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      “What in the world are you wearing?” Kat looked Elena up and down in total disbelief.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Elena asked innocently. She rested her hands on her hips and admired herself in the dressing room mirror. She saw nothing wrong with what she was wearing. She had a pair of nice flat black shoes on, black slacks and a light blue blouse. It fit, looked decent, and most important of all, she was comfy.

      Kat raised a brow. “Honey, your military days are over. You look like the bailiff in a courtroom.” Kat walked up to Elena. “First of all, this shirt is one size too big for you.” She grabbed the sides of Elena’s shirt and pulled them toward her back. “Look—you actually have a waist.”

      “Yes, but now I’m uncomfortable,” Elena complained, pushing Kat’s hand away. She was afraid if she sat down wearing a tight shirt, her muffin top would show.

      “Who said you’re supposed to be comfortable?” Kat said winking at her. “If I had your ass, I would be showing it off, not hiding it in those waist-high pants you have on.” Kat reached in to look inside Elena’s pants. “Do you have granny panties inside there too?” she joked.

      Elena slapped Kat’s hands away. “Hey watch it, get out of there.” They both looked at each other and started laughing.

      Elena looked back at the mirror and took a deep breath. “I’m a lost cause. Dressing sexy was not one of the pre-separation classes offered when I got out of the Air Force.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing you have me here, then.” Kat walked back to where she had been sitting and picked up a stack of clothes. “Here, try these on.”

      Elena turned around in time for Kat to dump a pile of very colorful and silky items in her arms. “I thought you were getting these for you?”

      Kat chuckled. “You forget I’ve been shopping with you before.” She pointed toward the pile of clothes Elena was now holding. “That should get you started for now.” Kat continued to dig through the assortment of clothes the dressing room attendant had brought her. “Excuse me.” She waved her hand in front of the attendant who was more preoccupied with texting than helping them. “These shirts are all large; I asked for a medium.”

      The young girl, who barely looked a day over twenty and not more than ninety pounds, sighed loudly as she looked up from her phone. “The mediums run small.” She looked over where Elena was standing. “A large would fit her better.”

      Kat straightened up, poised for a fight. “How about you reserve your recommendations for yourself and get the sizes I asked for,” she snapped.

      The girl’s face grew red with embarrassment. She shoved her phone in her back pocket, picked up the stacks of shirts, and stomped off to get the new sizes.

      Elena ignored the girl’s statement, choosing not to be offended by it; she didn’t want anything to ruin her first shopping spree in years. “Um…I don’t think I should wear this to my new job.” Elena held out a red lacy see-through nightgown.

      “Maybe you should,” Kat said as she sat down, getting ready to provide her expert fashion opinion on Elena’s new outfits. “I heard they have some nice-looking pilots at Wilbur’s Aviation.”

      “You know where I stand on this.” Elena wasn’t opposed to lingerie, and she enjoyed wearing it for the right person, but therein was the problem—she hadn’t found the right person in a long time.

      “Oh, don’t be such a prude,” Kat reproached. She grabbed the nightgown from Elena. “Charles would love this on me.”

      “I’m sure he would.”

      “And there is nothing wrong with that,” Kat insisted.

      “I never said there was. All I’m saying is that I will be more than happy to wear something like this for a man who has won me over and captured my heart.”

      Kat smiled at Elena’s innocent dream of finding her knight in shining armor. “Listen, men are very visual creatures. They like to see and touch and feel. They are like grown babies. And I get the wanting a man to fall in love with you for who you are as a person, but let’s be honest here—how long has it been since you’ve gotten laid?”

      Elena rolled her eyes. “Please don’t remind me. I’m afraid I’ve become a virgin again.”

      “Don’t you worry—we’ll take care of that.” Kat offered the negligee back to Elena. “Maybe you need this after all.”

      Elena rethought her strategy and her lack of love life. It had been three years since she had been intimate with a man. She refused to have a one-night stand and swore every man she met did not have the qualities she deemed necessary on her checklist. And although she hated to admit it, she had been lonely—eating a pint of ice cream and reading historical romance novels kind of lonely. Maybe Kat was right after all. Maybe she needed to be a little more daring and a little less dreaming. “Give me that.” She reached out and snatched the lacy thing from Kat’s hands.

      “Now we’re talking,” Kat cheered on. “Now go try those clothes on—you’re going to look like a million bucks.”

      Elena must have tried on over thirty outfits before Kat was finally satisfied she had a diverse enough wardrobe to get her started at her new job. They walked out with both arms filled with bags and ran into the young assistant at the entrance of the store who was actively flirting with a guy instead of doing her job. Without missing a beat, Kat walked over to her. “I just remembered the name of the cream you need; it’s called Monistat. It will help with the yeast infection and itch down there.”

      The young girl’s face dropped, and the hottie next to her quietly walked away.

      Kat returned with a smile on her face. “Now we can go.”

      Elena adjusted the heavy bags in her arms. “Was that really necessary?”

      Kat grinned. “Absofuckinglutley.”

      [image: ]

      After a day of shopping in Seattle, Elena was exhausted and excited at the same time. She was back on the ferry from Seattle to Bremerton heading home. Kat had a dinner date with her husband in the city and stayed behind. Elena looked through her many shopping bags and smiled like a little girl admiring her first-day-of-school clothes. With Kat’s keen sense of fashion, she had secured a new wardrobe, most of which she thought was not very practical but after trying on the clothes, she loved every last piece. She was proud of her looks, and for once in her life, she was proud of her thick thighs. Thigh gaps, as Kat had put it, “were overrated.” A small part of her felt childish about wanting to look sexy and feel feminine again after so many years of trying to hide it at work. But this was the new Elena, and she was as giggly as a teenage girl about it. For once she would let her hair down without worrying it was going to violate code by touching her collar. She could paint her nails bright red if she wanted to—hell, she could even get a tattoo or a bad sunburn and not worry about being in trouble for “damaging government property.” She didn’t belong to anyone. She wasn’t an object and best of all, she had the freedom to decide for herself if she wanted to stay or go. She had closed one chapter in her life and was starting another. She was free to pursue her dreams as a fiction romance author and write about all the happy endings she had dreamed of all her life.

      She settled into her seat on the ferry and stared out the window to admire the beauty of the Emerald City. She waved a little goodbye to Seattle as the ferry made its way across the sound to the small towns of Kitsap County.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena woke at the crack of dawn; her mom had delivered her usual four-in-the morning wake-up call to wish her good luck on her first day at work. Despite repeated attempts to remind her mom Washington was three hours behind Venezuela, the information fell on deaf ears. The daily morning calls had become a routine since she had separated from the military, and she knew how much comfort it brought her mom, so she just went with the flow. She spent the next hour dressing with care. This was her first civilian job ever, and she wanted to make a good impression.

      [image: ]

      Her new job was in the quaint town of Gig Harbor, Washington. During her first visit, she had fallen in love with the idyllic community with its sailboats lining the marina, sea-gulls lazing through the air and charming antique shops and restaurants on Main Street resembling a Hallmark movie inviting you in for a fairytale ending. However, after shopping around for a place to rent, she realized the lovely quiet and picturesque setting came with a hefty price, and her budget had no room for such notions, so she moved thirty minutes down Highway 16 to Port Orchard. Its majestic views of the Olympic Mountains still delivered the peaceful small-town feel at a more affordable price.

      She arrived at her new job fifteen minutes early. The building in front of her was an old aircraft hangar that had been remodeled into office spaces. The exterior was a beautiful dark red with white borders. It looked a little bit like a barn, but it fit into the charm of the town. She could see the runway from the side of the building and from her limited knowledge of airplanes, she spotted a couple of small Cessnas and Piper Cubs.

      She stepped out of the car with a positive attitude, her brand-new high heels clicking on the pavement, and made her way from the parking lot toward the entrance of the building. She paused for a couple of seconds at the door and took a deep breath. Her stomach was in a knot. Beyond this door was the start of her new life. She put on a smile, squared her shoulders and pulled the glass door open.

      A pretty young girl with brown hair, glasses and a big smile welcomed her and took her to where her desk would be. Elena followed her down the hallway where black and white picture frames of old airplanes and several recognition plaques adorned the walls. The hallway opened up into a large open area where a beautiful mahogany desk sat in front of a large window with a gorgeous view of the Olympic Mountains. Next to it was an office with Mr. Wilbur’s name on it.

      “Here we go, this will be your desk,” the young girl said with a big smile as she fidgeted with her glasses.

      Elena’s eyes lit up; she tried to contain the excitement bubbling up inside her. She couldn’t believe this was where she would be working. “This is beautiful.”

      The door to Mr. Wilbur’s office opened. A gentleman in a pilot’s uniform stood at the entrance. “I’ll leave tomorrow for the delivery and then head to Idaho to meet with the new client,” the pilot said with a deep and sensual voice to the shorter older man beside him.

      Elena’s eyes narrowed. There was something familiar about the man who towered a good six inches over who she assumed was Mr. John Wilbur. The way his broad shoulders filled his shirt and the disciplined straight back tapering into a trim waistline made Elena’s pulse quicken in a way she hadn’t felt in years. She tilted her head trying to catch a glimpse of his face, but he was still looking back into the office and talking to Mr. Wilbur.

      “Sounds good,” replied Mr. Wilbur.

      The smooth talker turned around and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Elena. Their eyes locked.

      Elena stood motionless in the middle of the room. The world couldn’t be this small—it couldn’t be him. She blinked several times, hoping it was just an uncanny resemblance. After all, it had been seven years, but she knew she would never forget those piercing blue eyes and the tousled dark brown hair. The same arrogant jaw and cruel lips stared back at her.

      His gaze traveled over her body seductively and a devilish look came into his eyes. She swallowed hard, lifted her chin and met his gaze straight on. He would not intimidate her—not ever again.
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      Seven Years Earlier

      67th Fighter Squadron,

      Kadena Air Base, Okinawa, Japan

      

      Elena sat at her desk in the orderly room reading the latest letter from her parents. The large time difference and the outrageous cost of long-distance phone calls had made it necessary to revert to old-fashioned letters. Her mother, as usual, was complaining about the splintering heat in Venezuela, something she had never gotten used to in her thirteen years living there, and of course about her father’s stubborn nature. Apparently, he was refusing to get a colonoscopy done, stating he would never subject himself to such humiliation. At fifty-eight, he was well past due for an exam and despite the doctor’s best efforts to persuade him into the procedure, he would have none of it. Elena’s mother was concerned with the current state of her father’s health and his constant complaints of fatigue. His refusal to seek medical care, swearing he just needed a little rest, had Elena’s mom worried to death. You are the only one who will be able to convince him to go to the doctor, she went on to say and asked when Elena would be coming home for a visit.

      Elena folded the letter up wishing she weren’t an only child living across the world. If only there were something she could do to help, but her hands were tied. She wouldn’t be able to visit until she was en route to her next duty station, and that was still eight months away. The best she could do now was write to him and try to convince him to seek some care. She folded up the letter and placed it back in her purse.

      She looked up from her computer and noticed both her airmen arguing by the filing cabinet. Elena sighed; those two could never get along. She got up from her chair and walked over to them to find out what the hell was going on now. Elena felt like a mother at only twenty-two, constantly having to counsel both her young airmen who were only a couple of years younger than her.

      “What’s going on here?” Elena asked.

      Senior Airman Julie Mendez snatched the folder out of Airman First Class Christina Wright’s hands. “I told Airman Wright I would be in-processing the new captain this morning.”

      Elena looked at Cristina. “So, what is the problem?” She had never seen her troops argue over who got to in-process squadron personnel before. It was usually a dreaded task filled with paperwork that everyone tried to avoid, herself included.

      “Sergeant Garcia, Airman Mendez is supposed to be at her dental appointment and I’m supposed to take care of in-processing today.”

      Elena looked at both of them suspiciously. Something was going on here, and she was going to get to the bottom of it. “Someone better explain what’s going on.” She turned to Airman Mendez. “Please tell me I won’t be receiving a no-show letter from the dental clinic?” It was more of a warning than a question. The last thing Elena needed was to stand in front of her flight commander explaining why one of her troops didn’t show up for their appointment.

      Airman Mendez gave Airman Wright a menacing look before replying. “No ma’am, I rescheduled it.”

      “Why?” Elena pushed on.

      “Because she wants to in-process the captain,” Airman Wright blurted out.

      Elena’s patience was wearing thin. “Airman Wright, I’m asking Airman Mendez a question. I suggest you go back to your desk and take care of those reports I gave you an hour ago to finish.”

      Airman Wright’s shoulders dropped in disappointment. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Elena was relieved to only deal with one of them for now. “What’s going on with this captain?”

      “He’s really good looking,” Airman Mendez whispered.

      Elena hoped she’d misheard what Julie had said. “Excuse me?”

      “The captain,” Airman Mendez clarified with a wicked smile on her face. “He’s gorgeous.”

      Elena looked around the room making sure no one was within hearing distance. “I know who you’re talking about and I shouldn’t have to remind you he is an officer,” she warned.

      Elena glanced at the folder Airman Mendez still held in her hands. “Give me that.” She snatched the folder from her hand. “Get back to work.”

      Elena was obligated to take matters into her own hands and do the deed herself. She gathered the rest of the items she would need and headed toward the conference room where the so-called good-looking captain was waiting.

      She entered the room and saw him sitting there with his back to her. “Good morning, sir,” she said, closing the door to the conference room.

      “Good morning,” he murmured without even bothering to turn around and acknowledge her.

      One of those, she thought. How wonderful. She made her way to the other side of the table and found herself as curious as her airmen about the man sitting in the room. She stole a glance through lowered lashes at the infamous Captain Grant. He was still looking down, preoccupied with the base newspaper, so she wouldn’t get caught checking him out.

      She didn’t know what all the hype was about. He looked like the typical “I’m too good looking for you” type of guy with the perfect tan from hours on the flight line, a freshly shaved flawless face accentuated by a strong, arrogant jawline and a powerful set of rugged shoulders. He wasn’t a pretty boy, she admitted, but his aura screamed with pretentiousness—the one thing Elena couldn’t stand. She took the seat across from him and started taking out the documents she would need from the folders. She told herself she would try to get this over with as fast as possible and be rid of him for now.

      “So how long is this going to take?” His tone filled with authority and impatience. He set the paper aside on the table and leaned back in his chair.

      Elena’s pressed her lips together. First, it was her airmen with their petty squabble, and now this one with his air of superiority—it was going to be a long day.

      She looked up, ready to politely tell the captain to hold his horses when she was greeted by the deepest blue eyes she had ever looked upon.

      He was watching her intently, and Elena could feel the walls of the room starting to close in on them. Her stomach made a small flip, and a sudden panic began to set in.

      A muscle quivered at his jaw. He looked away, breaking the brief trance he held. He glanced at her nametag. “Sergeant Garcia.”

      Elena fidgeted with her neck tab and fought back the urge to leave the room and get as far away as possible from him. Her body’s natural instinct had kicked in, and she was in fight-or-flight mode. What was wrong with her? She was behaving as juvenile as the airmen she had chided earlier for the same behavior. She tried to concentrate on the task at hand. “It shouldn’t be long, sir. I just have to go through some documents with you.”

      He looked at his wrist watch. “I arrived last night, and I’m jetlagged. I hope you can understand; I would like to get all this paperwork out of the way as soon as possible.”

      Elena could feel her face tensing at his dismissive tone. He was the typical pilot academy graduate who thought he walked on water and everyone else was there to serve him. “I understand you must be tired. It is a long flight from the States to Japan, and it takes a couple of days to adjust to the time change.”

      Daniel remained silent, his blue eyes never leaving hers. She lowered her lashes and shifted uncomfortably in her chair. She grabbed the first document. “Here is some information on the base and officer’s quarters. If you are looking to live off base, I have included the housing office phone number and hours of operations. Also, you’re due for your physical, so I have included the information for your next appointment. If the date doesn’t work, please let us know because we will have to call the clinic and reschedule.”

      He thumbed through the documents uninterested.

      “Here is your squadron hat, patches and flight scarf.”

      He reached out to grab the items she handed him without even saying thank you. She made a mental note to not expect any manners from him.

      “I’m not sure if Major Rodriguez mentioned this to you, but you will be supervising a second lieutenant and two first lieutenants.”

      “Yes, of course, he did.”

      “Good; you will be receiving emails when their offer performance reports are due. In your folder, you will find some forms which need to be filled out with your new contact information. Your in-processing checklist is also included, with all the places you will have to visit to get those items signed off. You have until the end of the month to complete the checklist, and the remaining forms can be turned in later this week.”

      He started paging through all the forms. “So, why can’t you guys fill most of these out? I’m sure you already have most of this information in the system, right?” He flashed a very charming smile her way, showcasing his dimples and perfect white teeth.

      Part of her wanted to be the shy girl and smile back and say, Sure, we can take care of those for you, but her stubbornness and pride dictated otherwise. “I’m sorry, but it’s best you fill those out, sir. We want to make sure we have the most up-to-date information. Also, when you settle down, we will need your new contact information.”

      He started tapping his finger on the table. “Are we done here now?”

      “No, not quite yet,” she reproached. She would not be cut off by him, and dammit, they would be done when she said they were done. “The commander likes to meet with all the new incoming personnel. I have scheduled your appointment with him for next Tuesday at 1300 hours. Again, please let us know if this date and time will conflict with your schedule.”

      “How about the first sergeant?”

      “Incoming officers aren’t required to meet with the first sergeant, but I can get you on his calendar if you would like.”

      “I’m assuming I’ll have a dedicated crew chief assigned to my aircraft, yes?” His reply was more of a statement than a question.

      She stared at him wondering if this was his form of humor. Of course, he was going to have a crew chief assigned to his aircraft. The damn thing didn’t take care of itself. “Yes, you will have a crew chief, unless you wish to service the aircraft yourself.”

      He raised a brow at her insolence. Elena’s heart skipped a beat; she was going to be in big trouble because she couldn’t keep her mouth shut.

      To her relief, he grinned and chuckled. “No, Sergeant Garcia, you’re right I wouldn’t want to service my aircraft. And yes, I would in fact like to meet with the first sergeant. I would be most grateful if you scheduled an appointment for me.”

      Elena’s hands trembled as she attempted to take notes, but she was so tense she didn’t know what the hell she was writing. Her grip on the pencil was so tight she thought it might snap in half at any moment.

      “I can assume we are done now? Unless you have something else for me, that is?”

      Elena looked up from her mess of notes. “Yes, we are done for now. Are there any questions you have for me?” Elena tried to sound aloof. In reality, she wanted to leave the room as soon as possible.

      “No, I don’t have any questions.” He paused. “At least for now.”

      As he got up to leave, Major Rodriguez walked in. Elena liked Major Rodriguez; he was prior enlisted, so he held no air about himself, and he was always very helpful and pleasant to deal with. Enlisted people like herself considered him the best type of officer because he had started as one of them and knew what it meant to be on the other side.

      “Good morning, Major Rodriguez. This is Captain Grant. We have just wrapped up his in-processing.”

      Captain Grant stood up to meet his new supervisor. “Hello, sir. It’s very nice to meet you.”

      Oh, so he does have manners, Elena thought, they are just reserved for other people.

      “Welcome aboard, Captain. I’m sure Sergeant Garcia has been taking good care of you; she is one of the best we have.”

      Captain Grant looked at Elena like he was about to rat her out and complain about her smart mouth. Elena gave him a warning look. Even though she was a staff sergeant and he was an officer, she had a certain stare that came with her Hispanic genes that said, Don’t fuck with me—you’ll regret it.

      “Thank you for your hospitality.” His tongue was heavy with sarcasm.

      “My pleasure,” she replied with equal enthusiasm.

      They both left the conference room, and her shoulders dropped in relief.
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      From that day on he had become her personal tormentor, and despite his good looks Airman Mendez and Airman Wright refused to deal with him after witnessing his very arrogant traits, so she was stuck with him.

      “Captain Grant, do you understand that you have to write the evaluations yourself? Handing me a piece of paper with bullet statements typed on it is not going to work.” Elena bit her tongue, regretting her choice of words, but she was at her wits’ end. She was fed up with the young captain’s refusal to follow a simple task he found beneath him. She took a deep breath, trying to regain her composure and save her ass from getting a letter of counseling from her flight commander later. “Sir, we are here to support you, should you have any questions,” she reminded him, “but not to type your reports for you.” She had tried everything with him, and it had gone in one ear, and just as quickly, it had come out the other. It was like pouring water through a strainer.

      Daniel’s eyes darkened like a tiger who was about to pounce on its prey. “Is that so?” Daniel looked around him. “If I’m not mistaken, this is the orderly room, and isn’t it you and your airmen’s job to provide administrative support? Come on, how hard is it to just hand it off to one of them to do?” He waved his hand toward the other side of the office where both her airmen were standing pretending not to eavesdrop on their conversation. “If I do the write-ups, I don’t know why it’s so difficult for you to put it in the correct template or fix the small errors you find?”

      Elena usually didn’t mind fixing small errors to speed up the process and get the reports finalized, but Captain Grant had taken this to another level. The man wouldn’t even type up the reports in the correct form, no matter how many times she provided it to him. Her patience was coming to its end; she tapped her pen on the desk to keep her hands from reaching out and choking him. She was ready for this conversation to be over with. “Sir, I have over fifty reports sitting on my desk that I have to review and process—reports for which the commander has to answer for to the group commander. If you would like, we could go into his office right now and ask him if he would like me to stop what I am doing to type up your documents and fix your grammatical errors.” Her tone and sarcastic smile left no room for guesses on how he should answer.

      His jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed; he seemed to be getting as irritated as Elena already was. But she would never cower to him; she met his gaze, refusing to look away. He was a bully who took advantage of his position and held no respect for anyone else.

      “What I don’t understand,” Daniel said, getting a little closer to her desk, “is for some unfathomable reason, Major Rodriguez is always bragging about how helpful and wonderful you are. But I have yet to witness any of this myself. Maybe I should have a little chit-chat with your flight commander to see what she thinks about this?”

      Elena held on to the side of her desk and then grabbed the document in question he wanted her to fix. She examined it and all the red marks she had made all over it. Maybe she had gone just a bit overboard with the edits, but he had it coming to him. “Maybe I can help you out after all.”

      A look of skepticism crawled into his face. “I find that hard to believe, but against my better judgment, I’ll humor you.”

      Elena placed her hand on the stack of folders pouring over her desk. “I could put the promotion recommendations on hold while I take care of this for you.” Leaning her elbow on the table, she rested her chin in her hand, waiting for her offer to sink in with him.

      Daniel glanced at the stack of folders on her desk.

      Elena knew he was up for consideration for promotion to major and his form was among the pile of folders. And being the selfish person he was, he would always choose himself first.

      He gritted his teeth. “All right. I’ll write the damn thing.” He snatched the document from her desk. “Can you at least send me the updated template?” he snapped.

      “I’m sure if you look at your emails, you will find several messages from me with reminders and attachments with the template for you to use.” She refused to throw him even the smallest bone.

      Elena thought Daniel would erupt like a shaken up bottle of beer, but instead, he retained his bearing, but there was a distinct hardening of his eyes. He leaned forward and placed his hands on her desk. “You know,” he whispered close enough for only her to hear, “one of these days you’re going to need a favor from me.”

      His empty threat held no power over Elena. His presence, however, was playing tricks with her senses. His face was so close to hers she could feel his breath on her. Her heart skipped a beat, and she was irritated by the response he elicited from her.

      She lifted her chin and met his gaze with defiance. “I wouldn’t bet on that, sir.”

      Daniel stood up and stormed out of her office. Elena sank in her chair and sighed relieved, glad to be over with it, at least for today. She was exhausted, and she didn’t know how much longer she would be able to deal with him. She had never met someone who could get under her skin with such vehemence. For someone who had been in the squadron for only a couple of months, he had already managed to make her life a daily living hell.

      She had tried talking to her flight commander about the troubles she was having with him, but it seemed her flight commander was as hypnotized by his good looks as everyone else and didn’t notice his pestering attitude toward her. She had told Elena to suck it up and deal with it because he was one of the best pilots in the squadron—the golden boy. Elena should have known better than to ask her anything; she was an academy graduate too, and they seemed to have a secret code of loyalty. But Elena knew there was something more to the golden boy than he let on, and she was determined to find out everything she could about him.

      Elena made a trip to the military personnel flight, and since she worked in the orderly room, she was allowed to check out his personal information file, which covered all the information from his military record since he joined the Air Force. She felt like she was on a covert mission to learn all she could about her enemy. With the folder in hand, she ran back to her car eager to dive in and see what little secrets it contained. She opened the labeled tri folder; it was organized by sections, with some sections containing his previous assignment orders and copies of all his previous officer reports. She quickly thumbed through all the sections and stopped when she found what she was looking for. A smile curved her face as she read the form in front of her: RECORD OF INDIVIDUAL COUNSELING. Bingo, she thought. It seemed that the perfect little captain had a dirty little secret after all.

      It came as no surprise to Elena to find that Captain Grant’s offense had been for direct insubordination by refusing to follow the orders of his commanding officer while out on a flying mission. The summary of counseling went on to say how his behavior and refusal to follow a direct order could have resulted in jeopardizing the safety of himself and his fellow wingman. It was followed by a warning that any further derogatory actions would result in a Letter of Reprimand, which Elena knew would be detrimental to his career. Well, at least now she knew that his arrogance had bitten him in the ass before, and she was sure karma would come back to him again. After she was done studying the rest of his file, she promptly returned it and headed back to work, feeling proud of her detective work.

      As soon as she walked into the office, she was bombarded by one of her troops. “Sergeant Garcia, Captain Grant has called several times asking for you. His account is locked out again,” Airman Mendez said.

      Elena sighed. Not only could the man not fill out a form properly, but he also couldn’t seem to type in his password correctly either. Ever since she had received her computer support administrator certification, which allowed her to provide first-level user support, the man had managed to lock out his account at least twice a week. Once, she was even called in at three in the morning when he was on duty because she had to unlock his account when he could have easily called the communications squadron help desk, which was manned at night.

      “Okay, I’ll reset it. But you will call him to let him know his account has been unlocked. I can’t deal with him anymore today.”

      Airman Mendez hung her head. She dreaded talking to the captain as much as anyone else in the office did. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Elena was thankful it was Friday and her day would soon be over. She was looking forward to accidentally running into Steven Mitchell, the hot crew chief assigned to Captain Grant’s aircraft. Steven and Elena had arrived the same month to Kadena Air Base, and they had connected, or at least she had connected. She was immediately taken by his dreamy green eyes and flirtatious smile. And although her instincts told her to keep her distance from him, she wanted to be adventurous for once and be the girl that gets the hot guy. She started going to clubs Steven would frequent so she could get to see him and spend some extra time with him. Sometimes she felt like a stalker, but most of the single enlisted people frequented the same clubs out on Gate Two Street, so she used that as an excuse to herself.

      Elena hated the whole club scene, instead preferring to curl up in her bed with a good book and a glass of wine, but she knew she would never meet anyone that way. She knew tonight Steven would be going out and even though she was tired after a long day at work going back and forth with Captain Grant, she would muster up enough energy to get prettied up.

      [image: ]

      Elena arrived at the club at eleven o’clock with her suite-mate Amanda by her side for moral support.

      “Looks like the regular crowd is here,” Amanda said as she scavenged the room for her next kill. “Let’s go grab a table over there.” She pointed toward a small table close to the bar.

      Elena spotted Steven and his friends at the bar, so the location was perfect.

      They walked their way through the crowd; Amanda, of course, was getting stared down by most of the men in the club. She was blonde, thin and had generous breasts that threatened to burst from her stretch-denim dress.

      Elena, on the other hand, was wearing a sleeveless golden top that tied at her throat, a black skirt and black high heels—courtesy of her friend Kat who sent her monthly care packages from the States. Her hair was curled as usual, and she was wearing her must-have hoop earrings—a Puerto Rican trademark. The only stares she received were from other Hispanics or African American men; Caucasian men rarely looked her way when a hot blonde was by her side.

      Elena’s greatest assets were her ass and her legs, but she liked a man who would notice her eyes first. They were light golden brown, and they were her favorite part of her. Her eyes told the story of who she was.

      Elena turned to Amanda. “Promise me you won’t leave me stranded here,” she said with a bit of panic in her voice.

      “Hey, my promise was to come with you; my plan is to leave with him.”

      Elena looked at whom Amanda was pointing at. He was the new engine mechanic and was a hit with the girls. He was, as they said, the new meat in town.

      “Well, can you at least warn me when you leave so I can leave too.” Elena had a fear of being alone at a club. She felt so out of place and didn’t want to invite unwanted attention. She only wanted attention from Steven.

      “Fine, but don’t be such a prude,” Amanda teased. “I thought you wanted to hook up with Steven anyway?”

      “I don’t want to just hook up with him; I want to get to know him better.”

      Amanda turned and looked at Elena like she was from Mars. “I’m going to go get some drinks.”

      Elena pushed herself through the crowd and made her way toward the table. She sat down and scanned the scene. The usual was going on with guys drinking and staring at girls at different tables or areas of the club and girls acting like they didn’t see the guys staring at them. Girls on the dance floor were grinding up against guys they barely knew. It all seemed so impersonal like it was all about sex.

      Elena had never had a one-night stand. In fact, Elena had barely had any stands—she had only been with one guy when she first joined the military at eighteen, and she had regretted her choice. She had done it out of pure morbid curiosity and because she was sick and tired of always being the virgin among her group of friends. She wished she had waited for someone who would make her first time special for her. Maybe Steven would be the special one; she had been attracted to him since the moment she first laid eyes on him but flirting was something she hadn’t yet mastered.

      Elena continued to look around to avoid staring at Steven.

      “So, I didn’t know you were into the club scene?”

      That voice made the hairs on her arms stand up, like when a cat sees a dog and prepares for a fight. She looked up to find Captain Grant standing by her table.
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      “I didn’t know you were into fraternization?” Elena hoped to scare him off by dangling the threat of the forbidden personal relationships between officers and enlisted. He had already ruined her day, and now he would ruin her evening. What the hell was he doing in a club frequented by enlisted personnel only?

      His mouth curved into a smile. “Do you ever let your defenses down?”

      “Not where you’re concerned.”

      Her reaction seemed to amuse him. “Ouch,” he said, placing a hand over his heart. Without warning, he invited himself to sit at the table and made himself comfortable in the seat across from her. A probing query came into his eyes. “I always pictured you more of a ‘go to the movies, read a book’ type of gal—not this environment.”

      She looked at him with curiosity. She thought the only thing Captain Grant would categorize her as was a stubborn witch for not doing his work. She didn’t expect his keen ability to describe her so well. “Well, to be honest, this isn’t my thing,” she admitted.

      “I knew it.” He took a sip of his bottled water. “So, what are you doing here?” His question seemed more of a reproach than an actual question.

      She had to lie; she could never admit she was trying to hook up with his crew chief. “I’m here with my suite-mate—she didn’t want to come alone.”

      He looked around noticing she indeed was alone. “And where is she?”

      “She’s at the bar getting some drinks.” It felt awkward to have a normal conversation with him.

      He looked over at the bar. “Amanda Edwards is your suite-mate?”

      “Yes, why?”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure Amanda doesn’t have a problem coming to the club alone; she knows most of the people here and knows the rules of engagement. You on the other hand, shouldn’t be alone.”

      Elena sensed a protective note to his tone. “Why Captain Grant, what makes you think I can’t take care of myself? You sound as if you are looking out for me.”

      His gaze traveled over her seductively. “I look out for all of those subordinate to me.”

      Her first instinct was to escape. She could feel his eyes on her, waiting for her response. “What are you doing here anyway? I never thought you were one to mingle with those subordinate to you.”

      He grinned at her rebuttal. “I’m here looking out for my maintenance crew—make sure they don’t get into trouble.”

      “Isn’t that what the flight chief or first sergeant is for? And for your information, we don’t need babysitting.” She knew his intentions were noble, but the notion that he felt he was more mature and responsible than the enlisted personnel rubbed her the wrong way.

      “Maybe you don’t.” He pointed toward his maintenance crew. One of the airman was doing a handstand while trying to drink a beer. “But they do.”

