he wouldn’t trade one moment of it. He couldn’t believe his boss had been so understanding, but he had to break the news to her tonight that he had to return to work in two days. 

“I’m sorry,” Rachel said softly as soon as he started the engine. Devin looked at her in surprise as tears filled her eyes. 

“Honey,” he reached over and caught a tear rolling down her cheek. “What are you sorry for? What’s the matter?” 

“Y—you didn’t ask to have to deal with a fucked up me,” she sobbed. “W—we haven’t seen each other in years and now you’re taking care of me. I—I don’t want you to think that you have to do that, Devin. My parents are still here, I can go stay with them.”

He cupped her face with both hands, rubbing his thumb over her lip, still slightly split from her attack. “Rachel Elise Dawson. Listen to me. Are you listening? Really listening?”

She nodded, sucking in a ragged breath. “I’ve been holding off on telling you this, because I didn’t want to overwhelm you, make you feel any more confused than you already have been. But, I want you to get something straight. Do we have shit to work out? Absolutely. I haven’t forgotten. But that day, when I saw you tied to that chair with a gun to your head? It changed the way I see things. I couldn’t give a fuck about what happened to us when we were young and stupid. I can’t live without you again, Rachel. The first time almost killed me. I was only a fraction of myself for all of these years—please don’t make me do it again. I don’t think I’ll survive it. You are now and have always been it for me. You are my beginning, middle, and end. I’m only me when I’m with you. I’ve only lived marginally over the last 5 years. Don’t you see? Neither one of us moved on because we’re meant to be, Rachel. You are mine. For good this time, if you’ll have me.”

Rachel looked into his deep blue eyes, the ones she had loved every day of her adult life, and she couldn’t believe what he had just said. After all she had put him through, the horrible things that had happened to her, he still said all of that. He didn’t think she was disgusting or vile for having been violated by a sick criminal. He didn’t want to run for the hills. Instead, he had spent every day of the last two weeks by her side, much of it before she was even awake. But even so, the nagging, persistent thought that continued in the back of her mind was still there. Once he knew, he would think differently. 

“I can see it in your eyes right now,” he whispered. “You don’t believe me. You don’t think you deserve my unconditional love. But you do. You always have. I will never stop making it up to you, the years we lost. I was stupid and pigheaded. We all make mistakes; hell I know I’ve made many myself. So whatever doubt is in your mind, get rid of it. I’m not leaving. I’m not.”

She closed her eyes, resting her cheek against his palm. “I just can’t believe that this is happening. It’s so surreal to me, that you want to be with me—like this,” she indicated her injuries. “I’m broken, Devin. I’m not the same person I was before.”

“That’s not true,” he said, resting his forehead against hers. “That’s not true at all. We will get past this, together. You are not broken. Please don’t ever think that of yourself. Let me love you, Rachel. Let me show you what you deserve. Not what that asshole thought you deserved. He screwed with your head, made you think that was what love really is. You and I are love. I. Love. You. Do you hear me?”

“You won’t love me,” she whispered, her voice hitching. “You won’t. You think you do now, but you will learn everything and you’ll leave again.” 

“I will not,” he answered emphatically. “No running. For either of us. Ever again.” He kissed her eyelids, then nose, and finally, her lips. Her body shuddered with emotion as she released the tension she had been feeling. “Let me take you home, Rachel.”

She nodded, her eyes still shut. She wanted to tell him; she did. That she loved him more than she could ever love anyone. That he had been and always would be it for her. That she was so thankful he was here; that he had saved her life in more than just the literal sense. But she couldn’t make the words come, because when it all fell apart again, at least she would’ve kept that one part of her heart safe. 

 

[image: ]

 

“Time for meds,” Devin said gently, waking her from her nap. She felt like a toddler these days—she had to have several naps a day in order to function at all. It was really irritating. She just wanted to get back to her life. 

Helping her sit up, Devin handed her a cup with her pain meds, antibiotics, and new one—the anxiety med. “Your parents are going to be here later with dinner, and Kayley and Ben are stopping by with the kids. They promised not to stay long.”

Rachel grinned. She was so happy to see her friends and those adorable children. “No, I want them to stay as long as they can. I’m tired of feeling like an invalid. Speaking of that,” she smiled seductively, forcing the flirtatious her to come out and play. Devin raised his eyebrow at her, knowing that look very, very well. 

He stood up quickly, knocking over her water bottle in his haste. “I know that look,” he laughed. “And no way, Rachel. You aren’t ready for that.”

She scooted herself to the end of her bed and stood up, using her casted arm to shove her yoga pants down until they pooled on the floor. “Rachel.” Devin’s voice warned. She giggled, stepping towards him. She knew she couldn’t get her own shirt off, but he could take care of that. 

“What did you tell me earlier, Dev? Did you mean it?”

His eyes flashed. “Of course I meant it. But—this … you aren’t ready, Rachel. Don’t do this. Don’t use your body to try to prove something to me or yourself. I want to make love to you, but not like this—not so soon after …”

Anger surged through her veins like a wildfire in dry brush. She marched back to her bed and carefully climbed under the covers, fighting back the tears that threatened to come. She wanted to tell him off, push him away and make him leave. But she was trying hard to stop herself from doing it. She knew, deep down, that he was right, but the rejection stung. 

“You don’t want me,” she said, picking the covers with her fingers. “Because of him.”

Devin crossed the room so fast, she barely had time to register that he was sitting in front of her on the bed. “Don’t do this, Rachel. You want a reason to push me away. You know that you’re using your body to try to prove something. I know you. You don’t have to throw yourself at me so you can prove to yourself that I want you. I. Want. You. Badly. But I refuse to take advantage of the state of mind you are in right now. When we make love for the first time in a long time, it’s going to be perfect. I’m going to love every inch of you, over and over and over. But right now, you don’t need sex. You need to heal, and you need me to be there for you. And I am. Okay?”

She smiled, leaning towards him and pressing her lips against his. He pushed against her, tracing her lips with his tongue. Opening her mouth, she wished she could take her arms and run them through his hair, or down his chiseled chest. Entwining her tongue with his, a moan reverberated through her chest. He tasted like cinnamon toothpaste, still his favorite, and him. Deepening the kiss, she scooted as close as she could, and he gently lifted her onto his lap. Feeling his desire fueled her, and she moved her legs so she could rub against him. My God, nothing had felt that good for as long as she could remember. 

“Dev,” she whispered against his lips. “Take him away from me. Don’t let him have that part of me anymore.” He groaned, knowing what she was asking, but he couldn’t. Not this way. 

Running his hands up her bare legs to the scrap of lace that was there, he touched her through her panties, practically losing it the second he felt her warmth. He wanted her more than he had ever wanted anything in his life, but he knew if he did, it wouldn’t turn out well. Rachel had a way of stuffing things aside so she didn’t have to deal with them, and that’s exactly what she was doing. 

“Touch me,” she begged. Damn, why did she have to beg? “I need it.” 

Growling, his resolve dissipated. He moved her panties aside and touched her soft wetness, running his fingers back and forth until she squirmed under him, then he gently took one finger and touched her inside, waiting for her reaction. When she arched her back and rubbed herself against his hand, it took all he had to not explode like a teenager seeing a girl for the first time. 

As she reached down for his pants, he snapped back to reality. He pulled back gently and took her off his lap. “Honey,” he said. “We need to stop.”

Rachel’s eyes flashed. “You’re afraid to touch me, aren’t you? They tested me, Dev. I didn’t get any diseases or anything from him, I promise!” Her voice was getting higher, hysterical. 

Devin kneeled next to her. Rachel’s eyes were closed and she was rocking gently on the bed. “Look at me, Rachel. Please.” Her reaction was making him scared that she was reverting back. 

She opened her eyes and looked at him blankly. She felt rejected and alone, like always. She rolled over as well as she could with both of her arms, and closed her eyes, not answering him. “I’m tired,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. 

She felt him sigh, then move behind her on the bed, covering her with the blanket. “I’m not afraid to touch you, Rachel. I want nothing more. But you aren’t ready. When you are, I’m going to make love to you all night long. Until then, I’m going to lay next to you every night, telling you that I love you and wrapping my arms around you to help you feel safe.”

Rachel didn’t answer, just rolled over, closing her eyes and waiting to hear him leave. Moments later, she heard the rumble of his motorcycle, and she wished that she could be down there with him, riding away, her arms wrapped around him like they used to when times were carefree and simple. Things weren’t simple anymore, and she wouldn’t blame him if he drove away and never came back. She allowed the escape of sleep to take her away, the relief from the pain only temporary. 
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“How’s she doing?” Kayley hugged Devin, then turned to grab the baby from Ben. 

Devin blew his breath out and ran his hands through his hair. “Well, it’s definitely up and down. I just never know how she’s going to feel next. I feel helpless, to be honest. I can’t help her when she starts panicking. Nothing helps. Like earlier, we came back from one of her appointments and she just starts …” he broke off, looking down the hall at the closed door. “She threw herself at me, wanted me to … you know. And when I refused because she isn’t ready, she started crying and saying I didn’t want her, that she had been tested and all this other random stuff. I couldn’t get through to her, Kayley. She just closed herself off and went to sleep. It’s all she does lately. Then when she is sleeping, she wakes up screaming so chillingly that I can only imagine what she’s seeing. She won’t ever talk about it, and then she’ll stay up the rest of the night, staring into space.”

Ben stepped up next to Kayley, looking over his shoulder quickly to make sure Alexis and Benji were occupied before he started talking. “She’s been through hell, Dev. The best way to describe it is like she went to war and now she’s home. She has no idea how to sort through all of these feelings that she has, and she’s haunted every time she closes her eyes. She went through something that most people can only imagine. You are helping, just by being here. It’s natural that she would want to turn to something that has always worked for her … using her body. She is looking to connect to you in a way that she can understand, so that’s what she could come up with. She’s so afraid of what is happening in her mind. Just keep being here. That’s the best thing you can do for her. She’s going to get angry at you, push you away, then pull you back. If you can hang on with her, she will get through it.”

Devin nodded. “I’m not going anywhere. No matter what. Kayley, would you mind going to see if she’s up? Her parents will be here soon, and she was really looking forward to seeing all of you.”

“Mommy!” Alexis ran up to her mom. “Can I see Auntie Rachel?”

Kayley kissed the top of her head. “Let me go see if she’s up from her nap first, okay sweetie?” Alexis nodded, then ran back to sit next to Benji on the couch. 

“Go see how she is,” he whispered, taking Cierra from her arms. “If anyone can make her feel better, it’s you, baby.” He pressed a quick kiss to her lips, and she smiled at her thoughtful husband. 

Kayley headed down the hall, her hands clammy in anticipation. Sure, she had seen Rachel many times since her ordeal, but she was still nervous to see her friend that way. What if she couldn’t get through to her? 

Opening the door, she slipped in quietly. The evening light was illuminating Rachel’s sleeping body huddled in the middle of the bed. Even in sleep, she looked like she was defending herself against the world. 

Perching herself carefully on the edge of the bed, she listened to Rachel’s steady, even breathing. Her red hair was fanned out behind her, covering most of the pillow. Her eyes were shut tightly, her injured arm resting immobile against her side. It was crazy to her to think that she had been friends with Rachel for over five years, yet only now did she feel like she really knew her. 

“Rachel,” she whispered, reaching her hand out to touch her shoulder gently. She didn’t want to do anything to startle her, but wanted to start rousing her from her nap. “It’s Kayley. We’re here to visit you! The kids are out there too and are so excited to see their Auntie Rachel.”

Rachel stirred, squeezing her eyes even more tightly shut. A moan erupted from her lips, causing Kayley to stir. “NO!” she shouted, causing Kayley to jump in surprise. Realizing Rachel was still sleeping and wasn’t talking to her, she put her hand on her again, this time with a little more pressure. 

“Wake up,” Kayley said, louder this time. “Rachel.”

Rachel blinked her eyes, lost in the haze of the nightmare she was having. Or was she awake now? She could hardly tell anymore. Her entire life seemed to be one big nightmare. She saw the setting sun through the window, and she knew she was. 

“Hey, sleepyhead,” a familiar voice came from behind her. Kayley. 

Turning onto her back, she saw her best friend sitting next to her, her big eyes trained on her in worry. “Kay.”

Tears filling her eyes, Kayley leaned over and hugged her carefully. Even though she had seen Kayley many times since waking up in the hospital, she had spent much of her time there in a state of drugged sleep. 

“The kids can’t wait to see you, and Dev said your parents will be here soon. Can I help you get up?”

Devin. His name caused the walls of her heart to constrict. He didn’t want her. “He doesn’t really love me, Kay. He’s here because he feels bad for me.”

“Rachel.” It was the ‘best-friend-voice’. The one that told you in just one statement that you were being completely ridiculous. “Do you remember when Ben and I went through our rough patch? Do you remember being there, being my bodyguard?”

Rachel smiled. Of course she remembered. “Yes.”

“That’s what friends are for. To stick up for us when we need a guard dog to attack, but also to smack us and say that we are being silly when we are reading too much into a situation. You’ve been all that for me, and now I want the chance to be that for you. Let me tell you something. I know what happened earlier.”

“He told you?” She moved her casted arm up to cover her eyes. “Oh my God.”

Kayley gently moved her arm away from her face. “Stop. He only told me because he knows how much I love you and want to see you happy. He’s torn up, Rach. That man loves you so much. Please, stop doubting that. He has seen you go through something that most people never have to endure. You are strong. You’re getting through it, one day at a time. I know you will come out of it stronger than you’ve ever been. Devin is scared to lose you again. Do you trust me?”

“With my life,” she answered, blinking back tears. 

“Then trust me when I say, he loves you. He wants you. In all ways. But remember, Rachel, you’ve used your body to forget all these years. I’m not saying that to hurt you, I’m saying it because you would say the same thing to me if I needed to hear it. You can’t forget by throwing yourself at Devin. You wouldn’t want your first time after being reacquainted to be like that. You need to get better, and you both have some major discussions to get through before you’re ready for that. I know what a man looks like when he’s in love, and honey, that man has had it bad for you for years. Don’t shut him out.”

Rachel allowed her words to sink in. She was right, and had she really thought about it when it was happening, she would’ve known that. Devin sat by her bed for two weeks. He helped her to the bathroom, gave her medication, bathed her, and held her. He hadn’t deserved what she had said and done to him. “Kay,” her voice broke with emotion. “I’m so scared. I can’t control what my crazy head is doing to me. What if I never get better? I don’t want Devin to have to take care of me like this the rest of my life. He deserves better.”

Kayley took her hands. “What he deserves is the woman he’s been madly and completely in love with for his whole adult life. You don’t get to tell Devin what he does or doesn’t deserve. That’s for him to decide. Do you love him?”

Rachel nodded, tears dripping down her cheeks. Kayley wiped them away, then hugged her friend. “More than I want to admit.”

“Then let this work out in its own time. Don’t rush things.”

“You’re right,” Rachel said. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

“My life was turned upside down,” Kayley reminded her gently. “Not in the same way, no. I can’t ever say I understand what you’re feeling. But, I never thought I’d get past it. Thanks to you, Emily, and my family, I did, and look where I am now. If I had laid in my bed like I wanted to, and shut myself off from everyone, I would’ve missed out on the rest of my life. Devin is your future. I know it. This is the second chance you never thought you were going to get. I mean, how ironic is it that he was the one that moved across the state and ended up being part of the team that saved your life? That just doesn’t happen, Rach.”

Rachel looked her friend in the eyes, letting her words sink in to her soul. She had been so dumb, pushing him away like she did. Kayley was right. Rachel had told her so many times when she was going through losing her husband that she needed to move on, to let herself love again. Now she needed to listen to her own advice. “Can you tell him to come in for a minute?”

Kayley stood, pressing a kiss to her friend’s forehead. “I love you, Rachel. I’m so glad you’re okay, and you will continue to just get better and better. With all of us around you, it’s only up from here.” Kayley walked out of the door, leaving Rachel with her thoughts. 

Devin. The love that she felt for him was all encompassing, and it scared her. He had the power to take the last piece of her and shatter her once and for all. The fact that he had come back into her life the way he had was amazing. It was almost like they were meant to be. Did that mean then that it was meant to be that she was almost killed by a psychotic boyfriend? She didn’t know if she could say that comfortably. 

Devin opened the door, causing her heart to trip over itself in anticipation. Wearing a snug tee and khaki shorts, his dark hair styled and his eyes looking at her intently, her mouth practically watered at the sight of him. 

She patted the bed next to her, and his eyes followed her motion. Without saying a word, he settled himself next to her. He leaned over and brushed his lips to hers, and she inhaled sharply at the kindness of his actions. 

“Dev,” she began, and he rubbed the fingers of her casted arm. “I’m sorry. You have done everything for me, and what I said wasn’t fair. I was completely out of line. I lashed out at you because I felt insignificant and ashamed.”

Devin smiled, one side of his mouth quirking up like she loved. Her stomach flipped when his eyes traveled her lips, her breasts, her body, and back. “Rachel.” Even him saying her name caused tingles to shoot throughout her body. “I want you six ways to Sunday. There’s nothing, and I mean nothing I want more than to bury myself in your body. I want to take those amazing breasts in my mouth and tease them with my tongue. I wake up next to you wishing that I could taste you from top to bottom. I want you to taste me, to touch me, then to scream my name while you’re wrapped around me. It’s going to happen, and I’m going to count the days until it does. But right now I want to be here for you for all of the ways that I haven’t been. I want to smooth your hair back and calm you when you have a nightmare. I want to kiss you and show you how important you are to me. I want all of this, Rachel. Every single moment. So don’t think for a second that this is going to be too much for me, or that I’m just looking for an out. There’s no out. I will tell you how ever many times you need to hear it how much I love you. I’ll never get tired of saying it, because I almost didn’t get the chance to say it ever again.”

Rachel squirmed, his words affecting her in more than one way. She didn’t deserve him; she really didn’t. Holding out his hand, she allowed him to help her up off the bed. Pressing her body against his, she hugged him as tightly as she could without the use of one of her arms. He pressed kisses to her head while his hands caressed her back. Leaning back to look at him in the eyes, she smiled, reaching her casted arm up to touch his face. He closed his eyes and leaned into her hand, kissing her palm. He leaned down and brushed her lips with his, and she whimpered. 

“Let’s go see your guests,” he said huskily, his thumb tracing her lips. “Before I lose all self-control.” He linked his fingers with hers and led her out of the bedroom. 
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Rachel held her breath as Jessica stretched her shoulder, tears pricking behind her eyes. It had been over a month since she had been released from the hospital, and she was now in physical therapy three times a week to help her shoulder from the gunshot. Her broken arm had healed nicely and she was now only wearing a brace to support it. 

She still hadn’t gone back to work, at her doctor’s and Devin’s insistence. She was still living with Devin, and still seeing Dr. Troast twice a week. Her nightmares were lessening in intensity, though she still had many moments of panic and fear. She was going to have to testify at Mark/Justin’s trial coming up soon, and that always kept the memories right underneath the surface. She was going to have to get up in front of an entire room of people, including him, and tell everyone what he did to her. 

The prosecutor was hoping that they could find other victims of 

Mark/Justin’s after Rachel was able to tell them names that he had said during her assault, and that the woman still in the coma in Alabama would wake up so they could nail him for life. All Rachel wanted to do was forget that he ever existed. 

Her parents had gone back home after Christmas, reassured that Rachel was in good hands with Devin. And oh, was she ever. They had had a great Christmas, quiet but important for them as a couple. He still hadn’t made love to her, and it was killing her. Most of the time, however, they spent getting to know each other again, and he still spent a majority of his time being her guardian. He was busy at work; after he had gone back he had practically been working around the clock on some crazy cases, none of which he could even tell her about. The one thing they still didn’t talk about was the one thing she knew he wanted to know the most. She was taking advantage of the fact that he was too afraid of her mental state to bring it up, and she knew it. She wished she could ignore that they needed to have that conversation at all. 

“You okay?” Jessica asked, noticing the grimace on Rachel’s face. Sweat popped out on her forehead as she stretched her shoulder past her comfortable point. “Stop holding your breath.”

Rachel blew out her breath, concentrating on exhaling instead of the pain radiating throughout her shoulder. “That hurts like hell.”

“No pain, no gain,” Jessica joked. “You’ve made a lot of progress just this week. Keep doing your at-home exercises. Has Devin been helping you?” 

“I wish he would help me with another kind of exercise,” Rachel groaned, rotating her arm back and forth.

Jessica laughed. “Please tell me he has a hot brother.”

Rachel sat up, readjusting her ponytail. “Nope. No such luck. He has three sisters.”

Jessica scoffed. “Seriously. No wonder he’s such a good boyfriend. He grew up with girls to teach him. Ok, I’ll see you on Friday. Take care of yourself. Is he waiting out there for you?”

Rachel nodded, winking at her friend. Jessica was an insufferable flirt and while she had apologized profusely for urging Rachel to continue her relationship with Justin, she loved ogling Devin. 

“Lucky bitch,” Jessica teased. “Maybe as a form of payment I should require him to sit in the therapy room with you so I can stare at him.”

“Jess!” Rachel laughed, and it felt good to let loose a little, pretend for a moment that she wasn’t a mess. “He’s mine, girl. All mine.”

“Don’t I know it,” she grumbled good-naturedly. “I could probably parade in front of him naked and he wouldn’t even see me.” They continued to laugh as she pushed open the door that led to the waiting room. As he heard her, he stood up, a smile breaking out on his face when he saw her expression. She was laughing. 

“How’d it go?” Devin reached out, grabbing her hand and lacing her fingers with his. 

“She’s doing great,” Jessica explained. “She needs to continue doing her exercises and I’ll see her Friday.”

Devin opened the car door for Rachel, and she slid into the cool leather seat, resting her head back on the seat and closing her eyes. 

“It’s ridiculous how tired I get,” Rachel complained as Devin pulled the car out of the center. “I just want to get well again and get back to my life. And you want to know what the first thing is I want to do when my arm is healed?”

“What’s that?” 

“Go for a ride on your bike. I miss it. I want to feel the wind in my hair. I want us to take a ride just for the hell of it. And I want to stop at a secluded place and make out, like we used to.”

Devin grinned. “Baby, you can have anything you want whenever you’re ready. We can take the bike wherever you want. You know I’m always up for making out, too.” He reached across and took her hand. “Look how far you’ve come.” She knew he wasn’t just talking about the physical therapy. The sessions with Dr. Troast were helping her through the major setbacks caused by her PTSD. She was now looking forward to the future, not just dwelling on what had happened. 

“Tell me about what to expect at the trial.” 

Devin sighed. “Let’s hope that it never has to get to that point. Honestly.”

“If it does,” she continued. “I’m going to have to get in front of him and tell everyone in the court room what he did to me, right?”

He wished he could change this answer for her. “Yes.”

“And the defense will try to make it seem like I’m a lying, whoring bitch, right?” She didn’t look at him. She couldn’t. 

When Devin didn’t answer, she looked at him out of the corner of her eye. He was gripping the steering wheel, his mouth a thin line. “Dev?”

“Don’t say that about yourself,” he gritted out. “They will try to trip you up, make you seem like you were confused, or you don’t remember what happened. What we need is either some other women to come forward, or that one in Alabama to wake up. As it is, they have enough on him to keep him for a good while. We want him in there for life, though, with no chance of parole. I don’t ever want the possibility of running across that sick fuck again.”

He pulled into a restaurant parking lot and swung the car into a spot. “What are we doing?” Rachel asked. 

“I want to take you out. We’ve spent the last month holed up in the house, and I want you to see that I’m not just here to take care of you. I know that you are doubting that I’ll be content being here. It’s time to start dating again. So, let’s go eat. My treat.”

Rachel laughed, and it felt great. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation like it used to when she and Devin first started dating all those years ago. He winked at her, leaning over and taking her lips forcefully. Sucking her bottom lip into his mouth, he slid his tongue inside her mouth, tasting her. Cupping her neck with his hand, he pulled her closer, nipping her top lip with his teeth as he continued the assault on her mouth. 

Tilting her face, she deepened the kiss, twinges shooting all over her body. Happy that both of her arms were finally free, she put her hands on either side of his face. Feeling the slight stubble he had at this time of day, the outline of his chiseled face, and his thick neck, she then ran her hands into his hair, pulling him as close as he could get. As he pulled back slightly, scraping his teeth along her bottom lip, his eyes locked with hers, and she almost gasped at the look in his eyes. Pure, raw need and desire poured from his eyes. Using his thumb to trace her bottom lip, all she could do was stare at him as her body tried to come back to earth. 

“God,” Devin breathed. “I can’t wait to make love to you, Rachel. It was always fabulous, but I have the feeling …”

“Can we order take out?” Rachel interrupted, her voice husky with the want that was still coursing through her veins. “I’m ready, Dev. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted you in my life. Please.”

Devin’s eyes darkened at her words, and he looked at her intently. Her wide green eyes were fixated on his. Electricity crackled between them. He thought for sure that if he reached out and touched her, a spark would fly. His mouth was dry and his heart was pounding. What he wanted to do was peel out of that parking lot as fast as he could, burning rubber all the way. But he had to play it cool. 

He touched her leg, tracing his finger up her thigh. “Let’s go in and get some dinner. Then, we’ll have dessert at home.”

Rachel groaned, fluttering her eyes closed as he teased her. He didn’t say no. A smile lifted her lips, and she put her hand on his firm chest, tracing his muscles. “Devin Putnam.” Her voice was so low she almost didn’t recognize it. His eyes watched her, fixated. She leaned over so her mouth was right next to his ear, then whispered exactly what she would do at that moment if he would let her. 

“Damn,” Devin breathed. “You expect me to go in there after that? That was part of your plan, wasn’t it?”

“Take out,” Rachel teased, running her tongue along his ear, then down to his neck. “We won’t even need plates.”

She didn’t have to say another word. Devin revved the engine, peeling out of the parking lot, already dialing the Chinese place on the corner by his house. 
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Walking in the house, Rachel felt like her body was in overdrive. The whole drive home, they had been touching each other, kissing at stoplights, and acting like they hadn’t been together in years. Because they hadn’t. That was going to end. Right now. 

“Food?” Rachel raised her eyebrow, holding the bag of Chinese they had picked up. Devin took the bag from her hand and set it on the kitchen counter. Taking her by the hand, he leaned her backwards and began kissing her neck, nipping and licking until he reached her lips. 

“I didn’t even think I was going to make it home without stopping and giving you what you were asking for. The only reason I did is that after all this time, I wasn’t taking you in the car. But, oh my god, Rachel Dawson. I’ve been a good boy for the last month, letting you heal. I’m not going to be good tonight. I’m going to do everything, and I mean everything that I’ve wanted to do. So I want something to eat, but it isn’t Chinese food.”

Rachel’s stomach clenched, but she realized that it was in anticipation and desire, not in fear. It was a great feeling. She wrapped her arms around his waist, tipping her face up to kiss him again. She was pretty sure she could kiss him for the rest of her life and never tire of those lips, that tongue, and the feeling of his body touching hers. She lifted his shirt so she could feel the bare skin of his taut muscles. Running her fingernails along the ripples, then down to the waistband of his pants, she hesitated. She was always so confident, knowing exactly what she wanted from men and how to play them. But this was different. This was Devin, and she had to do this right. 