      Amanda arrived just in time with a couple of small bottles of wine. It was a popular drink at the club—it was sweet and cheap, which promised a terrible hangover for the next day. “Why hello, Captain Grant. Nice seeing you here.” Amanda was already in action; she didn’t believe there was a line between enlisted and officer. All she saw was a good-looking guy, and it was Saturday night.

      Daniel stood up from his seat. “Hello, Airman Edwards.” He addressed her with a note of authority. “Well, I’ll leave you both to your evening.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to leave so soon,” Amanda purred. “Why don’t you sit with us and chat for a while?” She tapped the empty seat next to hers, inviting him to sit back down and get comfortable. “It’s just the two of us girls; join us for some wine.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” Daniel looked back at Elena. “By the way, you look very nice this evening.”

      Elena was caught off guard by his compliment and could feel the heat rising to her cheeks. “Thank you,” she mumbled back.

      He smiled as if finding her embarrassment amusing. “Ladies, if you will excuse me, I see my crew getting a little rowdy over there.” He turned and started walking toward the bar.

      Elena looked over, and Steven had started doing Jell-O shots on what seemed like a dare.

      “Sitting there like a statue is not going to get you anywhere. If you’re interested in him, you have to go over there and talk to him.” Amanda took a sip of the wine.

      “We just got here; I need some time to warm up.” Elena grabbed the bottle of wine and poured some into her glass.

      Amanda rolled her eyes. “Honey, this isn’t a workout. Men are easy; you just go up there and start complimenting them on what they are doing.”

      “Complimenting them? Shouldn’t they be coming over here and complimenting us?” At least that was the way it worked in the romance novels she read.

      “Well, if you aren’t going to do anything, then I will.” Amanda got up.

      Elena almost choked on her drink. “Wait—no.”

      “Relax, I’ll be right back.” Amanda started walking over to Steven.

      This had definitely been a bad idea. Elena didn’t want to seem desperate.

      Amanda approached the group of guys where Steven was, and now Captain Grant was there too. Elena didn’t want Captain Grant to know she was interested in his crew chief; it would be something he would hold over her, and she didn’t want to give him leverage. It would be a bad move in the game of chess they had been playing the last couple of months.

      Elena’s palms started sweating. She could see Amanda talking to Steven and pointing her way. Elena panicked and bent down pretending to tie her shoelace but forgot she was wearing high heels. What was she going to do now? Why the hell was she almost on the floor? In a swift movement, she took off one of her earrings and threw it under the table and acted like she was reaching for it.

      “So, what are you looking for down there?” Steven’s husky voice boomed over the table.

      Elena looked up, almost hitting her head against the table in the process. She was literally on her knees before him. “Oh hi, Steven,” she said in her vain attempt to sound surprised to see him there. She managed to get up with some dignity, part of her expecting Steven to offer a hand to help her up, but it never came. Once she had reached a decent posture, she wanted to focus on Steven and admire how handsome he was with his blonde hair, muscular arms and bronze tan, but all she could notice was Captain Grant who was at the bar staring daggers at her. She ignored him and tried to regain some sense of self-respect.

      She brushed off her skirt, seeming uninterested in Steven. “I didn’t know you were here until Amanda saw you guys,” she lied. Elena was horrible at this, and if her flirting were assigned a grade, she would without a doubt receive an F. “So, are you having a good time with your friends?”

      “Sure. Hey, would you join us?” he said. “Amanda told me you were a little shy about coming over.”

      Elena’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh no, I’m not shy, we just got here.” She was going to wring Amanda’s neck.

      Steven looked back toward his friends. “So, do you want to come over? I promise we don’t bite.”

      Elena hesitated. His invitation didn’t seem very sincere; he seemed more interested in going back to his friends than staying there talking to her. This violated the scene she had imagined where he would smile with joy at the sight of her and come and court her. Maybe she was a little unrealistic in her expectations, but dammit—she wanted to be wooed. Part of her wanted to excuse herself and go home and read a book but she didn’t want to seem lame. “Sure, I’ll join you.” She grabbed her drink and against her better judgment, followed him toward the group he had left.

      [image: ]

      Elena stood there, bored to tears and feeling out of place, listening to the stupid things they were talking about. Captain Grant, for the most part, was a silent observer. A couple of times their eyes met and Elena looked away embarrassed. His stare was disconcerting; it’s like he could see a part of her no one else could. She felt like such an outsider right now and all she wanted to do was be able to fit in with everyone else for once. But it seemed tonight would not be her night. Amanda commanded the attention of their small group, except for the unmovable Captain Grant who saw through her antics and seemed quite annoyed by them. Elena found a little joy in Amanda’s small failure.

      Steven grabbed the bar stool and pushed it close to Elena’s. “You’re being quiet.”

      Elena was surprised Steven pulled himself away from Amanda’s siren call. “I’m just listening to all your interesting stories.” God, she couldn’t even believe the lie herself.

      “Here, have a drink.” He handed her a Jell-O shot.

      Elena held the little cup like a shot of nasty medicine and examined its contents.

      Steven laughed at her. “You’ve never had a Jell-O shot before?”

      Elena had never had a lot of things before. As a matter of fact, she didn’t even know what a Pop-Tart was until she was eighteen. Growing up in Venezuela would do that to you, making the simplest things seem so foreign. When she moved back to the United States, she felt like Robin Williams in Moscow on the Hudson—she was amazed by the bulk variety of things the States had to offer. It had been almost five years since she had joined the military, and she felt like she was still learning and experiencing different things. “No, I’ve never had one before, but it looks cute,” she said holding the small little cup.

      He laughed. “You just chuck it down.” He grabbed one for himself. “Here, let me show you.” He raised the small plastic cup to his lips and shook the contents out and swallowed it in one gulp.

      Elena could feel the rest of the crew’s eyes starting to focus on her (the new virgin drinker). “Oh, okay.” She lifted the small thing to her lips and had to give it a little tap for the slimy little bastard to come out. When it hit the back of her throat, she almost choked on it.

      Steven hit her on the back to clear it out of her chest. “There you go.”

      Everyone broke into a cheer except for Captain Grant, who was holding his bottle of water so tight he had dented the sides of it.

      “Wow—” Elena coughed, “that was different and strong.” She could see Captain Grant’s disapproving look from the other side of the group.

      Steven held out another one. “Here, try this one; it will loosen you up.” Steven handed Elena a purple one this time.

      “Okay.” Elena was a little hesitant but desperate to fit in and to irritate Captain Grant, which was always the highlight of her day.

      Steven proceeded to hand Elena Jell-O shot after Jell-O shot. At about the seventh one, she could feel the room spinning. “A couple more of these, and I’ll be a pro at swallowing,” she blurted in a slur.

      The group broke out in laughter—except for Daniel.

      Steven grabbed another shot from a replenished tray the bartender had deposited on the counter.

      “I think that’s enough for tonight,” Daniel interrupted.

      Steven looked irritated at Daniel’s interjection. “I’m looking out for her, sir. She’s okay,” he said, brushing off the captain’s concern.

      Daniel snatched the Jell-O shot from Steven’s hand. “I said that’s enough.” His voice was cold and exact and not to be defied.

      Steven looked ticked off but saw no choice but to obey his commanding officer. “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s time for Sergeant Garcia to go home,” Daniel ordered.

      As much as Elena hated to admit it, she knew Captain Grant was right. She didn’t feel in control of herself, and the effects of the Jell-O shots were threatening to come spilling back out.

      Steven grabbed her hand. “I can take her home.”

      Daniel stared at him. It seemed like they were communicating but no words were being exchanged. It was like two roosters puffing their chest getting ready to battle.

      “You will stay here and watch out for the younger airmen and make sure they remain out of trouble,” Daniel ordered, leaving no room for argument. Steven dropped Elena’s hand like it was cursed.

      Elena was relieved Steven would not be taking her home. She knew he thought he would be getting lucky with her tonight after plying her with liquor, and she wanted to avoid his huge disappointment. She looked at Captain Grant, and she realized she wanted Steven to understand her the way Captain Grant seemed to.

      She looked around the club. Where the hell had Amanda disappeared to? She had lost track of her in the midst of the Jell-O shots.

      Captain Grant looked at Elena. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yes.” Elena looked at Steven. He stared back at her, and Elena was disappointed to find she felt nothing. She had been trying so hard to get Steven to like her that she had forgotten who she was. What the hell was wrong with her? She felt ashamed of herself and decided there and then she would never belittle herself or chase after any man ever again. She knew her self-worth, and she deserved better than someone who would rather entertain himself by getting her drunk than invest the time in getting to know who she truly was.

      Once outside the club, the fresh air felt good on her face, but a sudden wave of nausea hit her. “Oh my God, I think I’m going to be sick.” She turned around and started throwing up on the side of the street. She felt Captain Grant grab her hair to get it out of her face. Her embarrassment deepened as she emptied out her guts in public. Elena felt so pathetic right now she wanted the ground to swallow her whole.

      “Are you okay?” He rubbed her back, trying to ease her sickness.

      The intimate touch against her back made her even more self-aware of her humiliation. “I am now, except for my dignity of course.” How could this night get any worse?

      “Don’t worry about it. At least it wasn’t in front of the gate guard with the wing commander standing next to him—not one of my proudest moments, I admit.” He smiled and reached into his pocket and produced a handkerchief for her. “Here you go.”

      For once in her life, Elena was grateful he was there. “Thank you.” She accepted the handkerchief and tried to erase any evidence of vomit off her face. “Really, the wing commander?” Elena had to hear the story behind this.

      “Yup. I was stationed in Korea as a first lieutenant, and I was running to the gate to meet curfew. I made it with a minute left to spare and was greeted by the wing commander who enjoyed doing random ID checks. Well, let’s just say I had had way too many Ammo Bowls that night, aka Korean death liquid, and it all came up right there and then on to the commander’s nicely polished boots.”

      Elena’s eyes widened in comedic humor. “No, you didn’t.”

      Captain Grant gave a small chuckle. “I wish I could say it was a joke. The worst part was, I had just been assigned to sit in as his exec officer for two weeks starting the following day.”

      Elena laughed until her sides hurt, and Captain Grant laughed along with her. When she was finally able to breathe again, she felt a little better about herself. “I’m sorry you had to witness this today.” Out of all the stupid things Elena had done in her life, this moment trumped the books.

      He grinned. “No need to apologize. Why don’t we get you home so you can rest?”

      She smiled in return. Something about him was different tonight. Tonight it felt like the bars and stripes were gone and they were just two individuals standing alone in front of a club. She didn’t know if it was the alcohol affecting her senses or if he had changed. She had let her guard down with him, and it felt nice. “Home sounds wonderful right now.”

      He led her to his car, always walking right beside her and never leaving her behind. They walked in silence, which she appreciated because she was afraid that she would puke again if she talked too much. She examined him through the corner of her eye. She had to admit he looked very different in civilian clothes, maybe a little less arrogant and a little more gorgeous. He didn’t look or act like any of the guys in the squadron. There was something different about him. Yes, he was a pain in the ass, but he carried himself with an air of confidence and masculinity absent in most men she had met, including Steven.

      What was it about Captain Grant that made her feel so different, she wondered? What was it about him that made her feel so angry and alive at the same time? Every time she was near him she felt instantly awake, fully aware of her surroundings, and when he left, she felt an extraordinary void. When his stormy blue eyes looked into hers, she swore they were telling her more than what his mouth uttered. She felt like there was a secret behind them she needed to discover.
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      Daniel took her to his car and drove her back to the dorms on base. Elena had fallen asleep even before he had a chance to turn the car on. Daniel looked over at her and admired her beauty. He reached out and gently moved one of the curls that had fallen over her face. She looked so peaceful in her sleep compared to the scowls she always had reserved for him. A part of him wanted to be the one to make her laugh and smile, but he knew that would never be possible.

      Daniel couldn’t help but feel protective toward her. From the first moment he saw her, he felt something special about her. At first, he thought she was a total hardass, but the more he got to know her, he learned she was just a young innocent girl who wanted what everyone else wants out of life: love and adventure. He had never met anyone like her before. He had been bored with the evening until he had spotted Elena sitting alone. He couldn’t help but admire her from afar, a flower in the midst of thorns. Seeing her in civilian clothes for the first, he noticed a natural beauty and vulnerability in her he hadn’t seen before. In that moment he’d wished he could exchange the bars on his shoulders for stripes on his arms.

      It had taken every ounce of strength he had not to reach over and drag her out of there and shake some sense into her. What the hell had she been thinking? He knew his crew, and Steven was the worst scumbag he had ever met. A good crew chief, he admitted, but the stories he had heard Steven tell about the girls he had been with made him sick to his stomach. And imagining Elena with him made him want to punch a hole in the wall.

      He had been so close to crossing the line between an officer and an enlisted and throwing it all to hell, but it would ruin them both. He would be stripped of his rank and risk being court martialed. She would be kicked out as well and would lose everything she took pride in, and he would never do that to her. Maybe in a different life where the lines of duty and commitment weren’t an obstacle between them, things would be different. He hated how he had to be a jerk to her. He knew how much it angered her, but it was the only way he knew how to keep his distance from her. He had to build a wall up to protect her and himself. Sitting in the car with her she was so close to him but so far out of his reach. Her skirt had ridden up in her sleep exposing her tanned legs. He resisted the urge to run his fingers along them. Instead, he grabbed his jacket and covered her up.

      He didn’t want to wake her up. If it were up to him, he would stay there all night admiring her, but he knew the sooner he left and put some distance between them, the better off he would be. “We’re here.” He gently rocked her shoulder to wake her from her slumber. She groaned and turned toward him, still asleep. Daniel felt like God was testing his willpower. He rocked her shoulder once again. “We’re here.”

      She moaned and stretched in her sleep, not realizing where she was. Daniel studied her and wondered what it would feel like to have her in his arms and kiss her until her lips were swollen. She opened her eyes and looked around, still dazed; when she realized where she was, she sat up straight.

      He chuckled.

      She looked out the window. “How did you know where I lived?” She tucked a curl behind her ear.

      Daniel grinned; he noticed she had a tendency of fidgeting with her hair when he was around her. He was happy he wasn’t the only one that was affected when they were together. “You told me Amanda was your suite-mate, and well…the rest came easy.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do you need help going up the stairs?” He pointed out the windows toward the three flights she would have to climb.

      “No, I will be alright, thank you.” Elena looked down and noticed Daniel’s black jacket covering her legs.

      “Drink some milk and take some aspirin.” He wished he could be there next to her when she woke up in the morning.

      “You have been very nice this evening,” she said. Her beautiful smile adorned her heart-shaped face.

      He smiled. If he could, he would give her the world. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m always nice.”

      “Are you sure you haven’t had any drinks?” she teased. She took his jacket off her lap and handed it to him.

      “Keep it,” he insisted. “It’s starting to rain.” He knew it was inappropriate to offer it to her, but he wanted her to have something from him.

      She looked at him and quickly lowered her lashes. “Thank you, but I’m fine.” She laid the jacket next to him and turned to open the door.

      “That’s an order, Sergeant.” His tone left no room for argument.

      Elena turned, her eyes snapping at him. “Excuse me?”

      There it was, the hot Hispanic temper that had intrigued him these last four months. Daniel grabbed the jacket. “Turn around.” His voice was uncompromising yet oddly gentle.

      Elena studied him like she was debating her next move. She glanced at the jacket he held open for her and then at him. His mouth curved into a sensuous smile and the fight in her eyes melted away, and the barriers were for a brief moment put down. She dropped her eyes before his steady gaze, and in an unspoken surrender, she turned around. He leaned in and placed the jacket on her shoulders. He lifted her hair out of the jacket, letting her curls slip between his fingers. He could feel his body responding to her proximity, and he couldn’t resist but leaned in close and whispered into her hair, “Wouldn’t want you getting sick. Especially when you have so much work to do marking up my reports.”

      She sucked in her breath, and he could see the rise and fall of her chest exposing her cleavage underneath his jacket. As if his touch had delivered a bolt to her, she rushed out of the car.

      “You know you should be careful who you hang out with,” he called after her. “Stay away from Steven.” It was more of an order than a suggestion.

      “Thanks for the advice, but I think I can take care of myself,” Elena countered back filled with pride.

      “Can you?” he challenged, “Because who I saw today was someone getting hammered to impress some guy who isn’t worth it.” He couldn’t help the anger in his voice.

      As if on cue, Elena rose to the occasion. “Captain Grant, what I do with my personal time is my business, and with all due respect, it is none of yours.” She took off the jacket as an act of defiance and threw it on the seat. “Good night.” She slammed the door and walked off.

      Well, he couldn’t say he didn’t deserve that. But he hoped she would heed his warning. He watched her walk to the dorm, which had an open concept with the door facing the balcony so he could see when she entered her room. When she reached the building, she paused by the stairs and took off her high heels. He laughed. When she reached her room, she paused and turned to look down at his car. He knew she couldn’t see him through the tinted windows, but he swore their eyes locked. After a brief moment, she turned around and went into her room, and he drove away.
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      Monday morning PT came all too soon—rise and shine at 0500 hours. Elena rested her head on the steering wheel of her car. She wasn’t ready for the daily torture to commence. Her only saving grace was Major Rodriguez, who was the PT leader this week, he tended to go a little easy on the group, or at least on her. He would often turn a blind eye when she would stop for a rest or couldn’t complete all the required push-ups. But the best part was Steven, and Captain Grant PT’d in the afternoon because of their flight schedules so they wouldn’t witness her shameful exhibit.

      She got out of her car and adjusted the ugly uncomfortable uniform shorts that always found a way to ride up in between her legs—a curse from having big thighs. She walked toward the group when she heard the dreadful call, “FALL IN.”

      Elena’s head snapped up. She looked at the front of the formation. “What the hell is he doing here?” she whispered to herself. Captain Grant was in front of the formation and the kind major was nowhere to be seen.

      Elena panicked and hurried to the end of the group to hide from his view. She had not fully recovered from her shameful behavior on Saturday night and was not ready to face any witnesses yet. She tried to blend in at the back of the formation as Daniel led them through the usual boring stretches and then hell began. “Push-up position,” he yelled. Everyone hit the floor in unison and assumed the position.

      “READY. ONE, TWO, THREE, ONE,” he called in cadence.

      After fifteen push-ups (or more like thirty since two push-ups really only counted as one) and fifty sit-ups, Elena lay flat on the floor, her arms shaking and her abs burning. He was going to kill us today, she thought.

      “Up,” he said to the crowd. “Jumping jacks. Ready…one, two, three, one.”

      As Elena jumped up and down, so did her behind. She was happy no one was behind her to witness her jiggle. She loved many things about being in the military—this was not one of them. After fifty jumping jacks, Elena was struggling to catch her breath.

      “Form into groups of five. We’re going to do last runner up for two miles around the track.”

      Elena rolled her eyes; she was bent over with her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. She looked up at everyone else, and they already looked tired as hell too. The thought of doing last runner up, the torturous exercise of five people running in a single formation with the last person in line sprinting to the front of the group, was giving her post traumatic stress disorder from basic training. She was embarrassed to admit she had once cried begging them to stop. Elena looked around for the slow runners so she could join their group. Their strategy was the first person in the line would jog like a shuffle so all the slow runners could catch up.

      “Sergeant Garcia,” Daniel called.

      “Shit,” Elena mumbled. She walked begrudgingly toward his group. As soon as she saw him, memories of Saturday flooded her, and it felt like everyone else in the field disappeared, and it was just the two of them. “Yes, sir?”

      “We are one short; you join our team.” He spoke with an air of authority and indifference—totally different from the person she had dealt with on Saturday.

      Elena glanced at his team; they were the fittest one in the squadron. She knew she was screwed; he was trying to humiliate her in front of everyone. She would never be able to keep up with them, and he knew it. But like the stubborn person she was, she would not let them see her fail.

      “Okay, sure,” she replied with confidence.

      He grinned and joined the head of the line. Elena was the third in the line of five and the shortest one, which meant she would have to move her legs twice as fast to keep up. Daniel took off at a sprint, and the person behind her almost knocked her down. She started running as fast as she could, but her legs and lungs had never worked so hard for more than a minute. When she was the last one in the line, and it was her turn to run to the front of the line, she felt the line speeding up so she wouldn’t be able to catch up.

      “Hey,” she screamed, she had had enough of this shit. “Can you all slow down? It’s not the Olympics.” Her efforts went ignored and instead the pace increased like they were all plotting against her and she had a pretty good idea who the ringleader was.

      “Having a hard time keeping up, Sergeant?” Daniel heckled her from the line.

      Elena decided to ignore him, and once she reached the beginning of the line, she slowed down to a snail pace to irritate everyone. After the two miles were over, she couldn’t believe she had made it. She knew it was out of pure stubbornness on her part and her body was starting to feel the effects of it. She walked to her car and threw up right next to it.

      “Well, this is the second time in three days I have seen you retch your guts out.” His words were loaded with amusement.

      Elena wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her shirt was wet with sweat, her shorts were riding up her thighs, and her face was as red as a tomato. Right now was not the time to mess with her. “Do you enjoy humiliating me in front of everyone? Have you met your daily quota of torturing me, or do I have more to look forward to later on?” Her voice was shaking with anger and tears started forming in her eyes.

      His smug smile faded, and his expression grew serious. “It wasn’t my intention to upset you.”

      His apology should have calmed her anger, but instead, it fueled her rage even more. “Is this all some kind of joke to you? You’ve given me a hard time since you joined the squadron. I can’t do this anymore; I don’t even want to come to work anymore because of you.” She stabbed her finger at his chest.

      He stared at her, his jaw doing this weird ticking thing every time he started to get upset. He took one step toward her, she backed up trying to put some space between them, but she bumped up against her car—she was trapped.

      “Like I said. I’m sorry if I upset you but let’s not cross lines here and forget our places. You are still a sergeant, and I am a captain, and as such you will watch your tone when you address me.”

      Elena smiled wickedly; if he thought to intimidate her with this light threat, he had another thing coming. He would have to bring it up a notch if he intended to bully her. She straightened her back and was forced to look up at him because he was taller by a foot. “You listen to me, Captain, and you listen well,” she said between her teeth. “If you don’t cease to threaten me, I will be forced to talk to my first sergeant and the commander and submit a harassment complaint. Aren’t you coming up for the Majors Board? I don’t think another letter of counseling would look very good on your record. How about you?” She knew she was dealing a dangerous hand of cards, but he had broken the rules of engagement, and they were now both rogues.

      He peered at her intently, and she could feel her cheeks color under the heat of his gaze. Beads of sweat were dripping from his tanned face and wet hair. She could see the outline of his lean muscular chest under his shirt; she could feel her heart flutter wildly in her breast.

      After what seemed like an eternity, he turned around and walked away. Elena felt physically and emotionally drained. Only four more months, she promised herself, and then she would be at her next assignment and far away from Daniel Grant.
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      Daniel sat in his office trying to concentrate on the work before him. He had been distracted these last couple of days since he had last seen Elena and it was starting to show in his performance at work—something he couldn’t afford to happen. He had regretted the words that had passed between them and had purposely avoided her these last three days trying to give her the space she needed to cool off. He knew he should just keep his distance, but the urge to see her and talk to her again was greater than common sense.

      He opened the latest report from Elena with all her red markups. He smiled. Some mistakes he had made on purpose to ensure he would get to talk with her. She must think he was the biggest idiot in the squadron, unable to get a simple report right, but he didn’t care as long as it brought her close to him—maybe not in the way he wanted, but close enough to not drive him mad from not seeing her.

      He got to work and made all the corrections and printed the new document out. He walked to the printer, and a red light was blinking at him—it was out of paper. He headed down the hall toward the supply closet and paused by the enlisted break room as he overheard Steven talking with someone else in his crew. He had never been one to care about what went on in there, but since Friday, Steven was now on Daniel’s shit list.

      “Dude, I bet I can get her in bed by the end of next week,” Steven bragged.

      “That girl is so uptight; you might end up getting your ass kicked instead.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Haven’t you seen the way she’s been following me around like a lost puppy at the clubs? Elena is begging for it.”

      Daniel’s hands balled into fists. It took everything he had to hold himself back from barging into the room and taking care of Steven himself. The thought of anyone talking about Elena in that manner made him feel murderous. If this asshole thought he was getting anywhere near Elena, he was sadly mistaken.

      “I’ve seen Elena pissed and my money is on her. Fifty bucks says she drops you.”

      “Well, you better have those fifty ready because she is going to be yearning for more once I tap that ass.”

      Daniel stormed into the break room angry as a bull. “Sergeant Mitchel.”

      Steven’s eyes widened in surprise. He almost tripped getting up from the table he was sitting on. “Sir?”

      The rest of the crew disappeared at the sight of Daniel, leaving Steven to fend for himself. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Sergeant Mitchell, but as far as I know, we are all required to take annual sexual harassment training. Correct?”

      Steven eyed Daniel and chose his next words with caution, “Yes, sir.”

      Daniel took a menacing step closer to Steven. “Then tell my why in God’s name did I hear you defile the name of a female enlisted member of this squadron?”

      Steven straightened up and sweat starting breaking out from his brow. “Sir…I—”

      “This is a one-way conversation, Sergeant. If I ever hear you disrespect another member of this squadron again, believe me, you will regret the day you ever decided to join the military. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The commander has a zero tolerance for this, and you can be sure the first sergeant will hear about this.” Daniel turned to walk off.

      “Will you also be telling him how you took Sergeant Garcia home on Friday?” Steven added with a smirk.

      Daniel’s mouth curved into a devious smile. Before Steven had a chance to react, Daniel reached out and grabbed Steven by the collar and slammed him against the wall. “Let me make myself clear to you, so it fits in that little head of yours. If I ever see you near Sergeant Garcia again, you can kiss your little military career goodbye because I will make it my personal mission to end it.” Daniel let go of Steven and fixed his collar. “Now, why don’t you run along and make sure my aircraft is taken care of.”

      He turned to leave and heard Steven kick the chair to the table.

      Daniel smiled.
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      It had been three days since Elena had told Captain Grant to back off, three days since she had seen him or heard a word from him. It should have been a peaceful three days, but instead, she was on edge every time someone walked into the orderly room or the phone rang. She checked the flight schedule to see if he was out flying, but his next flight wasn’t until Friday. Maybe her warning had worked, and he decided to back off. She just needed to calm down and concentrate on her work. She checked her email and opened an urgent tasking order for a one-hundred-and-eighty-day deployment that had just arrived. She scanned through the message; they were requesting one information manager, one F-16 pilot, and two aircraft engine mechanics for immediate deployment to Al Jaber Air Base Kuwait in support of Operations Iraqi Freedom. The task order had arrived late and personnel selected were required to report no later than Monday morning. It was already Wednesday, which meant they would have to fly out by Saturday.

      Elena was relieved she had returned from deployment seven months ago and wouldn’t be considered for this tasker because she would be leaving for her next duty station within four months. She had already promised her mom she would be home soon. Her father had written back swearing he was feeling better, but Elena wouldn’t believe him until she saw him with her own eyes. She glanced over at Senior Airman Mendez’s desk. This deployment would be a good opportunity for her young airman’s career. She forwarded the email to the commander with “Urgent” typed in the subject line. She added a personal recommendation to send Senior Airman Mendez to fill the position for the information manager and clicked send.

      Elena heard the door to the orderly room open and glanced up to see Steven walking in and toward her desk. Instead of being happy at the sight at him, she still remembered her behavior from Saturday, and she wasn’t ready to talk to him. She closed the folders she had been working on. “What brings you in, Sergeant Mitchell?” Elena asked, trying to sound professional and not let her sentiments show.

      “I came to check up on you. I hadn’t seen you since Saturday, and I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      Elena was confused by these new concerns of his, and she was a little distracted by his lack of uniform top. He only wore his cotton black shirt, which outlined the muscled chest underneath it. His reflective belt hung on his waist, accentuating his narrow hips. Elena cleared her throat. “Um…I’m fine. How are you?”

      He looked around at Senior Airman Mendez listening in, being her nosy self. “Do you think we could step outside really quick?” he asked.

      “Sure.” Elena got up and followed him outside the office.

      “I wanted to see if you would like to go out to dinner with me? It seems every time we see each other, there are tons of people around and loud music.”

      Elena thought about his behavior on Saturday night and despite his attractive features, she wondered if she should even waste her time with him.

      “So what do you say? A nice quiet evening. No Jell-O shots, I promise.” He flashed a charming smile.

      Elena wasn’t immune to his charm and against her better judgment gave in. “Yes, that would be nice.” Elena looked past Steven and saw Captain Grant walking down the hallway toward them.

      “It’s a date then. I have weekend duty again, but I’m free Monday night if it works for you?”

      “Monday night is perfect,” she answered, distracted. Captain Grant walked right by them and completely ignored them; it was like they didn’t even exist. She knew he had heard Steven asking her out and his warning rang in her head: Stay away from him. She said goodbye to Steven and walked back into the orderly room toward her desk. She could hear Captain Grant in the commander’s office.

      “Sir, I think Sergeant Garcia would be a good choice for the deployment.”

      Elena stopped in her tracks at the mention of her name. She moved to the side of the door where she wouldn’t be seen and pretended to look for something in the filing cabinet sitting next to the office.

      “Sergeant Garcia has already deployed to Kuwait and her flight commander tells me she only has four months left on Kadena before she PCSs. And why do you care who fills the position?” the commander questioned Daniel.

      “Sir, I hate to say this, but Sergeant Garcia has been hanging out with the wrong crowd and think it might be good if she enjoyed a new location,” Daniel insisted.

      “Bastard,” Elena whispered to herself. She had to hold herself back from storming into the commander’s office to defend her reputation.

      “I find that very hard to believe,” the commander replied. “She is one of the best NCOs I have. She was promoted below the zone, made sergeant the first time eligible, and she has been NCO of the quarter numerous times.”

      “I know she is good at what she does, that’s why I think this would be good for her to get away. I have seen her downtown at the clubs, and the people she is hanging out with are going to bring her nothing but trouble. And since this is such short notice, she is most likely the only one with the required vaccinations to go anyway.”

      “Well, that’s true,” the commander said. “I’ll have to think about it. Anyway, the reason I called you in here is because I need you to send one of your first lieutenants on this deployment.”

      “Of course, sir. I will send Lieutenant Davis; he’s mentioned a couple of times he would like to deploy.”

      “Very well then, let him know to get ready and start packing his bags. He flies out in two days in order to be there by Monday.”

      Captain Grant left the commander’s office and walked by Elena without even looking her way. “Coward,” she muttered under her breath. She slammed the filing cabinet shut and walked back to her desk past the commander’s office. She prayed the commander wouldn’t send her back. That place had been hell the last time she went. Five women to a tent, the heat was intolerable, and it was nothing but sandstorms and dirt.

      “Sergeant Garcia,” the commander called.

      Elena’s heart was pounding as she walked into his office. “Yes, sir?”

      When the dreaded words dropped from the commander’s mouth, Elena’s world was turned upside down. She knew it was her duty to go when called upon, but she had done her duty more times than she could count. She had always volunteered when other didn’t want to go. This would be her fourth deployment in less than three years. The thought of going back to the searing heat of the desert she had just returned from made her blood boil. But she would maintain her bearing and follow the orders she had been given.

      Elena left the commander’s office with a choking rage—the bastard had won. He had managed to send her away. She walked back to her desk and started sorting through the pile of folders and paperwork she would be handing off to one of her airmen to take care of. She paused as she saw Captain Grant’s name on a dream sheet she had placed in her inbox to process later that day. He had listed five bases he wanted to be considered for his next assignment, all of them overseas. Elena felt a wicked smile appear on her face and realized the game wasn’t over yet. She logged into PC-III, the system used to update military personnel records and brought up Captain Grant’s record. She deleted all his requests for assignments and replaced it with just one: Minot Air Force Base, North Dakota. She knew this could land her in big trouble, but if he was going to meddle in her life, then it would be only fair for him to freeze his ass off in below-zero weather at the base with the highest suicide rate in the Air Force.

      She hit enter to process the request.
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      Present Day

      Mr. Wilbur looked from Daniel to Elena. “You two know each other?”

      Elena wished she could tap her heels together and transport herself away to a magical land far away from Daniel Grant, but despite the distance and years that had passed, he was in her life again. She bit her tongue to swallow the screams of frustration building up inside and threatening to get her fired before her first day even started.