Devin took control, and she was relieved. She was tired of being in control. He pushed her back against the wall in the hallway, right outside of their room. Their room. She had just thought that. She noticed that he was gentle, even though he was wanting to be anything but. He lifted her shirt, throwing it behind him as he took in her white lace bra. Dipping his head, he kissed her in between her full breasts as his hands worked simultaneously on her button of her pants. Shoving them down her hips, he took in her matching white thong underwear, and he stepped back. 

“My god,” he murmured. “Rachel. I know I’ve seen you this way, and I’ve been helping you with dressing and showers, but this … this is different. It’s like I’m seeing you for the first time, all over again. You’re exquisite.”

Rachel smiled, feeling like the most wanted woman in the world. She didn’t feel her scar, where the gunshot would always be a memory. She didn’t feel her sore ribs or weak arm. She felt like … herself. It was time to show him how much better she really was. 

Stepping closer to Devin, she pulled his shirt off, her eyes scanning the broad expanse of his chest and arms. She loved looking at him. Her eyes followed to the buckle of his pants, and she kissed down his chest as she undid them and helped them join her clothes on the floor. He stood in front of her in his white boxer briefs, a stark contrast to the olive skin of his torso and legs. He was mouth-watering. Being careful to not be too rough, he pulled her to him, his hands roaming her backside, kneading and exploring. He unhooked her bra and flung it away from them, cupping her breasts in his large hands. 

She wrapped her legs around him as he walked backwards with her, into the bedroom. She could feel him against her as they moved, and her eyes rolled back in her head. 

“Dev,” she whispered. He settled her gently on the bed, his dark eyes hooded. “Make love to me.”

He leaned backwards, sliding her panties off and flinging them to the floor, followed by his boxer briefs. For the first time in so long, they were naked together. “Are you okay?”

Rachel closed her eyes, knowing he was asking because of him. Justin. She couldn’t let him into this, or that would be the end. She forced her eyes open. Devin’s handsome face came into view, looking at her with a combination of lust and concern, and her heart stuttered. Desire surged through her veins, and just like that, Justin was gone. Instead of answering, Rachel reached down and took him in her hand. He rubbed against her, silk over steel, then used one hand to touch her. Arching her back, she let the sensations of him touching her, caressing her take over, washing away the times she had been touched like this against her will. She felt every single touch with a renewed sense of what it felt like to be loved, cherished. Where his fingers touched her, she felt warmed, soothed. Like he was taking away the pain of her ordeal. She had done this countless times over the last several years, with people she didn’t care to remember. But nothing, absolutely nothing, compared to the feeling of the man that you worship, love doing it. 

Tears leaked from her closed eyes without warning, and she felt Devin stop immediately. Opening her eyes, she smiled, a small giggle escaping from her lips. 

“I’m okay,” she whispered, tracing her fingers along his vee. “I’m just overwhelmed. This is how it’s supposed to feel.” Those words, they were there again, just under the surface. She willed herself to say them, she opened her mouth to say them, but it just wouldn’t come. 

“Rachel,” Devin groaned, resuming his assault on her senses. “I need to be inside you, right now. Are you okay with that?”

She bit her lip, lifting her hips so she could rub herself against him. “More ready than I’ve been for anything in a really long time.” Devin’s eyes flashed, and he leaned over, intertwining their fingers together as he pressed at her entrance. 

“I’m safe,” Devin whispered into her ear, and she shivered. She wasn’t sure exactly which meaning he meant by saying that, but she’d take all of them. She knew he was. She had never felt safer in her life. Turning her head, she met his eager lips, and they hungrily sucked on each other’s lips and tongues as he pushed himself gently inside her. She gasped into his mouth as she felt the pressure of him inside her, and he stilled. Using her feet to pull him back towards her, he resumed without saying a word. Their kisses matched the rhythm of his pulses. Rachel’s head was reeling. It was so different, even though the action was the same. With him, everything was like seeing it, feeling it, for the first time. Her body started quivering, close to release already. 

He broke their kiss to suckle her neck, then turned her quickly so she was on top, straddling him while he was still inside her. She smiled at him, loving him for giving her the control. “Rachel.” His hands caressed her breasts, then he used one to touch her where they were joined, causing her to throw her head back and groan in satisfaction. The man just knew exactly what to do. “I need you … I …” Devin closed his eyes, shifting his hands to her hips so he could rock her back and forth. She understood what he needed, because she needed it too. She began moving on top of him, the feeling of fullness stretching her, teasing her with sensation. 

He continued to rock her hips with his hands as he watched her, his eyes wide. Her hair was loose and falling around her face, as he loved it. They locked eyes as she moved up and down, teasing him. They both knew what they wanted, and they were ready. She increased her pace, moving faster and harder. She leaned over so her face was even with his as they moved furiously together, both racing for the feeling they were craving. He removed his hands from her hips and used them to frame her face, kissing her deeply as her body began shuddering over him. 

“Devin!” she screamed, pulling away from his mouth as her body let go completely. Using her release to allow his own, he pumped into her, losing himself in the feeling he thought he would never have again; her wrapped around him, screaming his name. 

As they both came down from the high of their first time in years, Devin pulled her to his side and kissed the top of her head. “My God,” he breathed. “You are beyond incredible, Rachel. That was the most amazing experience of my life. Are you okay?”

Rachel lifted her face and pressed a kiss to her favorite arm her spot. “Devin, all of these years, I’ve been trying so hard to replace you, to make my mind forget by filling it with … men. But, every time, Dev. Every single time, I was disappointed. No one can ever be you because you are the only one for me. And to answer your question, yes. I’m more than okay. That wasn’t just sex, Devin. That was you, bringing me back to life. I want to do that over, and over and over again. And next time,” she rolled over to face him, a glint in her eye. “I want it like I know you wanted to do it this time. Hard, fast, and in whatever position you want it. We had some fabulous times together. Let’s do that again.”

“I want nothing more than to do it all,” Devin said, his voice low. “But don’t mistake what just happened for me just being gentle on you. I wanted to make love to you, to show you what you mean to me. I can tell you all day long, but I wanted you to feel it; feel me. My heart is beating only for you. My body is yours. I love you, Rachel.”

She climbed back on top of him, pressing her body against him. “Devin,” she said, her face even with his. Pressing kisses to his eyes, nose, then lips, her body started shaking. Why was this so hard for her? She knew it like she knew her own name, but saying it was so difficult for her. “I …” She dipped her head down and kissed his ear, running her tongue along it, then his neck. When goose bumps broke out on his body, she grinned against his neck. Going back to his lips, she put her hands against his face and looked at him in the eyes. “I love your eyes,” she whispered. “And your face. God help me, that body is to die for. But Devin?”

“Yes.”

“What I really love?” Rachel paused, willing her body to stop quivering. “Is you. I always have.” There, that wasn’t so bad. “I have since the night I met you, and I’ve never stopped. All this time, all these years, it’s only been you for me, Dev. I know we have shit to work through. But, I love you. I do. I don’t think there will ever be a moment where I’m not completely and totally in love with you.”

“That was hard for you.” It wasn’t a question. 

Rachel nodded. “I don’t know why. It isn’t because I doubt the way I feel. I don’t, not at all. But saying it makes me … vulnerable. And for so long, I haven’t wanted to be vulnerable to anyone. Then when I finally got to where I thought I could try again, Justin happened. I’m sorry. Please don’t feel that it means I don’t mean it. It’s not that way at all. I mean it so deeply, to my core, that saying it out loud scares me.”

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Devin flipped her over gently, “You’ve come so far. Thank you for saying it. I’ll never be able to tell you how much that means to me.” A wicked grin came over his face. “Now, come here. I’m going to show you exactly how long I’ve wanted you.”

Rachel laughed, glad the intensity of the moment was broken a little. That overwhelming feeling was still a lot for her to take. Devin took one of her legs and put it up over his shoulder, and her eyes widened. Pulling her so that she was at the edge of the bed, he lifted her other leg and put it on his other shoulder. Dipping down, he wiggled his eyebrows seductively as he kissed along the inside of her thighs, using his fingers to make her cry out again. 

“So ready,” he murmured, and within minutes, he was inside her again. She screamed, but not from pain. As much as she had loved him being gentle, loving with her, this was just as amazing. He had always been an intense, hot lover, and she was glad to see that he decided to stop treating her like a china doll. He held her steady so she wouldn’t slide back as he pounded into her, and it was all she could do to grip the sheets next to her, ready for the release that was coming hard and fast. 

“That’s right, Rachel. Let go. Give it to me.” Sweat shone on Devin’s face at the exertion, and she could feel moisture pooling in between her breasts. He lifted her as he slammed into her one last time, and they both feel apart, their orgasms sending them mutually spiraling into oblivion. She didn’t think she could move. Not ever again. 
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“Rach,” Devin whispered into her ear. “You still awake?”

“Hmph,” she mumbled. She was so tired, but in a fantastically wonderful, I-can’t-believe-how-many-times-they-had-made-love-kind of way. She had no idea what time it was, or at what hour they had actually eaten cold Chinese food. For the first time, she was sore in a good way and not because of her injuries. 

He laughed, and she turned, circling her arms around his neck. “Don’t tell me you want more.”

“What if I did? You can’t handle it?”

“I’d never be able to say no to you,” she admitted, swinging her leg over his and pressing up against him. They were still both naked, covered by the silky sheet only. 

“I want you to tell me,” Devin said simply. Rachel looked up at him, barely making out his dark eyes in the room lit only by moonlight. 

“Tell you?”

“What happened.”

Rachel furrowed her brows. “What?”

“Five years ago. What really happened.”

Rachel sucked in a breath, and she immediately started shaking. No. Not now. Not after the best night they’d had in such a long time. Sweat dotted her forehead, and she felt the beginnings of panic setting in. 

Devin sat up, helping her do the same. “It’s time, Rachel. It’s past time. We’ve let the elephant in the room turn into an entire herd of them. Tell me the truth. We’ll never be able to move on if you don’t. And after tonight, I think that it’s clear that we both want to move on, together.”

Rachel looked down, playing with the sheet so she didn’t have to look at him. What would he do when he learned the truth? So much had happened since then, and he had told her that he’d never leave her. 

“What are you thinking?”

She finally met his eyes, and fear gripped her heart like a vice. She couldn’t lose him again. “T—that I’m terrified that you will leave.”

Devin rubbed his hands over his face. “I need to know, Rachel. We can’t have secrets if we are going to have a successful relationship. I’ve already said I’m not going to leave. We can’t avoid this conversation forever.”

A sob escaped her throat without warning, and she pushed the panic down, trying hard to keep it away. “I know, Dev. I’m just …”

“Just tell me,” he said, an edge to his voice that she hadn’t heard in a long time. 

Burying her head in her hands, she knew. She wasn’t getting out of this. She had been lucky that he had let it go this long. If she wanted to move forward with him, which she did, she had to tell him. “Remember the night we were at the party on the beach? All your cop buddies?” She took a deep breath and began. There would be no turning back now. He would know it all. 

“Of course. I knew something had happened that night, because it was right after that when things went downhill. Go on.”

“Well, I was sitting there at the kitchen stool, drinking my coke, when Zack came up to me.”

Devin gritted his teeth. He hated that bastard. He had always been trying to one-up him on everything. 

“He was flirting with me, even though he knew, just as everyone else did, that I was yours. He was making me uncomfortable, touching my leg, leaning close to me. So I told him to back the hell off. I did, Devin.”

“Go on.”

“I got up to see where you were, and saw you outside. I was going to come sit with you, but I decided to use the bathroom first. I downed my drink, then headed for the bathroom. That was when I started feeling sick.” 

“Sick?” Devin’s cop instinct was screaming, and he forced himself to stay next to her in the bed when he really wanted to get up and start pacing. 

“The room was spinning, and I felt like my tongue was double its size. I remember sitting on the toilet, wondering what in the hell I could do and how I could get out of there, when the door opened. At first, I thought it was you and I called out your name, but I remember that my words didn’t sound right.”

“Who was it?” Devin stood up, not able to stop himself. He started pacing the room. 

“I thought it was you,” Rachel repeated, her voice breaking. Tears clogged her throat, and she struggled past the lump there to keep talking. 

“Who. Was. It.”

Rachel watched him, his body pacing like a caged animal. “Zack.”

“What the fuck was he doing in the bathroom with you?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“Dammit, Rachel! What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I don’t remember,” she admitted, and he stopped, looking at her wildly. 

“You don’t …” Devin ran his hands through his hair, pulling it in frustration. “That asshole drugged you, didn’t he? Did you walk away from your drink?”

“Y—yes. After he was flirting with me, I walked away and he was standing in the kitchen. Let me finish, Dev. I guess he took me into a room, and the last thing I remember was saying your name and passing out. But … when I woke up …”

Devin crossed the room so quickly, she jumped as his face appeared before hers. “Tell me that fucker didn’t rape you.”

“Devin, let me finish” she cried, tears flowing freely from her eyes now. “When I woke up, I was naked. My clothes were strewn across the room. I had no idea where I was or what had happened. Then, I saw him. Zack. He was standing in the corner, watching me. He was … he was …”

“Tell. Me.” If fire could fly out of Devin’s eyes, she thought it just might. Just like that, she was back on the front porch of her house, him standing next to her, demanding that she tell him the truth. She let him believe what he had heard at that time, because she had believed she had to. Now, it was different. 

“He was naked, and his clothes were mixed with mine on the floor. He was … hard, and was … stroking himself while watching me. I jumped up, screaming at him, when he came over to me, pressing himself into me …” Rachel gagged, remembering. “He said … he said that he had fucked me. That I liked it. That I was calling out his name while my boyfriend sat down at the fire. What a whore I was. And that he was going to show you everything. That he had a video of us, and would put it all over the internet. He then took out his phone like he was going to show me, and I started sobbing. He told me, that if I told you, he would post the video. He—he also said that if I didn’t break up with you, he would plant the date rape drug in your locker at work, and he had a girl who would claim that you raped her. Your career would be over. He said he had ways of getting your DNA on this woman, too. He said I had … three days to break if off with you, or he would do it.”

Devin stared at the woman he loved, and saw red. Absolute fucking red. Walking to his dresser, he stepped into a pair of basketball shorts, trying with all his might not to punch something. Zack Miller. He wanted to kill him. Right now. The bastard better be glad he was hours away. He knew he still worked at his old precinct. 

“He drugged you, Rachel. God. He put something in your drink to make you pass out. What if he …” No. He couldn’t think of another man violating her in that way. Not twice. 

Rachel stood, wrapping the sheet around her while she watched Devin. She knew he was right on the verge of losing control, but not at her. He wasn’t Justin. He was upset. She touched him gingerly on the back, and he turned, pulling her to him. It was then that she could feel his body shuddering. He was crying? 

Pulling back so she could look at him, she felt the first tear drop onto her face. They weren’t her tears. “Dev? It’s okay, baby. I’m okay.”

Devin squeezed her almost painfully, kissing the top of her head as his body shook. He hadn’t been there for her. This was his fault. “Tell me the rest.” Rachel ran her hands up and down his back, trying in vain to soothe him. She wasn’t sure what was the most upsetting to him, but she knew from his reaction that he wasn’t upset with her.

“When I left that night, I felt sick. When I went home, I threw up for what seemed like days. I thought I betrayed you, slept with another man, your coworker, and couldn’t remember it. But I knew that I hadn’t had any alcohol, only soda, so I started connecting what happened.”

“You couldn’t tell me,” Devin said. 

“For many reasons,” Rachel said back. “I was terrified of him, that he really did video us together. I was embarrassed that I had done that to you, the love of my life. Then, I knew he was right. He would destroy your career. I had to do what he said.”

“The day I came to your house,” Devin started, “I had heard him talking, bragging to another officer. Now I know he did that on purpose, probably knowing I was listening. He was going on and on about a hot lay that he had scored at the beach party. He never said your name, but he said something that made me realize it was you. He talked about the birth mark you have on your inner thigh, and I lost it. I ran out of there as fast as I could, to you. You had been acting weird for days, not wanting me around, not even talking to me. All I wanted you to do was tell me that it wasn’t true, that you didn’t do what he was saying. It wasn’t you.”

“But I couldn’t,” Rachel interrupted. “Because he said he had video. He threatened me.”

“Did you ever see the video?”

“No.”

“So you don’t know if you really slept with him.”

Rachel stared at him. Did she know for sure? “Well, I guess not, no. But I know I woke up without clothes on, and it sure did look bad.”

Devin growled angrily. “He touched you when you weren’t even conscious. Whatever he did to you was not consensual. If he really does have video of it, it could cause some big trouble for him. I hope he wasn’t that stupid. And if he was, I’m going to fucking find it. Rachel … I wish you would’ve told me. I understand why you didn’t, but …”

“I couldn’t let him ruin your dream,” Rachel said sadly.

“Don’t you get it, Rachel? My job is my job. You are my dream. Oh my god, I can’t believe all this time … that stupid prick is the reason that I spent five years without you. He did this. I spent all this time mad at you, mad at the world, for the best thing that ever happened to me being yanked away from me because of a selfish asshole that wanted to stick it to me. He saw an opportunity to one up me, so he took it. And you were the casualty. We were the casualty.” 

“That’s not all,” Rachel said, so low he didn’t hear over his ranting. He opened the door to the bedroom and walked out, leaving her there. What if she really didn’t sleep with him? Would that have changed the way she handled what happened with Devin? She knew that no matter what, however, he would’ve followed through on his threat to frame Devin for rape, and for that she knew she had to follow through with it. It would’ve been his word against Devin’s. At the time, she was young and naïve, and would’ve believed anything the older cop would’ve told her about what he could do. Devin was probably right, he probably would’ve never recorded himself doing anything to her. 

Wondering where Devin went, she walked slowly to the family room, seeing him staring out into the backyard, the moonlight illuminating his body. Her heart tripped seeing him in just the low hanging pair of shorts. He was such a beautiful specimen of a man. She just hoped he could take what was coming next. While they were being honest, she had to tell him the rest. She just didn’t know if she could get it out without completely falling apart again. This thing, this one part, she had stuffed down so far, she could almost convince herself that it didn’t happen. 

Walking up behind him, she wrapped her arms around him from behind, resting her cheek against his strong back. How did she start this conversation? How exactly do you tell someone something that was like the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back? As he felt her arms, his body relaxed and he turned his head towards her. 

“I want to kill him,” Devin whispered. “We lost all this time for no reason. No reason at all.”

“Devin,” she started. “That’s not all.” He turned quickly, looking her in the eyes as she allowed the tears to fall. It wasn’t fair that she had to say it. 

Seeing her face, he led her to the couch, then pulled her onto his lap. She searched his eyes for the love and acceptance she needed to see there. 

“You’re scaring the shit out of me, so please, whatever it is—tell me now.”

She ran her hands along his face, the chiseled lines and full lips she loved so much. “That night, I had a plan. When we left the party, I was going to tell you something. Of course, I never got the chance to talk to you at all, and when I did, well, it was the end of us, so I didn’t get to. And then … well …”

“Rachel,” Devin cut her off. “You aren’t telling me anything. What are you talking about?”

She breathed in and out, trying to steel herself for the words that needed to come out. “I was going to tell you that I was pregnant.”

It was like a bomb went off in the room, and the scary, silent aftermath of it smacked her in the face. A thousand things went across his face as he registered what she said. Devin stood up, putting her gently on her feet. “You what?”

“I was pregnant, Dev. About five weeks at the time, according to my calculations.” Devin looked at her stomach, then back to her face. 

“What … what did you … where’s the baby?” Devin’s face was twisted in pain. 

“I lost it,” she whispered, automatically putting her hand on her flat stomach. The pain of losing their baby had been almost as bad as losing him. 

“When?” 

“Right after you came to my house that day. The doctor’s said stress could’ve played a factor, or it could’ve just been my body not able to keep the baby.”

“The drugs he gave you did it,” Devin completed the thought. 

“Well, I didn’t realize that at the time, but I guess that could’ve been a possibility.”

Devin flexed his fingers, barely containing the anger simmering under the surface. He knelt down next to her, his face against her stomach. “Rachel,” he choked out, emotion overtaking him for the second time. “I’m shredded inside. Not only did we lose us because of a stupid asshole, but we lost a family. We had a baby in here? We would’ve been parents? Our baby would’ve been …”

“Five,” she whispered, running her hands through his hair as he stayed kneeled in front of her. As she felt the tears again, she kneeled with him, wrapping herself around him as he shook and cried. For her, she had had five years to deal with this. For him, it was just starting now. “I’m so sorry, Devin. I wish I could take this away from you.”

“You dealt with this all this time, by yourself. I wasn’t here for you, Rachel. You suffered, and I was a jerk and left you. I don’t deserve you, baby. You’ve been through so much, and I haven’t been here …”

“Dev,” Rachel kissed his tear stained cheeks. “You’re here. You’ve gotten me through the worst time in my life. What happened years ago was beyond our control. There’s nothing we can do to change what happened, or the time we lost. What we can do is move forward, together.”

He shook his head, standing up. “I didn’t have to walk away from you. I could’ve fought for us. This is my fault. I—I have to go.” He took a step away from her, and she grabbed his arm. 

Rachel’s heart stopped at the look on his face. “What? Please don’t do this. Please. You promised.”

Over his shoulder, she could see the sun starting to peek over the horizon. They had been up all night. And right now, she had to try to hold on to whatever she could to keep him from walking out the door. 

He stepped back to her and crushed his lips to hers. “I’m not leaving,” he whispered against her lips. “I just need to go deal with something.” Panic overtook her as she realized what he meant. 

“Please,” she begged again. “Let it be, Devin. There’s nothing good going to come from this.”

Devin sighed. “I have to, Rach. This isn’t over, not by a long shot. I know you don’t understand that, but as a man, I have to do this.” With that, he walked to his room, leaving her standing in the middle of the floor, unsure of what just happened. She was tired, so tired. Between not sleeping at all, to all that had happened between them in the last few hours, her head was a scrambled mess. He was going to do something stupid. What in the hell could she do to stop it? 

She looked at the clock, realizing it was after 6. Kayley would be up, right? She had small children. Striding to her phone before she could talk herself out of it, she dialed her number. Listening to it ring, Rachel paced back and forth. She could hear Devin going back and forth in the room, shutting drawers and knew he was packing. 

Her voicemail picked up, and Rachel swore. “Kay, I’m sorry. It’s early, but I need you and Ben. I don’t know what to do. Please call me back.”

Setting the phone on the counter, she practically ran into Devin as he made his way down the hall, duffel bag in hand. She flung herself on him, making him drop the bag in order to catch her. “Please, for me, for us, don’t do this,” she sobbed. She had a horrible feeling about this. Him going there was asking for something terrible to happen. 

“Haven’t we had enough happen to us? First we spent all this time apart, then we see each other again when I’m almost killed, and finally, we’re going to get to be each other’s future, and you are going to throw it away by going there? Are you even thinking, Devin? Please, listen to reason!” 

Devin hesitated, the rational part of his brain knowing she was right. But he couldn’t let this asshole punk think that he got away with this, all these years. He was going to find him, and he was going to make him pay for what he did. To Rachel. To Him. To his unborn baby. And he was going to make sure that everyone in his old precinct knew what Zack had done. 

“Baby,” he pulled her tightly against him. “I’ll be okay. I’ll call you.”

“Let me go with you if you have to go,” she begged. 

“No. I’ll be back tomorrow, and we’re going to forget that any of these people ever existed.” He stepped away from her and walked to the front door. She watched him, knowing there was nothing else she could say. He was going to do what he wanted, no matter how much she begged. You aren’t enough to stop him, that nasty little voice in her head told her. Revenge is more important than you. “I love you,” was the last thing she heard before he shut the door. 
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She was sure it had been hours since he left, but she really only knew that because the sun had gotten brighter and brighter in the living room. She hadn’t moved since he walked out the door. Kayley hadn’t called her back, and who else would she call? Her parents? His? And then have to get into all of that? No way. 

What was she doing, going through this again? He loved her? Did he? The first chance he got to run away, and he did it. He was going to go there and do what? He would end up ruining his life, then he would blame her and she’d be back where she was years ago. But this time, she wasn’t sure she would survive. The shrill ring of her phone made her jump, and she scurried for it, hoping it was Devin. It was Kayley. 

“Kay, thank goodness,” she said into the receiver. 

“What’s wrong?”

Rachel spent the next several minutes explaining to Kayley what was going on, hoping beyond anything that she could come up with something they could do. 

At this point, Devin was probably almost back home at their Jacksonville suburb, where he would soon hunt down Zack Miller. She knew he knew enough people there still to find him easily. What she didn’t know, however, was what he would do when he found him. She could only pray this didn’t turn out as badly as she feared it would. 
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Devin’s phone began ringing, and he looked down briefly, thinking it would probably be Rachel. When he saw a number he didn’t recognize, he frowned. Clicking accept on the screen, he said hello. Whoever it was wasn’t going to convince him not to go. It had to be done. 

“Devin? It’s Ben.”

Devin blew out his breath. Rachel had gotten to them. “Hey, Ben. How ya doing, man?”

Ben laughed. “I’m sure you know why I’m calling. Rachel called Kayley all freaked out this morning. What’s going on?”

Devin explained what Rachel had told him about Zack. Ben listened intently, not saying a word until he was done. 

“Wow,” Ben said once he was finished. “I don’t blame you, Dev. That’s crazy. Rachel sure has been through it, hasn’t she? Well, both of you have.”

“Would you go after him, if it was Kayley?” A seed of doubt was infiltrating his common sense. Was he doing the right thing?

Devin heard Ben take a deep breath. “I completely understand why you want to confront him. If it were Kayley, I’m sure I’d want to stand up for her honor, too. The only thing is, what’s the outcome going to be? Is it going to make you feel better? Is it going to help things with Rachel? Or are you taking a chance that he could actually get what he wanted in the first place? He wanted you taken down, your career ended. Don’t let him win.”

He heard every word, and he knew Ben was right. He was taking a chance, he knew that. But he couldn’t let him think he had gotten away with it. “I hear you, man. I know you’re right. But, I have to do this. He ruined our lives, and I have to see him face to face and find out what the truth is.”

“Be careful,” Ben warned. “Do you want me to drive over there? I’m off today.”

“That’s great of you to offer,” Devin said. “But, no. I need to do this myself, and I don’t need to get you involved. Thanks, man, for being a great friend to us.”

“Devin,” Ben’s tone was one of warning. “Rachel needs you. Don’t do something stupid. It’s more important for you to come back to her than to prove a point about who the bigger man is. Remember that. I know we as men get stupid over the women we love, and he did wrong you both, but think about what’s really important here.”

“I know,” he agreed. “Thanks for keeping my head on straight.”

“You call if you need me,” Ben said. 
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Devin pulled into the precinct where he got his start and turned off the engine. While he had calmed considerably in the hours since he left his house, he was still determined to do this. Zack Miller was not getting away with what he did. After talking to Ben, he had talked to both Ellis and Andrew. Despite all of their warnings, he still felt like he was making the choice he needed to make. 