      “Yes, Ms. Garcia and I were stationed together seven years ago in Japan,” Daniel replied, not taking his gaze off Elena.

      “Well, that’s quite a coincidence,” Mr. Wilbur chuckled. He reached out to shake her hand. “Welcome aboard. I’m John Wilbur.”

      Elena forced a charming smile for her new boss. “It’s very nice to meet you in person, Mr. Wilbur.” She reached out and shook his hand. At least her new boss seemed like a pleasant fellow, unlike the arrogant ass standing next to him.

      Mr. Wilbur turned to the young receptionist. “Thank you, Bridget, for showing Ms. Garcia to her desk. I got it from here.”

      Bridget glanced at Daniel, and her cheeks turned bright red. He smiled back at her, and she looked down at the floor. At that moment, Elena knew the power he held over the innocent girl. She had seen it so many times before. He would use his looks to intimidate poor shy girls like this one; he was a snake. Elena made a mental note to take the girl under her wing and teach her how to fend off assholes like this one.

      “Well, I better get going,” Daniel said. “It was nice seeing you again, Elena. I’m sure we will see more of each other—maybe catch up on old times.” He winked at her and walked away.

      We’ll catch up all right, Elena thought.

      “Daniel can be a bit difficult to deal with at times, but he is the best pilot I have,” Mr. Wilbur admitted guiltily.

      “It’s quite okay, Mr. Wilbur. I know how to deal with Mr. Grant. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Good, and by the way, we’re casual around here, so you can wear jeans and comfy shoes if you want.” He looked at her brand-new heels. “Them shoes will be killing you by the end of the day.”
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      Elena had no idea how much walking she would be doing up and down the runway as Mr. Wilbur showed her around and introduced her to everyone. For such a short man, he sure did have a fast gait. And true to his words, by the end of the day, her feet were red and swollen. She sat on her couch at her apartment rubbing her feet, swearing she would never wear those shoes again. The only thing she was thankful for was that Daniel had not made an appearance for the rest of the day, which gave her time to plan how she was going to deal with him. She was still baffled he worked here. After all these years, she never thought she would ever lay eyes on him again, and for him to be here in Washington of all places in the world just made it a cruel joke. What would she do now? She refused to quit; she needed this job, and she wouldn’t let him run her out of town again. He had ruined her life once before; now it was his turn to pay for the pain he had caused her.

      With her wheels already spinning, she pushed herself up from the couch, picked up the offending high heels from the floor and headed toward the bedroom. Her cell phone was buzzing on her nightstand, and Elena already knew it was her mom calling to see how her first day had gone. Elena was in no mood for conversation, but she knew her mother would be relentless in her efforts to talk to her. She reached for the cell phone praying this would be a short conversation. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, baby,” her mom said, yawning into the phone. “How did it go today?”

      Elena glanced at the clock on her nightstand. It was ten o’clock in Venezuela and way past her mother’s seven o’clock bedtime. “It went well; I’m just tired.” Elena tried to hide the disappointment of her first day.

      “I’m glad, sweetie. I’m so proud of you; you’ve never been afraid to go anywhere and follow your dreams. You’re so much like your dad. Remember how he always used to call you his champ?”

      Elena sat on the edge of the bed and closed her eyes for a moment; memories of the past rushed back into her heart.

      Colonel Evans stood in front of her tent with the base chaplain. The moment she saw them, she knew something terrible had happened, and her stomach started sinking. “Sergeant Garcia, I’m sorry to inform you, your father has passed away.”

      Elena’s knees started to buckle—this couldn’t be true. She was going home in a month. “You must have the wrong person, sir,” she insisted. “My father is fine; I’m supposed to see him in three weeks.” Her tour at Al Jaber had been extended an extra two months, but her father had promised her he was getting better; he was doing okay. They must be mistaken; they had to be mistaken.

      The commander of her deployed unit looked at the chaplain, seeking words of comfort for her. “We are very sorry for your loss, Sergeant Garcia.”

      Elena choked back the tears that were threatening to come spilling out and sabotaging any bearing she was trying to maintain. “I want to go home,” she said. She had to see her father; she had to say goodbye.

      The commander’s eyes softened. “Of course. We’ll get you home.”

      

      “Honey, you still there?” her mom asked.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” she said. But the truth was her mind was somewhere else. “Mom, it’s pretty late for you. Why don’t you go get some rest, and I’ll call you tomorrow?” Elena promised.

      “Okay, baby. I love you,” her mom said with one final yawn.

      “I love you too.” Elena ended the call and lay back on the bed.

      The years had made it more bearable to deal with the death of her father, but the memory of not being there for him in his final days when he called out for her still haunted her. If only she had been able to go home when he needed her, things might have been different. He needed her there, and she had failed him. She had tried to bring her mother back home to the States after her father’s death, but she refused to leave the place where her husband was resting. Seeing Daniel just served as a reminder of the pains of her past. He wasn’t supposed to be here; this was her new life, and her new beginning and he didn’t belong in it. She had to find a way to get rid of him, and this time around, there were no bars on his shoulders to hide behind.

      [image: ]

      Elena had been working at Wilbur’s Aviation a little over a week now and had not seen nor heard from Daniel, which was unnerving because she never knew when he would pop up and she was wasn’t prepared to deal with him yet. On the other hand, she had met several interesting people so far—some who would make her friend or foe list.

      First, there was Jake, the shy young aircraft mechanic who she was certain had a huge crush on Bridget—the equally shy receptionist. Jake was unaware of the charm that came with the innocence of his youth, which made him even more adorable. From the looks of him, he had to be in his early twenties and barely able to grow a full beard.

      Bridget, who Elena had met the first day she arrived there, had reminded her of herself when she first started out in the military—a little out of place but desperate to fit in. She was naïve to the art of flirtation but filled with life and passion just waiting for the right person to start her happy-ever-after with. She seemed unaware of the attention Jake was trying to give to her, but every time he found an excuse to talk to her, her face would turn as red as a ripe tomato, and she would blurt out the most innocent and inappropriate things. To Elena, it was a breath of fresh air to see young love blooming, even in its awkward stages. It gave Elena hope she too would soon find her prince in shining armor.

      Next was the lineup of pilots who were in charge of flight lesson, tours, aircraft pick-up and delivery, and repossession of aircraft, which to her surprise was a lucrative business. Troy Hart was the first pilot other than Daniel she had met. He was one of the flight instructors and had given Elena a detailed personal tour of each aircraft on her second day on the job. He took pride in his knowledge of aviation, and Elena found herself intrigued by his enthusiasm for his work. His personality was contagious, and he had a wonderful gift of making people feel at home. He was a little nerdy-looking, but his humble traits made up for any deficiencies in the looks department.

      Then there was Lucas Field; he was an on-call airline pilot who worked on the side for Mr. Wilbur. He was assigned the most dreadful task of all: aircraft repossession.

      Daniel was the third pilot; his main duty was to pick up and deliver different types of aircraft and provide scenic tours around the sound. Daniel, Elena had learned, had been working for the company for about three years now after separating from active duty and joining the Air Force reserves. She wondered why he had separated from active duty and if her plot to send him to North Dakota had worked. She had always pictured Daniel as one of those pilots who rose to the top to become the wing commander—his ego was more than enough to get him there.

      Next was Emilio Cardenas from the parts and supply department. He was of Puerto Rican descent, which meant they became instant family. Their first topic of conversation had been about food, and from then on she knew they would be fast friends.

      Next was the office gossip, Jody Fisher. She was Mr. Wilbur’s bookkeeper, and in the short time Elena had known her, she had managed to spill the dirty beans on everyone in the office. She was someone you wanted to maintain a courteous relationship with but keep at arm’s length. Let her in, and soon the details of your life would be for public consumption. It was a small staff, but everyone seemed to get along just fine, and Elena had gotten along with everyone so far except for one person: Daniel.

      Her first week had been busy learning the ropes of the new job and all it entailed. In addition to serving as Mr. Wilbur’s assistant, she was in charge of flight schedules. Because it was a small business, Mr. Wilbur also served as the current school manager until he was able to hire someone else. Mr. Wilbur, although a wonderful teacher and boss, didn’t know a thing about computers, so the task had fallen on Elena to take over the scheduling of classes and aircraft pickups and deliveries.

      Daniel and Troy had similar flying experience, but because Daniel did not like teaching, he had been assigned to aircraft delivery and doing scenic tours of the Puget Sound for customers, something Troy had mentioned to Elena he would one day like to do. Elena decided his wish should come true sooner rather than later. She knew her plot would cause Daniel to come out of whatever hiding hole he was in and show his ugly horns, but she was willing to take the risk.

      It was Monday morning, and she was getting ready to meet with Mr. Wilbur for this week’s flight schedule before it got posted for the pilots and the staff. She gathered her documents and tapped on the side of Mr. Wilbur’s office door. “Good morning, Mr. Wilbur, are you ready to go over the schedule, sir?”

      Mr. Wilbur looked up from the Kitsap Sun newspaper he was reading. “Please come in and don’t call me sir.” He smiled. “Makes me feel so old. Just call me John.”

      Elena walked in and took a seat in the chair across from his desk. “I’ve made some changes to the schedule I would like to go over with you to make sure you approve.”

      “Okay let’s take a look.” John reached out and grabbed a copy of the schedule Elena handed him. She drummed her fingers on her lap—she hoped he wouldn’t see her intention behind the change in schedule.

      John’s expression gave nothing away, and the suspense was killing Elena. “I see Daniel has been assigned to teach this week instead of Troy?”

      “Yes, sir—I mean John,” Elena smiled as she corrected herself. “You see, I think it’s important the pilots rotate jobs and become familiar with all of our clients. That way, if one is out sick or on vacation, they can back each other up without any problems. And I think that giving everyone an opportunity to rotate to other assignments improves the team’s dynamic and morale.”

      He nodded his head in approval and continued to review the schedule. After a couple of minutes, he laid the schedule on his desk. “I like it. I think it changes things up a bit and makes sure our pilots are well-rounded. I know Daniel doesn’t enjoy teaching, but I need someone to be able to cover the school anyway in case Troy is not here, and I’m getting too old to get into the planes. Although you can never repeat what I just said, I will deny it fervently.” He chuckled.

      Elena smiled. “Of course.” She knew how much Daniel hated teaching. When he was assigned new pilots in the military, he always tried to pawn them off on someone else, but she wanted to help Troy out, and if it meant Daniel would be miserable, then that was just an added benefit.

      Elena walked out of the office feeling victorious and in charge of her life. Daniel Grant would never take that away from her again.

      That afternoon, like clockwork, a very upset Daniel came marching to her desk. “What is the meaning of this?” he asked, shaking a copy of the schedule in his hand.

      Elena ignored his question and smiled. “Ahh, so the mouse comes out of hiding. You know, Daniel, I never pictured you to be one to hide in a corner. You must have mellowed out in your old age.”

      “I don’t hide from anyone. And I’m not afraid of anyone, especially you, sweetheart.”

      Elena never knew how much she would enjoy this. The tables had turned, and now she was the one making the calls. “Really? Because it seemed to me the moment you realized I was working here, you ran away with your tail between your legs.”

      He grinned, rising to her challenge. “Well, if I didn’t know you better, I’d say you missed me.”

      His cocky smile was like nails against a chalkboard.

      Elena rolled her eyes. “I guess some things don’t change—you are still as delusional and conceited as ever.”

      He darted a look at John’s office before lowering his voice. “Listen, I’m not going to let you walk in here and start disrupting my life with your high and mighty self. I want my old schedule back—pronto.” He snapped his fingers so close to her cheek Elena had to hold herself back from smacking his hand out of her face.

      “Then I suggest you have a seat because you’re going to be waiting for a long time. That’s the schedule, and you are stuck with it whether you like it or not. John approved it this morning. So why don’t you just go on your merry way? You don’t want to be late for Mr. Morton’s lesson.” Elena chuckled. Mr. Morton had a hard time fitting into tight confines of the plane, and the use of deodorant was a foreign concept to him.

      Daniel’s eyes narrowed. He leaned in on her desk. Her heart started to beat a little faster. Time had only made his looks more intense, more mature, more masculine. “You want to play this game? Fine, but let me tell you something—I always win, darling.” He turned and stomped off to his first flight lesson.

      Elena leaned back in her seat with a grin from ear to ear. Now he would know what it felt like to not be in control of his life. Elena looked at the current roster of students. John still had a quarter of the students on his plate, and she knew he was already pressed for time—the man barely had time to eat a meal. She decided she would talk to John again to see if she could persuade him to unload most of his students on Daniel so he could concentrate on running the business. After all, Daniel would be bored with the current arrangement and needed a full schedule to keep him busy.
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      Elena walked over to the runway a couple of hours later to check in with Troy. She hoped he was happy with the new change in schedule—he certainly deserved it. “Hi Jake, have you seen Troy?”

      Jake poked his head out of the engine he was working on. “Yeah, I saw him earlier. He was getting ready to take off for a delivery. To be honest, I’ve never have seen anyone so happy about picking up a plane before.”

      Elena was glad she was able to bring some joy to his day and some misery to Daniel’s. “What are you working on here?” Elena poked her head inside the plane to see what Jake was up to.

      Jake put the wrench he was using back in the toolbox. “Oh, just trying to get old Martha here up and running again.”

      “You name your engines?”

      “Sure do—they are my ladies.” He rubbed the airplane like it was a baby’s butt. “Gotta make sure I treat them well—them pilots’ lives depend on it.”

      Elena loved Jake’s country accent. “So where did you learn to work on planes?”

      “My pa owned a couple of crop dusters back in Georgia. I was never into learning how to fly, but I was just drawn to the mechanics of it. He whipped me pretty good once when I decided to venture into one of the planes and start tearing it apart. He was impressed when I was able to put it back together though.” Jake’s chest swelled with pride.

      “That is quite a talent.” Elena, couldn’t even change the tire on her car.

      “It’s something I love to do.”

      Elena was drawn by Jake’s honesty and hardworking nature. His attitude toward life was just admirable, and she wished she could have had a little brother just like him. “So what made you move from Georgia to the Northwest? If you don’t mind me asking. I don’t want to intrude on your personal life.” The last thing she wanted was to seem nosy, but she couldn’t help but want to know more about him.

      “My pa saved enough money to send me to Aircraft Mechanic and Power Plant School in Denver so that I could get my license, but then he got sick and passed away while I was in school.”

      Memories of her own father’s death still rang strong in her heart. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up something that must be painful for you,”

      “It’s alright; I do miss him a terrible thing. It was so hard at first, but I’m able to talk about it now. Anyway, after I graduated, I found a job in Denver working at a small airline, and that’s where I met Daniel. I was struggling to make ends meet since I was still paying off some of my pa’s debt. You see, my pa had sold his planes to be able to afford my tuition and had taken out a loan against the house. Daniel let me crash at his place until I was able to get my finances in order. He found this job here and persuaded Mr. Wilbur to hire me on as well. I owe a lot to Daniel and Mr. Wilbur. They have been like family to me.”

      This didn’t sound like the Daniel she knew at all. The Daniel she knew cared about no one but himself. “That’s nice you found someone to be there for you when you needed it.”

      “But you knew Daniel from your military days right?” Jake asked.

      “How did you know?” The only ones who knew were John and Bridget. She guessed with a small staff news got around pretty quickly.

      “Daniel told me. Said Mr. Wilbur was lucky to be able to find a good assistant like you.”

      If Elena had been drinking something, she would have choked on it. “Are you sure you heard Daniel right?”

      “Sure did. Said there weren’t many like you out there. He said you were one of a kind.”

      “I think you may have misinterpreted his meaning.” This kid must be really naïve. There is no way in hell Daniel meant that.

      “No ma’am, he was pretty serious about it,” Jake insisted.

      “Are you trying to turn young Jake against me, Ms. Garcia?”

      Elena turned around to find Daniel standing there leaning against the wall, arms crossed against his chest. The sun glistening off his face accentuated his ruggedly handsome features.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” she lied. “I was just getting to know Jake a little better. He was telling me how highly you think of me.”

      “Jake here is young, but his hearing is going bad from working around loud engines all the time.”

      “But Daniel you told me—”

      “Enough of what I said,” Daniel interrupted. “How’s that engine coming along?”

      “She is almost done; I’ll have her ready by tomorrow.” Jake looked at Martha the engine with pride.

      “Good. As soon as she is done, load her up, and I’ll take it out for a test.”

      Elena took advantage of the conversation going on between Daniel and Jake and walked out of the hangar unnoticed. She hated that after all these years, she still felt awkward with herself when he was near her. He brought out the absolute worst in her, and she didn’t want to show her angry colors in front of Jake. She heard footsteps coming up behind her, and she knew it was Daniel. She picked up her pace trying to put as much distance between them.

      “So, out of all the places in the world, you landed here in the lovely Northwest working in the same place as me. Are you sure you aren’t stalking me?”

      Elena stopped dead in her tracks. She knew she shouldn’t let his snarky remarks get to her, but the temptation to tell him what she thought about him outweighed any remaining sanity she had left. “You know you may have Jake fooled about who you are, but let’s not forget I know the snake underneath that skin on yours.” She pointed an accusing finger at him.

      “Do you? Please do tell,” he replied with heavy sarcasm.

      “You are an insufferable, self-centered back-stabbing jerk who thinks he is above everyone else. I think destiny has played a cruel joke saddling me with you again.” Her hands were starting to shake, and her Spanish accent was getting heavier by the minute.

      He took a step closer toward her. Elena didn’t move, refusing to back down to him. “You know, you may be right. I may be arrogant and selfish, but I least I’m sure of who I am. And if you don’t like it, then you are free to go—there is nothing holding you down here, or is there?”

      “You flatter yourself if you think you are going to run me out of another job. And for your information, you have no idea who I am.” She started to turn around. He reached out and grabbed her arm.

      “I know you better than you know yourself. You try to put on a tough act, but deep down inside, you are still that little girl who is trying so hard to impress a guy who isn’t interested in her.”

      The slap on his face was deafening. He had pushed her too far, and she had lost it. But seeing the red mark of her hand appear on his cheek made her realize what she had done. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hit you.”

      His eyes darkened, and Elena was sure the devil in him would come out. Instead, he leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Lesson number one, darling. Never let your enemy get the best of you.” He walked past her and left her there standing alone.

      Elena didn’t know how she made it back to her desk. She was still in a daze about what had just happened. She had never hit anyone before, at least not in her adulthood. Sure she had gotten into some fist fights in schools, mostly with boys who were a lot like Daniel. But she had never let herself lose control of her emotions to the point of becoming violent. She couldn’t let Daniel jeopardize her job here, which meant she would have to find a way to get rid of him sooner rather than later.
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      The clouds were closing in as she walked to the car at the end of the day. The forecast said it was supposed to be sunny, but the clouds darkening the sky indicated otherwise. As Elena headed down Highway 16, rain started pouring down, making it hard to see the road in front of her, even with the windshield wipers on. After driving for a couple of miles, she was startled by a piercing alarm. She looked at the dashboard, and the yellow engine light had turned on. “Dammit,” she said, hitting the steering wheel in frustration. She knew nothing about cars and prayed the damn thing would at least get her home. “Come on, baby, you can do it,” she coaxed. “Just a little bit more.” Less than a minute later, the engine died.

      Elena looked in the review mirror, relieved to find there were no cars behind her. She glided the car toward the side of the freeway and came to a stop. She said a quick prayer and thanked God she was able to stop the car without getting into an accident. She popped the hood and got out into the rain. Once she managed to open it, smoke started pouring out of it. She coughed as she tried to fan the smoke out of her face. “What the hell am I doing?” she said out loud. “I don’t know a thing about cars.” She poked here and there to see if it could be something that somehow had gotten loose, but after trying in vain to figure out what could be wrong, and getting soaking wet in the process, she closed the hood and went back into her car to get her cell phone and call a tow truck. She searched through her suitcase of a purse. “Aha, there it is.” She grabbed the phone and touched the side of it so it would turn on—nothing. The damn battery was dead.

      She slammed her hand against the dashboard. “How fucking wonderful. Can this day get any better?” She slumped in her seat just wanting to cry. Her car was broken, her cell phone was dead, and she was stranded on Highway 16 with no one to call for help.

      A loud tap sounded on the driver’s side window. Elena jumped in her seat startled. She looked out the window.

      “Fuck.” It was Daniel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena swore she was cursed. With all the strangers on the road and cops driving up and down, this fool had to be the one to show up. She slumped in her seat knowing she would live to regret her decision: she rolled down the window.

      He leaned in with his hand resting on top of the car. “Seems like you’re in a bit of trouble?”

      “I am perfectly fine, thank you,” she managed to shrug and say offhandedly.

      He glanced toward the smoking hood of her car. “I’m not a car mechanic, but something tells me that’s not a good sign.”

      Damn car. She had just bought the thing a couple of weeks ago, and although it was used, the dealer had promised her it was in pristine condition. That’s the last time she would ever believe a car salesman. Elena ignored his obvious statement. “Are you in the habit of patrolling the freeway rescuing damsels in distress or did you just come to gloat?”

      “Hey, I’m trying to help you here, despite your violent actions toward me today.” The smirk on his face suggested he wasn’t deeply offended by her heavy hand.

      The raindrops were starting to drip from his face. Elena tried to avoid looking at his fiery blue eyes, which were highlighted by his wet jet-black hair. “Yes, how noble of you, but I don’t need your help.” She started rolling the window back up. She’d rather hitchhike for a ride or walk home than ask him for a favor.

      “Okay, suit yourself.” His response held a note of irritation as he started walking away.

      Elena knew she should accept his offer of help, but her determination was like a rock inside her. She stared at her dead phone and the smoke still coming out of her car. Damn her luck. She looked in the review mirror and knew she only had seconds left before he was off again and she was left stranded. She screamed in frustration and got out of her car. “Wait.” She put her hood on and started walking his way. Elena looked at up at the imposing trees surrounding the highway, swaying from side to side with the force of wind and rain, threatening to spill over and crush them all. She held her jacket tighter together and quickened her pace. She was soaking wet and could feel the chill of the gloomy skies in her bones.

      He turned around and stood there waiting for her to beg for his help. Elena’s pride was on the line, and it killed her to need anything from him. “I accept your offer.” Her voice was shaking from the cold. She looked past him and noticed the parked motorcycle. “On that?”

      “Yes—on that,” he mocked. “You will have to sit close to me and hold on tight unless you have a death wish.”

      His sense of humor did not help her uneasiness. She looked around hoping there would be a cop coming to the rescue, but all she saw were drivers ignoring them. She sighed. She was out of options. Her shoulders slumped. “All right then.”

      They walked toward his motorcycle. Daniel produced a second helmet from under the seat and handed it to her. “Where do you live?” He put his helmet on and mounted the motorcycle with ease. It was like they became one, master and beast.

      “In Port Orchard. Take the Sedgwick exit, make a left toward the apartment complex.” Elena examined the bike, trying to figure out the best way to mount it with the least possible contact with Daniel.

      “What are you waiting for?” he asked, as they both got rained on.

      “I’ve never been on a motorcycle before,” she admitted, a little embarrassed.

      Elena was caught off guard by the sudden vibrancy of his laughter. She realized it was the first time she had heard him laugh since that night so many years in front of the club in Japan, and a little part of her smiled too.

      “Just get on behind me. It’s like riding a horse; wrap your arms around my waist and hold on.”

      “Okay.” I can do this, she thought. Plenty of people ride motorcycles, and there is nothing to it. She climbed on the bike, leaned in close and wrapped her arms around his waist. She couldn’t believe the irony of having to hug a man she had slapped earlier in the day.

      They took off on Highway 16 with the rain slapping their helmets; she wondered how he was able to see in this weather. As they took the curves on the highway, she could feel Daniel’s tense muscles under his jacket, and her big ole thighs were rubbing against his. It was such an intimate position—to be so close to him, her breasts against his back, her arms around his torso. She hated how vulnerable she felt with him right now, but her fear of falling off the motorcycle was even greater, and because of that, she held on tight.

      The twenty-minute ride to the apartment seemed to go on forever. Thankfully, the rain had stopped, allowing for better visibility. When they arrived at Elena’s apartment complex, she jumped off the bike before Daniel had come to a complete stop. In her desperate attempt to get away from him as fast as possible, she almost landed on her face.

      He parked the bike and took off his helmet. “Slow down there, tiger. I don’t bite.”

      A blush like a shadow ran over her face. She handed him the helmet. “Thanks for the ride.” She was soaking wet and shivering. She could feel her hair was a complete frizzy disaster and her curls were plastered everywhere. She swore never to wear a helmet again.

      She hesitated for a moment before she left. “Listen, I’m sorry for what happened earlier.” It had never been her intention to hit him.

      “Yeah, you know, I probably deserved it,” he said. “It was none of my business, and I was out of line.”

      For a moment they agreed to a truce. They stood there in awkward silence not knowing who would speak next.

      “I guess I better go,” Elena said.

      “You did pretty well for your first motorcycle ride.”

      Elena smiled at the compliment.

      “Although for a moment there I thought you were going to give me the Heimlich maneuver, you were holding on so tight.” He grinned.

      “Well, you were going a little fast, and it was raining,” she said. “I was afraid we would slip and fall to our deaths.”

      Daniel’s smile quickly turned into a frown. It seemed his sense of humor was as lacking as Elena’s. “I can fly a fighter jet going over nine hundred miles an hour. I think I can handle a motorcycle at sixty miles an hour.”

      Elena held her tongue back from telling him how statistics show there was a greater chance of having a car accident than a plane accident because she would just be playing his game. So instead she decided to call it quits while she was ahead and bow out of the situation. “Good night, Daniel.” She walked away refusing to take the bait. They had played this game once before, and she wouldn’t allow herself to fall for it again.

      “Sweet dreams,” he yelled after her.
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      She was relieved to be inside the confines of her apartment. After a long hot shower, she walked over to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator to see what she could eat without having to cook. She opened the freezer door and reached for her favorite go-to food when she was stressed or had a bad day. Who was she kidding; she would eat this every day if she could. She grabbed the ice cream and debated about scooping some out and putting it in a bowl and put the rest back in the freezer as she should, but the events of the day called for eating the entire pint.

      She walked over to her laptop with the spoon in her mouth. She had been working on her manuscript for a couple of months now and needed to get her thoughts straight and focus on the end goal of finishing it and finding a publisher who was willing to give her a shot and make her dreams come true. She clicked on her manuscript, and her imaginary world covered the screen. She re-read the scene she had written the night before to get back on track.

      Isabella stood there knowing her life would be over within minutes. She gazed out into the crowd searching for a familiar face to whisper her final goodbyes, but all that answered were the muffled cries of the crowd. Although she was of noble birth, she was condemned to die before the public and not in the private sanctuary of the tower’s walls.

      “Come, my lady,” urged the guard behind her.

      Isabella grew irate; she would not be rushed to her death. She turned ready to battle till the last breath.

      She froze.

      Piercing arrogant blue eyes stared back at her from the confines of his helmet.

      He was here. He was alive.

      She wanted to scream with joy and run into the embrace of his arms, but she held herself back. They were in a precarious situation, and both their lives were now at risk.

      “We must hurry, my lady,” he whispered with urgency. His strong hand rested on the hilt of his sword, ready to battle.

      A tear of joy ran down Isabelle’s face. She never thought she would be so happy to see the man whom she once vowed to destroy. She had been so stubborn in accepting her feelings for him until it was too late. But he was here now, and she would fight for both of them…

      After writing for a couple of hours, Elena lay back in her chair happy with the turn of events her book had taken, and for a small moment, she wished her story was true. Life had been lonely these last couple of years, and she had found comfort in her stories. But since Daniel had appeared back in her life, her world had taken a different turn. The boredom and loneliness were replaced by a constant state of alert preparing for the next confrontation with him. He had become a distraction in her life, and she was upset at herself for letting him preoccupy her thoughts. She looked back at the screen and the blinking cursor waiting for her to continue writing. She was tired and all out of ideas for tonight. She saved the document and promised herself she’d continue writing tomorrow.

      Before shutting down her laptop for the night, she logged into her online dating profile. She never thought she would resort to seeking love through the Internet, but after seeing several friends meet their spouses online, and having no luck on her own, she decided to give it a try. What better way than to lay out everything she wanted in a partner and then sit and wait for the fish to catch the bait—it was like a made-to-order husband.

      The first challenge had been creating her profile. For a wannabe fiction romance writer, she was having the hardest time trying to describe herself and what she wanted out of a partner. Part of her didn’t want to admit she was a book worm who loved going to living museums so she could see actors dressed in period clothing and imagine herself living in those times—but only as a wealthy person of course; the poor had it terrible. With her luck, she would have died of a toothache or something silly. She was a helpless romantic who just wanted the whole fairy tale package. The sad thing was she was afraid if she wrote the truth about herself she would sound like a loser and get an email from the company saying she was unmatchable. So instead, she had opted for the following:

      Modern style Jane Austen with an appreciation for the past and the promise of the future. Great cook who loves to try new ideas and different types of culinary delicacies. Enjoys traveling and visiting new places but also appreciates sitting by the fireplace at home with a good book. Looking for someone with a great sense of humor who loves learning new things, is not a picky eater and still believes in chivalry.

      She figured any man who was willing to approach her after that was someone worthy enough to try. She noticed most people in Washington put things like adventurous and outdoor-lover on their profile, both which she was not. Her idea of camping involved a stocked cabin with a down comforter, cable TV, a fireplace and tons of romance novels for her to read—and some good wine of course.

      She checked her account to see who the system had matched her with based on profile description and preferences. Elena waited in anticipation as all the new potential matches filled her screen. Her excitement was short-lived as she paged through all the profiles just to find most of them were old enough to be her father.

      She sighed, disappointed. Maybe her mom was right after all. She was an old soul, and the only people who were like her were decades older than her. She wondered if she was just wasting her time and money on this. She went to sign out when a new message appeared in her window—she had a new match with “Flyer Guy.”

      “Why not,” Elena thought. She just hoped he was born in the same decade she was. She took another spoonful of ice cream as she clicked on the message ready to be let down again. The new page opened and she almost fell off her chair as penetrating blue eyes, and black hair stared back at her.

      She had been matched with Daniel.
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      Elizabeth sat in front of her son, calmly eating her salad. “Honey, I did it for your own good. It’s not healthy for a young man like you to be alone.”

      Daniel looked around the restaurant in frustration. He adored the woman sitting in front of him, but right now all he wanted to do was get up and leave. He didn’t need anyone playing matchmaker for him. He already knew who he wanted in his life; he just had no idea how to make that happen. “Online dating, Mom. Are you serious?” Daniel was used to his family meddling in his life, but he never thought his mother would stoop to this level.

      “Yes, I’m serious. One of my friends at yoga class found her second husband that way.”

      “Is this the same friend that is like seventy years old?” Daniel snorted.

      Elizabeth frowned at her son. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      Daniel knew there was no point arguing with her. Once she had her mind made up, there was nothing he could say or do to change it. She reminded him of Elena, and he was surprised that what drove him crazy about his mother was also what he loved about her. “You don’t even know how to check your email, so how did create a dating profile for me anyway?”

      “Your sister typed everything out for me,” she admitted matter-of-factly.

      “Of course,” he mumbled. He should have known there was a reason Samantha was avoiding his calls. She was his mother’s partner in crime. “I’m afraid to ask what you two wrote about me.”

      She put her fork down and reached into her purse. “Here.” She handed him a folded sheet of paper.

      Daniel opened it to find an old picture of him in military uniform as his profile photo. “Really, Mom?”

      Elizabeth smiled. “Hey, women have a thing for men in uniform.”

      This was not something Daniel wanted to hear from his mother’s mouth, but he was curious to see what else they had put about him.

      Prior military flyer guy looking for someone to ground me back to earth. If you are reading this, it’s because like me, trying to find that perfect someone hasn’t quite worked out. I am a traditional man but have decided to give this alternate means a try. I’m not looking for someone who enjoys doing all the exact things I do because then I would be just dating myself. I’m looking for someone who can show me a different way of life, different enjoyments and adventurous and, in turn, someone with whom I can share my passions in life and show you my world.

      I’m looking for someone who isn’t afraid to take risks in life and see where those risks take us. If you are out there, I would love to meet up for coffee. No 50/50; the tab is on me—that is one traditional thing I will not give up.

      

      Daniel was surprised with the accuracy in which they had described him. He gave a small laugh and looked at his mom who pretended this was nothing out of the norm. “Mom, I know you worry about me, but I’m fine.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes softened. “I don’t want you to be alone.” She placed her hand over his. “You’ve been alone for far too long.”

      Daniel wasn’t ready to talk about his past. It was something he had buried deep down inside a long time ago, and he didn’t want to revisit it. So instead he deflected. “I’ll give the online dating a try,” he said while silently swearing to wring Samantha’s neck the next time he saw her.
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      Back at home, Daniel threw the paper his mother had given him in the garbage. He had no intention of following through with his promise. In a couple of months, this would all wash over, and she would forget about the whole thing and find something else to distract herself with. Since his father’s passing a couple of years ago, his mother’s mission had been to find him a wife. She thought him totally incapable of finding someone on his own and creating a meaningful relationship. He knew her intentions were noble, but he preferred to have a say in who he chose as a partner in his life.

      He walked to his spare bedroom which doubled as an office and decided to do some work before bed. Thanks to Elena, he had to follow up with clients, reminding them of their flying lessons for the week. He grinned at her tenacity. She knew damn well he hated teaching, but what she didn’t know was this was a game he enjoyed playing with her. Up until a month ago, he had considered moving away and opening his own skydiving business, a personal passion of his, but his sister had convinced him to stay a while more, and he was happy he had listened. Having Elena back in his life changed everything and this time, he wouldn’t let her go.

      Meanwhile, he would have to deal with the hand she had dealt him and teach for a while. He logged into his computer and checked his email. He scrolled through the long list of messages and paused when he saw one from the dating website his mother had signed him up for. Against his better judgment, he opened the email.

      You have been matched with “‘The Modern Jane Austen.”

      Login to see viewing profile.

      “Give me a break,” Daniel said. “Who calls themselves that?” But his curiosity had been piqued. He clicked on the link to open the profile and was prompted to enter a username and password. Daniel walked over to the trash and dug out the paper he had thrown away. “Aha, here it is.” He grabbed the paper and walked back to the computer and logged into his profile. He found the link to the new matches and clicked on it. He swore if they matched him with a seventy-year-old he would create a profile for his mother as payback. The new page opened and “The Modern Jane Austen” stared back at him.

      It was Elena.
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      Elena must have read his profile over ten times. She couldn’t believe the similarities they had in their description. She looked through his pictures; some of them were from his military days, and some looked recent. A small part of her was disappointed in herself for thinking the worst of what she would find in his profile. If she didn’t know him personally and what he was capable of, she would have liked to meet him.

      It was too bad he’d forgotten to mention he was an egotistically sarcastic jerk who would backstab you the first chance he got. She could still picture him talking to the commander, telling him how she was getting mixed with the wrong crowd and the best thing to do would be to ship her off to Kuwait. She would never forgive Daniel for what he did, no matter how many nice things he wrote on the Internet to a whole bunch of strangers. Because of him, she never got to say goodbye to her dad.

      A small window in the bottom of her screen popped up with a message.

      FLYER GUY: I’m surprised to find you here. It looks like destiny is bringing us together again.

      Elena sank in her chair and rubbed her temples. This wasn’t destiny; this was a run of bad luck.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: I don’t believe in destiny. I believe in choices. Like the choice to block you from my profile.

      FLYER GUY: Of course you believe in destiny.

      Daniel’s keen observance was irritating. How can someone whom she had only argued with know the intimate details of her heart? She knew she should let it go and not bite the fish hook he dangled in front of her, but the shiny object he offered was too much to resist

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: And what makes you so sure?

      FLYER GUY: Because I can see it in your eyes.

      Elena stared at the words in front of the screen. She cleared her throat, pretending not to be affected by his bold words.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: Are you drinking?

      FLYER GUY: Don’t change the subject.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: What subject?

      She didn’t want to talk about destiny with Daniel. She didn’t want to speak to him at all.

      FLYER GUY: Destiny.

      Apparently, he was not letting the topic go.  This was just typical of him. Push her to the limits until the ugly side of her came out.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: I told you I don’t believe in destiny.

      FLYER GUY: Liar.

      Elena could imagine the smirk on his face as he challenged her.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: Believe what you want. I don’t care. She was already uncomfortable with this conversation and no longer cared to carry on with him.

      FLYER GUY: Don’t you think destiny played a role in getting us matched?

      Elena didn’t know what Daniel was after, and she was suspicious of his every move. She would not become one of the many naïve girls she was sure he had used for his own needs and then put to the side when they were no longer useful to him. He was the enemy, and she needed to remember that. She had to come up with a way to get rid of him, and he was distracting her from her mission.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: No, I think it’s a bad programming algorithm and someone not being very truthful on their profile.

      FLYER GUY: You don’t have to lie on your profile to get a date.

      Elena was infuriated. This man had some nerve to turn things around on her.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: ME? How DARE YOU! I was very honest on my profile.

      FLYER GUY: Are you sure?

      Elena was done playing games with him tonight. She went to sign out of her profile when another message popped up.

      FLYER GUY: I’m pretty sure the Modern Jane Austen would believe in destiny.

      Daniel had to be the most hard-headed man she had ever cast eyes upon.

      You are infuriating. She typed back.

      FLYER GUY: Why do you hate me so much? Is it because I gave you a hard time with paperwork seven years ago? Come on. You can’t be that petty. Why don’t we let bygones be bygones and start anew?

      Wouldn’t that be easy for him? How could he act like he was oblivious to what he had done? Elena would not give him the pleasure of making her feel like she was the crazy resentful person who couldn’t get over the past. What he did was unforgivable. She couldn’t continue with this conversation. She had to put an end to it.

      THE MODERN JANE AUSTEN: I have no interest in starting anything new with you. Goodnight.

      She signed off and closed her laptop. Why couldn’t she ignore him? Why did she let him get her all riled up? Why on earth was he back in her life after all these years? She got up and started pacing the living room like an animal in captivity. She wanted to start a new life, not relive the past, and all this talk about destiny was nonsense. Of course, she believed in destiny. But she refused to believe Daniel had anything to do with her destiny. He was everything that was wrong for her. He had caused so much pain in her life, and she refused to believe he could bring any happiness to it.
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      She ran toward him, the rain pouring down on her face. She ran faster. “Wait.” She screamed, her legs giving out from underneath. He walked toward the fog, disappearing little by little. He turned. His face a blurry image.

      “I’m almost there. Wait!” She screamed, running out of breath. “Please don’t leave me,” she begged. She could hear the whisper of his voice—so close yet so far away.

      “It’s okay, baby,” he said with a smile on his face. “You can let go now.”

      “No…don't go.” She fell, scraping her knees. She looked up, and he was gone. “NO! NO! NO!” She pounded the ground with her fist. She cried, covering her face with her hands. “Wait, Dad, please wait…I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

      Elena woke up sobbing. “Papi, why did you leave me?” She wiped the tears from her eyes. She turned and looked over at the clock on her nightstand. It was 5:00 a.m. —almost time for her to get up and get ready for work. She picked up the photo of her parents sitting beside her alarm clock. She looked at her dad whom she adored and missed more than words could express. As a little girl, she thought her dad was a real superhero. He was brave and bold, and she had always wanted someone like that for her. She ran her thumb against his face. “Papi, I miss you so much. If only I could hold you one more time and tell you how much I love you. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” She looked at her mom smiling next to him. Her mother had been so lonely without her dad since his passing seven years ago. She had never remarried and had remained alone, with Elena over Skype as her main source of company. Her parents had been married for forty years. They had fought like crazy but loved each other with a passion that she one day hoped to find. She put the picture frame back in its place.

      She managed to get out of bed with a heavy burden in her heart. Every time she had that dream, it brought so much pain back into her life. She would never see his face again or hear one of his crazy adventures she had heard a thousand times but was still mesmerized by.

      After a quick shower, it dawned on her she had no way of getting to work. She would have to call a tow truck to get her car to a mechanic and try to call Emilio and see if he could give her a ride into work. She walked over to the kitchen to grab her phone when she heard a gradual knock on the door.

      She sighed. It was too early to deal with people. She walked over to the front door and stood on her tiptoes to look through the peephole. “Dammit,” she muttered under her breath. Daniel stood on the other side of the door. She swore he was like a homeless dog that just kept coming back.

      She swung the door open.

      “Good morning, match mate,” he greeted with a wide smile. He was wearing a black jacket with a hood. His face was freshly shaven, and she could smell the soap still lingering on his body.

      It was too early in the morning for this nonsense. “What are you doing here?” She snapped.

      “I figured you needed a ride to work, so here I am.” He held his arms wide open for a hug.

      “You must still be drunk from last night.” Elena was convinced there had to be something behind this pleasant behavior of his. She should give him the benefit of the doubt, but who was she kidding—she never would. He must want something from her, and she just had to figure out what it was.

      Daniel put his arms down. “Hey, I’m just trying to be helpful.”

      Elena thought he was the devil in disguise. “Well, that’s nice of you, but I’ll have to pass. I have to make a couple of phone calls to get my car taken care of.” She started closing the door, but Daniel reached in and held it open. “I already did that.”

      “Excuse me?” She was confused. What exactly had he done?

      “After I had dropped you off last night, I called a friend of mine who owns a tow truck, and he towed it to my mechanic. Your car will be waiting for you outside after work today.”

      Elena stared at him, and for once she was speechless. “I um…I really don’t know what to say. You didn’t have to go through all the trouble.” She couldn’t believe he had taken care of her car. She was taken back by such unusual kindness.

      “A thank you will suffice,” he said, smiling.

      “Oh, of course. Thank you. Please tell me how much I owe you.” She turned to go back into the apartment to get her checkbook.

      He stepped inside, inviting himself in. “You don’t owe me anything. It was a quick fix, and my guy owed me a favor.”

      “Well, that’s very kind of you—surprising actually.”

      He chose to ignore her last statement as he glanced around her apartment. “So, are you ready?”

      Elena wasn’t sure if she was ready to be near him right now. The dream of seeing her dad was still so vivid in her mind, she didn’t think it would be a good idea. “To be honest, I’m not sure if I’m up for another motorcycle ride so soon after last night.” She hoped her excuse would be enough to get him out of her apartment.

      “I brought my car with me today. My sides are still sore from your bear hug.” His smile revealed his dimples.

      What was wrong with her and why was she noticing these things? “You know, now that I’m thinking about it, I asked Emilio to come get me.”

      “Liar. You did not.” He teased. “We have to get going if I’m going to make it on time to my lesson.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you don’t want to keep Mr. Morton waiting.” Again she was out of choices. She sighed in defeat. “Let me go get my purse.” As much as she disliked Daniel, she hated being late for work.

      “So, are these your parents?” Daniel asked.

      Elena turned to find him holding up a picture of her with her parents before she left Venezuela to go to back to the States. “Yes.” Elena wanted to snap the picture out of his hand.

      “Do they live near?”

      Why did he care? “No. My mother still lives in Venezuela. My father has passed.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” He placed the picture back on the table.

      Elena just looked at him and ignored his condolences. “I’m ready.”

      They headed downstairs where a shining black Mustang waited for them. Elena snorted. Of course, he would have a black mustang. From the looks of it, she expected Batman to come jumping out any minute. She reached out to open the door when his hand suddenly appeared brushing gently against hers—she froze. He opened the door for her. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      She got into the car, already regretting her choice of accepting his offer for the second day in a row. She glanced around before he got in and spotted several bags filled with toys in the backseat of his immaculate car. They must be for his nieces and nephews, she concluded without giving it a second thought. She wondered what he would think if he saw her car, with her library of romance novels in the back seat with half-naked guys on the covers of the books.

      Daniel stepped inside of the car, and his presence filled the small space between them. “How is your friend getting into my car, when I have the key?” Elena asked.

      He looked at her and smiled. “He can make a key to open it.”

      “Is that legal?”

      “Depends. Are you going to press charges?” He joked.

      “Of course not,” Elena said.

      “You got a dead body in the car or something? Cause you know, he would probably take care of it if I asked him to.” He smiled.

      This version of Daniel was unsettling. He was trying to get her guard down, but she could see through his disguise. “Why are you doing this?” she asked him. She didn’t believe for one second he was filled with remorse for his transgressions.

      He put the key in the ignition, and the engine came to life. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” One thing Daniel was well versed at was avoidance.

      “Don’t be coy with me, Daniel. Why are you being so helpful all of a sudden? It’s against your nature, so why don’t we just drop the pretense.”

      “What makes you think I’m pretending? Because a long time ago, I was some young, overconfident captain who disliked paperwork and gave you a little bit of a hard time—I didn’t know that made me such a bad person.”

      Elena snorted. “Let me trigger your memory: you treated everyone like they were all beneath you and now you act like it never happened.”

      He was pensive for a moment, choosing his next words carefully. “I admit I was a tad overconfident back then, but it came with the territory. Doubting myself meant risking my life. And for your information, I didn’t treat everyone like they were beneath me. I looked out for my people.”

      Elena remembered that night in the club when he had taken care of her, and for a brief moment, she had seen a different Captain Grant, but it had all been a lie. Her judgment had clearly been clouded by the alcohol she had imbibed that night. “So you reserved your rudeness for me?”

      He shifted gears as he sped up entering the highway. “You took everything too personally.”

      There he was trying to twist the truth again and excuse his behavior. Elena knew he would never change and trying to argue with him was as effective as beating her head against a wall. “It was hard not to when it was directed at me.”

      “People change, Elena.”

      “Not that much,” she murmured.

      His jaw tensed. She could tell he wanted to change the subject, and she was getting so upset that she wanted to change the subject as well. He turned up the radio, a clear indication he didn’t want to talk anymore. Elena welcomed the sound of the music instead of his voice. They rode the rest of the way in tense and uncomfortable silence. After twenty minutes, they pulled into the parking lot. Elena reached over to unbuckle her seatbelt when Daniel halted her escape and placed his hand over hers. “Listen,” he paused as if dwelling on what he was going to say next, “I’m sorry for being a jerk to you all those years ago.” He spoke in a tone filled with sincerity.

      Elena looked at him, and all she felt was pain. Sorrow from the damage he had caused her and her family. “I’m sorry, but I’m not ready to forgive you.” She snatched her hand away from his. She could feel it burning where he had touched it.

      Daniel waved his hand in frustration. “What is it with you?”

      Elena spun around, her amber eyes clawing him like talons. “What is it with me?”

      “Yes, I mean for God’s sake, it was seven years ago. Enough already. Get over it.”

      Elena could feel the adrenaline of rage rushing through her body. “You have no idea the pain that you have caused me. You don’t get to come here and expect me to bend over backward to forgive you, so you don’t have a guilty conscience. What you did was unforgivable.” She opened the door and got out.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he yelled from the other side.

      Elena slammed the door, and Daniel flinched like any guy who adored his vehicle would.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you,” he yelled after her in an attempt to make her stop. “Coward,” he continued throwing jabs her way.

      Elena stopped dead in her tracks. “Coward?” She turned around. “If anyone is a coward, it’s you.” Elena glared at him with hatred in her eyes. “I was THERE—there listening when you told the commander that he should send me to Kuwait because I was getting involved with the wrong crowd, who by the way happened to be your crew!”

      Daniel stiffened at Elena’s accusation. His brows drew together in an angry frown and once again, the familiar mask of egotism fell upon his face. “I did that for your own good.” His voice was harsh and with no signs of remorse.

      “And who the hell made you judge and juror? What I did was none of your business.”

      “Steven wasn’t good for you,” he replied sharply.

      “That wasn’t YOUR decision to make.”

      Daniel looked at Elena in disbelief. “Is that’s why you are so angry with me? Because you didn’t get to hook up with some loser.”

      “No, you jerk! I despise you because I never got to say goodbye to the one man I loved the most on this earth.”

      Daniel threw his hands in the air in frustration. “You barely knew him.”

      “Not Steven, you moron. My father was sick. I had made plans to see him. But I never got to go, all because of you. He died…” Tears were welling up in her eyes. “He died, and I never got to say goodbye to him. You hated me so much you had to send me across the world. All because I wouldn’t write your stupid reports because you were too fucking lazy to do it yourself. So please save me your I’m sorry because I will NEVER forgive you for what you did.”

      Elena walked away and left him standing there in the parking lot. She wiped the tears from her face. All these years she had been holding it inside, and now it was out. But for some reason, she only felt worse.
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      Elena ran to the bathroom to clean up before anyone could see her red eyes. She examined herself and inspected her face, trying to wipe away the evidence of tears. She had tried for so many years to cope with the pain of losing her father, and she thought she had managed to deal with the loss, but today the grief had come back again in an unexpected wave knocking her off her feet. She cradled her head in her trembling hands and ruined her makeup for the second time that morning.
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      After cleaning herself up in the bathroom, she made it to her desk. She put her purse inside the bottom drawer of her desk and turned on her computer. She pulled out her chair and noticed a folded piece of white paper sitting on it. She prayed it was Daniel’s resignation, but luck had not been on her side these last couple of weeks. She grabbed the piece of paper and unfolded it. The note was from Jake asking if she could stop by and talk to him later. She threw the paper in the trash and made a mental note to see him after the staff meeting where she would have the tremendous honor of seeing Daniel again and feign a smile for everyone.

      After printing enough copies of the agenda for everyone, she grabbed her notebook from her desk and headed to the conference room. Her heart was still racing from her confrontation with Daniel, and all she wanted to do was run away from there and as far away from him as possible. But duty called, and she had to put her problems aside and do her job. She turned the corner and walked into the conference room. Daniel was sitting there alone waiting for her.

      Daniel shot up from the chair. “Elena, please hear me out. I had no idea about your father.”

      Elena turned around to leave then stopped in her tracks—she was tired of running away. She straightened herself with dignity and walked over to the small conference room table ignoring Daniel’s plea. “Of course you had no idea,” she said surprised by her cool tone. “Because you never stop to think how your actions are going to affect other people. All you think about is yourself.”

      His face hung with regret, and he remained silent accepting the insults Elena threw his way.

      Elena was emotionally drained and didn’t have the energy to continue this back and forth with him. “I have to prepare for the meeting, so if you will excuse me, I rather not go on with this.”

      Daniel ran his fingers through his hair. He looked as frustrated as Elena was with the entire situation. “We have to find a way to work together, Elena.”

      Elena pulled out a chair and sat down. She opened her notebook trying to preoccupy herself and ignore Daniel. “Yes, you stay away from me, and we will be just fine.”

      He walked around the table and took the seat across from her. “That’s not the answer, and you know it,” he whispered.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Jody announced, entering the conference room and making her way to her usual spot next to Mr. Wilbur’s seat.

      The tension in the room was deafening, and like any pro, Jody could sense the hostility in it. She eyed them with suspicion trying to figure out what was going on between them so she could start her next round of gossip.

      “Why, good morning, Jody,” Daniel replied with enthusiasm. For all she knew they had just been telling jokes to one another. He glanced at Elena in a secret warning. Apparently, he also knew of her ability to spread rumors faster than the paparazzi.

      “How are you doing, darling?” she asked Daniel. “I heard you both used to work together back in your military days.”

      Elena glanced at Daniel, and his eyes whispered memories of the past, but he was no longer Captain Grant, and she was no longer Sergeant Garcia. The intimacy of his stare suggested more than just a knowledge of her past but a deep understanding of the yearnings of her heart.

      “Daniel and I were stationed together seven years ago in Okinawa,” Elena stated hoping Judy would not seek to dig any further into her business.

      “My, isn’t this a small world, to meet back up again in this small little town.” Jody planted the seed waiting for a reply.

      “How is Sam doing?” Daniel said turning the conversation to put the focus on Jody.

      Jody waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, you know—same as usual, complaining here and there about his pains.”

      “Elena, did you know Jody and Sam have been married for thirty-five years now. They just celebrated their anniversary last month.”

      Elena looked up from her notebook. It was hard to seem interested in anything right now. Especially trying to be cordial to Daniel and Jody. “Congrats,” Elena said dryly; cordiality eluded her at the moment. Thankfully, John walked in with a box of donuts, saving her from further conversation. Jody reached in and grabbed a bear claw not even giving poor John a chance to set the box on the table. At least that would keep her mouth busy.

      “So, where is everyone else?” John asked as he sat in the seat at the head of the table.

      “We still have five minutes; they should be here shortly.” At least Elena hoped. If not, she would have to start rounding up some people.

      Troy and Emilio walked in a minute later. “Mmmm…donuts.” Emilio went straight to the box as if hypnotized by its glaze and mountain of sugar. “Oh, hey everyone else,” he said, waving with one hand and shoving a Boston cream donut into his mouth with the other.

      Troy took the seat at the end of the table. He was unusually quiet and looked preoccupied with something.

      “So, how are my deliveries going?” Daniel asked Troy, his words filled with resentment.

      “From what Elena has told me, they are my deliveries now.” His tone surprised everyone at the table as all eyes concentrated on him. He must have grown some balls in the last couple of days because the Troy Elena had met was shy and quiet. Elena looked at Daniel, knowing he was just reeling poor Troy in for the kill.

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t get too comfortable. I plan on getting my schedule back,” Daniel promised.

      So that was it, Elena thought. That’s why Daniel was being so nice to her—he wanted her to change his schedule back.

      “You can plan all you want, Daniel. I heard Mr. Morton has taken a liking to you,” Troy jabbed back.

      Elena looked at John to see if he would put an end to this but he was busy talking to Jody. They could probably break out into a brawl right there in the room, and it wouldn’t bother him a bit.

      “Who wouldn’t when they have an experienced instructor for a change?” Daniel would never back down, and Elena knew it.

      Troy’s face started turning red. “Now, you listen here—”

      “Stop it, you two,” Elena whispered to both of them before they ended up in a fist fight. She glared at Daniel who sat directly across from her. This was so typical of him. “People change,” my ass. He hadn’t changed one bit. He lowered his eyes like a kid who had been reprimanded by his mother.

      Bridget walked in with Jake trailing after her. She took her seat in the back while Jake sat next to Daniel. Poor kid followed Daniel around like he was a God.

      “All right, let’s get this started. I know everyone is busy and has things to do. I’ll keep this short and simple.” John looked over to Elena so she could start handing out the agenda to everyone.

      “John, about this schedule—” Daniel began.

      “I’m getting there, Daniel,” John interrupted him. “As you can see, some of you have been moved around a bit, and I have gotten very good feedback from our customers. Troy, you have done an outstanding job with your deliveries and scenic tours. And Daniel, I know you have some objections to it, but I think teaching is a good experience to have and I’ve been very impressed with your teaching skills.”

      “Thank you for the compliment, but I’d rather get back to my old schedule,” Daniel objected.

      “Well, for now, we will leave it as it is. I have a potential new pilot that may be coming next week, and if it all works out, we’ll see what we can do.”

      “Thank you.” Daniel looked at Elena with a smug smile on his face like he had just won a victory.

      “Why are we getting a new pilot?” Jake asked.

      “Good question and it’s actually what I wanted to bring up next. I want to expand the company and extend the level of services we provide. To do this, I’m creating an opportunity for a marketing manager position. This position, of course, will focus on promoting our business and widening our footprint. I would like to advertise this position internally first before going out to the public to give everyone a fair chance. In order to compete for it, anyone who is interested needs to bring me ideas on how we can improve our company.”

      Elena’s wheels started to turn—this was her chance. Being a secretary was just a stepping stone for her; the marketing position would allow her to turn to her creative side and play a role in bringing change.

      “Those interested should submit their proposal no later than next week.” Mr. Wilbur went through the rest of the agenda and concluded the meeting in less than thirty minutes. “Let’s get back to work, folks.”

      Everyone started getting up to leave. “Well, aren’t we getting all fancy with a marketing director,” Judy complained as she reached in to grab a second donut. “I have been here for twenty years and have never needed a marketing person.”

      “New times, Judy, call for some much-needed change. Even for us veteran folks,” Mr. Wilbur said, trying to impart some positive into the sea of negativity.

      Elena was gathering her things to leave when Emilio addressed her.

      “Hey, a couple of us are going out for Latin night on Friday. You should come; it will be fun,” Emilio said.

      Latin night sounded like just what she needed to escape the reality of her life right now. “Yes, I could use the distraction. It’s been ages since I’ve been dancing.”

      “Okay, so after work on Friday, you can meet us there around nine. I’ll text you the address. I would offer to pick you up, but if I’m in luck, I won’t be going home that night.” Emilio winked at her and took off.

      “We need to finish our conversation,” Daniel interrupted.

      “No we don’t, and listen, you can stop the act now. John said he’s not changing your schedule, so this whole trying to be Mr. Nice Guy and acting like you care attitude can stop, and you can go back to being the same old jerk you’ve always been.”

      Daniel took a step closer to Elena. “You know what your problems is?”

      Elena squared her shoulders in defense. “Yes, I do. It’s you.”

      “What makes you so self-righteous and me the constant villain? I was trying to look out for you back then, and whether you believe me or not, I am deeply sorry for the way things turned out. But I have this gut feeling that no matter what I say, you will never accept my apology.”

      Daniel was right on one thing: she would never forgive him for what he had done. “Give me a break. You were looking out for yourself and trying to get back at me for not doing your bidding and bowing to your command,” she said. “But on one thing you are right: I will never forgive you. So now you can leave me the hell alone.”

      “I thought that in seven years, you would have grown up a little bit but I guess not.”

      “And I thought that karma would have bit you in the ass by now. But I guess that’s why I’m here—to make you pay for the sins of your past.” Elena pushed him out of her way and left him there standing alone.
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      After taking care of a mountain of paperwork, Elena walked over to talk to Jake, making sure to avoid running into Daniel in the process. Jake was, as usual, hands-deep working on an airplane. “Knock knock…you rang?” Elena announced her presence.

      “Oh hey, thanks for stopping by.” Jake wiped his hands, leaving engine grease on the towel. “I know you haven’t been working here long but you look like the type of person I can trust,” he said, too serious for his age.

      Elena was happy Jake felt comfortable confiding in her. “As long as you’re not confessing to murder, I’m good,” Elena joked.

      Jake chuckled. “Oh gosh no, I just have a question about a girl.” He shyly looked down at his feet.

      Elena thought Jake was completely adorable and she had a hunch which girl he wanted advice about. “No problem. I’m all ears.” She grabbed the stool by the wall and sat down on it, preparing to impart her wisdom on how to woo a girl.

      Jake shoved his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched forward. “Well, you see, there is this girl I’ve had a crush on for a long time but I’m not sure if she likes me, and I don’t know how to approach her.”

      Jake’s abashment in his sentiments for Bridget pulled at her heart. If only the men she had met in the past had been as sweet at this one, she would be happily married by now. “And would this girl be shy by nature as well?” Elena tapped her finger on her shin.

      Jake eyes lightened. “Yes, she is very shy. Kind of like me.” He frowned as if realizing how difficult this was going to be if they were both timid.

      “So why haven’t you just approached her and asked her out for coffee?”

      “Because I’m afraid she will say no.” His eyes were filled with defeat before he had even tried.

      Elena was well versed in the fear of rejection. But nevertheless, she wanted to root for Jake. “Well honey, if you never ask, the answer will always be no. Besides, what’s the worst thing that will happen?”

      “She says no.”

      “Well, obviously. But at least you can say you tried.”

      Jake leaned against the airplane, battling the demons inside his head. “But then it would be awkward because I would have to see her every day.”

      “I think Bridget will say yes if you ask her out,” Elena blurted out.

      His eyes widened in shock. “You knew?”

      “Honey, everyone knows.”

      “Is it that obvious?” he asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s a nice obvious. We are all rooting for you.”

      A flicker of hope sparkled in his eyes. “So, do you think I have a shot?”

      “I tell you what. I’m having lunch with her today and I can see what it is she is looking for. Sound fair?”

      He sighed in relief. “Yes, thank you.”
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      The restaurant was buzzing with people. The chatter from the other tables was so loud Elena could barely hear herself talk. “So, what was it you wanted to talk about?”

      Bridget had approached Elena last week seeking a lunch date to get together and ask her opinion about something she was too embarrassed to talk about at work. Elena wasn’t sure if she was the right person to be imparting advice right now, as she was in a conundrum of her own.

      Bridget hesitated, playing around with her food. “Well, there is this guy I like. But I don’t know how to let him know I’m interested.”

      This was perfect. Elena sat up straight, ready to play matchmaker to Jake and Bridget.

      “So, do I know this guy?” Elena was just dying to ask if it was Jake but she didn’t want to scare her off.

      “Um, yeah, you know him.”

      This was like pulling teeth. “Well, why not just ask him out for a cup of coffee?” Elena was having a déjà vu from this morning.

      Bridget’s shoulders slumped. She put her fork down, no longer interested in her food. “Because he is totally out of my league.”

      “Sweetie, no one is ever out of your league. You are a beautiful young girl, and any guy would be lucky to have you.”

      “Really? You think I’m beautiful?” Her face was filled with hope again.

      Bridget’s self-doubt resonated with Elena. “I don’t think so; I know you are beautiful inside and out. All you have to do is believe in yourself. Be more confident—men love that.”

      “I wish I could be strong like you.”

      If Bridget only knew the demons Elena had battled to get to where she was. As a young girl in South America where thin silhouettes were valued more than the beauty within, she had been ridiculed for every flaw they could find in her. Elena had been obsessed with losing weight and trying to fit it with the skinny, curvy girls who had the perfect weight in all the right places. Until she met Kat, who showed her that being unique was the sexiest thing in the world and built the confidence in her that had been stolen as a young, insecure teenage girl. “Like me?” Elena gave a half-hearted laugh.

      “You have all this air of confidence I wish I had.”

      Elena made a promise to return the favor Kat had done for her, and she would lift this beautiful young girl up. She grabbed Bridget’s hands. “You can be confident too. First, you have to appreciate yourself and what you have, and when you see yourself shine they way I see you shine, others will see it too.”

      Bridget smiled, and for a moment it looked like the sun was beaming off her face. “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll ask him out, but where?”

      Elena remembered about salsa night; it would be the perfect place for Jake and Bridget to go. Let the Spanish music and margaritas do the rest. “I have an idea. I am going to salsa night with Emilio on Friday night. That would be a perfect opportunity for your first date. That way you won’t feel so uncomfortable being alone.”

      Bridget beamed with excitement. “I would love that, but I don’t know how to dance.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Emilio can give you a couple of lessons.”

      “Oh no, I would be mortified and—”

      “Listen, do you want to look confident and sexy at the same time?” Elena interrupted.

      Bridget nodded her head in agreement.

      “Then you let Emilio teach you how to dance.”

      She sighed. “Okay.”
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      Elena was excited about going out to dance. Every time she heard her Spanish music, the lyrics and beat transported her back to Venezuela where a part of her father’s heritage lived within her.

      Today she would close her eyes and let the rhythm infuse her and bring her back home. Moving from New York City to Venezuela, her father’s home country, at such a young age had been hard on her. She had left all her mother’s side of the family behind—a family she adored and was very close to. In Venezuela, everything was new and foreign. Elena couldn’t even speak the language, and as a result, she had been made fun of at school.

      It wasn’t until Elena was an adult that she was able to understand the sacrifice her mother had made to leave everything she held dear to her heart and take her only child to a country she knew nothing about, to face a wilderness she had only seen in the movies to follow the man she was head over heels in love with.

      Her father was the total opposite of her mother. He was adventurous to a fault and had started his journey at eighteen years old as a stowaway in a plantain cargo ship with empty pockets and the dream of a new life in the Big Apple.

      Elena knew her parents’ dreams were carried on with her when she left, and she wanted to make her parents proud. Looking back, Elena was grateful for every hardship she went through because it made her the person she was today.

      Today, she would enjoy herself and forget about her past troubles with Daniel who had been too busy teaching to bother her for the rest of the week. His words had tormented her these last days. I didn’t know. I’m sorry. Was he truly sorry? It didn’t matter. He had no right to do what he did. The price she had paid for his actions had been too great. Elena didn’t know how she could continue working with him, but one thing was for sure: he would not drive her away again. This was her life now.