The place hadn’t changed much. The white stucco building looked dingy and in need of a coat of paint. Police cars lined the front, and swaying palm trees showed you that you were definitely in Florida. 

Stepping from the car, he stretched his legs after the long drive. The whole way, he couldn’t stop thinking about all of the things Rachel had been through. Why was it that these sleaze ball men were able to get to her? If you wouldn’t have left her, it would’ve never happened, he thought. It was true. That night, had he been sitting next to her, she would’ve never been drugged, manipulated, and blackmailed. And had he never done that, they would’ve never broken up and she would’ve never been hurt by that criminal Mark. It was all his fault. Right now was one way he was going to make it up to her. Even if she didn’t see it that way right now. Everything was for her. 

Dialing her number, it barely rang before she answered. “Devin.” When she said his name, every single time, a grin the size of Texas wanted to break out on his face. After not hearing it for so long, he swore he would never take advantage of that simple thing again. “Where are you?”

“I’m outside the precinct.”

Rachel whimpered, and his stomach constricted. He hated to hear her upset. “Please don’t do anything stupid,” she whispered. “I can’t take losing you again.”

“You aren’t losing me, I promise. I talked to Ben, Ellis, and Andrew on the way here. I’m cool, Rachel. I’m going to confront him, let him know that I know what he did. I’m going to find out if there is any truth at all to what happened that night, and if there’s any kind of recording. After that, I’m coming home to you, baby. This is one thing I can control that’s happened to us, Rach. I know you can’t understand it, but I feel like everything that has happened to us has been my fault, and I need to make it right.”

“Nothing is your fault,” she answered, her voice small. 

“I’ll call you in a little while,” Devin answered back, not addressing her comment. “I love you, Rach.”

“I love you, too.” Devin slid the phone into his back pocket and made his way for the doors. He wondered how many of the guys he still knew here. 

Right before he got to the door, it swung open and one of his old buddies, Brian, stepped out. Seeing him, he stopped in his tracks and lifted his shades. 

“Well, well, well. Look at what the cat dragged in! Devin Putnam! How ya been, man?” Brian shook his hand, then hugged him briefly, clapping his back. 

“I’ve been great. What’s new with you? How’s Samantha?”

“She’s pregnant with our second child. I have a daughter who’s three, and this is a son. So, what are you doing here? Moving back?”

“Nah, I’m living on the West Coast. I work with SWAT now. I’m actually looking for Zack Miller. Is he at work today?”

“I think he’s out on patrol now, but you can check with Millie at the front desk and she’ll let you know. What in the world do you want with that prick, anyway?” Apparently he hadn’t made many friends since he’d been gone, either. 

“Have something to discuss with ‘the prick’. Thanks, Brian, it was great to see you. Good luck with the family.” He stepped inside the cool building, then headed for the front desk. Millie had worked there for so long, he had no idea how old she even was. She kept all of the men in line, and kept them fed, too. 

“Well look at who we have here! If it isn’t the Prodigal son come home! Devin Putnam, you are a sight for sore eyes for damn sure. Come on over here and give me a hug. It’s the only thrill this old woman gets anymore.”

Devin chuckled as he hugged her. “Good to see you, Millie. How have you been? How’s Harold?”

“Harold’s as ornery as a cat getting a bath, my dear, but that’s nothing new. I’m still here keeping these guys in line. What about you? Where’s that beautiful girl of yours? How many kids you have? What are you doing back here?”

He laughed at the peppering of questions. Everyone here had known Rachel. “Well, Millie, that’s a long story, but after a long time away from each other, we have reconnected and I hope to never be without her again. No children, yet.” His stomach squeezed at that. He could’ve had a child. A beautiful little red haired boy or girl that was part him and part Rachel. But thanks to Zack Miller, he would never know him or her. 

Seeing the change in his face, Millie’s face changed. “What’s wrong, Devin?”

“I need to find Zack Miller.”

Looking at him intently for a moment, she then went to the computer and typed a few commands. “He’s patrolling over at 55th Street and Florida Avenue. A lot of drug activity happening in that area lately.”

“Thank you, Millie. Please tell Harold that I said hi.” Devin turned to head for the door. 

“Whatever it is, be careful,” Millie called out. “You know Zack Miller doesn’t have many friends around here, but you do. I’d hate to see something happen to you. Think it through.”

Funny, she sounded just like Rachel. He nodded curtly, then went as quickly as he could to the intersection where Zack Miller was going to see a face he hadn’t seen in a long, long time. 

Driving up to the road where the patrol car was sitting to the side, Devin drove past, then pulled off to the side. Zack was sitting in his car, surveying the area no doubt. It wasn’t a great area, and he was surprised that Zack was alone. It was better for him, anyway. 

Zack must’ve seen him approaching because as he stepped closer, the door swung open and he stepped out. He was a nice looking guy, tall and in shape with brown hair. He was sure he attracted the ladies often … until he opened his mouth. The guy was the biggest braggart he’d ever known. 

“What the hell are you doing here,” Zack shouted over the noise of the traffic. Devin said nothing, just kept walking closer to him. Zack kept his hand on his gun, and it almost made Devin laugh. He wouldn’t need the damn gun. Not for what he wanted to do. 

Walking around to the front of the car, Devin stood as close to Zack as he could manage without punching his lights out. He still hadn’t said a word, and it was making Zack angry. 

“What do you want, Putnam. I’m sure you didn’t hunt me down here just for shits and giggles.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest, narrowing his eyes at Devin. 

“I’m here to set some things straight,” Devin finally said, crossing his own arms in front of him, mostly to keep him from laying him out on the ground. “I’m sure if you think hard in that pea brain of yours, you could probably figure out why. I guess you thought you were going to get away with it, huh? It’s been five years since you decided that ruining my life was your number one goal. You never could handle being in competition with me. But, your beef with me isn’t why I’m here. It’s what you did to Rachel that brings me here today.”

Zack’s eyes registered shock at his words, but he said nothing. 

“Yes, Rachel. The woman that I loved. The woman that you drugged, then violated. You are the worst kind of pig out there. You should be locked up for what you did that night. Is that how you get your kicks, by drugging women, then taking advantage of the while they’re asleep? You know what they call that? Rape, you asshole. And then? As if that wasn’t bad enough? You threaten her with a video that you took of her, and on top of it all, tell her that if she doesn’t break up with me, you will frame me for rape? Why in the world was I such a threat to you that you felt it necessary to do all of that? What did you want, power? I had no power over you. We were equals. Cops. Are you going to fucking answer me, or stand there like a pansy?”

“I didn’t rape that bitch,” he growled. “Or sleep with her either. I just told her that we did, and since she didn’t remember, I let her think that it was true.”

Devin clenched his fists, fighting the urge to knock him out. At least he had just lied to her, not actually forced himself on her. “So, why was she naked then? And why were you naked?”

Zack whistled through his teeth. “Boy, she did tell you all of it. It took her long enough.”

“Because of you, you cowardly asshole. You got your kicks out of scaring a 21 year old girl into breaking up with me over something that wasn’t even true. Now answer me. Why were her clothes off?”

“I took them off,” Zack said smugly. “It’s been a long time, but I still can’t forget that body. Hot damn. I’ve thought about what it would be like if she came to me willingly …”

Devin didn’t let him finish the sentence because he grabbed him and shoved him against the car, his face inches from his. “Don’t. Say. Another. Word. About. Her.” Zack was lean and strong, but Devin was stronger. Zack couldn’t even move. 

“She was pregnant with my baby, you idiotic prick,” Devin seethed, spitting the words out from between his teeth like bullets. “Whatever shit you gave her, plus the trauma of what you put her through made her lose my baby. Our baby. Are you proud of yourself? What a man you are, Zack Miller. You can’t get women to come to you willingly, so you take what is someone else’s, then threaten her. Why? Please explain it to me.”

“It was the best way to fuck with you. You were so whipped over that girl. I just flat out didn’t like you. And since you left here, you’ve been in Miami and now you’re over on the West Coast, huh? SWAT team? Wow, you’ve made it now, big shot. And it was too bad, what happened to Rachel, that freak holding her hostage and practically killing her. She just can’t catch a break.”

Devin pulled his fist back and punched him square in the nose before he could even register what he was doing. He had been keeping up on them? What the hell was this guy’s problem? Blood spurted from his nose immediately, but all that did was fuel Devin’s need to beat him into oblivion. For Rachel. For them. For the baby he would never get to know. He wasn’t thinking about the repercussions or what could happen. He was acting on pure adrenaline. 

Zack fought back, landing a punch to the side of Devin’s face, but he barely felt it. Devin struck again, sending him flying back again with a hit straight to the face. Zack fell backwards, against his squad car. Devin continued, pummeling him long after he knew he should stop. Zack stopped trying to fight back, instead trying to block his body from the furious jabs Devin was inflicting on him. 

The sound of a siren approaching was the only thing that stopped Devin from continuing his assault on the jerk. Great. Someone must’ve called the cops. 

As Devin stepped back, flexing his sore hand, Zack slumped to the ground, conscious but only barely. For a moment, Devin was sorry for what he did. Until he remembered what he had done to them, what he continued to do. 

The cruiser pulled up, and Devin hoped that it was someone that he knew, otherwise this could turn out badly for him. He realized that he had just beaten up a cop that was on duty. Yes, he was law enforcement, too, but he wasn’t sure that was going to save him at the moment. He wanted to smack himself for his stupidity. Rachel had been right. What started out to just be ‘setting him straight’ ended up in him losing his shit. 

“Put your hands where I can see them!” Devin heard from behind him. He sighed and turned slowly to face them, lifting his hands. Of course, he didn’t recognize him. “Miller, you okay?”

Devin looked back at Zack, willing him to stand up and not play the fool like he knew he would. He stayed slumped against the car. Of course. 

The officer approached him, his partner walking slowly behind him, both of their guns drawn. Devin closed his eyes, wondering what in the hell he was going to do now. This was exactly what Rachel had been afraid would happen. He was screwed. 

Wrenching his hands behind him, they clipped the handcuffs on him, reading him his Miranda rights while walking him to the car and placing him in the backseat. He rested his head against the metal grate in front of him, wishing he was still at home with Rachel, her warm skin against his. 
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“Any word from him?” Kayley asked, wiping Cierra’s face. The friends had decided they needed to get out of the house and get some lunch to try to pass the time. 

Rachel checked her phone for what must’ve been the millionth time since he left that morning. Still nothing. She had tried to call him many times over the last two hours, but his phone was off. “No. I’m so worried. What if he did something stupid?”

“Auntie Rachel? Why are you so worried?” Alexis asked, her little face wrinkled in concern. 

Rachel smiled at Kayley’s adorable girl. If she and Devin’s baby had lived, he or she would be close to Lexi’s age. Realizing that made it hard for her to breathe for a moment. “I’m just trying to get a hold of my friend, and he’s not answering. I just hope he’s okay.”

Alexis chewed her chicken nuggets, thinking about what she said. “Well, does he have a mom? If I was lost, I’d have someone call my mom. Or my Dad. He’d never let me be lost. I’m his princess.”

Kayley and Rachel laughed, effectively lightning the mood. “That’s a good idea, Lex. If he doesn’t call me soon, I’ll see if his mom or dad knows where he is.”

At that moment, Rachel’s phone started ringing and she fumbled for it, looking at the screen. “I don’t recognize the number.” But it was the area code from Jacksonville. A rock settled in her stomach as she pressed the answer button, Kayley watching her intently. 

“Hello?” She knew her voice was shaking. She couldn’t even try to control it right now. 

“Rachel,” his husky voice sent her stomach straight to her feet. 

“What’s going on, Devin? Are you okay? I’ve been trying to call you for hours.”

There was silence on the other end, but she knew he was still there. “Babe, I’m sorry.”

She rested her head in her hands, knowing she wasn’t going to like what was about to come out of his mouth. “What happened?”

“I’m in jail.” Rachel gasped, putting her hand to her mouth as the words she never wanted to hear came out of his mouth. The worst case scenario had happened. He threw everything away. For her. 

Kayley’s concerned eyes watched her, but she didn’t even have the energy to tell her what he just said. She wanted to crumble right here. Immediately, she felt herself start tensing up, her heartbeat increasing, and panic starting to take over. 

“Rachel. Listen. Breathe. I can hear you starting to panic. It’s okay, baby. I’ll figure it out. But, do you think you can come here? I hate to ask you this, but I don’t want to get my family involved if at all possible.” Devin’s family lived in Jacksonville, his parents and his three sisters. “A—and, I need you. I’m sorry, Rachel. I should’ve listened to you.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Rachel said wearily, not even responding to his apology. Hanging up the phone, she looked into her friend’s eyes, willing herself to keep the tears at bay. Tears wouldn’t help now. 

“He was arrested.” Kayley’s hands flew to her mouth, but not before a gasp escaped. “I know. He just ruined his whole life. I have to go, Kay. I’ll call you and let you know what happens.”

Kayley stood up when Rachel did, hugging her quickly. “Do you want me to go with you? I can drop the kids off.” Rachel shook her head no, and Kayley nodded. “Are you okay, really okay?” Rachel knew what she was asking. This kind of stress is what would cause her to fall into panic attacks and anxiety. 

Rachel nodded. “I have to get there, see what I can do to try to save what’s left of Devin’s career. This is exactly why I never told him.” She kissed the kids on their soft heads and she walked away, wishing her life was as easy as theirs. 
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Rachel pulled into the precinct, turning off the car. She remembered this place like it was her home. She had spent so much time waiting for Devin here, hanging out with the guys. Being back in Jacksonville came with mixed feelings. She would probably feel better if she wasn’t here because Devin was in jail. 

Walking up to the front doors, she was startled by the door opening first. A man stepped out onto the sidewalk, his face swollen like he’d been in a fight. Dried blood was spattered on his uniform shirt, and she stopped in her tracks as she realized who it was. Zack. He saw her at the same time, and his lips lifted in a sneer. 

“Well, well, well. Look who we have here. Come to rescue your Prince Charming? I don’t think you can save him, Princess. He’s being booked for assault of an officer. That’s really too bad, huh? Defending his whore. So cute.”

Rachel narrowed her eyes, stepping towards him bravely. “Listen here, you self-righteous prick. You know that after all that you did, it shouldn’t be him in that cell. It should be you. And I’m not going to stop until he gets cleared of all charges, and they find out the truth about what a slime ball you are. You deserved everything that he did to you and then some. I only wish I could’ve been there to witness him kicking your ass.”

Zack threw his head back and laughed. “Rachel, you’re funny. I’m surprised it took you this long to tell him the truth. I guess you believed me, huh? I never had a recording of you and me, because we didn’t even sleep together. You were so gullible, so easy. I would’ve totally framed Devin for rape though, just for my own entertainment. But you were too weak to fight for him, huh? That’s just sad. Guess you weren’t meant to be.”

Rachel smacked him loudly across the face before she could stop herself. “How dare you. You may have convinced a naïve young woman that you had the power, but let me just tell you something. I’ve been through hell and come back from it. I’m still here. You are nothing more than a smashed bug on my windshield. You are less than nothing. Your threats don’t mean anything. You have no control over me, or over my relationship with Devin.”

Zack smirked. “Oh, that’s right. You did have quite an ordeal back there in that little beach town you settled in. What’s it called, Sunset Beach? So cute. And Devin got a job there now, adorable. It’s just too bad what happened to you there, with that lunatic Mark Stevenson. What did he tell you his name was … Justin? And to do what he did to you, in your own house … you just haven’t had the best luck, have you?”

Rachel’s mouth dropped open, and she was unable to recover her response. She knew that some of what had happened had been televised, but not all of those details. “H—How do you know about what happened?”

Zack crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Well, before Devin got himself arrested, he told me.”

“He did not,” Rachel spat back. He would never. “I sure as hell know that wherever you got your information, for whatever reason you think you needed to keep tabs on me, Devin did not say anything to you. He came here to confront you, not to tell you things about me. So you can go to hell.” With that, Rachel pushed past him and into the precinct, leaving Zack standing on the sidewalk, watching her. 

“Rachel!” a loud booming voice called to her as she stepped up to the desk. It was Sheriff Watkins, one of her favorite people in the department. He stepped past the front desk and enveloped her in a hug. “We’ve got some trouble with your boy, I’m afraid.”

“It’s not what it seems,” Rachel said, determined to get Devin out of this. “I need to tell you everything, from the beginning. But first, can I see him? Please?”

Sheriff smiled. “Of course. He’s in the holding cell. When I saw Griffin bring him in I couldn’t believe my eyes. I’d heard that he was here to visit, and was looking for someone. But never in my life did I think I’d see him come in here in handcuffs. He keeps saying that Miller did something to you, but at this point, it’s his word against Miller’s, and I’ve got witnesses that he was beating Miller up.”

“I know,” Rachel said, following him down the narrow hallway. “It looks bad. But Devin’s right. And I’ll tell you everything you need to know, right after I see him.”

Sheriff unlocked a door, leading her to a small holding cell at the end of a hallway. Her eyes searched for him, her stomach twisting until she locked eyes with him. He stood up to walk to the bars, and her breath caught. Zack had gotten a few hits in too, because his right eye was swollen shut, and his right hand was wrapped in gauze. He had spattered blood on his tee shirt, but she was still relieved. He was okay. 

Opening the door to the cell, he indicated for Devin and Rachel to follow him into an interrogation room across the hall. Once inside, he turned to both of them. “Devin, I’m not going to lie. You have the possibility of being in serious trouble here. We have witnesses that show you beating Zack almost unconscious on the side of a busy street. I’ll have to pull the dash camera in the cruiser, too …”

“The camera!” Devin shouted, interrupting. “Pull the camera. We were standing in front of the car when he admitted everything he did to Rachel! That’s the key!” 

Sheriff looked back and forth between them, then sighed. “I’m going to have to get Miller back in here, aren’t I? This isn’t going to be simple. If you’re right, and what he said is on video, that seriously helps your case. I’m keeping a lid on this for right now, Devin. But I’m not happy about it. I’ll be back in 5 minutes.”

He closed the door behind them, and Rachel sighed. “He admitted it on video?” 

Devin scooted his chair so he was sitting knee to knee in front of her. “As long as his video was running, yes. You didn’t sleep with him, Rachel. It was all a set-up, a ploy for him to mess with me. For whatever reason, he set his sights on ruining me.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Nothing happened?”

He caressed her hands. “He drugged you, and took off your clothes, but the rest was a lie. He told you that you slept with him so that you would be convinced you did something wrong and break up with me. He’s a cowardly ass and got his kicks out of manipulating a 21 year old girl. Then, just in case you weren’t convinced enough, he threw out the threat that he would frame me for rape.”

“Oh my god,” she cried. “All this time, for nothing! I’m sorry, Devin. I should’ve just told you, let you deal with it. It’s all my fault.”

“Rachel.” Devin scooted even closer, lifting her chin so she would look at him. “Stop. This isn’t your fault. You were trying to protect me, and you thought that what he had told you was true. If anything, it’s my fault.”

“Why?” Rachel looked into those eyes that she loved so much, wishing she could rewind time and be having this conversation back then. They had lost so much time together, over what ended up being nothing she did wrong and everything to do with a cop with a God complex. 

“I never should’ve believed you would do that. I let my emotions get the best of me. I was upset when I heard Zack bragging about you to another cop. I know now he was doing that on purpose, setting the whole thing up. He was testing you to see if you would do what he said. So then when I came to you, I knew by the look on your face that something was wrong. But I let myself believe that you had done it, because you refused to give me any information. I allowed my anger and my bruised ego to overshadow my common sense. I didn’t trust in you, in us. I ran away from it instead. So if it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. I’m a cop. I should’ve seen that you were terrified, that something wasn’t right. But all I did was feel sorry for myself. I’m sorry, Rachel. I’ll never be able to tell you how sorry I am.”

She pressed her lips to his, emotion bubbling up to the surface as she felt his warmth. “This is exactly why I couldn’t tell you. Look at where you are now. Arrested. If they have what he said on video, they also have that you were beating him up. Does it even matter that he did something to me 5 years ago? You’re going to lose your job, Dev, and then what? What do you do then? You’ll resent me …”

“Stop,” Devin commanded. “He had to be confronted. He was even still keeping up on both of us, did you know that? He knew where I worked, what had happened to you. He’s got problems. I don’t know how far he would’ve taken them, but this had to be done. No matter what happens.”

“How can you be so calm when your whole life could be over, Devin? I just don’t understand it!” Rachel screeched, panic starting to take over. 

“My life is just beginning,” Devin said matter-of-factly. “Whatever happens, you are the only thing that I need. My job is my job.” The door swung open, and in walked Sheriff, with an angry Zack behind him. Rachel and Devin watched silently as they both sat down across from them at the table. 

“Gentlemen,” Sheriff said in his easygoing but firm manner. “It seems we have a problem here, and we aren’t going to leave this room until it’s solved.”

“Did you get the video?” Devin asked, glaring at Zack but asking Sheriff. 

“Working on that now. I was just talking to Zack about what his role is in all this. I told him that I was getting the video from his cruiser, and that’s what made him finally start talking.”

Zack refused to meet any of their eyes, “So the punk told you that he used drugs to make my girlfriend believe she had slept with him, then threatened to have a girl accuse me of rape and plant DNA on her if Rachel didn’t break up with me?”

“Well, that wasn’t exactly what he said,” Sheriff looked angrily at Zack. “Miller, if even half of that is true, we are going to have a serious problem.”

“So he can come here and beat me up and get away with it?” Zack said furiously, standing up. 

“Sit down,” Sheriff commanded. “I’m not talking to him right now, I’m talking to you.” Just then, the door opened and another officer indicated that the video was ready. 

“Stay here with them,” he commanded to the officer. “Neither of them can get up or talk to each other, or I’ll put them both in a cell together for the night.”

The door slammed shut behind him, and Rachel sat there in silence, wondering what in the world was going to happen. If he saw what Devin seemed to think he would see on the video, what did that mean for Devin? Would he be released? 

She looked at him, a question in her eyes. He knew what she wanted to know, and he shrugged his shoulders. Sheriff was a very fair man, but he wasn’t sure what he would do. All he wanted to do right now was finish what he had started out in the street. Zack wasn’t as messed up as he needed to be. 

Within minutes, the door was reopening and Sheriff was back, dismissing the other cop. He sat down without a word, and Rachel’s stomach quivered. She tried to search his face for any clue, but he was as stoic as a statue. 

“Devin,” he began, and Devin looked up at his former boss, waiting for what he was going to say next. Rachel gripped his hand, knowing she was probably squeezing him too hard but unable to stop herself. “I saw the video. You beat the hell out of a cop while on the side of a busy road. That definitely wasn’t the smartest move.” Rachel hung her head, squeezing her eyes shut. She would need to call his parents, even though he didn’t want them involved. 

“However, if some jackass had done that to my girl, I would’ve done the same thing.” Rachel swung her eyes to his. Did he really just say that? She looked at Devin out of the corner of her eye, and saw the relief on his face as well. “Zack Miller, I’m appalled at your behavior. I could put you away for a long time for the admission on that tape. But I’ll settle for your badge and gun on my desk within 5 minutes. And if I ever, and I mean, ever, hear that you have done anything to Devin or Rachel ever again, or even contacted them in any way, I’ll take that video and use it to prosecute you to the fullest extent of the law. Do you understand me?”

Zack stared at the sheriff, then swung his eyes to Devin and Rachel. Anger came off him in waves as he realized what was happening here. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Do I look like I’m kidding, son? Do you understand how much trouble you could be in right now? I’m doing you a favor. Actually, you know what? Maybe we should ask Devin and Rachel if that’s fair, if they agree with that, because they could press charges against you and then this would all be a moot point.”

Zack looked wildly at Devin and Rachel, realizing they held the power over him now. “Can we walk out of the room for a moment?” Devin directed his question to the sheriff. He nodded, and he and Rachel walked for the door, stepping just outside it. 

“What do you think?” Rachel asked, her voice low. 

“I wanted to make him sweat a little,” Devin laughed. “But, I guess I should ask you, since what he did was directed to you. What do you want to do?”

“I just want to forget that it ever happened,” Rachel wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly shivering. “I want us to start from the moment we walk out of here, and only look forward. Zack, Justin, all of it. I’m tired of the control that I’ve allowed these people to have over me. I let Zack run my life for years. If Sheriff can get him to leave us alone with the threat of that video, that’s enough for me.”

“You’re amazing,” Devin smiled, kissing her lightly. She didn’t think that was the case, she was scared shitless, but she loved him for saying that. “Let’s go in there and put the guy out of his misery, then let’s get the hell out of here.”

Walking back into the room with their hands joined, Zack watched them carefully as they sat down. Rachel fought a smile, enjoying having taken the power away from him. Hopefully for good. 

“We agree with the deal. For some crazy reason, Zack’s been keeping tabs on both of us, as you saw from the video. I want him to understand that if we catch wind at all that he’s sniffing around for information about us, the deal is off and we press charges.”

Sheriff nodded, looking at Zack. “That’s the deal. You give me your badge and gun, and you don’t apply anywhere in this county to be a cop, and I won’t stop you from working elsewhere. And you follow the guidelines they’ve agreed to, and never contact them again. Understood?”

Zack looked down at the table, knowing he was stuck. They had him right where they wanted him, by the balls. Rachel had to stifle an exuberant laugh. She had finally gotten her revenge. “Understood.”

“I didn’t hear you son.”

Zack lifted his head, his eyes weary as he met the sheriff’s. “Yes, I understand.”

“Tell Devin and Rachel thank you for not pressing charges against you, and that you’re sorry.”

His eyes flashed. Sheriff was pushing it, and they loved it. He stared at them for a long moment, then blew out a frustrated breath. “I’m sorry. What I did was shitty. Thank you for not pressing charges against me. Devin, I deserved everything you gave me and then some.”

Sheriff met Devin’s eyes, and he stood up. “Rachel, come with me, okay, doll?” She looked at Devin, confused, and he nodded once to show her it was okay. She stood and followed Sheriff out of the room, still not understanding what was happening. “We’ll meet you two in my office.”

He shut the door and walked purposefully down the hall, and Rachel scrambled to keep up. “What are we doing?”

He turned his head slightly, and she caught the small smile that played on his lips. “Letting Devin finish what he started.” They reached his office and he held the door open for her. “He won’t be long.”

She couldn’t help it; she laughed. After everything she had been through in the last 24 hours, she felt like she just might be cracking under the pressure. She sat on the chair in his office, reveling in the fact that not only was Devin going to be released, they were free of one more piece of their past. 
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Devin watched the door shut, then turned to face Zack, who watched him nervously. Devin, knowing he was bigger and stronger, flung his chair until it stopped right in front of Zack, making him flinch. 

“How do you feel now, Miller? Was it worth it, sticking it to me? Yeah, you ruined my relationship with the love of my life, and we lost many years over it. You scared her and made her think she did something awful that she didn’t do. How in the hell did you live with yourself all this time? It’s no wonder that you aren’t married. You’re an insecure prick with a God complex. No one likes you. Maybe in your new life, you should try to stop being such an ass. I’m not wasting any more time on you, but I wasn’t quite finished with you when we got rudely interrupted.”