      She donned a black dress she had bought for tonight. At first, she was hesitant to wear the clingy backless dress that came down to her mid-thigh, but once she had tried it on, she had fallen in love with it. It fit her in all the right places. Finding a dress that fit her larger-than-normal bottom along with a smaller waist could be quite the challenge, but she had hit the lottery with this one. It was like it was made just for her. She checked herself out in the mirror one last time and was happy with the results. She strapped on her high heels and texted Bridget to make sure she wasn’t going to chicken out tonight. Elena was so proud Bridget had followed her advice and asked Jake out. She hadn’t been able to get around to talking to Jake again because he had been sent offsite to fix a plane and had been gone the rest of the week. They would make such a beautiful couple, and Elena couldn’t wait to see their relationship blossom.
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      Elena arrived at the restaurant around ten. Half of the restaurant had been cleared for the dance floor. The dim lights, ambiance, and the beat of the music were bringing the dance floor to life. She could feel her body starting to move in response to the beat of the rhythm of the song playing. She looked around the crowd and spotted Emilio by the bar with some guy, grabbing a drink. He waved her way.

      Elena waved back and made her way to the bar to meet up with him.

      “I’m glad you were able to make it out tonight.” Emilio reached out and gave her a big hug.

      Elena looked at Emilio’s friend who was checking her out. He had dark spiked hair, five o’clock shadow, and biceps that were ripping out of his tight black crew shirt.

      “This is my friend, Lucio,” Emilio spoke loudly over the music.

      “Hi.” Lucio flashed a gorgeous smile at Elena. “Would you like to dance?” He offered his hand, waiting for her reply.

      Oh yes, she almost said out loud. “Here,” she handed Emilio her purse and accepted Lucio’s offer. She took his hand and walked onto the dance floor.

      A merengue song was playing, which meant instant twirling and fast-paced dancing. She was exhilarated by all the turns and moves as Lucio covered the dance floor with her. It had been a while since she had been this close to a man. His strong hands held on tight to her waist, but as the song started slowing down, Lucio’s hands started getting a little too low on her back. Elena started to feel a little uncomfortable and was looking forward to the song ending. She glanced toward the entrance of the restaurant and saw Bridget walking in with Daniel by her side.

      Elena was shocked and almost tripped as Lucio spun her around for the last time.

      Lucio held her up. “Whoa…are you okay?”

      “Yes, sorry.” She was so embarrassed. “Just caught off guard.” Thankfully, the song ended, and a slow song started to play. Lucio grabbed her and pulled her close to him. “Hold on there, tiger.” She pushed him away gently. “I think I’ll sit this one out.”

      “Esta bien,” he said in Spanish. “I’ll be back later for more.” He winked.

      Elena smiled shyly, not knowing what else to do, but one thing was for sure—he would not be getting any MORE of anything. She made her way through the crowd toward Bridget. What the hell was she doing with Daniel? Where was Jake? Bridget waved to Elena.

      “Wow, this is so exciting. I’ve never been to Latin night before.” Bridget’s eyes twinkled as Daniel stood beside her.

      Elena nodded absently. “It can be pretty crazy.” She focused back on Daniel. “So Daniel, what brings you out here?”

      Daniel’s ears perked up. “Bridget invited me. When she told me everyone would be here, I couldn’t resist.” The undertone of his voice suggested Elena was the everyone he was referring to.

      Bridget looked a little disheartened at his statement. No one wanted to be on a date and hear their date say they weren’t here because of them. She felt so protective of Bridget; she was supposed to be here with Jake, not this jerk. Elena wrapped her arm through Bridget’s. “Why don’t I show you around while Daniel goes and gets something to drink.”

      Elena practically pulled Bridget away from Daniel. “So, you didn’t tell me Daniel was the guy you were crushing over.”

      “I told you it was someone who was out of my league.”

      “Ugh, he is nowhere near your league. He is like six feet under you.”

      “I thought you liked Daniel? Bridget asked confused.

      “It’s not that I don’t like him.” God, she hated lying to her. “It’s just that…I don’t think he is the right person for you.”

      Puddles of tears started to form in Bridget’s eyes. Crap, what was she going to do now?

      “Listen, Daniel is more of a nice-to-have-around-your-arm kind of guy, not a permanent, stable relationship person. It’s nothing against you. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I understand. I just wanted to be brave like you said. It took everything I had to ask him out here tonight.”

      Those words tugged at Elena’s heart. She reached out and gave Bridget a big hug. “Sweetie, I know someone who is dying for you to notice him and he is perfect for you.”

      Her brown eyes lit up. “Really, who?”

      Elena hesitated, hoping she wasn’t betraying Jake’s trust. “Jake.”

      “What? Jake from work?” Bridget asked, sounding offended.

      “What’s wrong with Jake from work?” Elena said a little defensively.

      She slumped her shoulders. “I don’t know. He just seems more like the brotherly type.”

      Elena sighed. “Well, he doesn’t think about you as a sister. I think you should give him a chance. You might be surprised. Meanwhile, you are here, and there is some nice music going on. You had the guts to invite Daniel out, so why not just enjoy the night, eh?”

      “Okay,” Bridget agreed. “But will you and Emilio sit with us?” she asked nervously. Elena knew how she felt—with first-date jitters where you were too afraid to just make conversation because you didn’t want to say the wrong thing and then look like a fool. “Sure. Why don’t you go get a table, and I’ll be right there.”

      Bridget cheered up and surprised Elena with a big hug in return. “Thank you,” she said.

      Elena felt like a mother who had just given her daughter permission to date the dangerous-looking hottie from school—what a mess. She had to get to Daniel before he went back to Bridget.

      She spotted him back at the bar talking to some big breasted blonde who of course had made her way to him. She marched angrily toward them, her heels clicking on the dance floor with each step she took. “Excuse me, but I need to borrow him for a second.” Elena grabbed Daniel’s arm and dragged him away from the bimbo.

      Daniel almost spilled the two drinks he was holding in the process. “Easy there,” he smiled, but Elena only grimaced in response.

      “What the hell are you doing here with Bridget?” There was no point in beating around the bush.

      “What I do with my free time is none of your business. Isn’t that what you told me once?” He turned to leave.

      “Wait—” Elena grabbed his arm. “Daniel, she is young and innocent. You cannot lead her on. It would destroy her.”

      He paused and looked at her, evaluating his options and keeping her in suspense. “Okay, I’ll make you a deal.”

      Elena didn’t like doing deals with the devil. She looked back to where Bridget was sitting, watching them suspiciously. She couldn’t let this cad get to her. “What do you want,” she hissed.

      “I’ll let Bridget down easy if you dance with me tonight.”

      Elena was taken aback by the simplicity of his request. “That’s it? You just want me to dance with you?” This was easier than she thought.

      “We have a deal then.” Daniel took a sip of his water.

      Elena eyed the other drink. “What’s in that one?”

      Daniel lifted the glass. “Rum and coke for Bridget.”

      Elena snatched the drink from his hand and downed it. “I need it more than Bridget. Get her soda.”

      Daniel laughed.

      Elena walked away and back to the table where Emilio was sitting. “Hey, where did Bridget go?”

      He pointed toward the dance floor. “She is dancing with Lucio.”

      “What? Why did you let her dance with Lucio?” This was going to be a long night.

      “What do you mean to let her? I taught her how to dance for a reason, and she is doing pretty good.” He smiled like a proud teacher watching his student showcase the results of his instruction. “Look, she’s having fun.”

      Elena looked over at Bridget who was laughing and twirling in Lucio’s arms. Part of her wanted to go over there and push Lucio away from her, but she knew Bridget was just trying to enjoy herself. She would just have to make sure she made it home safe and by herself. If Jake found out, he would never talk to Elena again.

      “Where did Bridget go?” Daniel asked when he arrived at the table.

      “She is dancing with Lucio,” Elena replied dryly.

      “Who is Lucio?” Daniel asked confused. He took a seat in between Emilio and Elena.

      “Over there.” Emilio pointed toward the dance floor.

      Daniel leaned over and whispered to Elena. “Well, it looks like I’m not the one you have to worry about.”

      Elena pushed his face away. He was a little too close for comfort, and the truth of his words bothered her. Elena shrugged off his sarcasm. She would have to keep a watchful eye on handsome Lucio.

      “Come on.” Daniel stood up and held out his hand in front of Elena.

      Elena looked at his hand like it was leprous. “What do you want?”

      “Don’t act naïve; it doesn’t suit you.”

      Elena pretended she didn’t hear him.

      “I see my girl; I’m outta here.” Emilio beelined toward a girl who had just entered the club.

      “You don’t seem like a person to go back on her word. You owe me a dance,” he reminded her.

      Elena looked around trying to find an excuse to buy her some more time. “But it’s a slow song starting.”

      “I know that,” he smirked. “Come on.”

      With reluctance and a silent voice of warning in her head, she placed her hand in his. He squeezed her hand in an intimate gesture sending a wave of emotions through her. She could feel the heat of his hand penetrating through her and oddly enough, holding his hand didn’t feel wrong. Her heart raced as they made their way to the dance floor. When they found a spot, Daniel pulled her closer to him. His hand circled the back of her bare lower waist, his face dangerously close to hers. Elena took a deep breath as Daniel took the lead in the dance. She was surprised at his skill on the dance floor—damn him.

      “Relax,” he whispered into her ear. The feel of his face and breath so close to her brought chills down her spine. She felt every nerve in her body come alive; the intimacy of the dance and the closeness of his body wanted to make her scream. His scent was intoxicating, and she was having a hard time concentrating on what she was doing. The song, she thought to herself, just listen to the lyrics instead of Daniel. It was just one dance. She reminded herself. She could get through it.

      “Elena, I never meant to hurt you,” he confessed. “I was just trying to protect you.”

      “I was able to look out for myself,” Elena replied passionately.

      “You don’t understand,” Daniel insisted.

      “What don’t I understand?” A part of her wanted a truce, enough of the fight—she wanted to understand why he had done it. He had said he was looking out for her but out for what?

      “Steven had a bet.”

      “A what?” Elena stopped in mid-dance.

      Daniel grabbed her hand and twirled her and brought her back to him. “I overheard him making a bet he could get you in bed by the end of the week.”

      Elena could feel the blood draining from her face. Her heart dropped, and a rush of emotions started piling up inside. She was angry and humiliated at the same time. “I could’ve taken care of myself,” Elena promised.

      “I know that now,” Daniel admitted.

      “Then why…why did you do it? You could have just warned me.”

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “But you thought it was okay to send me across the world?” she accused.

      “I’m sorry about what happened. But in all fairness, a couple of months in Kuwait must have been a vacation compared to four years in North Dakota.”

      She looked up at him, and panic crossed her eyes. She didn’t know her plan to send him to Minot Air Force Base had worked. She thought he would have realized she changed his request and he would have updated his record again.

      But instead he smiled, and his eyes held no resentment or anger. “I knew you were the one who updated my dream sheet. I figured I deserved it. But Elena, I would have never spoken to the commander if I had known your father was sick. I just…I just had to make sure he didn’t get to you…that he didn’t hurt you.”

      Elena looked at Daniel searching his eyes for the truth. “Why did you even care?”

      Daniel grabbed Elena’s hand and pulled her close to him, continuing the dance. “Because you didn’t deserve to be treated like that.”

      Elena started to feel lightheaded. The pressure of his strong lean body against hers made her breathless. Their bodies moved as one. Elena tried to focus on Daniel’s words and not his body. “But I deserved the way you treated me?” she countered. Why did he find it hard for someone else to take advantage of her but his behavior toward her was always excused?

      “No,” he replied passionately. “But it was the only way I knew how to keep away from you,” Daniel confessed.

      The song ended before Elena could ask him what he meant.

      “Thanks for the dance.” He let go of her hand and walked away leaving her standing there alone in the middle of the dance floor.

      Elena stood there dumbfounded and breathless. She looked back at him. He had found Bridget and was pulling Lucio aside. Even from a distance, Elena could recognize the harshness of his face as he talked to Lucio. For once, Elena was grateful for his arrogant traits.
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      On his drive back home, all he could think about was Elena. How her body had felt against him when they danced and how her hips had swayed against his to the sound of the music. When he first saw her in that damn sexy dress of hers, it had taken his breath away. The way it hugged her waist and accentuated her generous hips made everyone else in the room disappear. Her scent was intoxicating, and all he wanted to do was put his hand through the curls of her hair and claim her as his. She had consumed his thoughts for years, and he had compared every woman he had met, and they hadn’t come close to her. He had tried to block her from his life and erase her from his memory, and now all he wanted to do was hold her in his arms and kiss her until her lips were swollen. But he knew he was no good for her; he had too much baggage and problems with his own life that had been left unresolved. He knew he would never be able to bring her happiness because he didn’t know what true happiness meant.

      He had had a troubled childhood, moving from one juvenile hall to another. He had fought his way through life so much, he felt like his hands and knuckles were sore from so much struggle He had never really had a family except for his high school football coach who was kind enough to welcome him into his home and share his family with him. He remembered moving his few possessions between foster homes in a black trash bag, courtesy of the Department of Children and Families. He had been with over ten families since the police had removed him from his father’s house when he was six years old. Remembering that dreadful night still made him sick to his stomach. It had been twenty-six years, and he could still remember the smell of alcohol reeking from his father breath. His dad had gotten wasted that night and was blaming Daniel for his mother leaving them. That night had been the worst; his father had grabbed the belt and beat him until he was almost unconscious. Later he had found out the neighbors had heard Daniel’s cries for his father to stop and they had called the cops. He didn’t know whether to thank them or hate them for it.

      Growing up, he wished he had died that night. Going from foster home to foster home and not feeling like he belonged anywhere or was wanted by anyone made him feel like he was the criminal made to pay for the mistakes his father had made. Some families had been kind to him, and as soon as he started feeling like he was becoming part of the family, he would have to move to another foster home. Coach Kelly Grant had been his guardian angel. Daniel had just been released from his third stint at juvenile hall and was dangerously close to going to prison if he kept on the same path. Coach Kelly had seen all the anger inside Daniel and had convinced him to let it out at football. Daniel became close to him and looked forward to football practice every day. Coach Kelly became someone safe and reliable for him, and football was the only thing that had any semblance of normalcy in his life.

      When Daniel’s social worker had told him he needed to move again, he considered running away. He was done moving into strangers’ homes and being treated like he was a criminal on parole. The drive to his new home had been one with hate and disdain for the social service system. When his social worker parked in front of his new temporary home, he looked out the window and saw Coach Kelly standing there with his wife and daughter holding a sign up saying “Welcome Home, Daniel.” Daniel remembered breaking down crying like a six-year-old again at the sight of them. Till that moment, he never knew how badly he wanted to belong somewhere, how badly he wanted to be wanted by someone. He remembered getting out of the car and Coach Kelly giving him a big hug and saying, “Welcome home, son.”

      With them, he found what it meant to be part of a family and what an honor it was to have someone call you a big brother. Thanks to his coach, who later became his adopted father when Daniel turned eighteen, he was able to join the Air Force Academy on a football scholarship. The Air Force had shown him a different life and established in him the discipline he needed to become a man, but no matter how much he tried to put his old life behind, memories of the past still haunted him at night. Why had his mother left him? How could his father treat his son that way? As much as he had despised his father, he never had in his heart to remove him completely from his life. The first time he had taken leave after joining the military, he had found his father and had demanded answers from him—answers he knew he couldn’t give. Shortly after, his father had died of liver failure and never whispered any regret for abusing his only child. The only thing he was able to leave him with was a phone number where Daniel might be able to find his mother. He called the number his father gave him in a vain attempt to find the woman who had been his mother. But as luck would have it, the number was no longer valid, and the line had been disconnected. That had been over fifteen years ago.
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      Daniel turned the corner to his apartment and parked his car. He stared out into the night. “Fuck.” He slammed his hands against the steering wheel. He wanted to be a better man for Elena, to show her that he was sorry for what he had done. He just didn’t know how. All he knew growing up was hate. Hate from his father’s drunken fist and from a mother he barely knew who had left him to be abused by the one man who was supposed to protect him. He had learned to build up a wall to protect himself and never let anyone get too close to him—until Elena.

      He didn’t want to fight her anymore, he couldn’t. He wanted her in every aspect of his life, in every waking moment. Daniel had teased her about destiny, but deep down inside, he believed destiny had brought them back together. He had lost her once before when he sent her away, and he had resigned himself to never seeing her again, wishing that she would find the happiness and love she was looking for in her life. But life had dealt him a new hand, and he would not let her slip through his fingers again. This time the only barriers between them were the ones he had placed so many years ago—barriers that had grown stronger with resentment and hate for what he had done. Barriers he still held within himself and always made him sabotage anything good in his life. But for once he wanted something good in his life—he wanted her.
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      Daniel walked around the new Cessna, performing a pre-flight inspection. A new schedule had been posted that morning with his old shift back on it. The new pilot must be starting today, he thought. No more teaching for him. In fact, the new schedule promised him more time away. He was sure Elena had played a role in that as well but being away from her for that long wouldn’t help his plans of winning her over.

      “So, it looks like your teaching days are over for now?” John tapped the side of the airplane. “Nice and shiny, this one.”

      “Yup, heading out to Denver to take her to her new owner. Then flying to Miami for a pickup and drop off in Los Angeles.”

      John chuckled. “Well, looks like you’ll be real busy all right. I’m going miss you around here, son. You did a good job teaching.”

      “Thanks, John, but I don’t think teaching is my thing. And I’m sure you’ll be happy to have Troy back on.”

      “Didn’t you hear? Troy got a new job offer. Today was his first day. So it looks like I’ll be back to teaching for a while until the new pilot can share some of the load. By the way, I need you to start showing him around. He is with Elena right now filling out some paperwork.”

      “Before you leave, do you mind if I ask you a question?” If anyone could steer Daniel in the right direction toward Elena, it would be John.

      John raised his brow. Daniel knew the old man loved when he was able to impart some knowledge. It made him feel like he was leaving his footprint behind. “Sure son…what’s your question?”

      “How would one go about winning a girl back when there is some bad blood between you?”

      John studied him carefully. “Is this about Elena?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Son, I’ve been around this world for almost seventy years, and I can see the way you look at her. But don’t worry, I don’t think anyone else knows.” He tapped his head. “They’re not as smart as me.” He laughed.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Daniel said.

      John reached over for a stool to sit on. “So, how did you screw it up?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “With Elena, how did you screw it up.”

      Daniel’s shoulders slumped. “It’s a long story.”

      “Aren’t they all? Did you know that my Martha left me for six months after twenty years of marriage?”

      Daniel’s ears perked up. “Really?” He couldn’t imagine John doing something capable of making his wife want to leave. He had seen the both of them together, and they were the image of what anyone would want in a lifelong marriage. But he guessed every relationship came with its ups and downs. He just hoped one day he would have an up and not so many downs.

      “Yup, she had my suitcase waiting for me at the door. Said she had had enough of me and unless something changed between us, it was over. I went and crashed at my friend’s house, and I will give you the same advice he gave me. He told me to shut up and listen—to listen to her and support her in the small and big things. You see, I was under the misconception that my job as a husband was to bring home the bacon. That was how I showed my love to her; meanwhile, she was in charge of everything else, and in between raising a family, we forgot about ourselves. I know that this doesn’t apply to you and Elena because you two aren’t married, but the same rules apply. Just shut up and listen. You have to learn what she likes and dislikes. What are her core values and dreams and do you share those? Nowadays with the Internet and all this Facebook and texting bull crap, we have forgotten the beauty of talking face to face. If you want her to start seeing you in a different light, then you have to move to a different spot where the light shines a little better. And hell, just say I’m sorry for whatever the hell it was you did. And if you truly want to win her back, don’t give up. Let her know that you are willing to fight for her. No one wants a quitter.”

      “Thanks, John. I appreciate the honest advice.”

      John got up from the stool, struggling a bit in the process. “You know I don’t envy you young ones. Everything seems so much more complicated now. Back then, things were simpler,” he grumbled.

      Daniel couldn’t ever remember a time in his life when things hadn’t been complicated, and he welcomed any form of simplicity in his life. “I agree.”

      John patted him on his back. “You’ll do fine. I think she has a thing for you too.”

      “How can you tell?” Daniel asked with a hint of hope in his voice. What did John see that Daniel hadn’t? Could Elena possibly have feelings for him?

      John chuckled. “She gets all fidgety when you’re around. Open your eyes, son. There is no one blinder than one who just refuses to see.” He left the hangar with a whistle on his lips.

      Daniel thought about what John had told him. He had to change the way Elena perceived him. She thought he was a selfish, conceited ass who cared about no one. And while there was some truth behind it, he had been trying to change. But to do so, he needed to make some changes in his life. He had too much personal baggage welled up inside that sometimes he felt like he was a volcano about to erupt. He had never been able to keep a relationship. As soon as someone tried to get close to him, he would cut them off, not wanting to deal with the hassle of investing time in someone if he knew it was doomed never to work out. But he felt different with Elena. Even though she hated his guts and he had no idea if she would ever come to care for him, for some reason, he was willing to try. But he knew he had to get things in order with his life first. He knew he had to learn to forgive if he wanted Elena to forgive him.

      Daniel reached into his wallet and stared at the piece of paper and phone number that had been haunting him for months now. He reached into his pocket and grabbed his cell phone. He dialed the number and put the phone up to his ear. As the phone started to ring, the uncertainty of what was going to happen when he heard her voice made him feel sick. Before he could hang up the phone, someone answered.

      “Hello,” said the women’s voice on the other side of the phone.

      “Is this Mrs. Joana Hamilton?” Daniel had changed his last name when he was adopted and saying his former last name felt almost foreign.

      “No, this is her daughter Claire. My mother died last year. Who am I speaking with?”

      Daniel’s heart dropped.

      He stood there alone with anger and resentment building a wall inside of him.

      A life of wondering if he would ever hear his mother’s voice again or feel her embrace crumbled to pieces. The little boy in him wanted to curl up in a ball and cry over the loss of the one person who was supposed to love him the most in this world, but the man in him, the one who had endured so much hate and bitterness, refused to have it affect him any longer—it was over now. “I’m sorry to have bothered you; I’m an old acquaintance.”

      “How did you know my mother?” she pressed.

      The sound of the woman’s voice on the other side of the phone sounded so familiar. For a moment, he wondered if she looked like her. How had her upbringing been? Had his mother remarried? Had she been happy? Did she ever look for him or miss him? He had so many questions that would always go unanswered, and despite the love his adopted mother had tried to give him, he always wondered why his own mother had never loved him enough to take him with her. “She used to take care of me when I was young.”

      “You must be the boy from the picture,” she said coming to a sudden realization.

      “Pardon me?”

      “My mother, she always kept a picture in her purse of her when she was younger, and she was holding the hand of a little boy. She said his name was Daniel.”

      Daniel held back the emotion building up inside him. “She kept a picture of me?” his voice broke.

      “Yes. In fact, before she died, she told me to find you and deliver a letter she left for you. It looks like God must be granting her last wish because you’ve found me instead.” A sigh of relief echoed on the other side of the phone.

      Daniel’s resolve crumbled, and small tears escaped his eyes. She hadn’t forgotten about him. “Did she have a happy life?”

      The woman’s voice became somber. “She had moments of happiness, but sadness seemed to cloud her life at times.”

      The news didn’t make Daniel happy. It pained him that his mother had never been able to find her happiness. It looked like his family had been destined to live a loveless life in doom. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”

      “Thank you. I just hope that she has now found some peace. She would have been delighted to have been able to find you. But at least I can deliver on her wish.”

      Daniel was happy as well. It wasn’t what he had been looking for, but it brought him some peace of mind to know she hadn’t erased him from her life. He didn’t have the heart to tell his newly-found sister he was her brother and that their mother had left him when he was a young child. He would save her from that; whatever image she had of their mother, he would not taint her memory with the brutality of his past. He did, however, give her his mailing address where she could mail the letter his mother wanted him to have. He wondered what she had written him and realized these would be the last words he would ever have from her.
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      “So, how long have you been in Washington?” the handsome new pilot asked Elena in his charming Spanish accent.

      Elena couldn’t help but stare at him like a dumbstruck fool. His dark brown hair, olive skin, and hazel eyes were doing wonders for her. “I’ve been here for about two months now. I was in the military before that and traveled a lot.”

      “But someone so beautiful like you must have some Spanish roots somewhere?”

      Elena felt the blood rush to her cheeks. This guy was good. She smiled, flattered by his compliment and good taste. “My mother is Puerto Rican from New York, and my father was Venezuelan.”

      He nodded. “Ah, double the beauty then.” He leaned back in the chair across from her desk and flashed a charming smile, showcasing his perfectly straight white teeth.

      Elena saw Daniel walking down the hallway toward her desk. Elena fidgeted with her hair. “And where are you from?” She was surprised at how natural flirting with him came.

      “Argentina.”

      A sexy Argentinian to brighten her day. The way he rolled his Rs made her wonder what else he could do with his tongue. “And what in the world brings you to Washington?”

      He stared at her, his gaze piercing into hers. “El destino.” Fate.

      Elena’s stomach made a small flip of joy. Could he be the one? She knew she was crazy to think such a thing because she had just met the man thirty minutes ago, but there was something about him that was screaming at her. Her excitement, however, was interrupted by Daniel’s untimely arrival.

      “Sorry to interrupt this little get-together, but I’m here to pick up Alex to show him around.”

      Alex stood and extended his hand to greet him. Daniel looked at Alex and hesitated before shaking his hand in return. “I’m assuming you’re done here,” Daniel said, looking at Elena.

      Elena’s eyes narrowed for a moment, and she could have sworn he sounded like the old Captain Grant with his sense of authority and disdain. “Yes, we are done here,” Elena replied evenly.

      “Good.” Daniel turned toward Alex. “Are you ready then?”

      “Yes, of course.” Before they left, Alex turned and winked at Elena. “Hasta luego.” It was a promise he would be back. A promise Elena would hold him to.

      Daniel stared daggers at her. The last time she had seen him this angry was when they had been at the club back in her military days when she was foolish enough to try to impress Steven. But enough about him, she wouldn’t let Daniel’s sour mood ruin hers. She was elated and couldn’t believe her good luck. Could it be her future husband had been delivered to her lap? She swung around in her chair with joy. She felt as giddy as a teenage girl. She reached for her cell phone and sent Kat a message.

      ELENA: We have to get together…I think I just met the one:)

      Before Elena could put her phone away, it vibrated with a message.

      KAT: What? I thought you had met the man of your dreams…that Daniel guy.

      Elena wrinkled her nose. Daniel? What in the world would possess Kat to think Daniel was the man of her dreams?

      ELENA: No, you must be confused. Daniel is my archenemy.

      KAT: Okay, if you say so.

      What game was Kat playing? Hadn’t she heard all the things Daniel had put her through? Since her last meeting with Daniel, she was so confused about what he had said, and she had meant to talk to him, but she hadn’t had any time this morning, and then her Argentinian prince had arrived. Her phone vibrated again.

      KAT: Meet for lunch?

      Elena checked her schedule to make sure she was free.

      ELENA: Yes, let’s meet at noon.

      Elena was sure she would hear a lot of unwanted advice from Kat, but that was okay. She always loved talking to her and getting her friend’s perspective in her love life or lack thereof. Meanwhile, she wanted to meet with John and propose a new idea for the company, hoping it would help her land the marketing position. She got up from her desk and walked over to his office. “Excuse me, John, can I have a couple of minutes of your time?”

      John looked up from his computer. “Sure, come on in.”

      Elena took a seat across from his desk. “I have some ideas for the company that I wanted to share with you.”

      John’s eyes lit up at the prospect of improving the business.

      “I would like to propose we increase our online presence.” Elena looked at John to see if he was following, but from the look on his face, he had no idea what she was talking about. “I think we should restructure the company’s website and expand it beyond one page.” Elena pulled out a power point presentation she had made. “You see, I can develop additional pages that show in detail all the different services we provide and the different departments. Most prospective clients like to find all the information they need from a website before they to decide to invest any time in making a phone call to pursue their business.” Elena checked John’s facial expression to make sure he was following. The grin on his face confirmed he liked what he was looking at. “also, there are many other free sites where we can publish our business and have our previous and current customers post reviews about us.”

      John nodded in agreement. “I like it. This is good.”

      Elena was excited with how it was going so far, so she decided to push a little further. “I also wanted to propose some new ventures for your company.”

      John looked hesitant. Maybe this was too much change at once for him to handle, but Elena was prepared to pitch her idea. “You see, every year the federal government allocates a certain percentage of contract awards to a small business like yours.”

      This perked Mr. Wilbur’s interest. “I’m listening.”

      “We can compete with other small business in the area to win some of those contracts. For example, some of the military bases may be looking for a contractor to perform engine overhaul services for them instead of having military personnel do it. Although you may not have the personnel for it now, you could hire the experts you need for that contract.”

      “I like that, but how would we even know where to start?” he asked looking doubtful.

      This is where Elena came in; she could score the marketing position. “Well, that’s when your marketing or contract specialist would come in and learn all the ins and outs of it. They would work across different products and business development projects.”

      “I’ll have to think about it, but I like the idea of expanding to work with the federal government.”

      “Great. I do have one more proposal that is more doable for the near future.”

      John took a sip of his black coffee. “Shoot.”

      “Skydiving,” Elena blurted out. “It would be something fun to offer to our local customers.”

      John scratched his beard. “Skydiving lessons, eh?”

      “Yes, there is a company in Seattle that is going out of business and is selling their sky diving equipment at a fraction of the cost. We already have the airplanes to do it with.” Elena was sitting on the edge of the chair waiting for his answer.

      “Hmm, I think this may be doable. At a fraction of the cost, you say?”

      “Yes. Here are the numbers.” Elena showed him a spreadsheet she had prepared with all the costs and tentative revenue.

      John evaluated the numbers carefully. “But how do we know there is a demand for it in the area?”

      “I took the liberty to conduct an online survey to gauge the interest of the public in these types of activities, and it turned out Washington people like to take risks.” Elena handed over the graphs with the results of the survey.

      He looked very surprised by all the information she was presenting him. “And you did this all by yourself?”

      “Yes, sir. I hope you don’t mind.” Elena crossed her fingers hoping she hadn’t overstepped her boundaries.

      John grinned. “I like it,” he said.

      Elena almost jumped out of her chair with excitement. So far her day was going along perfectly. “Wonderful, I’ll phone the company that’s selling their equipment and express our interest.” Elena started gathering her things to leave.

      “Wait a minute, Elena,” he said. “There is one more thing.”

      Elena held her folders in her arms. “Yes?”

      “to advertise it, I want us to record the first jump and put it on our newly designed website.”

      “I think that is a great idea,” Elena agreed.

      “The thing is, I want you to be the first customer to do the tandem jump with Daniel.”

      Elena almost dropped the folders on the ground. “Excuse me?”

      “I want you both to be the face of the company. You are young and bright and talented. In you, I see life and adventure. I want people to look at you and Daniel and picture themselves taking that risk and adventure in their life.”

      A cold knot formed in her stomach. “But John, I’m sure we can find someone else who would love to do it.”

      “Nope, that’s my condition. You want this to happen, you have to take a risk on yourself. I think this will be good for you. Imagine our new marketing director taking the first plunge. We could get an article in the newspaper with a picture of you and Daniel jumping out of the airplane.”

      “Marketing director?” Elena asked with hope. Did he just offer her the position?

      “That’s right, kiddo. If you want it, it’s yours.” John looked at her waiting for her answer.

      If she survived the jump, she thought—not only was she terrified of heights, but she had to literally put her life in Daniel’s hands. But Elena knew she couldn’t pass up this position. Not only would this give her a promotion, but it could also prove good research material for her next book. Elena took a deep breath, filling her lungs with courage. “I’ll do it.”

      Elena walked out of John’s office wondering what in the hell had she just gotten herself into with all her bright ideas. It was one thing to redesign the business web page and seek to expand its business; it was another to face her biggest fear and jump out of a moving plane with Daniel strapped to her back. Her and her big fat mouth––sometimes, she just needed to keep her mouth shut, but if she went through with this and survived, she would get the marketing position and start making a name for herself. All she had to do was jump nine thousand feet to the ground without dying—totally doable
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      “You have to what?” Kat laid down the fork loudly on her plate.

      “Jump out of a plane,” Elena said matter-of-factly like it was just a stroll through the park. No big deal at all, she thought. She picked up her glass of water and gulped the whole thing down without even taking a breath.

      “I thought you were terrified of heights, or at least that’s what it looked like last week when you were helping me hang up those lights. I thought you were going to die standing on a six-foot ladder.”

      Elena rolled her eyes. “Please don’t remind me.” Her fear of heights had started at a young age when she moved to Venezuela. Her newly found friends, if they could even be called that, were teaching her how to climb a mango tree and thought it funny to leave her stranded on the damn thing. Elena was so afraid to climb down she had stayed there for hours until her parents eventually found her crying up there. Ever since then, Elena had avoided anything taller than her own height at all costs.

      “Then why in the world would you volunteer to jump out of a plane?”

      “Dammit, because I want that job,” Elena said with a high pitch to her voice. People around the restaurant looked their way. She leaned in toward Kat. “I don’t want to be a secretary; that was just to get my foot in the door.”

      “There has to be better ways to get a promotion than risking your life. Maybe I should have Charles advise John on the legal ramification of this new venture should something go wrong.”

      Elena gave her friend a warning glare. “Don’t you dare ruin this for me.”

      “Ruin it?” Kat exclaimed in disbelief. “I’m trying to save your life.”

      Elena sighed. “Give me a break. I appreciate the concern, but hundred thousands of people do this each year.”

      “And who exactly are you going to be jumping out of the plane with?”

      Elena looked around for something else to drink to avoid answering Kat’s questions, but the waitress hadn’t returned to fill their drinks yet. “Daniel,” she admitted.

      Kat put down her drink with a loud thud and stared at her. “Are you kidding me? You just said you hated the man and now you are going to put your life in his hands? What the hell is going on in that place you work at?”

      “I don’t know.” Elena was wondering the same thing. “It’s like my own telenovela,” she admitted. “But the best part is that I met Alex today.” She couldn’t help the smile that graced her face at the mention of his name.

      “And who is Alex?” Kat’s tone made her sound more like a suspicious mother than her best friend.

      “He is the new Argentinian pilot,” Elena replied bouncing in her seat.

      “Well, he seems to have made an impression on you.”

      Elena could still picture him sitting across from her telling her destiny had brought him to Washington. “He was very dreamy, that’s for sure.”

      “So, tell me more about Daniel.” Kat took a sip of her wine.

      “What—Daniel? Why not Alex? He’s the one I really want to talk about.”

      “I don’t know…just humor me,” Kat insisted.

      Kat had something brewing in that head of hers, and Elena wasn’t sure she wanted to play. “Daniel is Daniel,” Elena said frustrated looking into the distance. “Sometimes he can be the biggest jerk ever and then…” She sighed. “Then sometimes he just swoops in and rescues everyone.” Elena thought about them dancing together and how he had confessed how he tried to protect her from being taken advantage of. How he had been there to take care of her when her car had broken down and how he had made sure everything was fixed and ready for her.

      “Like what?” Kat pressed on interrupting Elena’s thoughts.

      “He confessed why he convinced the commander to send me to Kuwait.”

      Kat remained silent, listening. Elena felt like she was telling her a story about a movie she had seen and not her life. “He said it was to protect me from being taken advantage of.”

      “What do you mean taken advantage of?”

      Images of Steven flooded Elena’s memories; what a fool she had been back then. “The guy I had a crush on had made a bet that he could get me in bed within a week.” Elena was still embarrassed to think about it let alone say it out loud, even if it was to her best friend. The thought that she had meant nothing to Steven, that she had been just something for him to amuse himself with, made her sick. She knew she already had self-esteem issues and when Daniel had told her about what Steven had done, Elena just wanted to disappear, roll into a ball and cry.

      Kat grabbed her hands. “Oh honey, I’m sorry. Men can be dirty bastards. Believe me. I hold a Ph.D. on the subject.”

      Elena laughed lightly, but inside she doubted herself and wondered if she would ever find the man that would make her world spin. “It’s okay,” she lied.

      “So, what happened after Daniel told you that?”

      Elena drifted back in time and could feel his hands on her lower back, his blue eyes searching for something in hers. It was the only way I knew how to keep away from you. Those words had kept her up the last two nights, and she didn’t dare ask him why. She was afraid of what he might say. “I told him I could take care of myself.”

      Kat smiled. “Of course you did.”

      Elena couldn’t tell her friend the last thing Daniel had said until she knew more. She knew Kat would hound her about it and Elena wasn’t sure what she was going to do yet.

      “So this new guy—what about him?” Kat continued.

      “Alex,” Elena said liking the way his name rolled off her tongue. “He seems like something out of a fairy tale.” Elena told her friend about the new dreamy Latin pilot as they finished their lunch. But behind it all, Daniel remained in the back of her mind.

      [image: ]

      Back at the office, Elena went to work on putting her new proposal into action. She was so excited about these new changes she didn’t even realize how late it was until she looked out the window and realized it was already dark outside. She started packing up her things to head home.

      “Working late today?”

      Elena was startled. She dropped her bag on the ground, and all the contents spilled out.

      Alex bent down and started helping her with her things. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Elena dropped to her knees, her hands moving at superhuman speed picking up the contents of her purse, hoping he wouldn’t see the myriad of things she carried with her, including a tampon that had come flying out. “It’s okay. I didn’t think anyone was here.” She spotted the little offender and covered it with her hand and shoved it into her purse.

      Alex picked up her wallet and handed it to her. “Daniel and I just got back from a flight, and I saw the light still on in here and just wanted to say hi.” He grabbed the latest romance novel she had been reading and examined the front. “Kidnapped by a Highlander.” He looked at the back of the book. “Interesting…”

      Elena snatched the book from his hands and got up with all the contents back in her purse. “Never mind that.” She said, smiling.

      He smiled back at her, and a pair of dimples appeared on his already perfect face. Could this man get any more handsome?

      He tucked his hand into his pant pockets looking very boyish. “Hey, would you like to go out and grab a bite to eat?”

      Elena was hesitant to accept since she had just met Alex earlier that day and for all she knew, he could be a serial killer. But he looked so damn handsome in his pilot uniform, making it hard for her to resist and she was hungry. “That sounds nice.”

      They walked out to the parking lot. “Why don’t we take my car?” he suggested. “The restaurant is just down the road, and I can bring you back to your car when we’re done?”

      “Okay.”

      They walked over to his car, and he opened the door for Elena. As she went to get in the car, she saw Daniel leaving the building. He looked up and saw her. Their eyes locked from across the parking lot and she could see the anger in them. He looked away and got on his motorcycle. She got into the car and couldn’t help the feeling of guilt that crept into her for accepting Alex’s invitation to dinner.

      “There is this small family restaurant on the harbor I found. I’m starving and the food there is excellent,” Alex said cheerfully.

      Elena smiled with a heavy heart. Alex turned the car on to go and hit the brakes as Daniel cut them off speeding out of the parking lot.

      “That guy definitely has issues,” Alex commented.

      Elena felt an awkward sense of responsibility for Daniel’s behavior toward Alex. She knew she owed him no explanations for what she did in her personal life, but she felt a personal attachment to him that she couldn’t shake off. “How did your first day go?”

      A light twinkled in the depth of his eyes. “Better than I expected.”

      [image: ]

      They arrived at a quaint Italian restaurant by the marina. Alex requested a table by the windows so they could enjoy the view as they ate. “So tell me a little bit about yourself,” Alex said.

      “There is nothing much really to tell. I’m just a simple girl with big dreams living in a small Washington town.” Elena didn’t want to give out too much about herself yet. She felt like she had always been an open book with everyone and it took the mystery out of discovering someone. She wanted to try something new with him; she wanted to find out more about him before she let him into her life.

      “Dreams are good. They keep us alive.”

      “How about you?”

      “Me? Well, you already know I’m from Argentina.” He smiled. “I am the oldest of six children. I have two sisters and three brothers who are still back at home, and I help my mother take care of them.”

      “Wow, big family.” Elena couldn’t imagine what having so many siblings would be like. She had always felt lonely growing up as an only child.

      “Yes, it was crazy growing up, but there was lots of love.”

      “What made you come to the States?”

      “It was a good opportunity for me, and it allowed me to help my family financially.”

      “That’s very kind of you to do so.” Elena liked generous men who looked out for others.

      “Thank you.” He took a sip of his water. “May I be honest with you?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I know we just met today, but I have to say I think you are beautiful.”

      Elena was caught off guard by his compliment. No one except her parents had ever called her beautiful before. Her face colored fiercely. “Thank you.”

      He reached out and lifted her chin. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you, darling.”

      Elena had never met a guy as blunt and brazen—he seemed so much like Kat. “I’m not embarrassed,” she lied. “Thank you for the compliment.”

      “It’s easy to give when it’s the truth.”

      Elena pinched herself underneath the table to make sure she wasn’t in a dream. The rest of the dinner they talked about how it was growing up in a Latin country. “I remember when I first joined the Air Force, I didn’t know how to use the washing machine because I was always used to washing clothes by hand,” Elena admitted.

      “Well, at least you knew that much,” he said. “I’m running out of clothes because I don’t know how to wash by hand or in the machines.”

      They both laughed out loud, and the other guests in the restaurant kept looking their way. Talking to Alex came naturally. They had so much in common, she started to feel like she had known him her whole life.

      He leaned in. “I have to ask you a question.” His tone took a serious turn. “What the hell is a Pop-Tart?”

      Elena almost fell off her chair laughing, remembering the first time she tried one of the sweet-filled desserts.

      After a dinner filled with laughter, Alex drove Elena back to her car. They stood there in the parking lot not wanting the night to end. The sky was bright with a full moon, and the air was crisp. “I had a lot of fun tonight,” Elena said. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed so hard.

      “Me too,” Alex replied. “Meeting you today has been the best part of coming to the States. I was starting to get homesick until today when you made me feel like I was back at home again.” He reached out and tucked away a loose tendril from her face.

      Elena felt a lurch of excitement within her.

      His hand rested on her chin. “Did I tell you how beautiful you are?”

      She lowered her lashes. “Yes, you did.” Elena felt her knees go weak. Her lips parted slightly, her blood was racing, and her heart was beating fast.

      “Goodnight, querida.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead.

      Elena could get used to him calling her darling. A part of her was a little disappointed he hadn’t kissed her on the lips, but she could feel that something special was going to unfold with him and in time, her happy ever after would come true.

      She got into her car and drove home in a daze. Alex seemed to be everything she had ever dreamed of. He was charming, handsome, and romantic. Then why in the world couldn’t she get the image of Daniel driving off in his motorcycle out of her head? What was wrong with her? Destiny had delivered her the Prince Charming she had always prayed for, and all she could think about was the villain who had made her cry.
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      Thank you for a wonderful evening. I hope you enjoy the flowers, though their beauty can’t compare to yours.

      Alex.

      Elena read the card multiple times. She leaned in and grabbed one of the roses from the bouquet and held it between her fingers. She felt like she was floating on cloud nine and didn’t want to wake up. Since yesterday, she had had a permanent smile on her face—so much her cheeks hurt.

      “Those are beautiful.” Bridget was the latest one to fawn over Elena’s bouquet of roses. “You must have a very special admirer,” she teased.

      Elena’s eyes twinkled with pride. “Yes, I do.”

      Bridget came around her desk and grabbed a chair and placed it next to Elena. “Guess what?” she said, barely able to contain herself in her seat.

      “Tell me?” Elena replied with equal enthusiasm, excited for whatever news had Bridget in such a giddy mood.

      “Jake asked me out on a date,” she squealed.

      Elena almost jumped out of her chair with joy; the kid finally found the nerve to do it. “I thought you weren’t sure about Jake though? The last time we spoke, you didn’t sound too excited about the idea.”

      “I know, but after you and Daniel told me about it—”

      “Daniel told you about Jake?” Elena interrupted.

      “Yes, he said I should give him a chance and that Jake would be worth my while. So I decided to go over and talk to Jake, and that’s when he asked me out.” Bridget did a little jump in her seat. “I never thought I would be this excited. Isn’t it weird?”

      Elena knew how excited she was because she was experiencing the same excitement with Alex. “No, it’s not weird. It’s wonderful and romantic. Believe me. You won’t regret it. From what I know of Jake, he’s perfect for you.”

      “Do you really think so?” Bridget asked like a little puppy waiting for approval.

      Elena grabbed her hands. “I know so,” she promised.

      Bridget hugged her. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For giving me the courage to be more open to things. Knowing you has made a difference in my life. I feel like I have found someone I can look up to and trust.”

      Elena teared up. Bridget had become someone special in her life as well; she was like the little sister she always wished she had. “I’m glad I’m here too.”

      “Am I interrupting?” Daniel said, looking at them and wondering why they were both crying.

      Elena and Bridget looked up. Daniel’s feet were as light as a cat, always catching her by surprise.

      Bridget wiped the tears of joy away. “No not at all, I was just telling Elena Jake asked me out, and we’re going on our first date tonight.”

      Daniel’s eyes softened, and his smile was as sincere as Elena’s. “That’s great. I hope you both have fun.”

      Bridget got up and put the chair back where it belonged. “I’ll get going. I have tons of work to do, and I have to worry about what I’m going to wear tonight.” She left with a grin on her face and a skip in her step.

      Silence cut the air as Daniel stood in front of Elena’s desk. “How can I help you?” Elena said. Memories of Daniel’s angry glare from last night were playing games with her.

      “Nice flowers,” Daniel commented not sounding very impressed.

      Elena turned and looked at the beautiful arrangement. “Thank you.”

      “Looks like you’ve made an impression on someone. Dare I ask who?”

      By the look on Daniel’s face, she was sure he already knew, and he didn’t seem very happy about it. She skipped around the question. “What can I help you with today, Daniel?”

      “Actually, I’m here to help you out it seems.” He picked the card out of the flowers.

      Elena snatched it out of his hands before he had a chance to read it. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Well, think what you want, but it seems like you and I will be making a leap of faith together.”

      Elena had no idea what Daniel was talking about.

      “Tandem diving?” he said triggering her memory. “John spoke to me this morning about it.” He grabbed a piece of chocolate sitting on her candy tray and popped it into his mouth. “Looks like you’re going to be jumping with me,” he said with a full mouth.

      “Oh yes that’s right, and how dangerous is this by the way?” She leaned back in her seat and relaxed her elbows on the armrest. “I mean, you have done it before, right?” Between her date last night with Alex and the beautiful roses, she had forgotten about her promise to jump to her death for a promotion to a marketing manager position.

      “You’re jumping out of a plane, Elena. There is going to be risk, but don’t worry, you’ll be safe with me. We jump next Friday after I get back from Los Angeles.”

      Elena’s eyes widened. “What? I haven’t even purchased the equipment yet or gotten it inspected, or all the other paperwork needed to get it started.” Elena was starting to have a mini panic attack; she wasn’t ready to jump out of a plane yet. She needed time to get used to the idea.

      “That can wait,” Daniel said. “From what he told me, we’ll be doing the jump from another site in Seattle. He wants to get the recording and promo done before the rain starts.”

      Elena slumped in her chair. Her and her big ideas—she needed to learn how to keep her mouth shut. “How will it be recorded?”

      “One of the pilots at the site will jump with us. They’ll have a camera on their helmet to record it.” Daniel grabbed another chocolate from the tray. “See you next Friday,” he said as he unwrapped it and popped it into his mouth.

      “How will I know what to do?” Elena asked in a panic.

      “An hour before the jump, I’ll go over everything with you.”

      Elena’s mouth dropped. “An hour?” Getting her hair dyed at the salon took longer than that. “Only an hour to practice jumping out of an airplane?” Surely they would need more time?

      “Well, we can make it a whole day if you want to spend some more one-on-one time with me,” he suggested.

      Elena rolled her eyes. “I guess an hour is plenty.”

      Daniel’s laugh as he walked away didn’t make her feel any better. The only bright side to this was she could use this experience for a future book if she didn’t die of a heart attack first. She logged back into her computer, hoping work would distract her from the anxiety building up inside her. As she went to open up her email, her instant messenger window started blinking. Since she installed the software on everyone’s computer a month ago, it had been a hit. Everyone was communicating more frequently because it was literally at the tip of their fingers. Elena clicked on the blinking window, and Alex’s picture from his profile showed up. “Good morning.”

      Elena felt a warm glow course through her. “Good morning. Thank you for the flowers; they are beautiful.”

      “You’re welcome. Anything to see that pretty smile.”

      Elena felt naughty talking to him at work through instant message. She had never dated a Latin guy before and was taken by surprise by his assertiveness.

      “Would you like to join me for lunch?” he asked.

      Elena wondered if she should decline and ask for a raincheck. She knew this was going too fast. She had only met the man yesterday, and the way he acted was like they had been dating for months. He was so sure of himself, and what he wanted, it intimidated her a bit. She was flattered by all his compliments and how romantic he had been so far, but she was afraid of giving in and feeling too much. Her dating life, if it could even be called that, had been a total failure. All the men she had dated were looking for something in her that she would never be. She would never be the girl who would sit there and get excited about watching a football game. She had never been able to finish a whole beer and had been kicked off any sports team she had tried to join. She didn’t know about many of the songs or shows most people watched growing up because she had grown up in a different country. Her life had been simple yet adventurous. Her mother had raised her to be a mother and wife, grooming her in all aspects of house cleaning, cooking and most of all love and compromise. Her father had taught her to be tough and independent and how to survive against all the odds. It seemed, however, despite her many attributes, she had yet to find someone who would appreciate her diversity and die-hard romantic nature.

      She looked back at her computer and Alex’s message. Maybe he would be different. They both had similar upbringings so he would appreciate her traits and qualities, but part of her was leery of the expectation most Hispanic men held about a woman’s role in the household, which they considered to be domestic. Elena had different plans for her life, and she had to find someone who would support her in her goals no matter how unrealistic they may seem at times. Elena dreamed about being able to influence change; she wanted the world to read her stories and be inspired by the message she delivered. She wanted that special love you only read about in books or watch in movies, and she refused to give up on her dream.

      Maybe Daniel was right after all; maybe destiny did play a role in her life. She just needed to learn to accept what was being put in front of her.

      “That would be nice,” she replied.

      * * *

      Alex parked the car by the harbor, and they walked to a small cafe known for their delicious homemade paninis and organic coffee. They both ordered their lunch and decided to eat it on the grass by the water since it was such a nice day.

      “So, I heard you’re going to be doing a tandem jump next Friday.”

      Elena laid her purse next to her. “Yes, I can’t believe I agreed to it.” In all the things she had wanted to do in her lifetime, jumping out of a plane had never crossed her mind.

      Alex reached into the brown bag and handed Elena her sandwich. “You will like it; it’s fun and freeing.”

      “Do you have experience skydiving?”

      “I’ve done my fair share of jumps. You know one thing about being a pilot is that you always want to make sure you can get out of it if something happens.”

      “How was your first jump? Were you nervous?” Elena was curious to find out if he was someone who took big risks or if he liked adventure.

      “Oh, of course, I was nervous. You jump out of a plane into nothing.” He looked over at her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He smiled apologetically.

      At least he was honest, Elena thought. Daniel had brushed aside her worries like they were just going for a ride on his motorcycle again, but she knew Daniel thrived on high speed and risking his neck. “Believe me you’re not scaring me any more than I already am.”

      “Once I jumped out it was fun. I think the biggest part was actually jumping out of the plane; the rest was easy.”

      Elena wondered if she would actually have the courage to do it or if she would chicken out of it and lose the opportunity for the marketing position. She had never been one to back out of anything, but her level of risk-taking had its limits.

      “So, Daniel is the one jumping with you?” Alex asked, taking a bite of his panini.

      “Yes, he’s a certified skydiver.”

      Alex didn’t seem very impressed by this. “I heard you were stationed together in the military.”

      She was sure Daniel had been quick to tell Alex about their history together. “Yes, seven years ago in Japan.”

      Alex nodded his head. “To be honest, I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      This wasn’t news to Elena; Daniel didn’t get along with most of the pilots in the squadron when they were in the military. She would often hear them complain that he was too rogue and didn’t like to follow protocol and in many instances, they called him a “show-off.” Sometimes she thought they complained because they were a little jealous of him. Despite Daniel being the biggest jerk she had ever met, he was talented at his skill. “Daniel can be difficult to work with at times, but he is truly good at what he does.”

      “Oh, I don't doubt that.” He glanced over her way. “Do you feel comfortable jumping with him?” he questioned.

      “Yes.” Elena was surprised she didn’t hesitate in her answer. Knowing she was jumping with Daniel was the only thing that had brought her any peace of mind with this entire ordeal. With him, although annoying, she knew she was safe. She liked the fact that he was very secure in himself and confident, if not cocky, about his ability.

      “So my turn,” Alex said, taking a bite of his sandwich. “What brought you to Washington?”

      Elena took a deep breath. She remembered her dilemma when she decided to separate from the military. After twelve years of traveling the world, she had no place to call home. She had applied for jobs in multiple states but had no real plan in place on where to settle. “I was getting ready to separate from the Air Force, and I wasn’t sure where I was going to go. My best friend lives here, and she suggested I just move here.” Elena had never been to Washington before, and all she knew about it was what she had seen in movies or read in her vampire romance novels and decided there and then that is where she would start out her new life.

      “And do you like it so far?”

      Elena thought about it for a second. She loved the town and was getting used to the weather. She loved the fact Kat was here, and there was a large romance writer community, but then she thought about how fate had delivered Daniel back into her life, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that yet.

      “I guess I’m still trying to find that out,” she admitted. “How about you—what do you think about it so far?”

      Alex looked at the ground thinking about his answer. After a pause, he looked back up at her and stared intently into her eyes. “I think coming here has been the best decision I have ever made.”

      In that moment, Elena felt like the whole world had disappeared and it was just the two of them sitting there under the sun uncovering something that was about to engulf them both. Elena lowered her lashes and looked at the water. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”

      She could see his grin through her peripheral vision. She smiled too.
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      The next two weeks passed in what seemed like a blur. She had spent every waking moment with Alex, from just talking about growing up in a different country to discovering what they wanted for the future. Elena learned that despite being a pilot, he didn’t really like to travel and preferred the comforts of home. “I’m always in the sky, and when I’m not at work, I like to be able to enjoy being at home,” he said. Elena had been a little disappointed because she loved to travel and explore the world. Even if she had kids one day, she wanted travel to be part of their education growing up. She had also learned Alex wasn’t much of a reader but a huge soccer fan, or football as they called it in Argentina, and despite spending the last two weeks together since she had met him, they had yet to kiss. She was starting to wonder if he was changing his mind about her.

      “So, you leave for your first solo flight tomorrow?” Elena was looking through the picture frames of Alex’s family that were placed on a table by the wall. Since the moment she had entered his apartment, she had been awed by how immaculate it was. This guy had some serious decoration and organization skills. The black and gray theme he had going on was definitely masculine, but she had never met such a neat person before.

      “Yeah, I leave tomorrow morning,” he answered from the kitchen where he was cooking dinner for both of them. “I wish I could be here to see your first skydive.”

      Elena shuddered at the thought of having to jump out of plane tomorrow. “First and last,” Elena mumbled. She walked over to the kitchen where the aroma of what he was cooking drew her in. Alex was wearing a pair of jeans with a light blue V-neck sweater with the sleeves rolled up. He had a five o’clock shadow on his face, and his strong jawline was just screaming for Elena to reach out and run her fingers across it. She couldn’t believe how fast she was falling for this guy. A part of him seemed too good to be true, and she was hesitant in trusting her emotions. Her guard was still up; she was afraid to fall hard for him and risk being taken advantage of and made a fool of again. “Whatever you are cooking, it smells delicious.”

      “It’s called matambre.” Alex placed a small piece of meat on a plate with a green sauce for Elena to try.

      Elena grabbed the small fork and tried the delicacy that had been making her stomach grumble the last thirty minutes. “Wow, this is delicious.” Elena ate the last piece, savoring the different flavors that complemented the seasoning of the meat. “A man who can cook—what else do you have up your sleeve?”

      Alex grinned. “Well, that’s about it,” he said.

      “So he cooks.” Elena pointed toward the pan. “He keeps an immaculate house, is a perfect gentleman, and can fly a plane,” she added. “Sounds pretty impressive to me.”

      “I try.” He grinned.

      “So there is one more questions to be asked.” The ultimate test, Elena thought.

      “Shoot,” he said, as he flipped the meat on the pan.

      “Can you dance?” Elena asked as a challenge.

      “Por supuesto…of course,” he answered with an air of confidence. He grabbed her hand and swirled her around and in one quick move, brought her body close to his. “Maybe I can show you more of my moves after dinner?” He looked at her, and the double meaning of his gaze was very obvious.

      Elena bit her lower lip. “We’ll see what you got,” she toyed back at him.

      Alex took their plates to the table and poured Elena a glass of red wine. “Can I be honest with you?” Elena asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I’ve never met a Spanish man that could cook and clean as well as you do.”

      Alex laughed. “My mother is an excellent cook and made sure I knew how to cook so I wouldn’t starve when I was on my own. Let me tell you I wasn’t always in favor of it, especially growing up when my friends would make fun of me when I had to leave early to go home and prepare dinner.”

      Elena laughed so hard her stomach was hurting.

      “Now, can I be honest with you?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Elena mimicked.

      “I hired someone to come clean the house today,” he confessed, his face turning red.

      “I knew it was too good to be true,” she said.

      They laughed together.

      After dinner, Alex put on some candles and music. He walked over to Elena who was sitting comfortably on his couch enjoying the wine that was making her a little more relaxed and mellow by the minute. He sat down next to her and smoothly put his arm around her. “Can I make another confession?” he asked.

      Elena appraised his handsome face. “Well, this seems to be the night for it, so go ahead.”

      He leaned in closer. “Earlier you said I was the perfect gentlemen.”

      Elena’s heart skipped a beat. “Yes, but don’t let it go to your head,” she teased.

      He grinned. “The truth is, it’s taken all the self-control I’ve got to behave around you.”

      Elena took a deep breath, her chest rising and his eyes taking her in. “Then don’t,” she said.
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      Spending the night with Alex had been wonderful. He was gentle, kind and just perfect. Elena hadn’t been with a man for such a long time, and being with him made the wait worth it. She had woken up to find him gone with a note next to her pillow.

      Didn’t want to wake you. I had to leave early for my flight. Have fun today and be safe.

      Talk to you later, beautiful.

      P.S: I had a wonderful time last night.

      Elena lay back on the bed. She turned and looked over at his side and smelled the pillow. It smelled just like him, and she was starting to like that. As much as she wanted to stay and sleep for a couple more hours, she had to muster the courage to go back to her apartment and get ready to meet Daniel in Seattle.
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      “Elena, are you listening?” Daniel asked, irritated.

      “What? Yes, I’m listening.”

      “No you’re not,” he accused. “This is important, and you have to pay attention. Your harness is going to be connected to me at four points. One at each of my shoulders and at the hips. Once I deploy the chute, I will release the lower hooks so you can be more comfortable. It will be like hanging from an infant carrier.”

      Elena listened carefully to what he was saying, but it all seemed a little surreal. She had been sitting there in her jumpsuit for the last twenty minutes staring hard at Daniel’s mouth moving, but she had been so nervous she hadn’t heard a thing he had said.

      “When we get ready to exit the aircraft, you are going to scoot forward with your legs and hang them out the plane. I’ll rock back and forth to gain some momentum, and when I say go, we’ll exit the aircraft. I need you to have your arms crossed like an x against your chest.” He crossed his arms over his chest as an example for her. “And your knees bent at a ninety-degree angle. Once we are airborne, I will move my hand forward to motion you to spread your arms out toward mine.”

      Elena nodded her head. She had a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she was afraid if she spoke too much she would throw up in front of Daniel and run as far and as she could.

      “When we start approaching the landing zone, I’m going to tap you on the side of your hip. Lift your legs up at a ninety-degree angle in front of you so you we don’t trip and fall on the land.” Daniel looked at her skeptically. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “No,” she answered. When the hell would she ever be ready to jump out of a damn plane?

      Daniel laughed. He came and knelt beside her. “You’re safe with me.” He placed his hand on her knee. “I would never let anything happen to you.”

      The last person she ever thought she would have to trust with her life was Daniel, but here she was getting ready to put all her faith in him. “I know.”

      “Well, ready or not, here we go.” He winked. He got up and handed her the helmet.

      She put it on and looked in the mirror hanging on the wall. “Oh my God, I look like Snoopy.” She would look like a cartoon character in her last moments. She walked out to the single-engine Cessna. Daniel did one last-minute check on her harness to make sure everything was set right. He got in the plane first and then helped her in. The camera guy who would be jumping with them was already in there waiting. For a moment, Elena had forgotten this would be recorded. The whole world would see her in her misery and Snoopy outfit. Space was tight inside the plane, and Elena wondered how safe it was.

      “Turn around, I’m going to hook you up,” Daniel said over the loud sound of the engines. He was in a kneeling position toward the back of the plane. Elena turned her back toward him and felt him hook her up at the hip, and then he leaned in forward and hooked up the top harness. He was so incredibly close she could feel every single movement of his body. He reached down again and tightened the belts at her waist, making sure she was tightly secured to him. “I need you to lean back and sit on my lap.”

      “What?” Was he going to ask for a hug next?

      “You have to sit on my lap to make it easier to get out,” he repeated.

      This was more than what she had bargained for. She leaned back and sat on his lap; they were so close she felt like a turtle, and he was the shell.

      Several minutes after they had taken off, Daniel checked his altimeter to see what altitude they had reached. “We’re almost ready.”

      Panic set in; Elena’s hands started to shake. “I can’t do this,” she told him in a panic.

      “Do you trust me?” Daniel whispered in her ear.

      “I have to,” she replied. She had no choice in the matter. She could feel tears welling up in her eyes, but she refused to let the world see her cry, so she took a deep breath and smiled for the world.

      Daniel reached out and grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “I got you.”

      She wasn’t alarmed by holding his hand. In fact, it was reassuring to her that it was going to be okay.

      “Get ready to start moving forward.”

      Elena said a silent prayer. Daniel helped her get up from his lap, and they both made the shuffle of death toward the open door of the plane.

      “Okay, now put your legs out like I showed you.”

      Elena felt like her legs weighed a ton as she dangled them out of the plane; it was a natural response of her body trying to protect itself from danger. She felt her heart pounding in her chest, and everything started to look blurry.

      “READY—” Daniel rocked forward. “SET—”

      “WAIT,” Elena yelled. She held on to the sides of the open door for dear life. “I can’t do…I can’t do this,” she panicked. “I want to go back in now.”

      Daniel wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her back into the plane.

      “I can’t do this,” she repeated, her voice filled with fear. Her hands were trembling uncontrollably, and the tears were spilling across her face.

      Daniel wrapped his arms around her. “You’re safe, I promise.”

      Elena nodded her head trying to calm herself down, but she couldn’t stop shaking. She felt like a hand was closing around her throat and she started gasping for air.

      Daniel unhooked her harness and removed her helmet with incredible speed.

      He turned her around and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Look at me,” he said, shaking her shoulders gently. “Focus on me, okay? Take a deep breath with me.”

      Elena nodded her head and followed his instructions. After several deep breaths, she could feel the panic starting to subside. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she cried.

      “You’re going to be okay.” He pulled her into his arms. “You never have to be sorry. We will do this when you’re ready and only then.”

      “Okay,” she cried into his shoulder. As the adrenaline starting wearing down and the reality of their closeness set in, Elena looked up into his eyes and the depth of them kept her there in his embrace longer than it should have. There was something about him that pulled her toward him and made her feel at home. “Thank you,” she whispered to him.

      He wiped the tears away from her face. “Always,” he promised.

      Elena smiled, and Daniel let her go.
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      The trip back to the office was a quiet one. When they arrived, Daniel pulled her to the side before heading into the building. “You did good today out there,” he said seriously.

      Elena wasn’t in the mood for jokes right now. “I chickened out, Daniel.” If this was his version of a pep talk, it wasn’t working.

      “Hey, what you did took a lot of courage. Most people wouldn’t even dare get on the plane. The first time I made my jump in the military, I was scared shitless,” he confessed. “I even threw up before getting on the plane.”