Zack watched him warily, not saying anything. When Devin moved quickly towards him, he flinched, his face still smarting from his earlier attacks. Devin put his face right next to his, looking him eye to eye. “This is the last time you will ever see me. If you ever run into us somewhere, you better run the hell away. You don’t want to come across me again, or you will have hell to pay. You might as well leave the state. I’m getting a copy of that video too, for safekeeping, in case you have any buddies around here that might try to help you. Hmm, isn’t it interesting that one of the things that started this entire mess was you telling my girl that you had a video of her having sex with you? And it’s a video that ends up coming back to bite you in the ass. Karma’s a bitch, ain’t it?” Devin stood, circling behind him, knowing he only had a small amount of time left. 

Moving swiftly, he yanked Zack up by his shirt and shoved him against the wall, slamming his head into it for good measure. “I’m going to help you remember what Sheriff said. I never got to drive my point home earlier, but I’m sure as hell going to help you remember it now.”

Zack looked at him wide-eyed, but couldn’t speak because Devin had his arm under his chin. Devin pulled back his other arm, and Zack’s eyes closed in anticipation. 

“This is for you ever, ever talking to my girl.” He put his full power into slamming his fist into Zack’s jaw, hearing the crack as it shattered. If there was one thing Devin was, it was strong. Zack was no match for him. He cried out and whimpered, his eyes rolling back into his head. When Devin was sure he was still conscious, he looked him in the eyes for the last time. “This is for you ever having that vile, disgusting thing of yours in her sight.” With that, he took his knee and slammed it into his groin as hard as he could, then let him go. He slumped to the floor, gasping from the pain in both places. 

Devin watched him a moment more, then walked out of the door to get his girl, shaking out his hand for the second time that day. 
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They pulled into the driveway of Devin’s parent’s house, and Rachel stared at it, remembering it like she had been here yesterday. It was a classic Florida style house, with colorful stucco on the outside, palm trees swaying in the breeze, and a green, plush lawn. Since they had been in the area, Devin had wanted to go visit his parents before they headed back to the west coast, and she had agreed. But now that they were here, she was scared. 

“Rachel.” Devin’s voice broke through her trance. Her stomach was in knots as she thought about seeing Ryan and Athena Putnam again. “Look at me.”

She turned to him, and couldn’t help but smile at his appearance. While she had no idea how he had actually left Zack, his face was lopsided with his one eye swollen and his crooked, sexy grin. She glanced at his swollen hand, and she knew that he had given Zack another piece of him, and had done it well. For her. “I love you.”

Devin reached for her, and she buried her head in his neck. He kissed the top of her head, caressing her back gently. “I love you, Rachel. I’ll do anything and everything to protect you, forever. And you don’t have to worry about my parents, honey. I never told them anything.”

“Nothing?”

“No. I couldn’t bear to make them think less of you. I don’t know, maybe I always knew that something wasn’t right about it. I just told them we broke up. They spent all these years ribbing me for being the stupidest man on the planet.”

“Dev!” she giggled, then became serious. “Thank you. For not telling them. For defending my honor with Zack. For everything. You’re the most important person in my life.”

Devin tilted her head back, taking her lips in his with an intensity she didn’t expect for sitting in his parent’s driveway. Teasing her lips with his tongue, she opened up for him, joining her tongue with his. He allowed his hand to travel to her breast, and he rubbed it lightly through her top. While a part of her knew this wasn’t the time or place, she couldn’t stop him if she tried. Desire pooled low in her belly as he deepened their kiss, sucking her tongue into his mouth, his hand now lifting her shirt to touch her stomach. Electric currents shot from where he touched her throughout her body, and she gasped at the feeling he was giving her right here in the car. She found herself reaching out for him, touching him through his pants, and she felt him groan before he pulled slowly away from her. 

“Dear God,” he breathed. “When we get to the hotel tonight, you better be ready. That was a preview.” Her stomach clenched at the promise in his voice. 

“Rough or slow,” she whispered in his ear. He slid his hand between her jean clad legs and rubbed her there, almost sending her into a frenzy. 

“All of the above. I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve. Now, let’s go make nice with my parents and let me show them I’ve got their girl back so we can get on to celebrating yet another asshole that has tried to stand in our way being shown the door.”

He got out of the car, then walked around to her door and opened it for her, pressing her back against the car one more time, kissing her neck before letting her walk. Her knees were weak and she wondered how she was going to have anything intelligible to say when they walked into his parent’s house. 

He smirked at her, knowing exactly what he did to her, and laced his fingers with hers as they approached the front door. His parents had no idea they were coming or that he was even here in town, but he knew they were home. They were creatures of habit. Knocking the door, he tried hard to resist the urge to squeeze Rachel’s butt while he was waiting, but he lost. She laughed and swatted his hand away playfully. He then saw her look at his backside when the door opened and his mom stood there. 

Athena Putnam was a beautiful woman in her early 50’s. She enjoyed walking the neighborhood with her friends, and doing yoga several times a week, so she was in good shape. Devin had her same dark blue eyes, but that’s where the resemblance ended. She was petite and had blonde hair, which was peppered with gray. Ryan, Devin’s dad, was an older version of Devin himself. A retired cop, Ryan was a robust man, tall and muscular with dark hair and dark eyes. Devin loved his parents, and they had a great relationship. 

“Oh my God!” Athena shouted as she registered what she was seeing. “Devin! And, Rachel? Is that you? Ryan, come here!” She stepped out onto the porch, not sure who to look at first. “Devin, what happened to your face? And Rachel! You’re really here? You’re just as beautiful as the last time I saw you! Look at both of you! Standing here on my porch! Together!”

“Well, let them in, for goodness sake, Athena,” Ryan laughed, walking up behind her. “It’s great to see you both. Dev, I sure would like to know what the hell happened to you, but I’m sure you’ll tell us. Come on in. Rachel, you’re as beautiful as ever.”

“Yes, yes, come in. I’m sorry. You just shocked me to death. First, seeing Dev here was a surprise, and then to see that you’re here with him, oh my …” Athena rambled as she opened the door for them to walk past her, and they smiled at each other. Ryan hugged his son tightly, then pulled Rachel in for a hug as well. 

Devin and Rachel sat side by side on the couch while Athena prepared snacks and drinks in the kitchen. Ryan sat in his chair, facing them, a smile on his face as he watched his wife in the kitchen. The nerves that Rachel had when they pulled in the driveway were long gone. She felt like she was home. 

Athena walked over with a tray, and Rachel grabbed some crackers and cheese, realizing she hadn’t eaten since she got a few bites with Kayley. It was getting late, and they hadn’t even had dinner. She couldn’t believe it was even the same day still. 

“So, tell us what’s going on. It’s so great to see you guys together again. I prayed for it for years.” Rachel looked at Devin and smiled, and he took her hand and kissed it. 

“It’s a long story, but if you’re ready to hear it, we’re ready to share. This will also explain what happened to my face.”
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After over two hours of conversation, explaining every detail that had happened to them, Rachel felt emotionally exhausted. She had cried her eyes out while Devin told them about the incident with Justin, to the point that Devin’s mom had asked her if she wanted him to stop. They had also talked about Devin’s younger sisters and what was happening with them. At one time, she had been close to them as well. They were all adults now, Samantha, 22, Laura, 24, and Jenna, 28. She wanted to get together with them the next time they were over visiting and apologize for cutting them out of her life when things went south. At one time, they had been just as much her sisters as Devin’s. 

“It’s amazing, what you’ve been through,” Athena said, dabbing her eyes. “You’re such a strong woman, Rachel.”

“I’m not,” Rachel disagreed. “I’ve been in therapy for months. There are days that I panic over nothing, and nights that I wake up screaming and Devin has to calm me, show me that it was just a dream.”

“He was meant for you,” she continued. “He’s your protector. I know you’re a strong woman and girls of your generation don’t like to hear that, but it’s true. Devin was meant to be with you. That’s why nothing worked when you weren’t together. He was unhappy, and so were you. We knew, all these years, that if you didn’t find your way back to each other, neither one of you would live a fulfilled life. I’ve never been happier for you two.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Ryan interjected. “Give yourself time to heal. You know I’ve seen a lot in my 30 years on the force, and I know that the ordeals you have been through would shatter even the toughest cop. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Has Devin ever told you about the case I had when I was a new cop?”

Rachel looked at Devin, and he shook his head no. “I never told her.”

“When I was a rookie, my first year on the job, I was a beat cop, of course. I was with my partner when we got a domestic violence call. It wasn’t unheard of in the neighborhood we patrolled. When we got there, it was at a rather shady apartment building in a bad part of town. We surveyed the area, then walked up to the door. We couldn’t hear anything, so we knocked, announcing ourselves as police. There was only silence. I started to get nervous, not knowing what was going to happen, but of course I couldn’t show that, since I was supposed to be a tough cop. My partner knocked on the door again, then tested the knob. It was unlocked. He pushed it open, and what I saw …” he trailed off, looking away. Even after that many years, it still affected him. 

“There was a baby, sitting in the middle of the floor, surrounded by the bodies of what had been his mother and father. The father had shot the mother in front of the baby, then himself. There was … bodily fluids all over the baby, and all over everything. I turned my head and threw up outside the door, over and over and over. I cried like a baby. I had to go to counseling for months after that, and for years I would wake up, screaming, wishing I could’ve helped the outcome of that call. To this day, I think of that baby. Of course he’s an adult now, but I wonder where he is and what happened to him.”

Rachel sniffled as she watched Devin’s father try to keep control. “That’s awful.”

“I don’t tell you that disgusting story to make it seem light, what you went through. I’m telling you that because I want you to see that it doesn’t make you weak because there are things you can’t control, can’t get out of your head. Let other people help you, Rachel. You can’t do it alone.”

She nodded, a lump in her throat. “Thank you,” she whispered, lacing her fingers with Devin’s. He kissed her temple, rubbing his hand along her back. She yawned right before her stomach growled. 

“We’ve had a long day,” Devin announced. “We’re going to get to our hotel. I promise we’ll be back to visit very soon.”

Athena hugged Rachel tightly. “I’m so glad you’re back together,” she whispered in her ear. “He was never himself without you. When I watched him tonight, every time he looks at you, it’s like there is no one else on this earth. He’s totally and completely in love with you.” Athena looked over her shoulder at Ryan. “Dev is just like his dad. Big and tough, but they love with their whole heart. To this day, Ryan is the most romantic husband. He’s never afraid to show me how much he still loves me. That’s the kind of man Devin is. He gave his heart to you all those years ago, and you still have it.”

Tears shimmered in Rachel’s eyes. Damn, all she seemed to do was cry anymore. “Athena, thank you for telling me that. I’ve had to come to the conclusion that Devin loves me, even with all of my baggage. That was hard for me to accept at first, but I see it now. And I love him too, and I always have.”

“Stop making my girl cry,” Devin interrupted, pulling her to him. “Let’s go, Rach. You’re exhausted.” Devin knew that tonight would probably be rough for her. Overly emotional days ended in rough nights. Rachel hugged Ryan, and he winked at her. 

“Welcome back to the family,” he smiled. “And if you need anything, please let us know. We’re always here for you.”
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Devin pulled into the hotel and shut off the engine, looking over at a sleeping Rachel. In the thirty minutes it had taken them to get here, she had passed out. Her car was still at the precinct, and they would have to get it tomorrow before they headed home. For now, he needed to get his sleepy girl into the room and let her rest. He had put her through hell today. Between not sleeping last night while they finally got out all of their issues, to him being in jail, confronting Zack, and seeing his parents, she was more than done. 

He smoothed her hair back from her face, his heart squeezing. God, he loved her. He couldn’t believe he was getting another chance with her. All he wanted to do was take care of her and love her through the rest of her life. 

“Rachel,” he said softly, running his fingers along her porcelain skin. She stirred at his touch. “We’re here, babe. I’ll help you get in to the room, but you have to wake up a bit.”

She yawned and stretched, her shirt lifting to show a little of her smooth stomach. He gritted his teeth, his body instantly reacting to seeing her skin. He wanted her so badly. But, her rest and health was the most important. He helped her from the car and she leaned on him as they walked into the hotel. 
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Rachel blinked, her eyes trying to adjust to the darkness. Where was she? She went to lift her arms, only to realize that she couldn’t move. Panic bubbled up in her throat. A light flicked on, and she shut her eyes against the intrusion. As her eyes got used to it, a scream ripped from her mouth as she realized who was in the room with her. Justin. She was sitting in a chair, bound with duct tape at her ankles and wrists. Looking down, she saw she was wearing only a shirt. No, not again. He stepped towards her, his face twisted in anger. As he leaned down, she realized it wasn’t Justin. It was Zack. He was sneering at her, holding a cup to her mouth. She smelled the alcohol, and she turned her head to avoid the liquid. When she refused to open her mouth, he threw it in her face and put his hand between her legs. 

“NOOOOOOOO!”

“Rachel,” she heard faintly. That wasn’t Justin or Zack’s voice. “Wake up, baby. You’re safe. Open your eyes and look at me. It’s Devin.”

She blinked her eyes open, her chest heaving with the panic of her nightmare. Devin’s face came into view, and she clutched onto him as the dream started subsiding. 

“Damn it!” she yelled, slamming her fists on the bed. “I hate this! I can’t even sleep. You can’t sleep. I’m sorry.”

Devin rolled her so she was facing him, his caress calming her. “Stop saying you’re sorry. I’m right here. No matter what time of day or night. Come here.” 

He pulled her against him, feeling her pounding heart against his chest. He hated these damn dreams. It was something he couldn’t control, and it made him feel helpless. Running his hands through her hair, he knew better than to ask her what the dream was. She never told him. He didn’t know if it was just too painful to say it out loud, or if she was afraid to tell him what was in her head. She had her arms wound tightly around him, as if she was afraid if she let go, she’d go back to her dream. He didn’t know how long they lay there, but her heart rate eventually slowed and her grip loosened. 

“Feeling better?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

Moving her hair to the side, he pressed light kisses to her neck, making her shiver. “How about I make you forget that dream.” Feeling the reverberation of his voice against her, coupled with the words he said, made desire roll over her like a wave. 

Hooking her leg around him and sitting up, she straddled him, taking in his bare chest and low hung shorts. His hair was messy from sleep, but to her, he was even hotter laying here in the bed they were sharing than if he was all dressed up to go out. “I like that idea, very much,” Rachel purred, flinging her tank top off. Sitting astride him with only her underwear on, his eyes darkened as he looked at her. 

“Remember what we started earlier in the car? I’m going to finish it. Right now. Get up.” Rachel’s eyes widened at his tone, and she smiled, loving that side of him. She climbed off of him, and he immediately followed, smacking her behind as she stood up. “Stay there,” he commanded. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, and she was standing with her back to him. He ran his hand along the T of her panties, then over her bare bottom. She shut her eyes at the sensation of his touch. “So beautiful,” he murmured, sliding the panties off and watching them hit the floor. He used both hands to caress her backside, one hand traveling to her inner thighs and the other one going up to touch her breasts. 

He stood up abruptly, shoving his shorts down and rubbing his arousal against her. She leaned back against him, her head resting on his chest. He used that opportunity to wrap his arms around her, touching her breasts, teasing them. 

“Dev,” she mumbled, using her hips to grind against him, pure desire fueling her. He reached one hand down in between them and touched her, his fingers expertly finding just the right spots. 

“On your knees, on the couch.” It wasn’t sweet and gentle, it was commanding. Her knees weak, she walked a few steps to the soft couch in their suite and did what he said, looking back over her shoulder to see if he was following. Their eyes connected as he walked slowly over to her, his desire for her protruding from his body. She raked her eyes up and down his amazing body, quivering from want. Sexual tension rolled over both of them like fog, so thick you could’ve cut it with a knife. 

He reached her, and she held her breath, waiting for him to touch her. For so long, she had been in control, had always had to be in charge of every single little thing. For once, it felt good to let go of that and know that someone else could make the decisions. She turned to touch him, and he stepped back. Frowning, she met his eyes again. “Hands on the back of the couch.” She lifted an eyebrow at him, completely turned on but wondering what in the world he had planned. She wanted to touch him. 

After a moment, she turned, putting her hands on the back of the couch like he said. Staring at the wall behind the couch, she waited in heightened anticipation for what he was going to do. 

“Move your knees apart a little more,” he said from right behind her, so close that his breath tickled her shoulder. She thought for sure she would spontaneously combust from waiting on him. Doing as he asked, she almost begged, but knew it wouldn’t matter. He was showing her he was in control, and she was going to let him lead. 

After another moment, she felt his hands in her hair, smoothing it, combing it through with his fingers. “I love your hair so much. Don’t ever cut it. I love it around my face as you ride me, and laying across my pillow, and everything in between. Right now I’m going to love it tickling my chest as I take you from behind.” Rachel gulped, a small mewl escaping her throat. This was a new Devin, and she loved it. While their lovemaking had always been hot and sexy, this commandeering man was a new facet to him. 

She didn’t speak; she wasn’t sure she could. When he touched her hips, she jumped. She had waited for what seemed like forever for him to touch her, and her nerves felt raw, exposed. He used one hand to snake around her and press on her lower stomach, and the other hand to bend her over so she was on her forearms on the back of the couch. Once she was where he wanted her, he used that hand to reach between her legs from behind, touching her. She knew she was ready; beyond ready. The anticipation of what he was doing was almost enough to send her over the edge before they even started. 

Devin hissed something unintelligible from behind her, and she smiled, knowing that even though he was controlling this, he wasn’t unaffected. “I can’t wait anymore,” he hissed. “Ready?”

When all she could do was nod, he stepped behind her, angling her hips so she was open to him. Entering her forcefully, he groaned as she easily accepted him. Rachel arched her back as he filled her, the sensation almost too much to take. She was trying to stay against the back of the couch, but she wanted to move. As if he was reading her mind, he pulled her so that she was basically sitting on him, and they both moaned loudly at the pressure. 

“Devin,” his name out of her lips sounded like the best orgasm he could ever ask for. He moved her hips faster, moving her up and down. She reached up and behind her head to touch his head, and he used that opportunity to suck her neck. He was breathing hard into her ear, and sweat was forming on both of their bodies at the exertion. He was trying to hold out, he really was. Holding her up with one arm around her waist, he used the other one to touch her beautiful breasts, first one, then the other, teasing them, pinching them. She began wriggling, and he almost couldn’t hold out anymore. He reached down between her legs, feeling himself there. Touching her, he lifted her with the other arm while using his hips to send them both over the edge simultaneously.

She cried out first, the combination of his fingers and him sending her quickly over the edge, her body shuddering and releasing for so long, she didn’t think it would ever stop. When her name came out of his mouth, a guttural, primal sound followed. As they came down together, Devin set her back on the couch and eased out of her, caressing her back. She turned to face him, a small smile on her lips. 

“Wow,” she teased. “That was like something you only read about in books, Dev. Where did that guy come from?”

He laughed, pulling her up so she was standing with him. Wrapping his arms around her, she pressed her body against him again, and he knew he wasn’t done. Not by a long shot. “You like it?”

“I love it,” she answered, kissing up his chest while her hands found him still somewhat ready for action. He sucked in a breath. “How about we go clean up, and you can do that again.”

Devin rested his hands on her backside, pulling her up so she could wrap her legs around his waist. Her breasts pressed teasingly against his chest, and he could feel her warmth against his stomach. “That’s a promise, my love. Now let me take you and clean you up.”

Rachel kissed his neck as he walked, never in her life feeling as loved, cherished, and protected as she did right then. 
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“How’s it going, Rachel?” Dr. Troast smiled as she settled on the chair across from him. She smiled back, feeling the best she had since she started seeing him. 

“Things are great,” she said. When he just looked at her, she knew he wanted her to elaborate. Damn shrinks. They just make you babble on and on. 

“Well, the last time I saw you was right after we got back from Jacksonville, when all that stuff happened with Zack.” Dr. Troast nodded. “Things with Devin are … amazing. After we got all of that out, and he feels that he vindicated me by confronting Zack and getting some sort of retribution, it feels like nothing can come between us again.”

“That’s great, Rachel. I’m glad to hear you being so positive about things. I just want you to be careful. Not of Devin, but of putting all of your worth into someone else. For so long, you’ve felt like you weren’t worth being loved, taken care of, or even liked. I want you to feel good because of you, not because someone else is giving you self-worth. I’m very glad you are happy again, because you should be, so please don’t get me wrong.”

Rachel nodded. “I know. I get it. I don’t think that’s a problem. I mean, Devin has shown me how much worth I do have. He’s helped me heal past all of this stuff more than anyone. Sorry.” She grinned as Dr. Troast smiled at her. 

“Are you still living together?”

“Yes. We don’t plan on changing that. We’ve lost so much time, doc. We want to be together as much as possible.”

“And what about Justin? What’s going on with that?”

Rachel sighed, the familiar bubble of panic coming up at the mention of his name. “His trial is supposed to be in March. The state’s attorney’s office is hoping that he just takes a plea deal, to avoid a trial. I really hope that, too. I’m not sure I can get up and testify in front of him. That might just send me over the edge.”

“Well, if that’s what happens, we’ll deal with it,” Dr. Troast answered. 

“They made it as late as possible because they’re hoping that the girl in Alabama wakes up. They want to be able to use that to get him to accept their deal. He already plead not guilty to the charges at his arraignment, and his attorney is trying to use insanity as a plea. They hope that if they can get this other woman, he will see his best chance is to take the plea and avoid trial.”

“Do you know what the deal is?”

“I heard them say something about life without parole but I’m not sure. This is the kind of case that, if it was proven he did this more than once, could be the death penalty. He’ll want to avoid that, we’re sure, so they’re trying to get him to accept the deal.”

“How about the panic attacks? Nightmares? Are they lessening?”

Rachel nodded. “Yes. After the whole thing with Zack, I had a nightmare that night. Since then, I haven’t had any nightmares at all, but I have had some panic attacks.”

“Tell me what you’ve panicked over.”

“Well, I was at the doctor’s office last week, for my yearly examination—you know, for a woman,” Rachel said, embarrassed. He nodded, and she continued. “I was lying there when the doctor came in with a male nurse, and as soon as she went to start examining me, I started panicking. I don’t know exactly what triggered it, if it was the male nurse, or being looked at there, it reminded me …”

“That’s completely normal,” Dr. Troast commented. 

“Normal!” Rachel snorted. “It’s normal to have a panic attack while at your gynecologist? I ended up having to go into a shortened version of what happened to me, which of course she had known part of because of my records, but I was totally embarrassed.”

“Did you get through the exam?”

“Eventually, yes. She did get another nurse, and let me relax for a few minutes before she came back in.”

“That’s great, Rachel. Progress is progress.”

“That wasn’t all. I had two panic attacks my first week back to work, both of which were rather severe. One was over a guy that resembled Justin, and the other was a loud noise in the gym that sent me into a tailspin. My friend Jessica was able to help me the first time, but the second time she had to call Devin.”

“This isn’t something that’s going to go away overnight, Rachel. I still think you’re progressing well, all things considered. How do you think the medication is helping?”

“I think it’s definitely made things easier to work through. I would like to try going off of it sometime soon, though. I will never know exactly how well I am if I don’t.” 

“I agree,” Dr. Troast made a note on his pad. She often wondered what in the world he wrote, and secretly wanted to steal it to see if he doodled, wrote how crazy she was, or really needed it to keep track of her progress. 

“Anything else?” 

Rachel thought. “Well, I think I’d like to go see my parents. I haven’t seen them since right after the accident, and I’d like to spend some time with them.”

“That’s great. You need to reconnect with people. You had told me before that you’ve pushed them away over the last several years, too. Did you ever tell them about what happened when you and Devin broke up?”

She shook her head. “No. I never told anyone. They loved him like the son they never had, and I didn’t want them to look at me in disappointment when they realized I was the one that screwed it up.”

“But you didn’t do anything. Maybe if you would’ve told them, they could’ve helped you. You were only 21 years old, Rachel. Did you think they would be that quick to dismiss everything as your fault?”

“I thought I slept with him,” she said quietly, looking down at her lap. “I had no idea he wasn’t telling the truth. I mean, I could’ve told them that he threatened me, but I was terrified. It was just easier …”

“To push everyone away,” Dr. Troast finished. “Yes, I know. This is the part you need to work on the most. Instead of pushing people away, pull them towards you. Your parents, Devin, even his parents, they would’ve helped you, and still will today. Accept it, be thankful for it. You aren’t a screw up, Rachel.”

Tears stung her eyes, and she swallowed hard, refusing to succumb to them. “Nothing I’ve ever wanted to do in my life I’ve done, followed through on.”

“It’s never too late,” he responded. “You’re young, Rachel. Your whole life is ahead of you. Stop thinking of the past and the mistakes you’ve made, and decide what you want for the rest of your life, and make it happen.”
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Rachel walked into the house, throwing her keys on the counter. The dinner she had left in the crock pot made her stomach grumble with hunger. Devin should be home soon. The thought made her smile. Home. When she stopped to think about it, she couldn’t believe it. Would she go through all she had been through again if she knew at the end was Devin? She knew that the answer was yes. He was worth every second of pain she had endured over the years.

Her cell phone rang, and she fished it out of her purse, a smile breaking out on her face as she saw the name. “Hi, my love,” she cooed. Sometimes she couldn’t believe she was the same person she had been a few months ago. Really, she wasn’t, and it was all because of him. 

“Hey, honey,” Devin’s voice was like silk running over her. She closed her eyes. “How was Dr. Troast?”

“It was good. He makes some valid points, as usual. That’s what I pay him for I guess! Are you on your way home?”

She heard him sigh, and knew he wasn’t coming home. Disappointment covered her like a dark cloud. “We’ve got something pretty big shaking down over here. Looks like it’ll be a late night. The guys just ordered pizza. I’m not sure what time I’ll be home. Don’t wait up, okay?”

She shook off her disappointment. This was part of his job, and she didn’t need to act all weepy woman on him. “Wake me up when you get home, okay? I’ll miss you tonight.”

Devin didn’t answer right away, and then she heard silence where she had heard the hustle and bustle of the office before. “I’ll miss you too, honey. I love you. Make sure the doors are locked, okay? I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

She smiled, warmth overtaking her. “I’ll be here waiting for you. You go big bad cop and catch those bad guys.” Hanging up, she looked at the dinner she was making and frowned. She didn’t need all that food for just her. 

Picking her phone back up, she called Jessica to see if she wanted to come over, and she quickly agreed. While she was waiting for her, she turned the news on so that the house wasn’t too quiet, yet another thing she didn’t like anymore. 

Putting the dinner on warm, she sat on the couch with a glass of wine, closing her eyes. It had been a long day. Even though she had been back at work for over a month now, she still got tired easily. Jessica was still working on the mobility of her shoulder, and it still bothered her once and a while. 