      “Not the arrogant, all-knowing Captain Grant—this can’t be true,” she teased.

      “Yup, the one and only,” he admitted with a grin. “But you see, I realized that jumping wasn’t what I was actually scared of. I was scared of letting go of the demons that haunted my past. I had so much anger pent up inside, and I didn’t know how to let it go. I was scared of feeling something different, but when I jumped out of that plane, I felt invincible. It was such a liberating sensation, and from then on, I knew that everything would be okay. That I would be okay. And when you’re ready to make that leap of faith, I’ll be right there with you.”

      Elena was speechless at the kindness of his words. She had never thought Daniel Grant had been afraid of anything. She guessed in the end, they were all human, and they all had a past and demons that haunted them. “I hope I can let go of my demons one day too.”

      “Elena, I know I can never give you back that moment with your father, but I hope that one day you can forgive me for what happened. I hope that one day we can let bygones be bygones and let this experience that we just had together be the start of a new beginning.”

      Elena’s eyes started watering, and a tear ran down her cheek. Forgive and let go, her father had said in her dream, and he was right. It was time for her to let the past be the past and embrace the future with a new beginning. “I forgive you,” Elena whispered.

      Daniel’s eyes lit up, and a smile adorned his handsome face. “To new beginnings?” he said, extending his hand for a shake.

      Elena looked at his hand and then at his face. So many years of hating him and now here they both were starting over again. “To new beginnings,” Elena agreed, shaking his hand.

      Daniel headed to the hangar to drop off some equipment and Elena headed to the main building. She wasn’t sure how she was going to face her boss after her failed attempt at skydiving. She was tempted to get in her car and just drive home, but she knew he would be expecting her. With the weight of failure on her shoulders, she pulled the front door open.

      “SURPRISE.”

      The entire staff had gathered in the lobby, a banner hanging over their heads that read “Congrats on your Promotion.” Elena jumped, startled, not expecting a crowd of people to be there waiting for her at the front door.

      John walked up to her with a warm smile on his face. “It’s okay kiddo, maybe next time.” He said patting her on the back. “Hell, I didn’t think you would even get into the plane. But you’ve earned your promotion fair and square.”

      “How did you know I wasn’t able to jump?”

      “The recordings,” John said. “It was a live feed.”

      “What?” Elena was humiliated they had all witnessed her breakdown and failure. She didn’t know the cameraman had continued to record after she refused to get out of the plane.

      “You were so brave to go up there, Elena.” Bridget came in for a hug. “Congrats on the new marketing position.”

      Elena returned the hug. “Thank you.” She was still in shock from everything that had happened. She turned to John. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to make the jump.”

      “Oh, it’s okay, we’ll figure out another way.” He smiled, trying to make her feel better about herself. “The important thing is we got our self a terrific marketing manager and our company will flourish. Now, let’s have some cake.”

      She glanced around the room, and everyone was making small talk as they enjoyed the cake celebrating her promotion. She spotted Alex toward the back of the room leaning up against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. Their eyes met, and she smiled, relieved to see him there. Her enthusiasm, however, was not returned.

      She made her way through the crowd toward him. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you,” she said. All she wanted to do was leave with him right now and cuddle in the safety of his arms and wish the entire day away. “It’s been a rough morning.”

      “From where I was standing, it looked like you were being comforted pretty well.” His curt voice lashed at her.

      Elena was puzzled by his harshness. He had been so loving to her the night before, and she didn’t recognize the man in front of her. She laid her hand on his arm. “What are you talking about?”

      He looked around to make sure no one was listening to them. “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” he hissed. “I never pictured you to be one of those girls.” His eyes were filled with disdain for her. He pushed her arm away and left her standing there alone.

      Elena’s pride concealed her hurt. She fought hard against the tears she refused to let fall. She had never been so insulted in her life. She had believed he could be the one for her—she was such a fool.

      “Looks like someone is climbing the ladder quickly,” Jody remarked.

      Elena’s blood was boiling, and she was ready to fight. “Listen, Jody—”

      “Well, when you’re as talented and hard working as Elena is, promotions are well deserved,” Daniel interrupted, surprising Elena from behind.

      “That’s right,” John agreed, joining them. “Elena has been a great asset since the moment she arrived and has made many great improvements already, and with the ideas she has in mind, our company will grow to new levels.” He beamed like a proud father.

      “Thank you, John,” Elena said, hoping Judy would choke on the piece of cake she was shoving into her mouth.

      “Looks like I’ll be looking for another assistant,” John chuckled.

      “Don’t worry, John. I will gladly take care of everything until a replacement can be hired.”

      “It won’t be for long, dear. Judy already posted the announcement today. Hopefully we’ll have someone by the end of next week.”

      Judy half rolled her eyes. “Another new person to train up.”

      Honestly, Elena didn’t know why John kept her around. She created more trouble and chaos than anything else. She guessed John felt a sense of obligation to keep her on since she had been there for so long. Too long, if you asked Elena.

      “It’s a good thing, Judy,” Daniel said. “New people, new ideas.”

      “Well, I like things the way they are. But then again, no one asked me.”

      Elena was about to reply to Judy when she felt Daniel elbow her on the side. Elena frowned and turned toward Daniel. He greeted her with a wide smile. She decided to walk away before her mouth got her into more trouble.
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      It had been a long and tiring day, and Elena was relieved to finally be at home drowning her sorrows in a nice hot bath. She had lit some candles and had some slow music going in the background to ease her mind. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath as images from the day played in her head like a movie in slow motion. Her relationships with both Alex and Daniel had taken a different turn. Alex wanted nothing to do with her and Elena was stubborn enough not to seek him out. She had been hurt by his comment and distrust in him had settled in. And then there was Daniel. Daniel who always threw surprises her way and made her doubt everything about herself. With him, she always felt on edge, and her emotions were always wild and out of breath. Elena reached out for the glass of red wine at the edge of the tub when she heard the doorbell ring. “Who the hell is it at this hour?” she said out loud. She got out of the tub, her skin red from the hot water, and reached out and put on a bathrobe. She walked over to the door and looked through the peephole. Alex was standing there.

      Elena sighed; she wasn’t in the mood to argue right now, but she didn’t want to continue with this issue unresolved. She opened the door.

      Alex held up a bouquet of flowers. “Perdoname,” he said.

      It was going to take a lot more than I’m sorry to make it up, she thought. She stepped out of the way and let him in.

      “Babe, I’m sorry for being such a jerk today. I don’t know what got into me. I should have never spoken to you that way.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have,” she agreed.

      “It’s just…when I saw you and Daniel together, I was so jealous of not being the one who was comforting you, but I know that’s not your fault.”

      Now it all made sense. Elena didn’t know the camera guy had continued recording once she refused to get out of the plane. She could see how things could be misinterpreted, and her anger toward Alex diminished. “There is nothing between Daniel and me,” Elena argued, not believing herself. “Daniel and I have known each other for a long time. I had a panic attack, and he was just trying to calm me down.”

      “I know. What can I say, I’m a fool that’s falling hard for this beautiful, amazing woman and when I see her in another man’s arms, I just get a little insane.”

      Elena swallowed hard. The intensity of his words was frightening as well as exhilarating.

      “Forgive me?” he said in his deep husky voice.

      Elena couldn’t resist his charm, and for the second time today, she said, “I forgive you.”

      “Come over here.” He grabbed her by the waist and held her against him. “You smell delicious.”

      “Well, I do have a nice hot bath going if you wish to join me.”

      Alex smiled. “How could I say no?”
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      It had been a month since Elena’s failed attempt at skydiving. She had barely seen Daniel since and found herself checking the flight schedule regularly to find out where he would be going, and was disappointed every time she found out he was gone. She felt like he was avoiding her on purpose, and she didn’t know why. The last time they had spoken, they had ended on a good note, so why was he MIA now? Meanwhile, everything with Alex was perfect. They had fallen into a routine in their short time together, and he had been everything she had ever asked for in a man. He was kind and patient, he listened to all her crazy stories and catered to her every need. So why, in the middle of the night when this gorgeous man lay next to her, did she find herself looking for more? Something was missing in her heart, and it bothered her that she couldn’t pinpoint what it was. So much had changed since she had separated from the military. She had gotten the promotion she wanted, she had finally finished the book she had been working on for years, and she had met the man of her dreams, so what the hell was her problem? Would she ever be truly happy or was it an illusion that only lived in between the pages of a book?

      She sat in her office staring at an email she had been trying to type for the last hour but had been unable to concentrate on.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Elena looked up. “Hey Kat.” She was relieved to her there. “What brings you around?”

      “Well, my friend is climbing up the corporate ladder, and I just had to come see her in her wonderful new office.” Kat walked in and took a seat across from Elena’s desk and admired her new office, which she hadn’t had time to decorate yet. “So, I must admit I’m a little pissed at you,” she said. “Why in the world did I have to find out through Charles that you got the promotion? The last time I heard from you, you sent me a shitty short text telling me you had survived that crazy plane jump. You might as well have disappeared from the face of the earth because I never heard back from you.”

      Elena looked down guiltily. “I’m sorry, it’s been so busy around here.”

      Kat shrugged her shoulders. “It’s okay, I just like giving you shit. So, I came here because I have some news for you.” She reached into her Gucci purse and produced a flyer and handed it over to Elena. “There’s a writer’s conference in Seattle this weekend, and they are going to have some publishing houses there who are looking for some new material. I thought of you, and I think you should go and pitch your book.”

      Elena looked at the pamphlet. It was a conference that hosted workshops on how to improve your writing and start your career as an author. “I don’t know, Kat. I don’t think I’m ready.” Elena was terrified of pitching her book and even more terrified of being told her writing was crap.

      “Babe, you are one of the toughest people I know, and you are going to chicken out now? Listen, this is all about learning the craft and networking. If you decided not to pitch, then fine, but at least go and see what it is about. That is of course if you still want to pursue a career in writing?”

      “Of course I do,” Elena said. She had always dreamed her love stories would inspire others to follow their dreams or at least uplift them for a bit and transport her future readers to another world where they could find their happily ever after.

      “Then go to the conference,” Kat insisted.

      Elena looked back at the flyer. It 'd be good to go, she thought, but the price alone made it a little hard for her to afford. “I don’t know, maybe next year.”

      “Aha, I knew you would say that. Listen I know the cost is a little high, and you just started your new position, and I also know you are too stubborn to accept any help from me, so I pulled some strings.”

      Elena wasn’t surprised by this. Once Kat had something in mind, she wouldn’t give up until she did it. “Really? And what would those strings be?”

      “I called the conference coordinator, and they said that if you could teach a workshop on military aviation, you could attend for free. Apparently, there are a lot of writers who want to write about sexy military pilots, and a workshop would help them.”

      Elena sighed. “Kat, I told you, just because I was in the Air Force doesn’t mean I know how to fly planes.”

      Kat rolled her eyes. “Of course I know that. But the cutie that you were stationed with does.”

      “Who—Daniel?”

      “Who else? Is there another cutie around here other than your Alex I don’t know about?” she teased.

      “I don’t think so.” If Alex found out Daniel was teaching a class for her, he would lose it.

      “But you don’t have to worry about it because I already asked him.”

      Elena almost came out of her chair. “You WHAT?”

      “I knew you would say no, so I already asked him.”

      “How the hell did you get a hold of him?” Elena was mortified but not surprised by her friend’s bold actions. “You know what—never mind, I don’t even want to know how.”

      “You’re welcome, by the way.” Kat got up to leave and turned around at the door. “Remember me when you are a rich and famous author.”

      “Wait. What did Daniel say?”

      “He said yes.” Kat smiled. “Just like I knew he would.”

      Kat walked out of her office, and Elena was left with a problem on her hands. She put her head on her desk. Alex is going to kill me, she thought. She knew her friend meant well, but she tended to put her in difficult situations. She got up from her chair—only one thing could lift her spirits right now: food.

      Elena walked over to the break room. She had tried to be good this last month and curb her sweet tooth, but it had been a battle she had always lost. She stared at the pink box of donuts sitting on the counter screaming her name. She knew she shouldn’t, she should just walk away and chew some gum, but an apple fritter would sure make her feel better right now. She reached into the box.

      “That bad of a day already?” Elena looked up to find Alex there.

      She immediately let go of the donut like it was a cursed talisman. “Oh, it’s nothing,” she lied. She casually wiped her now-sticky fingers against the back of her pants, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

      He smiled with a teasing laughter in his eyes. “I just wanted to stop by and say goodbye to my beautiful girl before I take off for California.”

      In that moment, Daniel walked into the break room.

      Elena smiled unconsciously at the sight of him. He walked right past them toward the fridge without even a “good afternoon”. She was disappointed at herself for expecting a simple hello from Daniel. She ignored his behavior and tried to focus back on Alex. “So, when are you coming back?” she asked a little distracted.

      “It’s a quick flight, so I should be back tonight. How about we meet for dinner at that new sushi restaurant?”

      Elena swore she had gained weight since dating Alex; this man definitely shared her love of food. “Sounds wonderful,” she said her tone a little louder than normal.

      Alex grabbed her by the waist and leaned in for a kiss. “You smell delicious.”

      “I hate to interrupt you two lovebirds, but John wants to talk to both of us, Elena.” Daniel was holding a can of soda in his hand. The sides of the can were dented by his strong grip on it. He refused to make eye contact with her but instead challenged Alex with his rude stare.

      Alex rolled his eyes. “Somehow you always seem to have perfect timing,” he said.

      Elena’s eyes widened knowing this would not go over well with Daniel.

      “Well, I don’t know how it is in your country, but here in the States when we are at work, we work.”

      “Oye que le pasa a este tipo?” Alex said furiously. “What the hell is his problem?” he took a menacing step toward Daniel.

      Holy shit this was about to get ugly. Elena quickly stepped in between Daniel and Alex. Elena placed her hands on Alex’s chest, trying to hold him back.

      “English, please,” Daniel continued egging him on. “That’s another thing we do here. We speak E-N-G-L-I-S-H, understand?”

      Alex grabbed Elena’s arm. “Get out of the way, Elena, I’m going teach this kid a lesson.”

      “Wait no, Alex, please calm down.” Elena pushed him back.

      “Yeah, why don’t you come and teach me a lesson,” Daniel continued. “This should be fun.”

      “Daniel, shut up and leave,” Elena snarled. He was going to get them all fired.

      Daniel stared at her, and his eyes were filled with anger. He turned and stormed out.

      Elena faced Alex with glaring and reproachful eyes. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “With ME?” Alex asked surprised. “That pendejo has a thing for you.”

      Elena refused to believe Daniel held any feelings for her, but she couldn’t deny the complexity of her situation any longer. “Alex, it doesn’t matter how he feels. What matters is what I feel for you.”

      “Well, maybe you might want to tell him that because apparently, he hasn’t gotten the message.”

      “You need to calm down. Please, you have a flight you have to get ready to go on, and I don’t want you to leave angry.”

      Alex was fuming and pacing like a caged animal. “Elena, if he provokes me again, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “I’ll talk with him.”

      “No. I don’t want you to talk with him.”

      Elena was starting to get angry herself. Alex’s possessiveness was starting to get old. “Listen to me. This is what Daniel wants, okay. He wants to get under your skin, he wants you to go after him, and whether you like it or not, we both need this job right now, so you need to put your emotions in check and just learn how to work with him. Your family relies on you sending them money. Are you going to let Daniel get in the way of that?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then just ignore him.”

      Alex looked at her. “Okay. I’ll try this your way,” he said. “But my patience goes only so far, querida.”

      Elena sighed in relief. “I know.”

      “I got to get going.”

      “Okay, be safe, and I’ll see you tonight.”

      With Alex gone, Elena quickly ran to her desk, grabbed a notepad, and headed to John’s office. Daniel was already in there, sitting down talking with him. Elena knocked on the open door.

      “Come in, dear,” John said. “I was just talking to Daniel about a promotion opportunity I wanted you both to work on together.”

      Elena looked over at Daniel who didn’t even acknowledge she was there.

      “There is a yearly Business Aviation Convention in Las Vegas. Daniel and I normally attend, but I have to admit, I don’t have the stamina I used to anymore. Elena, as the marketing director, I will naturally need you there to manage and coordinate all the logistics and Daniel will be going along with you to lend his expertise. I would like to focus on expanding the routes we service, and I’m sure you both will do well.”

      Elena had mixed emotions about this. On the one hand, she was excited about the idea of going to Vegas to expand the business—and see Vegas of course. On the other hand, why did she always have to promote the business with Daniel? When did he become her partner? Why couldn’t Alex come with her? And how in the world would she explain this to Alex now? She knew she couldn’t let her personal life compromise her professional one, but this was getting more difficult to handle by the second. “I think it’s a great idea, John,” she said. She turned to Daniel. “Your schedule seems to be pretty busy; are you sure you will be able to go?”

      Daniel turned and smiled at her. “It will be no problem at all. All my flights have been shifted to Alex so that I can attend the expo.”

      Elena could feel the blood rushing to her face and her temper rising.

      John handed her a folder. “Here is the information from past expos. Review them, and then we can meet again to address any questions you might have before you leave.”

      “Of course.” Elena grabbed the folder.

      Daniel and Elena both stood up and walked out of the office. “Hey,” Elena called after Daniel. He ignored her and kept walking. She quickened her pace in her high heels. “Don’t you dare ignore me.” She grabbed his arm.

      Daniel turned on her. “Listen, I don’t know about you, but I have a hell of a lot of work to do, so if you don’t mind.” He motioned toward her hand that was holding him back.

      “Oh no, you are not getting off that easy. You don’t get to play all high and mighty with me. We are going to take care of this NOW.”

      “Well if you insist,” Daniel snarled. He followed her back to her office.

      “Close the door, please,” Elena said with a note of authority.

      Daniel sighed closing the door. “Anything else?”

      “What the hell is going on with you?”

      Daniel shook his head like he had no idea what she was talking about. “Nothing, how about you?”

      “Daniel, enough with the games. Why are you egging Alex on?”

      “Listen, I’m not interfering with you and your boyfriend’s little relationship, but you might want to keep the PDA at home.”

      “Why can’t you ever be amicable? One moment you want to start over again and the next you are the same old jerk you were seven years ago. I guess people don’t change much after all, do they?”

      “I guess not. Are we done here?”

      “No, we are not,” Elena said. “My friend Kat approached you earlier and asked you for a favor.”

      “Yes, she did. And I told her I would help but I didn’t think you would accept my offer.”

      “Then you were right.” Elena hated sounding this cold toward Daniel, but he put her in such a bad position.

      “Well, the offer still stands if you need the help.”

      “Thank you, but I’m sure I won’t be needing it.”

      “Suit yourself.” He turned and walked out of her office, slamming the door in the process.

      Elena winced at the loud bang. She looked at her desk and picked up the flyer Kat had given her. She wanted to go—if not to pitch then at least to learn more about writing, but she couldn’t afford six hundred dollars right now. She wished she could ask Alex, but he was scheduled for a flight that day. How hard could it be to teach a class anyway? She had worked around enough pilots to be able to talk about it. She reached into her desk drawer and pulled out her manuscript, To Defy the King by Elena Garcia. It had taken her three years, but she had finally finished the manuscript last week. She had fallen in love with her historical characters and wanted nothing more than to share their love story.

      She put the manuscript back in the drawer and closed it with resolution. She would do it. She would try to teach the class as best as possible and chase her dreams.
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      “So how fast can an F-16 go and what type of missiles does it carry?” one of the ladies in the audience asked.

      Daniel sat in the back of the crowd of at least one hundred women. He leaned back in the chair waiting to see what answer Elena was going to come up with to get out of this one. She had been doing pretty well—until now.

      “Well, um, I used to be a pilot on a big carrier plane, so I’m not quite sure how fast an F-16 would go, but I’m sure it goes pretty fast.” She laughed nervously. People in the crowd were sighing, and some were starting to leave.

      “Nine hundred sixty-four miles an hour,” Daniel yelled from the back. Everyone turned toward his voice. He was easy to spot since he seemed to be the only male in a room filled with women. He could see Elena searching through the audience for the voice.

      “Can whoever said that please stand?” Elena asked.

      Daniel stood up and looked at Elena. She was about forty-five feet away, but she seemed like she was right in front of him. Despite their last argument, her eyes lit up when she saw him, and he smiled. He knew she was probably just relieved not to continue this farce she was carrying on with; he admired her for it, though. She was tough and didn’t let anything get in her way.

      “Thank you, sir, for your answer. Can you tell us how you came across this information?”

      A look of intimacy was shared between them. “I’m an Air Force F-16 pilot. I used to be active duty, but I’m a reserve pilot now.”

      “And could you tell us what type of missiles are loaded into the F-16s?” Elena continued.

      A young girl approached him and handed him a microphone. He put the mic up to his lips. “They can carry different types of missiles; the ones I flew were armed with AIM-9 Sidewinder and AIM-7 Sparrow.”

      Women in the audience started to write down notes. Another lady raised her arm. “What do pilots wear under their uniform?”

      “Not a damn thing,” Daniel replied. The room erupted in laughter. He continued to answer the crowd’s questions for another twenty minutes. Elena stood at the front with a smile on her face, and that was all he needed. He could be here all day long answering questions as long as she was happy. He knew he was on her shit list right now, which was not unusual, and he needed to make it up to her somehow. He admitted he hadn’t been very nice to her these last couple days, but seeing her together with Alex had made the worst part of him come out. The worst part of it was that Daniel knew Alex was the good guy that Elena deserved, but Daniel was selfish. He wanted Elena to be happy with him, not some Casanova from Argentina. Right when he thought he could redeem himself and become a different person for her, here came this guy, who in another world he would be good friends with, and swept her off her feet. Daniel had decided to distance himself from Elena to give her the space she needed. He had said they could be friends, but he never wanted to be friends with her. He couldn’t stand to be near her and watch her with someone else. Daniel wasn’t that big of a man, and he knew it.

      After the workshop had ended, everyone started to leave. Daniel leaned against the wall in the back of the room watching Elena interact with a couple of ladies by the podium, and he admired how well she carried herself. As the crowd around her drew down, he made his way toward her. She excused herself from the ladies she was talking with and turned toward him. “So I guess this is when I say thank you,” she said.

      “I guess it is.”

      She took a deep breath of defeat. “Thank you.”

      Daniel knew how much she hated conceding to him and the feeling was mutual. “I bet that was hard,” he joked.

      She chuckled. “Harder than you can imagine.”

      “Listen, I’m sorry for the other day. I shouldn’t have intruded.”

      “I bet that was hard,” Elena mimicked.

      “You have no idea.” He grinned.

      “Well, I have to get going to the next class.” She grabbed her purse. “Thanks again.”

      “You’re welcome.” Daniel watched her as she walked out of the room. He sighed. What was he going to do about this woman? He looked over at the podium and saw a folder sitting there—she must have forgotten it. He picked it up and opened it; it was her manuscript. He flipped the first page over:

      This book is dedicated to my brave parents who faced the eye of the hurricane together through life’s challenging trials and came out victorious. Through a depression, poverty, death and everyday struggles but most of all a deep love and commitment to one another, the story of their life is one that I have learned from. I hope to one day be as strong as the young woman my father taught me to be and the loving and forgiving individual my mother has instilled in me.

      This love story is dedicated to them.

      

      Daniel sat there and read through the first few chapters.

      Tristan’s arrogant, deep-blue eyes haunted Isabela. She held out her chin, refusing to let him intimidate her. “Why do you care what fate becomes of me?” she snarled. She would rather die a thousand deaths than fall under his hands.

      Without warning, he grabbed her wrist and yanked her up from her seat. “You test my patience, my lady. Would you rather I leave you to the soldiers to be ravished and killed or do you detest my touch so much?” His threat lingered on his lips. “I told you once before, I protect those subordinate to me and right now you are my prisoner…”

      Daniel stiffened.

      I protect those subordinate to me.

      Those had been the same words he had told Elena so many years ago. The more he read, the more he realized she was writing about them. How could she deny what she felt for him when the words were right in front of him? He closed the folder with renewed hope.

      The next class was getting ready to start, and people were starting to come in and prepare. “Hey there, are you here for the workshop?” A middle-aged redhead in a dress suit asked him.

      “No, I was getting ready to leave.”

      “That’s a shame. We need more young, handsome male writers in our publishing house.”

      “You’re an editor?”

      “Did I change your mind about something?” she flirted.

      Daniel looked at the folder he was holding in his hand. Maybe this was his chance to redeem himself, to try to make up for what he had done. “I do have a manuscript I would be interested in showing you.”

      She smiled seductively. “How about we meet at the hotel bar after my session, and we can talk then.”

      Daniel knew what her plan was, and it would mean signing a contract with the devil, but he was willing to go to hell himself to make things right, even though he knew Elena would never choose him. “Sure,” he agreed.

      “See you then. My name is Chloe, by the way. Chloe Richter.” She extended her hand for it to be kissed.

      Definitely not shy, he thought. He played the part and brought her hand to his lips. “Daniel,” he whispered back. This was a game he was very well versed in.

      “Nice to meet you, Daniel.” She ran her finger along his arm. “I’ll see you later.”

      He left the room feeling like a scumbag—a feeling that brought back too many memories from the past. But this is what he was best at, sabotaging any chance he had of happiness for himself. But if he could get Elena’s manuscript in front of that editor, then fuck it, it was worth it even if she did hate him for the rest of her life.

      He walked around the hotel where the conference was being held; he had never seen so many women gathered in one place. Several times he had been approached by women carrying bags filled with books if he was one of the cover models that would be in the cover photo workshop later on. He politely said no, but that didn’t stop some photographer from asking him if he was interested in becoming one. He could just imagine the look on the Colonel’s face in his reserve unit if he found out Daniel was half-naked on the cover of a romance novel with his flight suit hanging about his waist. Daniel chuckled at the thought of it, but sadly enough, that wouldn’t come even close to some of the embarrassing things he had done in his life.

      After about an hour of wandering around, he made his way to the bar. “Bourbon please,” he asked the bartender.

      The bartender poured his drink and handed it over to Daniel. “So how are you faring out there today?” referring to the stampede of women running around from workshop to workshop.

      “Pretty good, actually,” Daniel said.

      The bartender smirked. “No surprise there.”

      “I was afraid you weren’t going to come,” Chloe said, sitting in the seat next to Daniel. “A martini, please,” she motioned to the bartender.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said as he smirked at Daniel.

      “And why would you think I would leave such a lovely lady waiting?” Daniel replied, not missing a beat.

      “Well, sometimes people get cold feet when they have to pitch their book to an editor.”

      “I never get cold feet; in fact, I feel very warm right now.”

      Chloe looked at him up and down, devouring him with her eyes. “So what do you have for me?” she said, pointing at the folder he had lying in front of him.

      “It’s a friend’s manuscript,” he said.

      “And where is your friend?”

      “She’s attending the classes. She doesn’t know I’m talking to you.”

      She took a sip of the martini the bartender delivered. “You must be a very good friend then.”

      Nothing could be further from the truth, Daniel thought. “We’ve known each other for a very long time.”

      “Listen, I will be honest with you, I’m a very busy person, and I always get right down to the point of things. You’re a very handsome man and single from what I can tell,” she said referring to his bare wedding finger. “I’m only here for one night, and I want to have some fun. As for your friend’s manuscript, I’ll give it a look, and if I think it’s something I think worth pursuing, then I’ll give her a call.”

      Daniel wasn’t surprised by her bold move, and it made things quite easy for him. “Well, I’m always open to having a good time with a beautiful woman.” He raised his glass to her, sealing the deal.
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      Early the next morning, Daniel left the hotel with the worst headache of his life, but most importantly, Chloe Richter’s business card. He promised to call her and meet with her the next time she was in town, and she promised to read Elena’s manuscript within the month. Everything else was out of his hands for the moment.

      He made it back to his apartment around noon. He walked up the stairs half asleep, just wanting to throw himself on the bed and sleep until the following day. It had been a while since he had been up all night. After a several drinks, Daniel learned Chloe was all talk and no action. It turned out she was recently divorced and was going through an ugly custody battle for her kids, and all she needed was someone to talk to. Daniel was there to lend his ear and a chest for her to lie on as she vented her troubles. He had left her with a simple kiss and a wish for a happy life.

      “God, for a second there, I thought you had moved away.”

      Daniel was surprised to see his little sister sitting in front of his door. “Samantha, what are doing here?”

      Samantha got up from the floor and gave him a big hug. “Can’t I visit my big brother?” she asked innocently.

      “You can visit me anytime you want, but you’re supposed to be in college right now.”

      Daniel opened the door to his apartment.

      “So I don’t want to go to college anymore,” she confessed.

      Daniel raised his eyebrow. “And does Mom know about this?”

      “Of course not. Which is why I’m here.”

      Daniel squared his shoulders. “So, this is your hideout?”

      “Kind of.” Samantha threw her bag on the couch and headed straight to the fridge. “Dude, do you even eat? There is nothing in here but beer and…ew, some spoiled food.” She covered her nose as she threw a container into the trash.

      Daniel threw his car keys on the table by the door and took off his jacket. “I eat out a lot. But stop deflecting. You can’t stay here.”

      “What? You can’t turn me out. I need your help,” she pouted.

      This was typical of his little sister. When things got a little hard, she would run to him as an escape from their mother and get him in trouble in the process for covering for her. “What you need to do is to talk to Mom.”

      She sank down on the sofa. “She will kill me.”

      “No, she won’t, but she will kill me if she finds out I’m covering for you.”

      Samantha made an adorable sad puppy face. “Please…just let me stay for one month. I just need a break.”

      “You just started school.” At her age, he was at the Air Force Academy with a strict schedule and military regiment—there was no time for mental breaks.

      Her plea continued, “Please Daniel, just one month, and I swear I will either go back to school or talk to Mom after that.”

      Daniel was a sucker for his sister. He had never been able to tell her no. “One month, Samantha,” he warned.

      “One month, I promise. But you have to buy some food though because I got to eat.”

      Daniel laughed. “Well, then I guess we better go shopping.” Daniel grabbed his car keys again and dragged his feet back out the door.

      Samantha reached into the pocket of her hooded sweatshirt. “I grabbed your mail for you.” She handed him an envelope that had arrived.

      He read the sender’s address—it was from his half-sister. This must be the letter his mother had written to him.

      “Is everything okay?” Samantha asked, concerned.

      Daniel placed the letter on the console table next to the door. “Everything is fine; let’s go.”
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      “So tell me again why you have to go to Vegas with Daniel?” Alex ran his fingers through Elena’s hair.

      Elena rolled over and lay on top of Alex. “We’ve been through this already,” she said, nibbling on his earlobe.

      “I know, I know. I’m just having a hard time getting used to the idea of having my girlfriend on a trip with a man who visibly has a thing for her.”

      “Girlfriend?” Elena asked surprised. “That’s the first time you’ve said it out loud.”

      Alex wrapped his arms around her waist. “Well, of course, you are my girlfriend,” he said. “Why did you think I’m over here every night?” he teased.

      “I thought you liked my cooking.”

      “I love your cooking.” He pinched the side of his stomach. “Maybe a little bit too much.” He laughed. He looked into her eyes and caressed the side of her face. Her curls were spilling over her face onto his. “I never knew I would have to move a world away to find you. I love you, Elena,” he said.

      Elena was speechless. No one other than her parents had ever told her they loved her. Now this wonderful man lying beneath her was telling her he loved her, and as much as she had come to care for him, she wasn’t sure if she loved him yet. But she knew she didn’t want to hurt him.

      “I—”

      “Shhh…” He gently placed a finger on her lips. “Only when you’re ready.” He rubbed his thumb across her lips and gently brought her face down toward him and kissed her. His hand slowly trailed down her back, and he made love to her gently and kissed her with a tenderness that expressed the love he felt for her. All the while in the back of her head, Elena wondered if she would come to love him the way he loved her.
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      “He said he loved you?” Kat sat on Elena’s couch drinking a glass of red wine and chewing on a piece of chocolate.

      Elena slumped her shoulders. “Yes, I tried to say it back, Kat, but he stopped me because he could tell it was forced.”

      “How did he take it?”

      Elena could still feel his gaze on her and the soft kiss of his lips. “He was amazing as always.”