“Update on a story that we broke for you back in November. Mark Stevenson, accused of attempted murder, kidnapping, rape, battery, attempted murder of a police officer, fleeing the scene, and gun charges is set to go to trial in March, here in Florida. He’s also wanted in Alabama, and the two states are working together on his charges. Stevenson moved to Florida under a different identity, got involved with a local woman, who he held hostage at her own house …”

Rachel shut off the television, bringing her knees up to her chest, breathing deeply, trying hard to keep it from coming. She couldn’t testify against him. She hated that the news was even still talking about it. Why couldn’t everyone just let her forget? Flashes of her bound to the chair, her arm broken and her body bruised inside and out, made her cry out in panic. Breathe, Rachel. Think. You’re here in the house, safe. He’s locked up. Trying all the tricks in the book to keep her calm, she stared at her phone. She needed Devin. No. Remember what Dr. Troast said. You can’t always rely on someone else. Do it yourself. 

Forcing herself to stand up, she paced the living room, thinking about all the positive things in her life. Devin, Kayley, her precious kids, Jessica, her job, her parents. She made it through the ordeal, now she just had to tell herself she could learn to calm herself. 

A knock on the door made Rachel jump, but she rushed to the door, her eyes wild. She knew she was going to scare Jessica, but she needed her. Flinging open the door, she came face to face with the beautiful blonde. When she saw Rachel’s face, concern flitted over her features. 

“Rachel? Are you okay?” Jessica had unfortunately been witness to several of Rachel’s panic attacks.

Rachel fell into her arms, her body shaking like a leaf. “Do I need to call Devin?” She shook her head no. “Rachel. Breathe. Whatever it is, you’re safe here. Come on, let’s sit down on the couch. What about Kayley? Can I call her?” Rachel shook her head no again. 

Jessica helped her to the couch, then sat next to her, stroking her back like she saw Devin do at the office. She hated seeing Rachel this way. Even though she hadn’t known her too long before the ‘accident’, she knew that she had been very strong, and seeing her like this was heart-wrenching. 

“The news,” Rachel stuttered out, still shaking and sweating. “They were talking about Justin, Mark, whatever the hell his name is, and I just lost it. I’m sorry, Jess. I know that’s not what you wanted to come over here for, to keep me from flipping my lid.”

“Rach, I’m your friend. I’m here for you. Are you okay?” Jessica searched her friend’s face, seeing her features starting to relax. 

“Yes. Thank you. God, I feel so helpless when that happens. I try to talk myself out of it, but I just can’t. It’s like everything is closing in on me.”

Jessica nodded. “That must be such a scary feeling. It’s getting better though, right?”

Rachel stood. “Come on. Let’s get some food and watch a chick flick.” Jessica smiled, glad her friend was feeling better. 
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Devin slid into the car, exhausted. They had been working some intel on a case that couldn’t wait, and it looked like they may be able to make an arrest very soon. It was after 2am. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, seeing a text message from Rachel’s friend, Jessica. Worried, he slid the bar to read her text and saw that she had been over to eat dinner with Rachel, but she had had a panic attack right when she got there over a news story about Mark. 

Damn, he thought to himself. I needed to be there with her. He knew that it wasn’t possible for him to help her avoid every one of her bumps in the road, but he wanted to try. He was glad she wasn’t alone, though. Sending a quick thank you back to Jessica, he hurried home, wanting nothing more than to wrap his arms around Rachel and tell her he loved her. 

Arriving home quickly, he let himself in quietly. He knew he had to be careful about too many loud noises, but he also had to be careful not to scare her shitless. 

Opening the bedroom door, he stepped inside. He unlaced his work boots, setting them gently in the closet. Unbuttoning his pants, he threw them on the floor, followed by his shirt. When he was in bed with her, he had to feel her skin next to his. Approaching the bed, he sat on the edge, a smile playing on his lips as he looked at her. She was curled in a ball, her hair fanned out behind her. She was wearing a tank top and boy shorts, the light coming through the blinds making lines on her face. Looking at her, he could almost pretend that they hadn’t been apart as long as they had. 

His mind rewound to the first time they ever made love. They had been at his house, and they had been watching a movie in his room. She had fallen asleep, and he had kissed her awake, unable to stop himself from interrupting her beauty sleep. They hadn’t slept another wink that night, alternating between talking and making love over and over again. That was the night he knew he would never be the same. She had infiltrated herself into every pore. Now, he got a second chance with her, and he was not screwing it up ever again. 

Sliding under the sheets, he gently wrapped his arm around her and pulled her to him. Putting his lips to her ear, he whispered that he was home. She stirred, and he loved how she immediately responded to his voice. Kissing her softly, she rolled over and blinked her eyes open, barely conscious. 

“Dev,” she breathed his name. “What time is it?”

“After 2,” he whispered, cupping her face with his hand. She leaned into it, a smile on her face. 

“I missed you.” 

“Baby, I missed you, too. How was your night?” He didn’t want to tell her that Jessica had texted him. He figured she wouldn’t like being checked up on. 

“There was a news story on about Justin. I panicked. Jessica was here to help me. I tried to do it myself, Dev, but I couldn’t.”

He enveloped her in a hug. “I’m proud of you, Rachel. I’m sorry I wasn’t here. We’ve got a big case going on right now. Actually, I’m going to end up having to go to Miami for a few days.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow.” He heard her sharp intake of breath, and his heart sunk. “Want to come with me?”

“I can’t.” Her voice was so sad, he wanted to call Andrew right now and tell him he wasn’t going. He couldn’t leave. “Even if I could, you’ll be busy and I’ll just be there myself.” He knew she was right. 

“Why don’t you take Friday off and go see your parents? You’ve been talking about going to do that anyway. I’ll be back Sunday night.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea. I’ll call them in the morning.” 

“Do you want to go back to sleep?” Devin whispered in her ear, rubbing up against her. “I’ll miss you while I’m gone.”

She reached up and touched his face, tracing his eyes, nose, and mouth. “I’m afraid.”

He couldn’t believe she was verbalizing that, telling him instead of shutting down. Rachel had always been so headstrong, so tough, that admitting her feelings had been very difficult. After all of her trauma, it had been almost impossible. 

“Afraid of what, honey?”

“That you won’t come back.”

“Rachel, I’m never going to be without you again. I promise.”

“What if something happens to you,” she choked out. “Or me.”

He couldn’t tell her nothing was going to happen. He wasn’t God. But he didn’t want her to be sick with worry. “It’s meant to be that we found each other again, right?” She nodded against his chest. “Well then, we have to believe that we won’t be taken from each other again. Okay?”

When she was silent, he pressed his lips to hers, trying to reassure her with his touch. And as he pulled her clothes from her body, touched her, and entered her, he tried his hardest to tell her with his body what she couldn’t believe from his mouth.
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Rachel stepped out of the car, feeling the cool mountain air against her skin. After a ten hour drive, she had arrived at her parents. They had been ecstatic to hear that she was coming to visit. They had moved away after she graduated high school and had lived in North Carolina ever since. She had only been there a few times since then, mostly on holidays. 

Being an only child meant that her parents gave her all their attention, but it also meant she was very alone. She had cousins, aunts, and uncles, but most of the time she felt very removed from all of them. After she had been born, her mom had never been able to have any more children, as much as she had wanted them. 

Rachel had had a great childhood, growing up the apple of her parent’s eye. She had been a good student and athlete, enjoying volleyball and basketball during high school. It had been then that she had started rebelling, getting mixed up with some people that were bad influences. She started skipping school, drinking, and getting involved with boys. She had succeeded in getting herself suspended from school several times, and her grades and sports slipped. Thankfully, she had straightened up enough to graduate with a good GPA, and had gotten into college easily, but the scar she had left on her parents had still been there. 

After she started dating Devin, they were concerned that she was falling back in the same cycle. After meeting him, they were relieved that he was a smart, driven man with a good career. They were only marginally worried that he was a lot older than her, but they figured he would be a good influence on her. After everything had fallen apart, they questioned her but eventually accepted that she wasn’t going to tell them what had happened. She had since distanced herself, only talking to them when necessary, and hardly seeing them at all. She had effectively put a wall of protection around her and didn’t let anyone in. 

But ever since her trauma with Justin/Mark, and subsequent reuniting with Devin, she had been talking to them more, opening up. They still didn’t know how or why she and Devin had broken up the first time, meaning she had to tell them about Zack still. She planned to rest too, since it had been months since she had felt fully rested. 

The door opened as she reached it, and her mom stepped out, an older version of her. Tall and lithe still at her age with red hair and green eyes, she could pass for Rachel’s sister instead of her mother. “Rachel! I’m so glad you’re here!” She enveloped her in a huge hug, and she found herself fighting tears again. She really had turned into an emotional sap. It felt so good to be in her mom’s arms. The last time she saw her, she couldn’t even hug her back. 

“You look absolutely wonderful,” her mom gushed. “As beautiful as ever. And would you look at that glow about you. It’s Devin, isn’t it?”

Rachel blushed, in disbelief that her mom could see through her so easily. “He’s amazing, mom.”

“Well we always knew that, didn’t we, hon,” she teased. “And very easy on the eyes, too.” The women laughed, and Rachel followed her mom into the house. “I have to tell you, watching that man at your bedside, before you even knew he was there was enough to put me into a puddle on the floor. If you could’ve heard him, talking about your life together … it was amazing. Promising you he’d be by your side forever, that he never should’ve let that much time go by without finding you …”

Now she couldn’t stop them, tears filled her eyes, and one traveled down her cheek and dripped on her arm. “Mom, I haven’t even been here five minutes, and I’m already crying!” 

“Dennis, where are you? Our girl is here!” Rachel dabbed her eyes. They walked into the living room and her dad walked up, grabbing her in a huge bear hug. 

“Baby Bear,” he said into her hair. He had called her that since she was a little girl, and being in his arms reminded her of sitting on his lap when she was very small while he read stories to her. 

“Hi, Dad.”

“You look wonderful, sweetie. You’ve healed nicely. How’s the shoulder?”

As if on cue, it ached slightly. It would probably never be 100%. “It’s pretty good after a lot of therapy.”

“And you? How are you?” She knew what he was asking. 

She sat down on the couch as her mom busied herself in the kitchen, preparing to set the table for the feast she had undoubtedly spent the whole day cooking while Rachel was driving. 

“I’m good, Dad. Honestly.” Her mom looked up from the kitchen, listening to her. “It’s been a long road, but with help from my therapist, Devin, and my friends, I’ve come very far. I’m sure it will take more time than I would like to, but every day is better than the previous. How have you guys been?”

Rachel helped her mom set the table as her dad filled her in on his extracurricular activities—woodworking, hunting with the guys, and finishing their basement. He was loving retired life, and enjoyed living in the mountains. Her mom volunteered at a local school, having retired from teaching a few years ago, and helped out at her church to keep busy. 

Sitting down at the table to her mom’s amazing dinner of pot roast, potatoes, vegetables, and salad, Rachel felt comfortable and safe. She hadn’t felt panicked once today, even when she kissed Devin goodbye. They talked small talk, about Rachel’s job, Devin’s job, their recent visit to see his parents (she left out the other part), and Kayley and the kids. Her parents had taken to them and saw them as surrogate grandchildren. 

After dinner, they sat around the fire in the living room, drinking coffee and eating homemade chocolate chip cookies. Rachel knew it was time to tell them the truth. 

“I have something I want to tell you guys, something I never told you.” Her parents both looked at her, waiting. “What happened with Devin and me years ago.”

Her mom raised her eyebrows, knowing this was something Rachel had never wanted to discuss before, had adamantly refused. “Honey, it’s okay if you don’t want to. We understand. It’s not our business anyway.”

“Yes, it is. I want to tell you, I need to tell you.” Rachel looked at her dad, quiet but listening. “We went to a party for Dev’s work at someone’s beach house. He was outside by the fire, and I was inside hanging out. I still don’t know why I wasn’t with Devin. If I would’ve been …” She wasn’t going to cry. “One of his co-workers started hitting on me, and I refused him, of course. I didn’t know at the time that he had a beef with Devin and was looking to get back at him.” 

Rachel spent the next half hour telling them everything, from what Zack did at the party to what he threatened her with, to her refusing to tell Devin what Zack had told her. She let him leave her, walk away, thinking she had done the unthinkable, all to keep him from throwing his career away over her. And to keep him safe. She knew Zack would’ve done it, ruined him. Devin would’ve probably been in jail for the rest of his life if Zack had gotten his way. Then she told them about the baby, and all three of them cried, her parents both coming to her and wrapping her in their protective arms. 

“Oh, Rachel,” her mom sobbed, “I wish we could’ve helped you. I feel terrible.”

“Baby bear,” her dad choked out. “You were going to be a momma?” With that, she started crying again, and he apologized, not meaning to be insensitive. 

“I want nothing more to be the mother of Devin’s children. It wasn’t our time, I guess.” She then told them about telling Devin the truth, him leaving, confronting Zack, and the corresponding drama over him being arrested. They sat, mouths agape, while she recounted the phone call she got from him all the way to them walking out of the precinct with his name cleared and Zack fired. 

“Wow,” her mom said, incredulous. “It sounds like a soap opera.” That got a laugh out of the three of them, and for the millionth time that night, Rachel was glad she came to see them. 
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“Ellis! My man!” Devin shouted, hugging his friend. “How ya been? Keeping the ladies happy?”

Ellis laughed. “You know it, bro! Got to keep them doubly happy now that you aren’t here! And you’re all whipped now, huh?”

“Watch it,” Devin warned, all teasing aside. “That’s my girl you’re talking about.”

“You’re going to have to tell me the story now, man. I’ve never seen you this way over anyone before.”

“She’s not just anyone. She’s it for me, dude.” Ellis raised his eyebrows at him, then slid a beer across the bar for him. Devin clinked his glass with his friend’s, his thoughts with his beautiful girl. Right on cue, his phone vibrated with a text. She had sent a picture of her parent’s backyard, rolling mountains and tall, skinny pine trees showcased by the setting sun. ‘Made it safe and sound. I miss you already. I love you.’

Typing her back, he told her he loved her and missed her already, then slipped the phone in his pocket. 

“How long you here for?” 

“Three days. I head back Sunday. We’ve got some intel we’re looking for down here, and have some meetings with the big cheese.”

Ellis laughed. “You liking this SWAT gig? Maybe I need to come on over there and get a job with you. Any openings?”

“It’s fantastic. I can definitely check it out for you. It would be awesome to work together again. You won’t believe what happened on my first hostage situation …” With Ellis’ confused look, Devin knew he was going to have to tell him about the past with Rachel. Ellis had known that he had been in love before, but Devin hadn’t ever wanted to talk about it. He looked around, seeing they were mostly alone, as private as you could be in a public bar. “You see, there was this girl …”
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“Dude, that’s crazy,” Ellis said after Devin had told him the whole story. He felt like he had been talking for hours; maybe he had. They had drank a lot of beers. “I’m happy for you, bro. It sounds like you’re meant to be and all that shit. Meanwhile, here I am. Still a cop, still alone. Hmmm … I guess I needed to be a hot guy like you.”

Devin roared in laughter, slapping Ellis on the back. “Seriously. Don’t even start with me. You just don’t want to have a girl. You said so yourself. Maybe you need to move away from Miami, come on over to … what did you call it? Podunkville?”

Ellis snorted. “Yeah, maybe I do. You were only there a few months and look at you now. Hook a brother up, man.”

“I heard you were in town,” a voice came from behind him, and he turned, seeing Cammi. She looked good, damn good in a short skirt and halter top, her hair piled on top of her head. 

“How’d you hear that?” Devin asked, eyeing Ellis. He hoped he hadn’t tried to set them back up. 

“Word travels fast, you know that.” She hugged him, pressing her breasts against him as she squeezed him. “You look good. SWAT’s been good for ya, huh? Sure do miss you around here. It just isn’t the same.” She winked at him, and he felt uncomfortable. Why did it feel like she was trying to pick up where things left off? 

“Yeah, I’m good,” he started, trying to find a segue into telling her about Rachel. “Staying busy with my new career, for sure, and my girlfriend.”

Her eyebrows went up in surprise. “Girlfriend? Wow. Who’s the lucky lady that got you to commit?”

“Remember the one you asked me about before I left? We got reconnected.” He wasn’t getting into how he found her again, not with Cammi. 

Cammi stepped closer to him, her eyes searching his. “She’s not here?”

He shook his head, his mouth dry. What was she doing? 

“Well, that’s a shame. I thought we could hook up, you know, for one night. For old time’s sake.”

Devin met Ellis’ eyes, looking for some help, then back to her. “Cammi, I’m not sleeping with you tonight. Or ever again. You heard me. I have a girlfriend.”

Cammi pouted. “You’re no fun.”

Devin’s temper flared. What was her problem? She had never acted like this before. “I’m going to forget that you’re acting this way, Cammi, because you are a nice person and I’m not sure why you would want someone to cheat on their girlfriend to be with you for one night. That’s not me, and it isn’t you, either.”

Cammi blew out her breath, looking at Ellis and then at Devin. “I’m sorry, Dev. I was hoping that when I heard you were here that I could come see you and you would’ve missed me like I’ve missed you. It took you leaving for me to realize that what we had—it was great. I love you, Devin. Now I’m too late, I guess. But I wanted you to know.”

Ellis’ mouth dropped open, and Devin wanted to kick him. He wasn’t helping him at all. Now she was saying she loved him? He was speechless. He hated hurting her, he did. But their relationship had never been that way, and she had even said she agreed. 

“Cammi,” he started, narrowing his eyes at Ellis. Was he part of this? He couldn’t blame him, since he didn’t know anything about what had happened with him and Rachel until tonight, but still. He could’ve warned him she was coming. “I don’t want to hurt you. You’re a beautiful woman, and you deserve someone great. I just …”

“That person isn’t you,” she finished the thought. “I can see that. I’m sorry, Dev. I know we were never ‘that couple’. You always made it very clear your heart was somewhere else. I just hoped … anyway. Good luck to you. I hope she knows what she’s got.” She kissed his cheek, stepping back away from him with a wistful look on her face. 

“I’m the lucky one,” Devin said. “I’m sorry, Cammi. Take care of yourself.” After she walked away, Devin smacked his friend in the arm. “Seriously! You could’ve told me she was coming here!”

Ellis looked at the door that Cammi had walked out of, then back to Devin. “Whoa. I had no idea that was what was going to go down. She heard me telling some of the guys that you were here for the weekend, and asked if she could stop by. I didn’t see any harm in in it, but forgot to mention it to you. Sorry, dude. That was crazy. She loves you? Wow. Must be nice to have women falling all over you.”

“Shut up, Ellis. That was totally awkward! I mean, we were never like that, not at all!”

“Well, you were enough for her to fall in love with you. Shit, man.” Ellis shook his head, and Devin picked up his drink, in disbelief of what just happened. He felt bad, but there was nothing he could do about that. His heart belonged to Rachel. 

Several other guys from his old precinct showed up right after that, and they spent the night catching up, Cammi and her admission far away from his mind. 
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Rachel sat on the back porch of her parents’ house, her coffee mug warming her hands. It was a chilly morning, but she felt so at peace out here, listening to the sounds of the creek rushing over the rocks, wild animals howling and running, and birds tweeting in the trees, announcing the sunrise. She had slept well, way better than she expected without Devin by her side, but had woken up restless. Everything was scrolling through her mind: Devin, Zack, Mark/Justin, and the upcoming trial. Her thoughts were a swirling mess. 

Sipping her coffee, she clicked the photo app on her phone and took some pictures of the beautiful property. She wondered what Devin was doing. One of the worst parts about his job was how secretive he had to be about his cases, but after what she had been through, she understood why that was so important. It had turned out that Devin’s team had been looking for Mark Stevenson for a while before he had figured out who he was. The fact that Devin had been in the same area as her for over a month before she ever saw him was crazy to her. The town wasn’t that big. 

As if on cue, her phone started ringing, a picture of her and Devin flashing on the screen. Clicking to accept the call, she wondered if he could sense her smile through her hello.

“Good morning, my love,” Devin’s velvety voice caused her stomach to flutter. She hoped she never stopped feeling that way about him. 

“I was just thinking about you,” she answered. “How’s it going down there?”

“It’s going. I’m still on track to be home Sunday evening. Will you be home then?”

“Yes. I’m leaving here Sunday morning.”

“How’s the visit been?” Devin knew she was planning on telling her parents all of the missing information she had been keeping from them all these years. 

“Fantastic. My parents were very supportive and helpful. Of course they wished I would’ve told someone to help me through that time, but they understood. We all had a good cry over the baby …” her voice broke. Clearing her throat, she got control back of her voice. “I feel so much better, Dev, just having them on my side and knowing it all. They were shocked, of course. When you really think about it, I’ve attracted a lot of drama.” She chuckled a little, and he was glad to hear her make light of it a little. 

“No nightmares?” 

“I slept well last night. It felt weird, not being with you, but I feel safe here, especially after telling my parents everything. How about you? What did you do last night?”

Devin groaned. “Well, I met Ellis at one of our favorite bars for some drinks. He got some of the guys to come too. And then Cammi showed up.”

Rachel’s hackles raised at the name. She knew that Cammi had been his “buddy”, if you will, for part of the time he was in Miami. She didn’t know much else about her. Jealousy ripped through her. If she knew anything, she knew she was probably drop dead gorgeous. She was a cop like Devin. She understood the life. 

“Rachel,” he said when she didn’t respond. “Nothing happened, honey. Well, she thought it was going to. She had no idea I had a girlfriend. I told her as soon as she showed up, wanting to hook up.” He paused, not knowing if he should tell her what Cammi had actually said. 

“You told her about me?” Rachel’s voice was small, and he hated that. He wanted to be honest with her, would always be, but he didn’t want to hurt her. 

“Of course I did! I love you!”

“Did she say she loved you?” Devin paused. How did she know that? 

“Yes,” he admitted, and he heard Rachel’s sharp intake of breath. “But I told her that was never going to happen.”

Rachel concentrated on her breathing. She was a strong woman, what was her problem? She had turned into a sniveling baby over the last few months. “That’s harder to hear than I thought it would be.”

“Why? I only love you, baby. My whole world is you.”

“Because maybe you being with someone like her would be better for you. I’m a mess. You’re constantly worried about me being by myself because I’m such an emotional disaster. Because of me, you almost lost your job. She’s probably better for you than I am.”

Devin stared at the phone, his mouth dropping open. No. She wasn’t going to push him away. Anger filled his veins, and before he could stop it, he bit out, “Really, Rachel? That’s what you think? After all the times I’ve professed my love to you? After all we’ve been through together, you’re still going to try to push me away? I didn’t have to tell you about that at all, you know! I’m being honest with you, because that’s what someone in a relationship does! If you’re trying to get rid of me because you don’t love me, then just say so. Don’t try to start this stuff about someone else being better for me. I’m the only one that can and should make the decision of what is best for me!” He was angry, and she was silent after he finished. 

Rachel opened and closed her mouth. She did what she always did—she tried to ruin it in order to save herself the pain she thought was inevitable. 

“I’m sorry,” he breathed when she didn’t answer. “I was angry, but that in no way means that I don’t love you. God, Rachel, I don’t care how fucked up you are, don’t you get that? I’ve screwed my way through Miami over the last 5 years to try to bury your memory. You did the same. We were both even more fucked up without each other, so what does that show us? We need each other. So much shit has happened, but even though it was crazy and awful, it happened to bring us back together. I can’t bear the thought of living without you ever again. Rachel Elise, are you listening to me? I want you to be mine. I want you to have my name, bear my children, and argue with me over whose turn it is to get up at night and change diapers. I want it all, and only with you.”

Relief washed over her like a wave in the ocean. “I’m sorry. I love you so much it scares me, and sometimes that means all I can think of to do is protect myself. It’s been my second nature for so long, it’s going to take me a long time to stop doing it. Thank you for being honest with me about Cammi. Of course she’s in love with you, who wouldn’t be? You’re hot, and the nicest guy I’ve ever known.”

“Nice? Aw, come on, you’re going to ruin my reputation,” Devin teased, glad that they seemed to move past that hurdle. “I’ll take hot, though. That’s good.”

Rachel laughed. “I can’t wait to see you tomorrow night,” she whispered, looking back to make sure her parents weren’t coming out. “Just wait until I give you a welcome home present.”

Devin groaned. “The only present I want to have is you, naked in my bed.”

“I think that can be arranged,” she teased. “Are you in bed right now?”

“Yes, why?”

“Well, it just so happens I’m alone. What if we had some fun right now?” Devin groaned again, and she laughed. This was one of the many things she had missed out on not being with him all these years, and she was determined to live her life to the fullest, starting with showing him how much she loved him, even if it was over the phone. 
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“No news on the plea deal?” Rachel asked Devin, sitting down across from him at their table. He was reading the paper and drinking coffee. It had been two weeks since they had survived their first weekend apart. Rachel had been more agitated in the past two weeks, knowing the trial was coming up. Justin, Mark, whoever he was, had still not accepted the plea deal from the D.A. He had up until the trial date to accept it—once it started, she would be forced to testify to try to get him convicted of the charges. 

Devin peered at her over the paper, weighing his answer carefully. He had taken over talking to the D.A. because it sent Rachel back 100 steps every time they had to talk to her about testifying. He was terrified that she would actually have to do it, seeing as how the ass didn’t seem to be doing the smart thing and taking the plea deal. He actually had a plan in the works, but wasn’t telling Rachel anything about it for fear of her reaction. 

“Last I talked to the D.A., they said his attorney hasn’t contacted them back. He knows the stakes here, Rach. He’d be stupid not to go for the plea. They have him backed in a corner. They have so much evidence against him in your case, there’s no way he won’t be convicted. I think they are hoping that the other girl never wakes up, so they can’t pin that one on him, even though they have a pretty good case there as well even without her statement.”

Rachel sipped her coffee, feeling like a lead weight had settled in her stomach. “I’m so afraid, Dev. I don’t think I’m strong enough to testify in front of him. And what if he gets off because they say he was insane? Then what?”

Devin put his hand on hers across the table. “He’d be in an institution. He’s not going to get to you. Rachel, if you have to testify, we are going to do whatever we can to make sure you’re comfortable. I will stand right in the middle of the courtroom if I have to, so you can’t see him.”

She stood up and walked around the table, taking his paper from his hands. He watched as she straddled him, wearing only a long tee shirt and underwear. His body immediately responded as she ran her hands through his hair, then down his face, chest, and abs. His mouth quirked up in a smile as she started kissing his neck, making her way to his morning stubble, then his lips. 

“Let’s stop talking,” she whispered, parting her lips as she took his in between hers. Sucking his lips into hers, he cupped her face with his hands as he matched her move for move. She grinded herself against him as they both panted with desire. He moved her panties aside to touch her, and she arched her back, putting her perfect breasts right in front of him. Even with a shirt over them, he knew there was nothing containing them. Shifting her slightly, he shoved his shorts down so he was free, then moved her underwear to the side so he could sink himself inside her easily. She was ready, so ready for him, and his eyes rolled back in his head as she fit over him, rocking slightly. 

Rachel stared into the eyes of the man she loved, watching him as he started to come apart. Gripping her hips, he drove into her faster, his eyes still trained on hers. She wanted to close her eyes against the sensation, but looking into Devin’s eyes, she knew she had to hold his gaze. He looked at her with such possession, desire, love, and protection, she couldn’t look away. He was the only one in her life that had ever looked at her that way, and would be the last. As they fell over the cliff together, they held onto each other, the meaning in both of their eyes not lost on each other. 
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“Devin, can I see you for a second?” Andrew called as he walked past. Having just arrived at the office, a little late due to his kitchen and shower time with Rachel, he knew he had a busy day ahead. It had been totally worth it. Every day she let another piece of her concrete wall fall around her heart, and he finally felt like someday, she’d be his Rachel again, 100%. 

“Hey Drew, what’s up?” Andrew had become a lot more than a boss to Devin in the months he had worked here. After the debacle that had been Rachel’s rescue, Andrew had been more than just a boss, he had been a genuine friend. 

“Got a call this morning from Michael Raymond.” Michael was the D.A. prosecuting Justin’s case. Devin searched Andrew’s face, wondering what he was going to tell him. “She’s awake.”

Devin looked at him a moment, processing what he said. She’s awake? Who? Then, it hit him like a ton of bricks. “Alana Daniels is awake? Are you serious?” He almost started jumping around the room, he was so happy. “Is she talking?”

Andrew smiled. “She’s talking. The police are taking her statement now. Michael said it was looking good to add those charges to his current ones.”

“Do they have actual evidence, or just her word against his?”

“Well, now that she’s talking, she can give more information and details about where they can find proof that he was the man that she was involved with. Plus, they have the evidence on her body from the night they got her, and the house. That puts him with her, definitely. Of course he denied that he did any of that to her. He said when he left, she was fine. Her statement will show otherwise.”

“This is fabulous! Have you gotten anywhere with my request?

Andrew smiled. “That was the other thing I was going to tell you. You’re cleared to go this afternoon.”

Devin couldn’t stop it this time, he whooped. “Drew! I owe you big time, my man!” 

“Being friends with the warden helps,” Drew laughed. Devin turned to walk from the room when he called his name again. “Be careful.” 

“Will do, boss,” Devin winked at him, walking out of his office. This was shaping up to be a super day, and it had just started. 
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After going through quite a lengthy process to get into the prison, even though his visit had been prearranged, he finally made it to the last step—the room where they would bring Mark Stevenson to meet with him. Of course, Mark had no idea who he was, but he was going to know, and very, very soon. Mark was being held at a maximum security facility while he was awaiting trial, due to the severity of his charges. 

“The prisoner will be brought in shortly,” the officer told Devin. Before he shut the door, he looked back at him. “You’re a cop, right?” Devin nodded. “So you don’t need me in the room, then?” The look they exchanged was one of understanding. Devin shook his head no, and the officer nodded once, shutting the door behind him. 

Flexing his fingers, Devin waited impatiently for them to bring that scum to him. Standing up, he paced the room, stretching his neck. He was all knotted up in anticipation. The room was bare, with only a table and two chairs in the whole room. A two way mirror lined one wall, and the door opened only by keycard from the outside. 

The door buzzed, and Devin looked up, barely containing the rage that bubbled under the surface at the sight of him. The officer led him in, dressed in his prison garb, his ankles and wrists bound with chains and cuffs. Mark looked at Devin with interest, not knowing what he was doing there or who he was. Devin was dressed in street wear, just a pair of jeans and a button down shirt as to not give away who he was. While Devin knew that Mark was a nice looking guy, the months he had spent in here had not been kind to him. His hair was long and unkempt, and he looked gaunt. 

The officer sat Mark at the table and hooked his chains to the floor. Looking back at Devin, he nodded at him. “I’ll be outside the door. You have 15 minutes.”

Devin never took his eyes off Mark, but nodded in response to the officer. As soon as the door shut, Mark swung his evil eyes to him. 

“Who the hell are you? Someone from the public defender’s office? I already told them, I’m not taking any plea deal. That bitch’ll never get up and testify against me. She’s too afraid.”

Devin bit his lip hard to keep himself from launching himself across the table at him, and leaned across the table until Mark stopped talking. “I’m not from the public defender’s office. I’m here with a few messages.”

Mark looked at him, confused. “What the hell does that mean? How did you even get in here?” He looked around wildly, realizing they were alone. 

Devin sat back, crossing his arms over his chest as he watched Mark squirm. ‘“I may have a thing or two you’ll want to hear, so shut the hell up and listen.” Devin knew he had an intimidating voice; it had served him well as a detective. Mark, while he was a bully and a prick, was probably the kind of guy that would back down easily from someone much bigger and stronger than him. Guys like him liked to pick on the ones they knew they could win against. In his case, women. 

Mark watched him warily, but quieted. Devin stared at him a moment, enjoying making him squirm a little. 

“So, I heard an interesting piece of information today,” Devin started, his voice even. Mark said nothing, so he continued. “Would you like to hear it, Mark? It may be important.” When he still didn’t respond, Devin stifled a laugh. “Okay then, I guess you wouldn’t want to know that Alana Daniels is awake.”

Mark’s head jerked at his statement, and his eyes became wide and afraid. “You’re full of shit. Where are you from, the D.A.’s office? You aren’t allowed to be here without my attorney.”

“I’m not from their office either, jackass. Now shut up and listen to me. Alana Daniels is awake and talking to the cops. What do you think she’s going to tell them?” Devin was about to move in for the kill. 

“I’ve got something for you to listen to,” Devin pulled his phone out of his pocket and opened the voicemail Andrew had forwarded to his phone. Pressing play, he put it on speaker and set it on the table. 

“My name is Alana Daniels, and I’m 25 years old. I live in Mobile, Alabama and have spent many months in a coma because of Mark Stevenson. We used to date, and not long after we met, he started getting physical, hurting me when he was mad at something I did. He would always be apologetic, telling me he’d never do it again, sending me flowers and telling me how much he loved me. Until that day when he was so—m—mad at me, he tied me up in a chair, beating me until I was almost unconscious. Then, he forced himself …”

“STOP!” Mark raged, slamming his cuffed hands on the table. Devin clicked off the recording and sat back, a smirk on his face. 

“You sure you don’t want to take the plea deal, asshole? Sure sounds like your problems are multiplying. Bet you thought you were going to get away with that one, didn’t you? After all this time, she wakes up now. Isn’t that irony, douchebag? How many more are out there like her, that if we looked hard enough we could line them up, the victims of Mark Stevenson? Or did you use aliases with others too? Or that was just Rachel, since you were already on the run. She gave them other names you were stupidly calling her when you had her tied up, so it’s only a matter of time before they find the others.”

At the mention of Rachel’s name, Mark’s eyes flashed, and he yanked on his chains in irritation. “That bitch should’ve died. I’m going to get her back if it’s the last thing I do.”

Devin reacted, jumping across the table and putting his hands around Mark’s throat. Mark tried to fight back, but he was chained, so that made it hard. “You won’t ever get the chance to be near her again. Ever. You’re going to spend the rest of your life looking at the grey walls of a maximum security prison, while some guy bigger and tougher than you makes you his bitch. Maybe then you’ll finally understand what you did to these women.” With that, Devin shoved him back in his chair, and Mark gasped and wheezed. 

“Guard! This guy is fucking insane!” he shouted, coughing. Devin looked at the door, but it didn’t open. 

“I don’t think anyone’s coming to save your sorry ass, Stevenson. So here’s how this is going to go down. Listening? Tomorrow, you’re going to call your deadbeat attorney and tell him you are accepting the plea deal. Even though you deserve to die, you deserve to rot in prison even more. Wait until the boys in prison find out what you’re there for. They don’t take too kindly to trash like you. If you choose not to accept the plea deal and you make these women come and face you in court, you’ll have another visit from me, and this time—I won’t be as nice.” Devin stood up, leaning over the table into his face. “Am I clear?”

Mark spat in his face. “Fuck you. I’ll do whatever I want, and you aren’t going to come in here, whoever the hell you are, and make demands of me. I’ll have you arrested for manhandling me!”

Devin wiped his face, flexing his fists in anger. “Arrested? That’s some funny shit. I’m going to tell you this one more time.” Devin grabbed his arm and twisted until he howled in pain, then held his arm there. “You’re going to take the plea deal, or next time, you’ll get a lot more than what I’m going to give you right now.”

Devin yanked his arm, feeling it snap under his grip. Mark howled, and Devin shoved the chair so that it landed on its side, Mark unable to move. Tapping on the door so the officer would open it, he turned back to the piece of shit laying on the floor. 

“That’s for Rachel, you prick. Rot in hell.” He looked the officer in the eyes, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “He fell.” With one last look back at the room, he walked away, hoping the guy was smart enough to heed his advice. 

 

[image: ]

 

Devin stroked Rachel’s hair as they watched television, his eyes looking at the program but his mind elsewhere. Not able to stop it, he chuckled out loud. Rachel turned to look at him, a smile in her eyes. 

“What’s so funny, baby?” She snuggled into him, and he kissed her head. 

“Well, I had an interesting day today,” Devin said. 

Rachel sat up, searching his face. He almost looked boyish with as happy as his expression was. “Well? Spill it! You’ve been holding out on me all night? Tell me, tell me!”

“Two amazing things happened today. Which would you like to hear first?”

“Devin Putnam! Why are you just now telling me this? I want to hear the first amazing thing that happened today. Now tell me!”

“Alana Daniels woke up.” Rachel’s mouth dropped open, and she jumped up off the couch. 

“What? And this wasn’t important information before now?” Rachel was mad. She was furious. Devin didn’t expect that. “This is my life, Devin! This is what you thought was so funny?” 

“Let me finish,” he continued. “I also went and paid a visit to Mark today.”

Her mouth opened and closed. She looked at him incredulously. “You did what? How in the world? Why would you?” she sputtered her questions, starting to pace back and forth. 

She couldn’t believe him. He had seen him at the prison? He knew all day that Alana was awake? “Why do you treat me like I’m a child, Devin? This should’ve been something you told me right away! Not now, like it’s something comical that I should laugh at!” She was getting hysterical, her pulse racing and her head swimming. She willed herself to not panic, to calm down. 

Devin saw it too, and stood, stopping her pacing by placing his hands gently on her shoulders. “Rachel. Look at me.” She looked at him, angry tears shimmering in her eyes. “Calm down.”

Rachel flung his arms off her, continuing her pacing. “Don’t tell me to calm down! Tell me what the hell you were doing there, Devin! What if what you did ruins the whole case? What if he gets to walk?”

“That’s not going to happen,” Devin reassured her. “I had permission.”

“So what? Did you touch him? If you did, he’ll tell his attorney and everything will be screwed up! What did you do that for?” She was coming undone. “Is Alana talking?”

Devin blew out his breath, feeling helpless. He wasn’t helping her at all. “Yes. She has given her full statement to the police. We’re pretty positive that the charges will stick there, too.”

Rachel collapsed back on the couch, her head in her hands. She started rocking back and forth slowly, and Devin stood, rooted to the ground. For the first time, he didn’t know what to do. 

Rachel’s head was spinning. Alana was awake. She was talking. Devin went to see Mark in prison. Why would he have chanced doing that? 

“Everything I do is for you,” Devin said, his voice soft in her ear. “I’m sorry for not telling you right away. That was stupid of me. It’s going to be okay. I think Mark’s going to take the plea deal. If he doesn’t, he’d be stupid.”

Rachel lifted her head and met his worried eyes. She hated that she freaked him out still. Would it ever get to the point that he was walking on eggshells, waiting for her reaction? That was all she needed was him with her just because he felt sorry for her. “When will we know?”

“Soon, if he knows what’s good for him.” He laced his fingers with hers, and she stared at them. Calm settled over her. She would know before long if she had to testify or not. 

“I want to go see her.” The thought tumbled from her mouth before she could even think about it. 

Devin furrowed his brow. “Who?”

“Alana. I want to go to Alabama.”

“Rachel …”

“Devin, I need to do this. I can go myself if you don’t want to come, but I’m going. I need to see her.”

Devin ran his hands through his hair. He didn’t think anything good would come of this, but there was no way in hell she was going by herself. 
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“Rach, I hate to ask you this, but I’m in a jam,” Kayley’s voice came over the line. 

“What is it, Kay? You know I’ll do anything for you.” 

Kayley laughed. “Would you mind watching the kids for an hour? Emily’s sick, my parents are out of town, and Ben’s parents have plans. I have an appointment, and Ben’s at work.”

Rachel looked across the room at Devin, sprawled on the couch watching sports. She had never watched Kayley’s kids before, as much as she loved them. Noticing she was looking at him, Devin raised his eyebrow at her in question. 

“Sure, we can watch them for an hour,” she agreed, and Devin smiled, realizing who she was talking to. “Are you bringing them here?” 

Rachel hung up the phone, walking over to Devin. “We’re babysitting,” she announced, looking around the room. “Wonder what we should put away?”

Devin stood up, wrapping his arms around her waist. “This should be a lot of fun, babe. Kinda like playing house. Ooh, speaking of playing house …”

“Devin Putnam,” Rachel scolded playfully, swatting him. They laughed, and before they knew it, there was a knock on the door. “Saved by the bell.”

“Thank you so much,” Kayley said, breathless from getting the kids and all of their stuff into the house. “Ben should be by to get them in about an hour unless something happens at work. He’ll call you if he’s going to be later. Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

Alexis looked at her mother. “Mom, I’ll help Auntie Rachel with Benji and Cierra. You don’t need to worry.”

Kayley kissed her daughter on the head. “Okay, then. Have fun, and be good.”

“Mommy!” Benji cried out as Kayley made her way for the door. She stopped and hugged him again. Alexis walked over, taking his hand and distracting him with his favorite toy. 

Rachel turned, wondering what they were going to do now, and stopped in her tracks. Devin was sitting on the floor, Cierra in his arms. She was giggling at Devin as he made silly noises. Her stomach constricted with the sight. She’d never seen him holding a baby before, and it was making her feel something foreign; something motherly. It had been days since Devin’s little visit to Mark/Justin, and there was still no word. Spending time with Kayley’s kids was a nice distraction. 

He looked over at her and smiled. “She’s so cute,” he commented, rubbing his nose against Cierra’s, who giggled again. 

“She looks like me when I was a baby,” Alexis chimed in, sitting down next to Devin on the floor. Benji followed her, still sticking close to his big sister. “Mommy and Daddy said I was the cutest baby ever. Did you know I have two daddies? That makes me special.”

Rachel laughed. Alexis was something else, and of course was warming right up to Devin, too. Benji watched them, his big blue eyes still shimmering with tears. 

“Do you want to play ball?” Rachel asked Benji, crouching down next to him on the floor. He nodded his head silently, and she held out her hand. He took it, and she moved him away from the other kids so they could roll the ball. He came alive, laughing and squealing as she missed the ball he rolled. 

“Benji, look at how fast you are!” Rachel laughed. 

“Me pway baw wif Daddy,” he said. Rachel rolled the ball back to him, watching Devin out of the corner of her eye with the two girls. Alexis was handing Devin a bottle for Cierra, the little mommy that she was. He settled Cierra back in his arms, and she took the bottle in one hand and held onto his hand with the other. 

Their eyes met across the room, and they both smiled. This felt—real. Nice. Even though they were just borrowing these adorable children, they both knew that someday, they wanted it to be them, too. 
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Rachel grabbed her carry-on bag and followed Devin off the plane. They had just landed in Alabama for the weekend, much to Devin’s dismay. He didn’t agree with her wanting to come here, at all. He had been in touch with the Mobile detectives working the case, and they had talked to Alana, who agreed to meet with Rachel. She was at home now, having been released from the hospital after months in a coma. She had a long way to go, with her body being atrophied from being still so long, but overall, she was in good shape. Being young and in shape had helped her immensely. 

Walking into the terminal, Devin turned on his phone so he could call Alana to let her know they had landed. She had been very sweet and accommodating when he had explained to her who he was, and who Rachel was. While he still didn’t think this was a good idea for Rachel’s state of mind, he knew she would’ve gone without him, so he chose to support her desire to be here. 

A message popped up from Andrew, and he hit play, putting the phone to his ear. As he listened to the message, a smile broke out on his face, and Rachel stopped in her tracks. 

“What?” Her stomach constricted with nerves. But he was smiling, so that should mean something good, right?

“That was Drew. Mark’s attorney called the D.A. this morning. He’s accepting the plea deal. The papers will be signed today. It’s over, baby. It’s over.”

Rachel covered her mouth, unable to believe what she was hearing. It was over, really? Devin grabbed her, swinging her around in the middle of the airport. She squealed, laughing and crying together in jubilation. After all this time, it was over. She wouldn’t have to testify in front of him. She’d never have to lay eyes on him ever again. And neither would Alana. 

Dragging her down his body as he released her, his eyes darkened as they touched. “It’s over, baby. He’ll never hurt you or anyone else again.”

Rachel nodded, tears spilling over her cheeks and running down her neck. “I can’t believe it. Thank you.”

“I’ll do anything for you,” he responded, kissing her lips gently. He laced his fingers with hers as they walked to baggage claim. While they were here, he was going to make the most of it and use it like a little vacation. Tonight, they would see Alana. After that, he planned on making sure every single one of Rachel’s stressors was removed from her life. 
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They pulled up to a modest home in a nice neighborhood in Mobile. Rachel had been quiet on the way over, her mind reeling with everything that had happened. Mark was going to be gone. She wondered if Alana knew yet. She already felt close to her, and she had never even met her. Then again, something as traumatic as they had been through would bond anyone. 

“You okay?” Devin asked, turning the engine off. She smiled, knowing he wasn’t 100% on board with this visit, but loving that he was being supportive anyway. 

“Yes. Let’s do this.” She stepped from the car, straightening her hair and smoothing her shirt. Devin came around and put his arm over her shoulders, and they walked together to the front door. 

Rachel’s stomach jumped in anticipation as they waited for the door to open. When it did, an older woman answered, a friendly smile on her face. 

“Hi,” Rachel said. “I’m Rachel Dawson, and this is my boyfriend, Devin Putnam.”

“Rachel, Devin, welcome! I’m Alana’s mother, Alice. Please come in. Alana’s been looking forward to your visit. That was so nice of you to come here all the way from Florida to meet her.” 

The three of them walked into a cozy living room, filled with many pictures of what looked like several tow-headed children growing up through the years. Rachel settled herself on the couch, Devin next to her. 

Moments later, Alana wheeled herself down the hallway, and as she entered the room, she and Rachel locked eyes, feeling a bond immediately. Rachel stood as she made her way into the room, walking towards her with tears falling from her eyes. 

Alana was a beautiful woman, petite with light blonde hair cut short at her chin and big blue eyes. She had a huge smile on her face despite the fact that she had been through so much. 

“Alana,” Rachel stopped in front of her and reached out her hand. Alana took it, and she caressed it gently. “It’s so great to meet you. I’m Rachel, and that is my boyfriend, Devin.”

Alana looked past her to Devin, then raised her eyebrows at Rachel. “Wow,” she mouthed, and Rachel laughed. Oh yes, they were going to be great friends. 

“Wow is right,” Rachel whispered back. Alana followed Rachel into the living room and situated her chair next to the couch. “How are you feeling?”

“Stronger every day. It’s hard work to come back from sleeping for months. The doctors say I’ll be just as strong as I was before with a lot of physical therapy.”

Rachel thought to her own therapy, and the pain she still felt in her shoulder. “I understand that. I was in physical therapy for my shoulder.”

“Where he shot you?” Alana asked quietly, and the women looked at each other in silent understanding. Rachel nodded, rubbing the spot. 

“Did you hear?” Devin interrupted, rubbing his hand on Rachel’s back. Alana swung her eyes to him, and Rachel almost giggled at the look on Alana’s face when she looked at him. Devin really didn’t know how hot he was, or the effect he had on other women. 

“Hear what?” A blush crept over Alana’s cheeks.

“Mark accepted the plea deal,” Rachel announced. Alana looked back at her, eyes wide, and Rachel nodded. “He did. Devin here had something to do with it.”

The women’s eyes swung to him, and he feigned shock. “Who, me? Nahhh.”

“Devin’s a cop,” Rachel explained. “He somehow got someone to let him in to see Justin the other day, convinced him to take the plea deal I guess. I’m still not sure I want to know how or why.”

“What?” Devin laughed. “I just twisted his arm.” Rachel looked at him quizzically, but he just winked. 

“We don’t have to see him,” Alana said, echoing Rachel’s exact thoughts from earlier. 

“No, we don’t.” The two women looked at each other in silence, knowing that they were saying more silently than they could ever brave to say out loud. They got it like no one else could. “They diagnosed me with PTSD after I woke up in the hospital. I never thought that I could have something like that, you know? I felt ridiculous, like I should be able to control my own thoughts and fears. But I couldn’t. I had a lot of therapy—and still do—and my rock right here,” Rachel covered Devin’s hand with hers. “But there are still days when I don’t think I can do it. I just wanted you to know, it’s okay to have those days.”

Alana watched her, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Thank you for sharing that, Rachel. I know that had to be hard to do. I’m sure it was even hard for you to come here to see me. You’re lucky to have such a great support system. I had a friend like that, a boyfriend … before Mark. I screwed it up, to be with him, so now I have no one.”

“Find him,” Rachel squeezed Devin’s hand, and he squeezed back. “You never know until you try, Alana. Devin and I, we wasted years without each other. Don’t make that same mistake. I know I live in Florida and you live here, but I want to be here to support you the way I’ve been supported.”

“I’d like that a lot, Rachel. I can’t ever tell you how much it means to me, you being here. Thank you for your advice. I do want to be loved, find love again, but I’m afraid. First, the doctors weren’t even sure I would wake up at all. Then, they didn’t know whether I would have brain damage or have any memory at all of what happened to me. Now they say I’m a miracle. I’m not sure I feel that way. I mean …” she looked around to see where her mom was. Satisfied she wasn’t listening, she continued. “I wouldn’t call it a miracle that I was beaten, raped, and almost murdered by my boyfriend, then spent months in a coma. I’ll never be the same again, you know? I mean, I’m so grateful to be alive, to be here with my parents and to see my sisters again, but I’m not sure I’m ready to say it’s a miracle.”

“I know,” Rachel said, feeling exposed that Devin was there but knowing she couldn’t do it without him. He rubbed circles on her back as she talked. “There were many days right after I woke up that I didn’t feel that I wanted to be here, to continue living. Even though I had everyone around me, rallying around me, helping me, I felt isolated, alone. Of course, I was injured, but that wasn’t the problem. I felt crippled, broken inside, like I couldn’t possibly come back from what he did to me. But, in time, I did. I still am. It was a long road to get here, but I know you can do it, Alana. I know I just met you, but I can see that you have a fire in you, a desire to be happy and not let him win. We can’t let him continue to affect us. If we let him stop us from being happy, from moving on, from finding love again, then he’s won.”

“So many people have tried to cheer me up, make me see that it’s amazing I’m alive, but none of them get it. Hearing it come from you, it really hits home. I know that you know exactly how I feel, and you’ve had a couple of months to start healing. I can only hope that I do as well as you have.”
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Rachel and Alana had visited for over two hours, talking about anything and everything. She felt like she genuinely had a friend, someone she would be connected to for a long time to come. When they left because Alana was getting tired, they arranged to meet for lunch before Rachel and Devin left at the end of the weekend. It made her feel better, to use her experience to help someone else. Dr. Troast would be proud. 

“I’m so proud of you, Rachel. That was impressive, what you did back there.” Rachel looked over at Devin as he drove away from the house, his dark shades hiding his eyes and his arm draped casually over the steering wheel. Her heart palpitated as she took him in. 

“Thank you, Dev. That means a lot to me. I know you weren’t thrilled about coming here, but thank you for indulging me. It was great, seeing her. I’m glad we came.” 

“I was just worried about you,” he admitted, lifting his shades so he could look her in the eyes. “I didn’t know what seeing her would do to you. I just want you to keep moving forward. But you were right. Doing this actually helped you.”

“Dev, you can’t be so worried all the time about me falling apart. Are there going to be times when it’s just too much for me? Yes. But I’m a big girl. I can handle it. And if I can’t, I’ll tell you. I promise.”

She leaned over and pressed her lips to his while they were stopped at a stoplight. “I love that you are so protective over me, though. Thank you.”

“Always,” he whispered against her lips. “Now, for the rest of the time here, you’re mine. All mine. Well, except for when we meet Alana for lunch.”

Rachel grinned, bringing his hand up and kissing his knuckles. “That sounds fabulous to me. Where are we headed first?”

“I thought we’d go to the Botanical Gardens. It’s beautiful out, and it’s a very peaceful, relaxing place. What do you think?”

Rachel looked at him and grinned. “Did you have this planned?”

“Well, I’ve heard that it’s beautiful, and I also knew you would need some time to decompress after this week, so yes, I did plan it.”

“That sounds great, Devin. There’s nothing more I’d like to do than spend the day relaxing with you. Well, except if we were alone, you know.” She wriggled her eyebrows at him. 

“Oh, don’t you worry,” he responded. “There’s plenty of that coming tonight too. That’s the final step in de-stressing you. And me.”

Devin pulled up to the Botanical Gardens and they headed to buy tickets and go in. Rachel had never been to Alabama before, and loved looking around at all of the beautiful trees and flowers in the gardens. They hiked through trails hand in hand, stopping whenever they felt like it to kiss in the middle of the walkway. It felt amazing to not talk for one second about anything other than them. 

Stopping in the Rhododendron Garden, Rachel gasped at the beautiful azalea’s surrounding them in all different colors and sizes. It looked just like something you would see in a painting. “It’s so beautiful,” she murmured, turning in a circle to take it all in. Devin slid his arms around her from behind, nuzzling her neck. 

“I agree,” he said into her ear. “But I’m not talking about azaleas.” She leaned into him, closing her eyes, enjoying the feeling of being complete with Devin at her side.

Turning in his arms, she put her hands on his face. He looked down into her eyes, and the whole world fell away. They could’ve been surrounded by a million people or just a few, and she wouldn’t have known the difference. “Why do you love me so much? I don’t deserve you,” she whispered, searching his eyes. 

“Oh Rachel,” he moaned back, bringing a hand up to his face to cover hers. “You deserve everything, baby. You need to stop believing that you aren’t good enough. Why do I love you? For so many reasons, I could tell you all day. But to start, I love that even when you act so tough, you’re really a softie inside. You don’t show many people that, but I know it. I love you because after all you’ve been through, you still have enough compassion to think of others. I love you because you complete a part of me I never thought I needed to have completed, and as much as I tried, I’m just not the same without you. You are not just an amazingly beautiful woman, sensual and sexual and stunning, but you are extremely intelligent and driven. I love you because you are you, Rachel Elise Dawson. There isn’t anything not to love about you. Does that answer you?”

Without waiting for her answer, he dipped his head and kissed her softly, sweetly, like he was trying to make the moment last forever. She closed her eyes, losing herself in the moment. The trees rustled and she could hear birds in the distance, but at that second, it was just them, the way she wanted it. 

“You sure know exactly what to say to make me a puddle of mush,” she joked after he pulled away. He winked and pinched her backside, making her squeal. “But seriously, Devin. I can’t even list the amount of things you’ve done for me in the last few months. You are the most selfless, amazing person I’ve ever known. And you’re mine. I must’ve done something right to deserve someone like you.”

“We belong to each other. There’s nothing else that can explain it, Rachel. When you think about the circumstances that brought us back together, you know that there was something else at work there. I mean, I had no idea where you lived now. What are the odds of me getting a job, where you live, and being there that day? I know we don’t want to bring Mark into this, but …”

“He brought us back together,” she finished. “I know. Isn’t that the craziest thing ever? I had to be with a psycho in order to get the love of my life back. I wonder if it’s possible for us to move forward without any more stuff happening to us. Wait, maybe I shouldn’t say that.” They laughed, and Devin led them to a gathering area in the middle, adorned with pavers, benches, and columns. Set up in the middle was a blanket and a picnic basket. 

Rachel looked at him, incredulous. “You did this?” When he nodded, she shook her head, laughing. “I swear. I don’t know what to expect with you.”

“That’s the point,” he laughed. “I can’t become predictable.”

Settling down on the blanket, Devin laid out fruit, cheese and crackers, cut up vegetable slices, and a light, fruity white wine. “This is the appetizer for the main course.”

“Which is?” 

Devin looked at her suggestively, and she got it. She grinned, anticipation tickling her stomach. Leaning over to feed her a grape, she wrapped her tongue around his finger as he offered the grape. His eyes zeroed in on her finger as she sucked the fruit into her mouth, and he immediately followed his finger with his lips. She passed the grape into his mouth, and he bit it in half and then shared the other part back with her. Reluctantly pulling away, they chewed their half grape in silence, the tension crackling between them. Rachel picked up another grape and ran it along Devin’s lips, the thought of doing this to him later in their room making her quake with desire. 

He opened up, his eyes watching her intently. She slid the grape in and followed her mouth to his lips, and they repeated sharing the grape. When she pulled away, she leaned over so her lips were against his ear. “If we were in our room right now, want to know what I would do?” He gripped her hips and pulled her onto his lap, nodding his head. She continued to whisper into his ear, knowing how she was affecting him. 

“Rachel,” he grunted. “If you don’t stop, it’s going to get embarrassing.”

“For who?” she teased, batting her eyelashes. He threw his head back and laughed, settling her next to him on the blanket. 

“What would you think of going back to school?” Rachel wrinkled her brow at him. That was quite a switch in subject. 

“I don’t know, Dev. I don’t know if I have it in me to do that now. It kind of feels like it’s too little, too late.”

“It’s never too late to realize your dreams. Haven’t we been enough of an example of that?” 

She couldn’t argue with that, but she wasn’t sure. Going to school seemed like such a big hurdle to cross. “I’ll think about it.”

“You’d be a great therapist. I thought so then, and I think so even more now. Plus, you have Kayley and Jessica to help you learn the ropes, too. Having friends in the business, plus you working in the office, will definitely give you an edge.”

Rachel lay back against Devin, her mind reeling. Did she still want to be a therapist? She knew that, no matter what she said out loud, that she did. She had always regretted quitting. Seeing her friends at work doing what she had always wanted to do was just one more thing that made her life feel unfulfilled. She just wasn’t sure that she could take that on right now, on top of everything else. What if she failed? 
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Rachel stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom of their hotel room, smiling at her reflection. They had had such an amazing afternoon. One of the best things about Devin was his ability to be her friend just as much as her lover. He listened, he gave advice, and he pushed her beyond her realm. They had talked about so many things. As much time as they had spent together in the past few months, they always felt like they had more and more to catch up on from the time they were apart. 

She loved hearing about his job, and how he moved up through the ranks and why he decided to apply for a SWAT position. While he couldn’t tell her everything about the job, just listening to him have so much passion for what he did made her swell with pride. 

Devin had started her wheels turning about what she should do for her future. Checking that she looked presentable, she smiled at herself again, then opened the bathroom door to surprise her hot man. 

Stepping seductively into the room, Devin’s eyes immediately swung to her. He was laying on the bed with the television on, his shirt off, exposing his sculpted, perfect washboard abs. Her eyes found his tattoo, and the slow burn that started every time she looked at him began smoldering into a fire. He sat up, his mouth dropping slightly at the sight of her. 

“My God,” he breathed. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.” He swung his legs over the side of the bed as she stepped two steps closer to him. His eyes roamed from top to bottom, not sure where he should look next. 

“Like something you see?” she teased, turning around slowly. She heard his sharp intake of breath, and she turned back to see the expression on his face as he stepped up to her. 

“I see something I’m going to enjoy very, very much.” 

Devin reached out and traced the swell of her breasts, protruding out of a completely sheer black lace bra. He traced his finger down her flat stomach to the barely-there lace thong that covered so little, he wouldn’t have to do much to get rid of it. On her amazing legs were stockings held up with garters, and she wore hot pink heels that made her a lot closer to his height. He could barely breathe.

“Slow or hard,” she whispered, looking up at him under hooded eyes. He thought his heart might pound out of his chest, he was so turned on by her. He wasn’t really sure he could even move, much less answer her. “Me in control or you.”

He looked back into her eyes, simmering with need, and he chose to act instead of answer. He turned and laid on the bed, showing her she had control. She grinned, walking towards him slowly, like a predator about to attack. “So that’s the way it’s going to be, huh? I take advantage of you?”

Devin smirked, willing himself to stay still so he didn’t jump up and throw her down on the bed. He needed to show her she could do this. “Take your best shot.”

Reaching for his jeans, she unbuttoned them slowly, sliding them down his body and dropping them on the floor, followed by his underwear. Her eyes scanned his body, like she always did, then she climbed on top of him, straddling his waist. His body immediately responded, pressing against her in need. She started rubbing his shoulders, moving downward to his chest, abs, and then back up. She was torturing him. He held his breath, wishing more than anything he could flip her over and take control. 

“Do it,” she commanded. His eyes flew open and met hers. “Take it.” He knew what she meant, and he only hesitated a second. Sitting up, he stood her up quickly and caught the reflection of her body in the mirror against the wall. Knowing immediately that was what he wanted to do, he picked her up and carried her across the room, his hands groping and feeling as much as he could. 

Pressing her against the mirror, he took her mouth hungrily, tasting, nipping, sucking her lips and tongue. She moaned, running her hands through his hair, then down his body as he pressed himself against her. He used one of his hands to knead her breast, then expertly unhooked her bra and flung it to the floor. Turning her around, they both locked eyes in the mirror, him behind her. A small smile played on Rachel’s lips as she watched him touch her breasts, then move downward to the scrap of lace that he shoved down her hips. She stepped out of it as it hit the floor, and she was wearing only the stockings and garters with the high heels. Devin’s eyes flashed as he took all of her in. 

Reaching in front of her, he watched himself touch her, using his fingers to expertly prime her. As he began touching her with more force and pressure, she arched her back, leaning against him as he continued the assault on her senses. 

“Open your eyes,” Devin whispered in her ear. She did, and she watched him touch her. Wanting to do the same, she shifted so they were both facing sideways, but could still see in the mirror. She touched him, looking at him in the mirror to watch his reaction. As she stroked, he closed his eyes briefly but then looked back at her. “I want to do it all,” he admitted. “I can’t decide what I want first, but I know I have to look at you while we do it.”

Her body clenched in anticipation, and Devin pulled her towards him, lifting her easily in his arms. She wrapped her legs around him and he entered her quickly. “Look.” She looked over at him in the mirror and their eyes met again, then they watched as they moved together, him holding her up and she using her legs to give them momentum. 

“Devin,” she breathed, her body starting to shake from the release that was coming quickly. As he got close, he pressed her against the mirrored wall, using that to help hold her as he used his hands to hold her hips. As she started shattering around him, he buried his face in her neck, releasing with her. Rachel gasped for breath as she held onto him, feeling their bodies slick with sweat. 

He put her feet gently down on the floor, and her legs wobbled. They smiled at each other, kissing softly. “I could do that every day for the rest of my life and die a happy man,” Devin joked, lifting her foot and taking one heel off, then the other. “These are hot. Let’s make sure they don’t get lost on the way home.”

Rachel laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Anything for you, love. Anything for you.”
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“You got a letter on the counter,” Devin called as she dropped her things from work. “It had no return address, so I didn’t want to open it.”

“You can open anything of mine, you know that. There aren’t any secrets.” Rachel picked up the envelope, wondering who sent her a letter in the age of text messages and emails. 

After they had come back from Alabama, Rachel had never felt better. The nightmares had stopped, and her panic attacks were down to very few and far between. She and Alana had been keeping in touch with many texts and emails. Alana was doing well, getting stronger every day. She wanted to come visit Rachel in Florida sometime soon. 

Rachel had been spending time with Kayley and Emily again, as well as Jessica. The four of them had been doing girl things as much as possible: pedicures, shopping, lunch, anything. They had been very happy that Rachel had reached out to Alana, and couldn’t wait to meet her. 

She slid the paper out of the envelope and opened it, frowning as she saw a handwritten note. 

Rachel, 

Didn’t think I’d find you, did you, bitch? Guess that asshole that broke my arm was your boyfriend. You got your wish, didn’t you? I’m going to be in prison for a long, long time thanks to you and Alana. I hear you two have become buddies, too. Isn’t that cute. The two of you ruined my life, and don’t you think that I’ll forget it. I may be locked up here, but I have my ways. You’ll get what’s coming to you, and your boyfriend Devin, too. Don’t get too comfortable that I’m locked up. Where there’s a will, there’s a way …

Rachel flung the paper from her hands like it was venomous snake, and felt it coming. The panic. She willed herself to breathe, feeling her body starting to shake. The room was closing in on her. He found her. He wrote her a letter. It didn’t matter that he didn’t sign it. It was him. 

Sliding down to the floor, she wrapped her arms around her legs and rocked, trying to breathe. Devin was just in the other room. If she could just get to him …

“Rachel?” Devin walked into the kitchen, knowing she had just been there. “Where’d you go, babe?” 

She managed to squeak out a sound, and his eyes swung to her, sitting on the floor. “What the? What’s the matter? What happened?” He crouched down next to her, smoothing her hair and whispering to her, just like he was used to doing to try to talk her out of the panic. Her eyes were wild as she tried desperately to crawl back to the top of normalcy. 

While Devin tried to calm her down, he wracked his brain for what could’ve triggered her panic. Then, he remembered. She’d gotten a letter. “Where’s the letter, Rachel? What was it?” As soon as he mentioned it, she started shaking all over again, squeezing her eyes shut tightly. 

Seeing a paper on the floor, he picked it up, scanning it quickly. He couldn’t believe what he was reading. Mark had contacted her? Through a letter? How in the world did that get out of the prison? Scooping Rachel up off the floor, he walked with her into the family room and sat her on the couch, sitting next to her while he soothed her out of her panic. 

“Rachel, I’m going to get to the bottom of this. This asshole will never hurt you again. Ever. Are you listening to me? That won’t ever happen. However he got this out of the prison, or whatever wacko friend he got to write it for him, I’m going to find out. I’ll overturn every single rock and work around the clock to find out how this happened, and it will be taken care of. Look at me, baby. Please.”

Rachel met his eyes, and he sighed with relief. She was at least partially back. Bringing her hands to his lips, he kissed her fingers gently. “I’m going to take care of it, okay? You’re safe. Alana is safe. I promise.” He almost choked at those words. What if they weren’t safe? Who did he have out there that could follow through on his threats? He had to get to Andrew. But not right now. She needed him. And he was never, ever going to let her down again. 
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“You will not believe this,” Devin slammed the letter on Andrew’s desk. It had taken him all night to calm Rachel, reassuring her that she was okay and she didn’t need to worry—again—about Mark/Justin. She had been doing so well since he had signed the plea, too. He was going to find out how he did that, and today. 

Andrew scanned the letter, looking up at Devin a few times as he read. “I need to know how this asshole got this letter out of prison,” Devin said. “And if it didn’t come from the prison, we need to figure out who this is that’s sending things for him. Right now.”

“I’ll call my buddies over at the precinct and the warden at the prison. I think our friend is about to get mail privileges revoked. I have no idea how a letter like that would’ve gotten out of the prison unless he has a buddy in there, and if that’s the case, the warden will shake down that place until he finds out who it is. I’ll get right on it, Dev. Is Rachel okay?”

“No,” Devin admitted. “I’m actually worried about her today. It sucks, man, because she was doing so well. After we came back from Alabama, she was totally different. Carefree. I don’t think either one of us slept much last night, and this morning, she was very quiet before we left for work. I just hate this. There’s nothing I can do to make it better.”

Andrew shook his head. “That’s not true, Dev. You’ve done so many things to make it better for her. She’s come as far as she has because of you. Don’t be so hard on yourself. She’ll get through this with you by her side.”

“We’ve got to get rid of this guy, once and for all.”
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Rachel stepped into Dr. Troast’s office. She hated that she had to call him for an emergency session, but she was afraid. Beyond terrified that she was sliding backwards, and she just couldn’t do it. 

“Come on in,” he said, holding the door open. She walked past and settled herself on the chair. “What’s going on? I’m glad you called me. Is Devin with you?”

Rachel shook her head, feeling the tears gathering in her throat. “He’s at work. I’m having a hard time today. Things have been so good until …” She grabbed a tissue, dabbing her eyes. Dr. Troast sat and listened patiently as she rattled on about the letter and the panic and nightmares that had come back full force since last night. 

“Is Devin looking into it?” Dr. Troast looked at her in concern, which made her even more upset. He hardly ever showed any emotion over something she said. 

“Yes. His boss is friends with the warden and is trying to see what they can find out.”

“Okay. Well, I think that you have to trust that the law enforcement will do what they need to do to protect you. I know that’s hard for you to let go of, but there’s no other alternative. If you don’t trust that you can be taken care of, you are just going to start spiraling back down. I need you to use the techniques I gave you to calm down, and if you still can’t, there’s nothing wrong with you taking the sedative I gave you for emergencies like that. It’s not something I think you should do daily, but every once and a while won’t hurt.”

Rachel nodded. “I don’t want to go back down this road. I’ve come so far since this all happened to me. I want to move forward, get married, and have a family. I can’t always be worried that something else is going to trigger me and I’m going to go out of control.”

“Well, we can’t predict that, but all we can do is make sure you are armed with the tools you need to help yourself. And I’m always here to help you through any road blocks, too. You already have come so far, Rachel. You let Devin in, battled all the things from your past and present, and are stronger and more resilient. While this letter was a wrench in your recovery, it doesn’t have to be. Tell me what else has been going on in your life. You said things were great before this. Tell me about that.”

Rachel told him all about Justin’s plea deal, going to visit Alana, spending time with her friends again, and feeling like Devin was not only her boyfriend, but her best friend, someone she enjoyed confiding in. She also was talking to her parents several times a week, and now even Devin’s parents as well. She had made so many gains in trusting people, confiding in them, and believing that they wanted what was best for her and loved her even through her mistakes and faults.

“Those are all fabulous things,” Dr. Troast smiled. “I want you to stay focused on them. When I started seeing you, you weren’t able to do any of that. You were closed off, unable to trust or form meaningful relationships. The ones you did have, you purposely kept all personal things from them so they didn’t think you were a bad person. You had no belief that you were worth anything. I know now that you don’t believe that anymore. Focus on how hard you’ve worked, Rachel. Life is going to keep throwing curveballs at you, but you can handle them. Call me if you need anything, though, okay? Otherwise, I’ll see you next month.”

Rachel walked from the office, her panic put back in the lock box where it belonged. Justin wasn’t going to control her. Not anymore. She knew what she needed to do. 
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“You sure about this?” Ben asked, a concerned look on his face. “That’s pretty permanent, you know.”

Devin laughed, holding out his arm. “Definitely. And that’s all I want is permanent now.”

Ben laughed, running his hands through his hair. “If you say so, man. We sure are happy for you guys. After all that Rachel’s been through, she deserves to be happy.”

Devin had called Ben, enjoying spending time with him. In Miami, he had been close to Ellis, but it was nice to have a friend to grab a beer with here, too. Ben had been hesitant to join him at the tattoo shop, but Devin promised him he wouldn’t have to get ink if he didn’t want to. He needed a stress relief after the day he had had, and he knew Rachel wouldn’t be home for a while. 

Devin nodded to the tattoo artist to go ahead and begin, then turned back to Ben. “She’s doing well, minus the setback we had last night.” He filled Ben in quickly, not wanting to air all of Rachel’s business at the tattoo shop. “In fact, she’s at her doctor right now. She amazes me, how strong she is.”

“Kayley’s been worried about her,” Ben admitted. “I’m glad she’s making progress. I’m sorry to hear that happened to her, but if I know you, you’re all over figuring out how that happened. You know she will always have part of that with her, right?”

“I know, and yes, Drew’s figuring out how that snake got a letter to her,” Devin gritted his teeth through the pain of the needle. “I still can’t believe we had to go through this in order to get back together. I wish I could take it all away, you know?”

“I know,” Ben said, his eyes fixed on the needle pressing into Devin’s arm. “When I met Kayley, I often said those exact same words. Not that it was the same, not at all …”

“Well, yes it was,” Devin interrupted. He had heard the story of Kayley’s past from Rachel. “She had been through something traumatic, too, something she shouldn’t have had to go through at her age. I would say it’s pretty similar.”

Ben nodded. “Yeah. I mean, all through the time we dated, I was so thankful to have her, but wished that I could take away the pain she had had to endure in order to be able to date me. Her life had been perfect. And though she never made me feel compared to him at all, it was hard to know that she had to go through that in order for us to have a future together.”

“I get that exactly,” Devin agreed. “I should’ve never believed that she did that all those years ago. If I had, then we would’ve never been apart, and she would’ve never gone through that.”

“Don’t do that,” Ben said. “You can’t make it your fault. What the two of you went through was crappy at a minimum. But, you can’t go back and change it even if you tried, so don’t dwell on it. Keep moving forward. That’s what I finally had to realize. I couldn’t change Kay’s past, and in fact, it made her the woman I loved.”

The buzz of the needle stopped, and Devin looked at his arm, a smile breaking out on his face. There she was. His girl. Forever a part of him, inside and out. He couldn’t wait to show her. 
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She stepped from the car, the ocean breeze ruffling her hair. She used to love this place. Right now, her stomach was in knots and she was on the verge of breaking down. She looked around the peaceful neighborhood, hearing the sounds of vacationers playing music, grilling out, and enjoying the sunshine. For them, this beach was a reprieve, a place to relax and rewind. For her, it was her living nightmare. 

Looking up at the beach house, it looked exactly the same as it did, but different at the same time. She would never look at this place the way she used to. Braving to get closer, she stepped towards the front steps, remembering Justin dragging her from the truck, her arm broken. The feelings of that moment came flooding back to her, and she closed her eyes against the memory. Walking slowly up the steps, she remembered him flinging her into the house, making her sprawl out on the floor, the pain of her arm making her scream. He hadn’t liked that, so he had hit her so hard she had passed out. When she had woken, she was tied to the chair in just her shirt. 

Her hand shook as she reached for the doorknob. She knew no one was here renting the house that week, so she used her key to open the door. She stood in the doorway, looking at what once was her prison. Sunlight streamed through the windows, making it look cheerful and happy. Walking over to where her chair had been sitting, she crouched down, wondering if she could see any of her blood still there. She knew she wouldn’t, but she still felt like it was there, seeping into the floor. She remembered seeing Devin, but thinking that she couldn’t possibly be seeing him there in her house, saving her. 

Wrapping her arms around herself, she realized that she was okay. She was shaking, and her nerves were shot, but she needed to do this. She needed to come back here and see that it was just a house, her house, and not give Justin the power to keep her afraid of one more thing. Her phone rang, making her jump at the shrill sound in the silence of the house. 

Seeing that it was Devin, she pressed the key to answer it. “Hey baby.”

“Rachel.” His voice sounded relieved, and she immediately felt guilty that he was always so worried about her. “Where are you, honey? How did Dr. Troast go?”

“Great. It really helped me. I’m at the beach house.”

Silence passed over the line. “What? What beach house?”

“Mine. I had to come, Devin.”

“And you’re okay?”

“I’m more than okay. I can’t let him have this power over me anymore. It was something I had to do.”

“I’m five minutes away. I’ll be right there. Stay put.”

Rachel heard the rumble of his motorcycle when he pulled in, and she smiled. Before, that sound would make her sad and think about what could’ve been. Now, when she heard the rumble of that big machine, her heart beat faster and she knew it was her love. She no longer had to wish for what wouldn’t ever be again. 

Devin barreled through the door like he was going to find her the way he had originally. Tears dropped from her eyes as she realized, it wasn’t just her nightmare she was confronting right now. This had been just as hard on Devin, to come here and see this place again. 

He pulled her into his arms, holding her so tight that it almost hurt, but she didn’t mind. “I’m sorry, Dev. I didn’t think this would be hard for you, too.”

“I almost lost you right here,” Devin indicated where they were standing. “Our whole lives flashed before my eyes in that second when I saw you. First, that we had wasted so much time without each other, and then that we may not ever get the time again. I’m so glad I didn’t lose you again, Rachel. So glad.” Tears clogged his throat, and his voice broke. They rocked back and forth together in a silent dance, both thinking about what they almost lost that day. 

“He doesn’t have power over you anymore,” Devin announced. “Don’t let him have that right to control you. Andrew’s working on the letter and how he was able to send it. With all of the people he knows, it’ll be taken care of immediately.”

“I love you,” Rachel said. “I can never thank you enough for being the wonderful, caring man that you are.” 

“I love you,” he echoed, caressing her back. “My brave warrior. You amaze me every day.” 

The couple stood, holding on to each other, thinking about what they almost lost and being thankful for what they got back, lost in the moment with each other. 

Breaking the silence, Devin whispered in her ear, “I want to show you something.” 

Rachel saw the gleam in his eye and smiled. “What’s that?”

“I got something today,” he started, lifting up the sleeve of his shirt. She saw a bandage over his original tattoo. 

“What did you do?”

Peeling the tape off carefully, she watched in silence as he uncovered his surprise. Gasping, her hand flew to her mouth. “Devin! You didn’t!”

“I did, baby. I did.”

“Why?” She stepped forward to get a better look, Right there, mixed in to his existing tattoo, he had gotten her name, scrawled neatly within his lines. Her stomach constricted as she made out the letters. Rachel. He had gotten her name on his arm. On her spot. 

“Why? I want everyone to know that you’re my girl, and I’m yours. That spot is yours. Everything of mine is yours.” 

Rachel bit back tears at his words, and flung herself into his arms, holding on to him tightly. “Thank you,” she whispered past the lump in her throat. 

“I brought the Harley,” he said into her hair. 

Rachel tipped her head back and smiled. “I heard you. Did you know that for the longest time, I would look at every single motorcycle that came near me, wishing it was you? Every time, I would feel stupid, knowing that you weren’t here, and even if you were, you wouldn’t want to see me. This time, when I heard that motorcycle, I was happy. It meant you were coming here, to me.”

Devin loved that she was being so transparent with her feelings. “Ever since we broke up, I’ve had that picture of the two of us, remember that one that was on my nightstand?” She nodded, and he continued. “I have kept it next to my bed all this time. One, because I couldn’t bear not to see you, and the other …” 

“Why?” Rachel whispered. 

“I used it as a reminder to never let anyone hurt me again.” 

A lump the size of Texas formed in her throat. She hated how much she had hurt him. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not telling you that to upset you,” he lifted her chin so she was looking at him. “I told you that because we were both doing the same thing, in different ways. But we’re here now. My motorcycle, your picture, they can all be good memories now. So what do you say we take a ride? The sun will be setting soon.”

Rachel grinned. She loved riding with Devin on his bike, and always had. She hadn’t been able to because of her injuries, but she felt like she was ready now. There was something about being pressed up behind him, her arms wrapped around his waist, that made her feel closer to him than ever before. 

“I would love nothing more,” she kissed him softly. “Lead me to your sexy beast, my love.”

Devin laughed, pulling her out of the house and down to his waiting motorcycle. While it wasn’t the same one he had had five years ago, it resembled it enough. Handing her his helmet, she slid it on, waiting for him to get on before she climbed on behind him. He watched her, her eyes sparkling, and he couldn’t stop the feeling that welled up in his chest. She was his again. 

Devin straddled the bike, holding out his hand to help her on behind him. Just like that, she was flashed back to that day, watching him drive away on his motorcycle, knowing he wasn’t coming back. This time, it was different. She knew he was here to stay, and the past was where it belonged—in the past. They were moving forward together. 

She leaned against him, the helmet resting against his back, and she closed her eyes, reveling in the feel of him in front of her. Her legs touched his, and her hands clasped in front of his trim waist. He revved the engine, and she felt the vibrations throughout her body. He turned his head to look at her, and he grinned. He couldn’t reach her face through his helmet, but he squeezed her leg, fitting her against him as tightly as he could. As he pulled out onto the street and her hair started flying behind her, the warm Florida air and the feel of Devin intoxicated her, and she felt free. Finally free. 
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“You’re so amazing,” Devin nibbled her ear lobe, running his hand down her naked backside. “I’ll never get enough of you, ever.” He pulled her closer to him, rubbing himself against her. They were back in Jacksonville for the weekend for his parent’s 35th anniversary party, but tonight was all theirs. 

Rachel smiled, turning her face so she could kiss him. Dipping her tongue in his mouth, she bit down on his lip, loving the moan that came from him. “I love you,” she whispered into his mouth. 

Devin cupped her face in his hands, looking through her, into her. “I will never get tired of hearing you say that,” he admitted. “I know it took so much for you to get to the point where you could let go like that again, put yourself out there. Thank you for doing that, for me.”

“You are worth everything that I’ve had to go through,” she traced her finger along his arm, along the tattoo that was hers and hers alone. She could just barely make out the name that he had recently added into the design. Rachel. 

“Not everything,” Devin’s expression darkened temporarily. “I’m so glad that Mark is completely out of the picture. First, life in prison and then all privileges revoked after his stunt with the letter. Not to mention the three other girls that came forward. He’s lucky he did that plea deal when he did. And of course there’s Zack …”

“Don’t,” Rachel warned. “Don’t bring him here, into this. It’s over. We’re moving on, remember? We can’t change what happened with him. But what we can decide is to move on, be happy, and show them that they didn’t ruin us, they only made us stronger.”

Devin touched her stomach gently. “I can’t help but to wonder what would’ve happened, had that night not happened. We’d have been married very soon after that. I was already planning it. We would’ve had …” His unfinished sentence hung in the room. They would’ve had their baby. He or she would’ve been a school aged child by now. 

Rachel sniffled, willing the tears to stay away. She knew how different their life would’ve been. “We can’t do this, Dev. Are we going to spend the rest of our lives talking about what could’ve been, or are we going to live together the way we should’ve always, because we love each other now? You do love me now and not the memory of me, right?”

He leaned over, kissing her eyes, nose, and then mouth. “I love you even more than I did then, and I never would’ve thought that was possible. I love you for how strong you are, how much you have been through, and for the way you make me feel. I feel like I’m on top of the world when you look at me, Rachel, like I’m the only man on the earth. You believe in me and love me, despite everything that we’ve been through. You took a chance and trusted me when your trust had been broken in everything and everyone else. While I knew, way back when we first met, that you were my soul mate, it’s much more than that now. Can I live without you? Well, yes, and I did survive for many years without you. But I don’t want to live without you ever again. That was the most painful part of my life, well, before seeing you that night with a gun to your head and sitting by your bed praying you would wake up. There’s always something in your life that wakes you up, makes you realize what is important and what isn’t. You are important. We are important. Everything else we will figure out, as long as we have each other.” Devin sat up, reaching into the drawer of the nightstand, where he had put the gift when they arrived. “I have something for you.”

“What’s that?” Rachel sat up too, the sheet falling from her body as she looked curiously at the wrapped present he held. “Why do I get a present?”

“Because,” he answered. “Open it.” 

She pulled the simple wrapping paper from it, wondering what in the world he could’ve gotten her. As she pulled the last of the paper off, she saw that it was what looked like a scrapbook. 

“A scrapbook?” This was so unlike Devin, she couldn’t even believe it. 

“Not just any scrapbook. This is our book, Rachel. In this book are pictures of us from years ago, then ones from us in the last several months. There are blank pages, because our memories are just beginning. And, in the back, is my journal.”

“Journal?” Rachel looked at the book, then at him, incredulous. Since when did he write? Seeing her confused look, he opened the book for her. She gasped as she saw the pictures of them camping, then many holidays, parties, and casual dates they had had over their two year relationship. Then, she saw pictures of them that were current, from the day they went to the gardens in Alabama, casual pictures they had taken themselves where they were acting silly, and pictures of them with Kayley and Ben’s kids. The book was not your normal scrapbook. It was a leather bound book, a beautiful keepsake. As she flipped past the blank pages, she got to the part he told her about. Page after page of Devin’s handwriting. Looking at the dates, he stomach clenched. It was when she had been in the hospital. 

“Oh, my god,” she breathed, scanning the first entry. “You wrote this for me?”

“I was going crazy,” Devin admitted, his voice soft. “I talked and talked to you, but there were some times that I just had to sit there, looking at you and remembering. So I started writing what I was feeling, how much I had missed you. I had no idea if I was ever going to get another chance with you, but there were things that needed to be said. So, I thought I would give this to you. I had some help from Kayley. She suggested I use my extra time to write these things for you, then I decided to add our pictures. Not because I want to make you sad, make you remember that awful time in your life, but so you can see how much I loved you then, and love you now.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes, and she couldn’t speak. This man was just unreal. Turning to the second entry, she could barely see through her tears, but she had read it. 

 

Rachel,

I sit here, watching you, and I’m so overcome with emotion that I don’t know what to do. You need to wake up. I can’t believe that I’m here with you, and you can’t even talk to me. I’ve missed you so much. Every single second of the last five years, I’ve wanted to look at your eyes again. But, when I got the chance to see them, it had never scared me more in my life. What happened to you, my love? I was so stupid to let you go, Rachel. You’ve always been it for me. I’ve compared everyone to you, and no one ever measures up. I can’t eat or sleep, I just want to sit here and will you to open those amazing green eyes and look at me. You’re so beautiful, even in the condition you are in. You never have completely understood how amazing you are. My heart has never belonged to anyone else. So no matter what happened, we will move on. Us finding each other again, that’s a sign. Even though the circumstances surrounding this are terrible, I want you to know that I’m here. I’ll be here for you every step of the way. Please wake up, Rachel. I miss you. I love you. 

Devin

 

Devin watched her as a million different emotions crossed her face. There were over 25 journal entries, from the time she was in the hospital all the way through to just a few days ago. While he had told her so many times how he felt, he wanted her to see the proof, something she could always have to remind her. 

She put the book to the side and smiled at him, her eyes still filled with tears. “Well, damn,” Rachel laughed, straddling his sexy waist. “How am I supposed to top that? I do love you, Devin Ryan Putnam. I’ve never been happier in my life. That was the best thing I’ve ever gotten. It’s better than anything you could’ve gotten me. I will treasure it forever.” She leaned over and pressed her body against his in a tight hug. “Now, what do you say we do less talking?” She leaned over, her hair surrounding them, and his hands immediately gripped her hips while they kissed, tongues entwining desperately. Moving his hands from her hips, he traveled up her flat stomach to the swell of her breasts. 

Tracing his tattoo with her tongue, Devin moaned, swelling underneath her. It was her spot, and a sure fire way to get him all riled up. Flipping her over quickly, he hovered over her, the muscles in his arms and chest bulging with the effort of holding himself up. Running one hand up her body from her leg to her breast, she shivered in anticipation. He stopped at the spot that she had tattooed not long after he had her name added to his. Right on her lower stomach, she had put three small hearts that represented the two of them and the baby that would never be. He loved it, especially because it was in a spot that only the two of them would share. 

Leaning over, Devin kissed her lower stomach, and she didn’t miss the meaning behind what he was doing. Their baby had been in there. Maybe someday, they would get another chance at what they missed out on. Running her free hand through his hair as he kissed up her body, she writhed under his touch.

Devin smirked, using his other hand to touch where she was very ready for him. “Hmmm.” His eyes traveled from where his hand was touching, up her body, to watch the reaction he knew was coming on her face. She closed her eyes, arching her back as he expertly entered her with his fingers, curving and teasing in just the right spots. “I love that, so much,” he growled. Rachel reached for him, her hand easily finding the evidence of his arousal for her. She loved the feeling of him—so strong, but so soft. As soon as she touched him, he hissed out of his teeth, and she smiled. She loved the effect she had on him as well. 

“Please,” she begged, her body screaming for him. In response, Devin found her mouth again, doing with his tongue what she knew he would be doing to her insides. His one hand still teased her inside and out, and his free one held hers, lacing their fingers together. 

Entering her, he laced one of his hands with hers, using the other to touch her. As he filled her, she moaned, unable to stop the myriad of sensations that overtook her. Every time with him was just as good, if not better, than the time before. He was the best lover, whether it was slow and soft or hard and fast. 

Opening her eyes, she noticed he was staring right at her face. Rocking her hips with his, she kept her eyes fixed on his, watching him. There was so much that they said together without having to say a word, and this was one of those times. As great as sex was for them, it was so much more. It was forgiveness, trust, connection, and love. They had been through so much together. 

“Dev,” she whispered, letting go of his hands so she could wrap her arms around him. He pulled her up slightly so she was almost sitting, and they rocked gently. “I love you, baby.”

He closed his eyes briefly, then reopened them, a shimmer of emotion blatant there. “Rach.” He didn’t need to say anything else. Pushing into her harder, the need intensified and they both put the emotion they were feeling into their bodies, rocking, moaning, and climaxing together. 
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“I have a surprise for you,” Devin murmured in her ear, making her shiver. 

“Hmmm.” Rachel moaned. 

“That’s all you can say?” Devin laughed, tickling her side gently. She rolled over quickly, giggling. 

“I’m drunk on you. Have you seen yourself lately?”

Devin roared with laughter. “I could say the same thing about you. Now, get up and let’s shower. I’m taking you out.”

“Out? Why? Can’t we just stay here?”

He smacked her behind, then pulled her out of bed with him. “Come on. It’ll be fun, I promise.”
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“Do you trust me?” Devin looked at her wickedly, holding her car door open. They had showered and dressed, and Rachel was wearing a short black dress, her hair curled and framing her face, her makeup done flawlessly. 

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Well, of course, but why?”

He whipped a blindfold out of his pocket, and she frowned. “You’re going to mess up my hair.”

Devin laughed. “There’s my girl. Your hair won’t be messed up. You’re the most gorgeous woman on this planet. Now, come here. You’ll know where I’m going if you can see, and it’s a surprise.”

She stuck her lip out at him, but winked, and he put the blindfold on her carefully. “We’re going to use this later,” he warned, his breath hot against her ear, and she was instantly turned on. 

“I can never get enough,” she whispered back as his lips found hers. Pressing her against the car, desire pooled in between them instantly. Devin’s hands traveled up her short dress, following the path of her thong. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to make you take me right here.”

“Is that a promise?” His voice was low, husky. She would like nothing more. Pressing herself against him, she put her lips against his ear. 

“I promise to use this blindfold in any way you want later. Right now, I want you to show me my surprise.”

“Maybe this is your surprise,” Devin laughed, and Rachel joined him. He helped her into the car, then went around to his side and headed to their destination. Rachel sat back against the passenger seat, her mind reeling at the events that had happened since they had been back together. First, the craziness of Devin being the one that saved her from that asshole Mark/Justin. Then, her healing and therapy from the trauma, and dealing with what could’ve been a catastrophic run in with Zack. The trial that thankfully didn’t happen, meeting Alana, plus the truth of what had happened in their past, and Devin’s reaction to that and almost risking his job to avenge her hadn’t even broken them. Then the final straw of the baby that almost was, yet here they were. Together. They had endured more trauma together already than most people saw in a lifetime. All she could hope was that from here on out, they could focus on the good things in life. While she was doing a lot better with the panic and anxiety from what happened with Justin, it probably wouldn’t ever be completely gone, but Devin loved her for her, and she was finally accepting that. 

“Penny for your thoughts.” Devin broke through her reverie.

“Just thinking of all of the things we’ve been through together. We should write a book.”

“No,” Devin kissed her fingers gently. “We’re going to write a new book, from here on. And it’s going to be a damn good one.” Rachel felt the car stop, and Devin turned off the engine. “Ready?”

Rachel’s stomach flipped. “Ready.”

Devin got out of the car and opened her door, helping her out of the car. “I love when you move to get out that I can see that beautiful thong under that hot dress. Tonight, I’m going to take it all off with my teeth.” Just like that, her belly clenched and she felt hot. 

“Not fair,” she complained as he dipped down to kiss her neck, sending goose bumps up and down her legs and arms. He pulled the blindfold off her gently, and she blinked her eyes so she could see where they were. When she saw the sign, she gasped. It was their place! It looked exactly the same. 

“Oh my gosh, Dev! It’s where we met!” The neon sign over the door bounced colors on the ground, and the bikes lined up against the front sent her back almost 8 years to the night that changed her life forever. Bikes and Beers, still the same classy name it had been then. 

“Thought we could have some fun, remember the good ol days,” Devin winked, lacing his fingers through hers and pulling her towards the door. 

Sliding into a table close to the dance floor, Devin ordered them both drinks. Rachel looked around, taking it all in. It was like no time had passed at all since they had last been here. If she looked carefully, she could almost see her and her college friends right here on the dance floor, not a care in the world. She looked over at the door that they had just walked through, remembering the moment she laid eyes on Devin Putnam and he had strode right up to her and asked her to dance. After that, they hadn’t moved away from each other all night. 

Pulling her to her feet, Devin settled her on his lap. “This place is where my life was changed,” he said into her ear. “I never would’ve thought that meeting you that night would affect me the way it has. I want us to only remember the good things from now on, okay Rachel? I love you.” She rested her head under his chin, reveling in the warmth and security of him, and nodded her head. His strong arms wrapped around her, and they may have been in the middle of a biker bar, but she had never felt so safe in all of her life. 

“Let’s dance,” Devin announced after they had finished their first drink. “I want to feel your hot body pressed against mine.” He winked, helping her stand up off his lap. There was actually a live band playing that was very good, and they were playing Daughtry’s “Crawling Back to You”, a song she loved. 

Wrapping her arms around Devin, she rested her head against his broad chest. She loved the smell of him. It was nothing she could pin point, but rather a mixture of soap, after shave, and his manly smell. Not really caring that they weren’t even dancing, they rocked back and forth with each other. Periodically Devin would kiss the top of her head, and she would tilt her head back so could plant a kiss on her lips. They paid no attention to the people around them. 

Devin caught the lead singer’s eye and signaled over Rachel’s head that he was ready. He nodded back as he finished up the current song, then indicated to his band what song they were playing next. 

As the song began changing, his stomach fluttered like a thousand butterflies taking flight. Rachel didn’t move, still pressed up against him tightly. Reaching for her hands, she caught his movement and backed up so she was looking into his eyes. The chords of the song started playing, and she smiled at him. 

“Want to keep dancing, or are you thirsty?” 

“Let’s dance this one, then go sit down.” He pulled her closer, and she tilted her head so that she could look him in the eyes. He held onto her hands, ready. She arched an eyebrow at him, noticing a change in him. 

“Are you okay?”

Devin nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The band started singing, and Rachel looked at him, her eyes wide. “I love this song. This was my favorite song when … when …”

The band was playing “Far Away” by Nickleback. It had been Rachel’s favorite song when they had first met, and it was also very significant for them right now. The lyrics were perfect for what they had been through and the way he felt about her every second of the last 8 years. “I know,” he whispered, still gripping her hands. “It’s perfect for us. Listen.” He pulled her closer so that his lips were against her ear, and he sang the lyrics along with the band. 

She didn’t seem to mind that his voice was off kilter or out of tune. She was completely frozen against him, her heart beating rapidly against his. As the lyrics continued, the melody of the song entwined within their bodies, eliciting more emotion than either of them could vocalize. 

“Did you do this?” Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Did you ask them to play this?”

“Don’t you know yet, Rachel? I would do anything for you. I’d go to the ends of the earth for you.”

She shook her head as she took in the lyrics and his words. “How did I ever deserve to have you?”

Instead of answering her, Devin pressed his lips to hers as the last of the chords were played in the song. It was his turn now. Stepping back, he left her standing there looking confused as he continued moving backwards towards the stage. The lead singer, a very nice guy by the name of Jax, handed him the microphone as part of their prearranged plan. 

When he looked out, he saw Rachel, still standing in the same spot, her mouth open. Did she have any idea what was going on? “Hi everyone,” Devin began, hoping his voice didn’t shake. “I’m Devin, and that right there, is my girlfriend, Rachel. She’s hot, but she’s mine, so behave.” The crowd laughed, and a few cat-calls were shouted out. “Come here, Rachel. Closer to the stage.”

He watched as she walked slowly towards him, her eyes narrowed. “See, my girl here? We met almost 8 years ago, right here in this bar. The second I saw her, I knew she was going to be mine. And I was right. But over time, some crazy things happened to us and we weren’t together for quite a while. We just recently reconnected, and so I wanted to tell her, in front of everyone here, how much I love her. You guys are okay with that, right?”

More catcalls and shouting accompanied his question, and Devin laughed. Rachel watched him, wondering what in the hell he was doing but loving it all at the same time. Devin caught her eye and winked. 

“So, I’m not going to waste too much more time, because my girl is waiting on me,” he continued. “Rachel, can you come up here?”

Rachel blinked, shaking her head no. She did not want to go up there. The crowd started chanting her name, and she knew she had no choice. Devin reached his hand out and she took it, stepping up carefully onto the stage. He put his arm around her waist and smiled at her, the heart-stopping smile that was only Devin’s. 

“Thanks to Jax for playing that song for me tonight. It was my girl’s favorite song way back in the day, and the words in it are very important to me, because we got a second chance, and I never want to lose that again. Rachel, thank you for being part of my life and loving me through all of our ups and downs. I promise I will never again leave you feeling alone or afraid. I’ll always be there to love you, to take care of you, and to support you.” Devin stepped away from the microphone and reached into his pocket. 

Rachel watched him, open mouthed, as he stepped up to her and got down on one knee, his smile so wide it took up his whole face. She started shaking, tears filling her eyes as her brain registered what was happening. “Rachel Elise Dawson, will you please make me the happiest man alive and marry me? I can’t live without you being my wife.”

Rachel gasped out loud, tears pouring from her eyes without warning. She vaguely took in that they were in a crowded biker bar, but it didn’t even matter. Devin was on his knee in front of her, and he had a beautiful square cut diamond ring held out in front of him. She would never be without him again. 

“Yes,” she squealed, leaning over to kiss him. “Yes, yes, yes, I would love nothing more than to be with you forever, until we are old and gray.” Devin stood, sliding the gorgeous ring on her finger. He crushed her body to his, their gazes locked on each other as he leaned over to kiss his new fiancé’s lips. 

The room erupted in cheers as the couple kissed, oblivious to the attention around them. “I love you,” Devin whispered against her lips. “You’re mine, and I’m yours. Never again will we live one more moment without each other, Mrs. Soon-to-Be Putnam.”

Rachel beamed. She knew that, at this moment, she had never felt this happy in all of her life. They would be together. Forever. 
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She looked at her reflection in the mirror, smiling to make sure she didn’t have lipstick on her teeth. Her green eyes shone brightly, and her red hair was a stark contrast to the gown. She was ready. She had waited for this day for a long time, and it was here. 

“You ready?” Devin appeared behind her, his face next to hers in the mirror. Putting her hand up to touch his face, her ring glistened in the reflection. He grabbed her hand and kissed it. “Time to go, beautiful lady. Your chariot awaits.”

When they arrived, Devin kissed her gently. “I’ll be waiting for you. Knock ‘em dead.” Rachel went and took her seat, looking around at the huge crowd gathering, and the sea of people in matching gowns. As the people took the stage and the presenters started talking, a familiar twinge tickled her stomach, and she smiled. As they started calling names, she found herself daydreaming, thinking of all of the wonderful things that had happened to her in the past four years. She had worked her tail off, she knew that much, but her life had changed insurmountably. First, meeting back up with Devin at the worst point in her life. After that, a whirlwind of trials and revealed secrets had threatened to shake their foundation again, but they had made it through. Who could forget the amazing proposal at the bar where they met? And of course, their fairy tale wedding, only six months later. They had lived what seemed like a lifetime without each other and had no desire to wait very long. Then, Rachel had decided, with Devin’s support, to take on the one other dream that hadn’t come true yet. 

“Would last names N-P please take the stage,” the president announced. Rachel stood, straightening her gown and following the rest of her classmates to the stage. Waiting behind what seemed like a line that would never end, Rachel looked out at the sea of people, all watching someone they loved making their dreams a reality. Oh, how she wished she could’ve done this years ago. But, right now, it felt like even more of a milestone than it would’ve been then. She found where Devin was sitting, and even though he was so far away, she felt him. She knew his love, his presence was standing right next to her, embracing her. He blew her a kiss and mouthed, ‘I love you’. No matter how many times he said it, she felt it all the way to her core each time. 

“Rachel Elise Putnam,” the president called, shaking her from her daydream. “Master of Science in Occupational Therapy.” She walked forward, accepting her diploma and shaking the hands of all of the higher-ups in the college. She had done it. She had finally graduated college, and was going to do the job she was meant to do. 
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Devin ran up behind his beautiful wife. “I’m so proud of you,” he murmured in her ear, wrapping his arms around her from behind and resting them on her stomach. “How are they?”

Rachel beamed, putting her hands over Devin’s to feel her protruding stomach. “They’re good. They were kicking during the graduation. Can you feel them now?” To complete another dream of hers, she and Devin were expecting, and it was twins, a boy and a girl they were naming Faith and Chance. She was about 5 months along. It had been rough at first, getting through the last of her degree while having morning sickness, but she wouldn’t trade it for the world. After years of thinking that she would never have a family, she was ecstatic to be having kids with the man she loved. 

Finally, after all that she had been through and the path that they had traveled to get here, she had everything she ever wanted. When she thought back to the days when she was a closed off, miserable person, she felt sad. She had missed out on so much life when she was busy keeping herself from living. Right now, looking around this crowded convention center, she knew that she was just at the beginning of what was to be the life she always dreamed of. All she had had to do was open herself up again and believe that it was possible. 

“Auntie Rachel!” a small voice called from behind. Rachel turned to see Alexis, now 8 years old, running up to her. She hugged the little girl tightly, kissing her on the head. Kayley smiled as she walked up to her, hugging her also. Following her was Benji, now 6, and Cierra, now 3, who were holding Ben’s hand. She was so glad her friends and family were here to support her. Emily and her husband Trevor followed behind them, and both her parents and Devin’s. 

“We’re so proud of you, Rachel,” Kayley beamed, putting her hands on her stomach. 

“We really are,” Emily hugged Rachel, followed by Trevor. “You did it, sweetie.”

“We have a question to ask you,” Ben said, hugging her quickly. The group looked at Ben intently. 

“What’s that?” Rachel smiled. 

Ben looked at Kayley and nodded. “Ben and I would like to know if you would come work at our therapy center, run the children’s OT division. You would be a great addition to our team.”

Rachel’s mouth dropped open at her best friend’s words. “Really?”

Ben and Kayley nodded their agreement. “Yes.”

“I would love to,” Rachel said, taken aback. “Thank you so much.”

“That’s so great, Rachel,” Her mom choked out, dabbing her eyes. “All your dreams, coming true. Speaking of that, how’s my grandbabies?” Elise rubbed her daughter’s stomach while Dennis hugged Devin. 

“They’re great, Mom. Moving around in there.”

“We love both of you,” Devin’s mom hugged Rachel, followed by his dad. “Well, all four of you.” They laughed. “We’re so happy for you.”

“Congrats, Rachel!” Ellis walked up, followed closely by Jessica. “So glad that you and Dev are getting the dream you deserve. I can’t wait to spoil those babies something fierce.” They all laughed. Ellis had recently moved to ‘Retiredville’ as he teasingly called it, taking a job with Devin on the SWAT team. They enjoyed spending time with him, and he had been a great addition to their group of friends. 

Jessica hugged Rachel. “I’m so proud of you.” She stepped back, glancing briefly at Ellis and then back to Rachel. 

Rachel smiled at her friend, looking back and forth between her and Ellis. As if Jessica read her mind, she shook her head slightly, a blush breaking out on her face. Rachel made a mental note to talk to her later about what was going on there, but by the look on both of their friend’s faces, she could figure it out for herself. 

They all turned to walk out of the convention center, and Rachel gripped Devin’s hand. He squeezed her hand tightly. “Thank you,” he said so only she could hear. 

“For what?” 

“For being my everything.”

She blushed, hugging him quickly. “Thank you, too.”

“For?”

“For reaching me, making me believe I deserved the life I never thought I would have. I’m living again because of you.”
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Nickelback—Far Away

Miley Cyrus—Wrecking Ball

Katy Perry—Roar

Aerosmith—I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing

Staind—It’s Been Awhile

Daughtry—Crawling Back to You

Christina Perri—A Thousand Years

Lifehouse—Hanging by a Moment

One Republic—Counting Stars

Jason Derulo—Marry Me

Katy Perry—Unconditionally

Sara Barellis—Brave

Avril Lavigne—Let Go

Bruno Mars—Gorilla

Eminem/Rhianna—The Monster

Imagine Dragons—Demons

Daughtry—Wild Heart

Daughtry—Broken Arrows

Katy Perry—Part of Me

Alicia Keys—Brand New Me

Olly Murs—Dear Darlin’

Ellie Goulding—How Long Will I Love You

Celine Dion—Loved Me Back to Life

Daughtry—It’s Not Over

Daughtry—Waiting for Superman

Katy Perry—The One That Got Away

Bruno Mars—Treasure

Bruno Mars—Grenade

 

Follow this playlist on Spotify

http://open.spotify.com/user/authorllcollins/playlist/65airn5Z1QX81DzQQUBpAn
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Here it is, my second book, Reaching Rachel. When I released Living Again, it was such a surreal experience. I still can’t believe the messages, reviews, and love that I get on a daily basis from readers. Thanks to all of you for making this journey so rewarding. This book, while totally and completely different than Living Again, was just as emotional to write. This book has difficult topics in it. It’s not all roses and sunshine. Rachel’s story has violence and events that may be upsetting to some. Please remember, this is a fictional story. 

To my mom, Krista, for selling my book to any and every one she comes across. Thank you, as always, for being my #1 fan. 

To my sister, Blair, thank you for once again reading, supporting, and encouraging me. That means more to me than I can ever express. 

To my husband, Cameron, and my boys, thanks for once again putting up with me staring at my computer screen. You’ve gotten a lot more used to it now, and don’t bat an eye anymore when I say I’m writing. 

To my best friend/sister/editor/beta reader/everything, LeElla, thank you. I can never say that enough for the support and love you give me. I know that I can always come to you with anything and you are there, even though many states separate us.

To my personal assistant Christine. Wow. Who would’ve thought that a simple conversation months ago about giveaways would’ve gotten us where we are now? The words thank you just don’t seem enough for what you do. I love that you love my books so much, and believe in everything I do. I appreciate every single task you take on that I don’t have to. I love our chats, the times that you are talking me down off the ledge or jumping off with me. Thank you for the constant support, the continual ideas and determination to get me where I want to go. I could do this without you, but why would I want to? In your words, ‘you’re stuck with me’. 

To Joely, you are such a valuable part of this world to me. When we ‘met’, me a new author and you a new blogger, who would’ve known it would turn into the friendship it’s turned into now? I can’t thank you enough for the countless chats, whether it’s personal or brainstorming for my book. You are always there for me, looking out for me. There should be more people like you in the world. Thank you for believing in me and loving my books. 

Mindy, once again, thank you. Thanks for the chats where we work out the plot or the scenes that I just can’t get right, and for the many, many group texts where you help me get out of a jam. You are a great PR department! I truly treasure your friendship. 

Kellie, it’s been quite a few months since we decided to take on this world, me as an author and you as a blogger to help ‘support’ me! Now look at what’s happened! You are amazing at whatever you set your mind to doing, and I thank you SO much for always going above and beyond to help me and believe in me. I can’t wait for you to be by my side at the signings this year! 

To my “beta’s”: LeElla, Mindy, Kellie, Blair, Barbara, Joely, MaryAnn, Christine, Candi, Holly, Michelle, Rebecca, Alexis, and Tiffany. Thank you so much for your help, even if it was just to say that you loved it. I have the best beta team ever. 

To Kari from Cover to Cover Designs. This cover was so perfect, I couldn’t even believe it. It was done in one take! You never cease to amaze me with your talent, and best of all, your amazing friendship. I can’t wait to see what else we come up with together. 

To Angela McLaurin at Fictional Formats, thank you for making it beautiful and ready to publish. You’re not only awesome at what you do, you’re an amazing friend, too. 

To my Street Team, who would’ve thought I’d have a group of people that love to promote me? It’s crazy, but I love it. Thanks to every one of you that take your own time to get my name out there. 

To all of the blogs that spend countless hours of their own time to help us indies on a daily basis, without getting anything out of it. There are too many to list, but thank you. I know I would’ve never gotten where I am without you. 

To everyone who read Living Again and loved it, left me reviews, and messaged me waiting impatiently for Rachel’s story. Here it is. I hope you love it. 
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LL Collins is a teacher who loves spending her days in the Florida sun with her husband and boys, reading, and writing. Her love of writing has found a home in the self-publishing world. Living Again, her first novel, is available now in both eBook and paperback. Her second novel, Reaching Rachel, will be released in January 2014. LL has been writing since she was old enough to write. Always a story in her head, she finally decided to let the characters out and start writing and try to make her lifelong dreams of becoming an author come true. She has been a teacher for over ten years, a wife for 14, and a mom to two boys, 11 and 9. 

 

Contact Author LL Collins

www.authorllcollins.com

Twitter: @authorllcollins

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/llcollinsauthor
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