      Kat leaned over on the couch. “Okay, so seriously…no bullshit. What do you feel for him?”

      Elena stared at the glass of wine she was nursing. “I care for him.” She knew that much was true. “I feel safe. I feel loved and comfortable with him. He’s a wonderful and caring person, and I know he will be a wonderful husband and father—”

      “But?”

      Elena started tearing up. “But when I look into his eyes. I…I don’t feel the passion that I thought I would feel. I feel a tender love toward him, something that is comfortable, and to be honest, predictable. Life with him would be peaceful.”

      “But would you be at peace with yourself?” Kat questioned her.

      Elena knew what her friend was trying to tell her and it had been a question she had been asking herself lately—would that be enough or would she be constantly looking for something else? “I don’t know, Kat, but how do I tell this wonderful man who God has put in my path—a man who meets every one of my needs, and then some—that he just isn’t enough? I could never hurt him. I don’t want to hurt him; he deserves more than that. At first, it was like a dream come true, but that faded and now I constantly find myself looking for something else.” Elena rubbed her hands on her face in frustration. “What do I do, Kat?”

      “Sweetie, I don’t know. Only you know what’s in your heart. I have made some pretty bad choices in my life, and I count my lucky stars Charles fell in love with me.”

      “How was it with him? I know how you guys met but how did you know he was the one?”

      “All the men I had been with had put me down and had literally left me damaged and bruised. Charles saw me at my absolute worst and lifted me up. He loved me with all my flaws, even when I couldn’t love myself. He was my own personal hero.”

      “Am I just a dreamer, Kat? Am I a fool to let this man slip through my fingers?”

      “I think we are all dreamers, Elena, but you should never settle in life. If you don’t think this is right for you, maybe you should end it now before it goes any further. On the other hand, you might find that he is the one you are looking for. Good men are not easy to come by,” she warned. “It took me a couple of tries and almost my life to find the one I have now. Anyway, tell me how the conference went.”

      Elena instantly smiled. The experience of being surrounded by a community of authors who supported one another in their craft had just served to enforce what she wanted to do with her life. “Oh my God, it was wonderful. I loved all the workshops and met so many great people. The only bad thing was I lost my folder with my manuscript; I’m just hoping no one steals my story.”

      “So, did Daniel show up?” Kat asked.

      Elena smiled. “Yes, he did, and as always, he saved me from making a fool out of myself.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Alex and Daniel started arguing at work and almost came to blows, so I told Daniel I didn’t need his help. I decided to teach the class myself and was improvising as best as I could when he showed up and took over the class for me.”

      Kat smiled. “So it seems like you have your own personal hero too?”

      Elena took a sip of her wine, pondering on what Kat had just said. “I guess I do.”

      “Have you ever thought that you have been looking in the wrong place this whole time when what you needed was right in front of your eyes?”

      Elena knew what her friend was trying to say, but she could never fall for Daniel; he was too dangerous. “Love is blind, but not that blind.”
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      Elena’s nose was stuck to the window of the taxi cab as they drove down the infamous Las Vegas strip. In all her years of travel with the Air Force, she had never seen such diverse entertainment on one long street. From pirate ships in front of Treasure Island to the light and water show in front of the Bellagio to an overweight Elvis on a scooter. She was thrilled to be there and take in this new experience.

      They arrived at the MGM Grand shortly after eight at night. Las Vegas was just starting to come alive with people from all walks of life. “How do you like it so far?” Daniel asked, picking up her suitcase.

      “It’s okay, I got it,” Elena said trying to get her suitcase out of his hand.

      Daniel pushed her hand out of the way. “Please. I saw you dragging this beast through the airport; it looks like you have a dead body in here.”

      “Well, I wasn’t sure exactly what I wanted to wear, so I had to be prepared.”

      “If the Air Force taught you one thing it should have been how to pack light,” he admonished.

      “Well, even the military can’t break some habits.”

      Daniel rolled their suitcases up to the reception desk. “Hi, we are checking in, last names Grant and Garcia.”

      The receptionist quickly looked up their information on the computer. “I’m sorry, but I only have a room for Daniel Grant starting tonight. Mrs. Garcia’s reservation doesn’t start until tomorrow.”

      “Do you have any other rooms available?” Elena asked.

      “I’m sorry, but we are completely sold out; there are several big concerts this week and conferences going on, so most hotels are at max capacity.”

      Elena looked at Daniel. “I’m going to have to start calling around to see if I can find a room for the night.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, my room probably has two beds in it so just take one of the beds,” he said brushing off Elena’s concern.

      “Actually, sir, I have you down for one king-size bed,” the receptionist said apologetically.

      “Well, then I’ll sleep on the couch.” He looked over at the receptionist. “I’m assuming there is a couch.”

      “Yes, there is a couch.”

      Elena cast Daniel a worried glance. She knew this was a bad idea and she should just go and try to find a hotel for the night, even if it meant walking the entire strip with her heavy-ass suitcase. Daniel pulled her to the side. “Listen, it’s just for the night. No one will ever have to know. We will be up early tomorrow morning to get ready for the conference anyway. I will wake up early and get ready and leave the room to give you your privacy.”

      Everything in Elena’s body was screaming that this would end badly, but she didn’t want to go searching for a room not knowing what she would find. “Okay,” she agreed.

      “We’ll take it,” Daniel told the receptionist.

      They grabbed their card keys for the room and graciously accepted a resort credit voucher and a gondola ride certificate for the Venetian as a gift for their inconvenience. The room was on the twenty-fifth floor and had a spectacular view of the city. Daniel placed Elena’s suitcase by the bed and rolled his to sit next to the sofa.

      Elena looked around uncomfortably; she had never been alone in a hotel room with a man before.

      “Do you want to go grab a bite to eat?” Daniel said, breaking the tense silence.

      “Yes,” she replied, relieved. Anything to get her out of the room, she thought.

      They walked to New York New York, where Daniel treated her to some long-awaited New York–style pizza.

      “I like thick crust, personally,” Daniel confessed.

      Elena’s eyes widened like he had just uttered a grave sin. “What? That’s a disgrace,” Elena replied. “This is the only way to enjoy a pizza.” She folded her oversized slice in half and shoved it into her mouth. Not very ladylike, she thought, but who cared; it was only Daniel.

      He lay back in his chair. She looked over at him and caught him staring at her. “You’re not hungry?” she said, pointing at the pizza lying on his paper plate with a grease stain on it from all the cheese.

      “I’m just enjoying the view.” His boldly handsome face smiled warmly at her.

      Elena felt her face get as red as the tomato sauce dripping from her pizza. She grabbed a napkin and dabbed the sides of her mouth. “So, you never told me why you got out of the military?” she said.

      “My father had a stroke, and things never got better for him. My re-enlistment was coming up, so I decided instead to leave active duty and come to Washington to take care of him and help my mother with everything. After he had passed, I moved to Colorado for a couple of years, but something inside of me was calling me back home.”

      Elena couldn’t help but feel a little envious that he got to take care of his father in his last days when she had been robbed of hers. But she wasn’t resentful toward Daniel anymore—he had only been trying to protect her in his own way. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “I’m sorry too. He was a great man and an even better father. I didn’t want to completely separate from the Air Force, so I joined the reserves.”

      “And how do you like it?”

      “I love it. I still get to do what I love and serve my country doing it.” He took a bite of his pizza. “How about you? Why did you get out?”

      Leaving the Air Force was a decision she had struggled with for years, but there came a time when the uniform no longer fit what she wanted for her life. “It was time for me. I had other dreams to follow.”

      “Like writing?” he questioned.

      “Like writing,” she agreed. “By the way, thank you for what you did for me the other day. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “You looked like you were doing just fine,” he laughed.

      “I was not,” she said laughing. “I was totally just making it up as I went.”

      “And I guess that’s what makes you a great writer.”

      Elena leaned back in her chair. “How do you know I’m a great writer?”

      “Because I know you. And I know anything you do you do well.”

      “I wish you would have thought that seven years ago,” she said, remembering the numerous arguments she had had with him about the pettiest things. She remembered him in his uniform and how handsome he looked in it. Once she had seen him get out of his jet and she had admired him silently from afar.

      “I never said you didn’t do your job well.”

      “Well, you sure gave me a hard time about it,” she said, and then she remembered what he had told her—it was the only way he knew how to keep away.

      “I was a fool back then,” he confessed.

      “Then?” she teased.

      “Okay, maybe I still have a little of that trait left,” he agreed with a boyish smile. His blue eyes beckoned Elena like a siren’s call.

      “You ready?” he asked. “There is somewhere I want to take you.”

      “Yes,” she said.
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      They walked down the strip to the Venetian. When they entered the hotel, Elena admired the magnificence of it. Daniel led her toward the grand entrance of the canal shops, and she was transported to the magical world of sixteenth-century Venice. “I’ve always wanted to go to Italy,” Elena said. “I never thought I would find it in Vegas.” She looked at the gondolas in the waterway with the gondoliers serenading the couples as they made their way down the canal.

      “We should put these vouchers to use.” He waved the gondola tickets in his hand.

      Elena looked at the couples and the romantic setting. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

      “Come on, it will be fun, and it’s free,” Daniel insisted with a smile.

      Elena really wanted to get on one of the gondolas—it was something she had always wanted to do—but she felt like it would be betraying Alex, especially if she got on it with Daniel.

      “Listen, it’s just a gondola ride. You were willing to jump out of a plane with me; I think you will be safe riding in a little boat,” he teased.

      “Okay,” Elena agreed with an eager smile.

      They went up to the attendant to board the gondola, and Daniel handed him the vouchers. They were the only ones on the boat when they took off, and the gondolier started singing to them as they rode through the canal. “This is pretty nice,” Elena said.

      “You should go to Italy one day and enjoy the real thing.”

      “When did you go to Italy?” Elena asked.

      “After you left Japan. Things were pretty lame without you harassing me about not turning in my reports on time, so I went TDY to Aviano Air Base for a couple of months, before my dreadful assignment to Minot AFB,” he teased. “I have to admit it’s one of the most beautiful countries I have visited. I immediately fell in love with it. You see it has an essence of its own; it has a very rustic and enchanting charm about it that just consumes you. In a way, it reminded me of you.”

      “What?” Elena was starting to get nervous. This was getting a little too personal. She wasn’t ready for Daniel to say something she had been afraid to hear.

      “You’re unique. You have a lot of life in you, and you’re not afraid to follow your dreams. I admire that—just don’t ever let someone take that away from you.”

      Elena was amazed by how well this man knew her. “Thank you, that means a lot. It’s hard when you tell people you’re going to follow your dreams. I sometimes get these fake smiles in return, and I know they think I’m just a dreamer, but who cares, right?”

      “Screw them,” he said.

      They both laughed.
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      When the gondola ride ended, Daniel stepped out of the boat and held his hand out for Elena. She accepted his hand without any of the reservation she would have felt a month ago. “Thank you. It was very lovely.”

      “Anytime,” he said holding on to her hand longer than needed.

      “I think we should start heading back. We have an early morning tomorrow,” she suggested.

      “You’re right, we should head back, but how about just one drink before we call it a night? I mean we have these nice resort vouchers that are begging to be spent.”

      Elena looked at him skeptically, not trusting her own judgment at the moment.

      “It’s Vegas. You have to have a drink,” he persisted.

      She was surprised by how easily Daniel was able to convince her. “Just one drink,” she agreed. This man could make her agree to anything.

      They walked back to the hotel, making small talk and admiring the nightlife Vegas had to offer. At the bar, Elena ordered a glass of red wine and Daniel ordered a bourbon.

      The lights were dim in the bar, and a pianist played a song in the background. Couples sat at intimate small tables across from each other enjoying the ambiance. She glanced over to Daniel. What was it about him, she thought? He seemed to pull her toward him. She couldn’t compare Daniel and Alex to one another because they were as different as night and day. Alex was kind and romantic and generous beyond means; he looked after others before himself. He had confessed his love for her and had expected nothing back in return. Daniel, on the other hand, was fearless. He was arrogant and courageous at the same time. One moment he could be the biggest, most selfish jerk on earth and then turn around and save her from whatever she had gotten herself into. She wasn’t in control of her emotions when she was around him. He had a way of clouding her judgment and making her feel free of fears and repercussions like the world was hers for the taking.

      “Would you like to dance?” Daniel said, interrupting her thoughts.

      Elena looked at the dance floor where two couples were already dancing. She knew she shouldn’t, but her heart and her common sense weren’t agreeing right now. “Why not?” She smiled and followed him to the dance floor. She was about to play with fire as she placed her hands in his.

      “You know, the first time I came here, I was a second lieutenant straight out of the academy. I got so drunk I passed out and missed my scheduled flight the next morning. I was in deep shit with the commander for that. I swore from that day on that I would never get drunk like that again.”

      “And did you?” she asked.

      “Only once,” he admitted.

      “When was that?”

      “The day after you left Japan,” he said with a husky voice.

      “You celebrated that much,” Elena teased.

      “On the contrary,” he said. “I was pissed at myself for sending you away. For letting you go.”

      Elena could no longer take the subtle hints; she needed the truth once and for all. “Then why did you?”

      His eyes burned into hers. “I told you why I did it.”

      “You told me it was because of Steven, but why did you care?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” he questioned her.

      “No, it’s not,” Elena pushed. She knew she was treading in a dangerous zone right now, but she had to know once and for all.

      “Because you’re my Italy.”
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      Elena’s heart swelled with a passion unknown to her. “Why didn’t you say something before?”

      “It wasn’t the right time. I was an officer, and you were an enlisted.”

      Now she understood the reason behind his behavior. “You didn’t want to ruin your career,” she concluded.

      “My career wasn’t the one I was worried about. I didn’t want to hurt you, Elena. You were a rising star, and you had a lot of promise ahead of you. I didn’t want to be the one to interfere with that. So I tried to be the worst me so you would hate me. It made things easier for me. It was the only way I knew how to stay away.”

      Those familiar words rang in her ears. Now it all made sense to her. The way he tormented her but protected her from those who would put her to shame. “I’m with Alex now, Daniel,” Elena whispered.

      “And you’re with Alex now,” he said. “You know he will never make you happy.”

      “Stop saying that, please,” she begged.

      “Why? Because it’s true?” Daniel questioned, pulling her a little closer to him.

      Elena looked away; she didn’t have the courage to look him in the eyes for fear he would see the truth of his words.

      “I know I haven’t been the greatest person, but I’ve tried my hardest to do right by you no matter how much you’ve hated me at times because, in the end, I knew you were worth it. I’m not the nice perfect guy Alex is, and I will probably never be.I have a past that would make the strongest person cringe, but one thing that is true from the depth of my soul is that from the moment I met you, I knew I would move hell and earth for you.”

      Elena looked at him, and all the walls she had built up inside to protect herself from him came crumbling down. She looked at him, and the hunger in his eyes was enough for her to forget any resolve she had. She wrapped her arms around his neck, he leaned in at her invitation and claimed her mouth in a passionate kiss. His hands embraced her waist, and she felt like she was holding on to him like her life depended on it. Her mind was screaming, this was wrong, she shouldn’t be doing this, but her heart said otherwise; it said this is exactly where she needed to be.

      The dance slowed down, and they both stood there holding each other. At that moment, no barrier existed between them. The world had disappeared around them, and everything was right, but why did it feel so wrong? “Daniel, I can’t do this,” Elena confessed. The reality of her situation was setting in. She couldn’t do this to Alex; he deserved more from her.

      “Elena don’t…” he pleaded.

      “I’m sorry.” She pulled away from him. “This should have never happened.”

      She left the bar, walking blindly through the crowd of people and the cloud of cigarette smoke from the casino. She felt like such a horrible person. How could she do this to Alex or Daniel? It just wasn’t fair. She had let her emotions get the best of her, and in the end, she would end up hurting them both. She made her way to the elevator. “Come on,” she said, impatiently pushing the elevator button. She knew she was running away like a coward, but she was afraid that if she stayed, it would go beyond a kiss and the guilt of giving in to him and betraying Alex would consume her. The door opened, and she ran in, not even waiting for the people to come out of the elevator.

      She tapped the elevator button impatiently. She looked out, waiting for Daniel to come running in any minute. The doors finally started to close, and Elena was able to start breathing again.
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      Daniel walked out of the bar and into the street. He felt like he had sliced open a newly healed wound. She didn’t want him, and she would never choose him. He wasn’t good enough for her, and he knew it. The rejection had been harder than he had thought. He had dared to hope, to confess his feelings for her, and for a moment, he thought she felt it too, but she had closed that door on him. He walked down the street toward nothing in particular. He just wanted to get away from it all. He felt beaten down, and old feelings of loneliness and rejection that were all too familiar tried to crawl back in, but he refused to be weak. He would weather this just like he always had.

      After walking for endless hours, he ended up at another bar in some random casino. He stared into his drink, and all he could feel was the touch of Elena’s lips on his. He had wondered for years what it would be like to kiss her, and it had felt like he had finally found his home. He laughed at himself for being such an idiot. What did he expect? For Elena to confess her undying love for him? He drank the rest of his drink. He reached into his wallet to pay and saw the folded envelope containing the letter from his mother he had put in there, not having the courage to read it. “Well, today is a day for rejection, so why not one more?”

      He grabbed the envelope and quickly opened it. A faded picture fell on the counter. Daniel picked it up and looked at the picture of his mother holding his hand. He had forgotten how beautiful she was. She was smiling in the picture, and he was next to her, probably about four years old, and he was holding her hand and looking up at her. He carefully put the picture back in the envelope. He took a deep breath and opened the letter from his mother:

      Dear Daniel,

      Words will never be able to express the deepest pain a mother feels when leaving a child. Not seeing you grow up and being there for all your first moments has haunted me these many years. My life is near an end, and I have so many regrets. Regrets of not being the mother you always deserved. I have felt a sorrow in my heart for you that at times has been impossible to bear and my only consolation is to hope that you had a happy life.

      I made so many terrible decisions in my life, and I didn’t want you to be plagued by the mistakes that I made. I knew I had become a danger to you when I left you at the store when you were only four years old. I was so high on drugs I didn’t remember I had brought you along. The cops brought you back home to me. I was in a panic not knowing where I had left you. It was then I realized that I was putting you in harm’s way. As a mother, I had to protect you, even if it was from myself. The decision to leave you and your father was one of the hardest decisions I ever made. I thought I would be able to get better and return to you, but it took many years for me to find the right path and many ups and downs after that. By then you were eighteen years old, and you had been adopted by a nice family. As much as I yearned to reach out to you and hold you in my arms once more, I didn’t want to interrupt the stability you had finally found in your life. I was just putting my life together, and I couldn’t bring you back to the madness that mine still was.

      I learned of all your struggles with your father and I blame myself for not being strong enough to fight the devil within me and be the mother you needed me to be and protect you from him. Daniel, I want you to know that I have thought about you every single day of my life and have mourned the loss of that young little boy I left sleeping so many years ago. I want you to know that of all the many wrongs I did, you were one of the right things that I did well in my life.

      I have always loved you, my dear boy, and I hope that you will live life to its fullest and not let the mistakes of your parents rule how you live your life. I hope that one day you will find it in your heart to forgive me, and if you ever remember one thing about me, please know that I never stopped loving you.

      Love you,

      Mom

      

      Daniel read the letter two more times before folding it back up and putting it back into the envelope. He wasn’t sure if he felt any better now than he had before. She said she had never stopped loving him, but then why did his sister not even know of his existence? Was she ashamed of her past? He wasn’t a parent and didn’t know how hard it was to leave a child, but he vowed he would never abandon his own flesh and blood. He looked at the picture once more, at the young woman he remembered as his mother, her laughter, kisses, and hugs. When had it all gone so wrong for her? Why hadn’t he been enough to make her want to get clean? Daniel shoved the envelope back in his wallet. He wasn’t ready to forgive yet. He wasn’t ready to let go of a lifetime of anger, resentment, and abandonment. Maybe it was for the best that Elena had chosen Alex. But he knew he couldn’t just stand by and watch her make her life with someone else; he made a promise to himself he would find another job as soon as they got back. He laughed at the irony that in the end, she got what she had wanted from the beginning: for him to disappear from her life.
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      Elena walked into the conference room where everyone was setting up for the day. She looked around and spotted Daniel at the end of the room; he was busy getting everything together. She sighed, relieved he was okay. She hadn’t slept all night waiting for the door to open and for Daniel to walk in, but he had never shown up, and she worried where he had spent the night. “Looks like you’ve been busy.” Elena didn’t know what else to say. Everything between them was awkward, but that is how their relationship had always been going: from one fire to another.

      “I wanted to get an early start.” Daniel avoided looking at Elena and kept busy by rearranging things on the table that had already been set.

      “Daniel, you must be exhausted. Why don’t you go to the room and sleep for a while; I can take care of things down here.” She wanted to reach out to him and touch his arm, but she knew it wouldn’t be received well and she would be sending him mixed messages.

      “I think I might go up and take a shower to clean up.” He hesitated as he started to leave. “Listen, I’m sorry if I put you in an uncomfortable position last night. It won’t happen again.”

      “Daniel, you don’t have to apologize; I am flattered by what you said.” As soon as she said the words, she regretted them, but it was too late to take them back.

      The disappointment in Daniel’s eyes stabbed at her heart. She knew he wanted to hear something different from her and everything inside her wanted to tell him she loved him too but she was terrified of having her heart broken yet again.

      He walked away without saying another word to her. Elena sat there watching everyone go by in a daze. All she could think about was how it felt to kiss Daniel last night. She felt an abandon had overcome her and guilt was eating at her for what she had done. She reached for her phone and called the only person she knew could understand her. “Hi, Mom,” she said, choking up. “I think I’ve made a big mistake.”

      “What’s wrong, baby?”

      The sound of her mother’s voice was an instant comfort to Elena. “I kissed him, Mom. I kissed Daniel.”

      There was a long pause on the phone and Elena was afraid she had disappointed her mom, who had only kissed one man in her life: her husband.

      “I see. And was it different than Alex?”

      Elena could still feel Daniel’s lips against her, and a dull ache of desire ran through her at the thought of him. “Like night and day,” she admitted.

      “Then sweetie, you need to make the choice that is right for you, and sometimes it’s not the one that makes the most logical sense. Your dad was the most adventurous person I knew and our life together was certainly filled with lots of ups and plenty of downs, but I would have never chosen otherwise.”

      Elena was surprised at her mother’s advice. She thought her mom was pro-Alex all along, wanting someone stable and secure for her daughter, but her mom knew Elena would never have a happy life if she settled for less than true love and passion. “Thanks, Mom.”

      After her mom had put her at ease, she wiped her tears away and put on her game face for work. As the doors were about to open to the public, Daniel appeared, freshly shaven and dressed. “I thought you were going to sleep for a couple of hours,” Elena said. She knew he was exhausted, but he still looked as handsome as ever.

      He shrugged off her worry. “I’m fine. We have work to do.”

      “Daniel, we need to talk about last night.” She couldn’t leave things like this between them. She knew she had hurt him and he was distant with her now; he was shutting her out.

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Elena. Let’s leave it at that.”

      As much as she wanted to act like nothing had happened, she just couldn’t. He had changed everything for her. He made her doubt her decisions about her feelings, and she was as confused as ever. “I can’t.”

      “Unless you’re willing to tell your boyfriend about what happened last night, I suggest we table it,” he replied sharply.

      Elena could see he was hurting and it killed her to see him like that. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      He shrugged off her concern. “I’ll live, Elena.”

      Somehow, his nonchalant attitude didn’t make her feel any better. The rest of the day was business as usual. They each did the job they were assigned to do, and Daniel seemed to be doing his best to ignore her. After the expo was over, Daniel disappeared without her even noticing. After wandering around the hotel for a while trying to clear her mind, she went back up to the room to gather her luggage to check into her own room for the night.

      She put the card key into the door handle and slowly turned the handle and opened the door. Her heart was beating fast, anticipating Daniel’s presence in the room. She walked in and found the room empty save for her suitcase next to the bed with an envelope on it addressed to her. Her heart slowly dropped as she realized he had left. She walked over to her suitcase and picked up the envelope.

      She was afraid to open it, afraid she had ruined any chance she had with Daniel before it even began. The harder she tried to ignore the truth in her heart, the more it persisted. Against all the odds, Daniel was the one she wanted.

      She sat at the edge of the bed and took a deep breath as she opened the letter:

      Dear Elena,

      I’m sorry to have to leave without saying goodbye, but you see I have never been good at letting go. Since the moment we met, barriers have always been placed between us, some I admit I placed myself, and well you know the reasons why. I never stopped thinking about you, and when I saw you again after so many years, I thought I would have a chance to mend the many wrongs I did to you and be able to win your heart, but I know that I’m too late as another has earned that right. As hard as it is for me to admit it, Alex is a good man, and I sincerely wish both of you the best.

      My wish for you is that you live your life to the fullest and may you experience all the adventures I know your heart desires. Maybe in a different lifetime, our story could be told.

      Daniel

      

      Elena wiped the tears from her face. She had lost. She had hesitated in her decision and lost it all. He left her and cut her out of his life as quick as he had tried to be a part of it. Elena had barely enough time to register what had happened last night and now this.

      Elena got up from the bed, determination settling on her shoulders. She grabbed the handle of her suitcase. “This is over when I say it’s over.”
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      The flight back home was a long one. She waited for hours at the airport trying to get on an earlier flight back home, but the wait gave Elena the time she needed to think about what she had to do and the choices she needed to make. The door in front of her opened. “We need to talk,” she said. She walked into his apartment with a steadfast determination and resolve hoping she wasn’t making the mistake of her life.

      “Is everything okay?” Alex asked. “I thought you weren’t flying in until later tonight, but you’re here just in time to join us for lunch.”

      In that moment, laughter erupted from the living room. “Come on. I’m dying for you to meet them.”

      Elena’s eyes widened in panic. She had forgotten that Alex’s mother and sister from Argentina were here visiting the States for the first time. Elena dug her heels in the floor. “Alex wait—”

      “Oh come on, don’t be shy. They are going to love you.”

      Alex grabbed her hand firmly and almost dragged her to the living room. “Here she is,” Alex announced proudly. “Mama, this is my Elena.”

      Elena stood there in the living room frozen in place. Fuck—what was she going to do now? This was getting worse by the minute. Alex’s mother stood up from the sofa and headed toward her with open arms.

      “Pero que hermosa eres mi nina…how beautiful you are,” she said in her heavy Argentinian accent. “Alex was right when he said he had found a jewel here.”

      “Elena, this is my mother, Teresa.”

      Elena welcomed her with a hug. “It’s very nice to meet you, senora.”

      Alex’s mother hugged her with a strength of a mother who has found a long-lost daughter. Elena smiled, and the lady looked at her adoringly.

      Alex put his hand on Elena’s lower back. “And this is my oldest sister, Camila.”

      A gorgeous, tall, thin girl standing behind her mother came forward. “It’s very nice to finally meet you,” she said in perfect English.

      Elena could see the similarities between Alex and his sister; they both had the same hazel eyes and thick dark brown hair that accentuated their natural olive skin. “Your English is perfect,” Elena remarked.

      Camila blushed. “My brother insisted we all study English at a young age. Naturally, I objected at first, but he was able to convince me by telling me I would be able to watch the American movies without the subtitles, and I couldn’t refuse.”

      Elena laughed because it totally sounded like something Alex would do to get his way. She glanced over at him and his eyes beamed with pride over the women in his life. A sinking feeling fell over Elena—she hated having to break his heart.

      After a long day of learning all the stories from Alex’s background and trying to play the part of the perfect girlfriend, his mother and sister finally excused themselves as they headed to bed. Elena sat in the living room with Alex next to her. He put his arms around her and pulled her close to his side. Elena closed her eyes. She had to do it now; prolonging it would just make it worse.

      “So you missed me so much you cut out of the conference early?” Alex grinned.

      Elena had to avoid looking at Alex; she was afraid her determination would falter. “I flew back home on the red-eye instead of staying the night and taking the morning flight,” she said.

      “I missed you too,” he said into her hair.

      Elena inhaled his scent. She had come to love him in her very own way, but the emotions she felt for Daniel were stronger than anything she had ever experienced in her life, and she wasn’t willing to let him go. She gently pulled away from Alex.

      His eyebrows slanted in a frown. “What’s wrong, Elena?” he said, his tone concerned.

      Elena choked back the tears. It was now or never, she thought. “I came to say goodbye.”

      His hazel eyes showed the tortured dullness of disbelief. “I don’t understand?”

      Elena reached out and clutched his hand. “You are absolutely everything I could have ever asked for in a man.”

      Alex held on to her hand, firmly refusing to let her go. “Elena, don’t…” he pleaded.

      “Please, let me finish—”

      He pulled her close to him. “No, why are you doing this, Elena?” His chest was pressed against hers, and she could feel the ripple of his muscles and the strength of his arms. She did love him but not the way he deserved to be loved. “Because you deserve someone who can adore you and love you the way you deserve to be loved.” She pushed away gently from him. “And I don’t think I’m that person.”

      Alex faced hardened and hurt lay in his eyes. He stood up from the couch. “Is this about Daniel?” His accent was getting stronger by the minute as his anger increased.

      Elena had never been a good liar, and she didn’t think this was the moment to try and improve her skill, but she couldn’t tell him about Daniel; it would kill him and confirm all the warnings he had given her the last month about it. “This is about me.” At least that much was true.

      “Mentirosa.” Liar, he accused. “Three days ago we were fine, and now after your trip, you come here to tell me that everything has changed for you? But nothing has changed for me, Elena. I still love you. And if you have suddenly decided that you no longer feel anything for me, then I think I deserve a little better reason than the ‘I’m a good guy’ bullshit explanation,” he barked.

      She knew he had a right to be angry. “I’m sorry, Alex. I never meant to hurt you.” There was nothing else she could say without implicating her feelings for Daniel.

      Alex nodded his head. “So, this is it then? You’ve made up your mind, and there is nothing I can say or do to make you change it?” His voice was resigned.

      Elena’s heart was breaking. She felt terrible hurting this man who had been nothing but wonderful to her. If Daniel had never come into her life again, then maybe they could have been happy together and had the family Alex talked about, but she knew she could no longer deny the evidence of her feelings for Daniel. She had to give her heart the chance to explore her relationship with Daniel because she didn’t want to live the rest of her life looking behind her shoulder wondering what it would have been like to love him. Even if  her decision meant giving up Alex. “I never meant for this to end this way, I swear.”

      Alex’s gaze clung to hers, saying the goodbyes she knew he couldn’t say out loud. She walked up to him and stood on her tip toes and gave him one last kiss goodbye on his cheek. He didn’t reject her but instead brought her into his arms and held her tight in one last embrace. “Siempre estaras en mi corazon.” You’ll always be in my heart, he whispered into her ear.

      Elena wiped the tears from her face as she walked away from him with a heavy heart. She had said goodbye to a good man and sincerely hoped he would one day forgive her for what she had done. If only she would have accepted her feelings for Daniel sooner, she could have spared Alex this pain and avoided losing Daniel. She had wished for love all her life, and she had blown it—big time.
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      Elena feared going into work. She had tossed and turned all night long wondering what she would do when she saw Daniel and Alex again. She had made a mess of things, and maybe it was best if she just found a job elsewhere, but where? She was tired of starting over again and just wanted a place to finally call home. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she sat in the parking lot like a coward, not wanting to face her demons. One thing she knew for sure: she had to win Daniel back. She took a sip of her strong cup of black coffee and headed into the building. It was six a.m. and still dark outside. They didn’t open till eight, but Elena needed to get an early start and needed the extra time to plan her next move. She walked into the dark building and noticed John’s light on. She wondered what he was doing in so early. She wandered over to his office and poked her head in. “Good morning,” Elena said into his office.

      “Welcome back, Elena,” he said with half a smile. His shoulders slumped forward, and his face looked tired.

      Elena walked in and took the seat across from his desk. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s only six in the morning, and it has already been very eventful around here.” He laid the documents he had been reading aside and picked up his cup of coffee.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      John sighed as if he was starting to feel the effects of his age. “I wish. Daniel came in yesterday and submitted his resignation. Didn’t give much of a reason, just said that it was time for him to move on.”

      Elena’s eyelashes flew up. He had left her without even saying goodbye? The first time he had sent her a world away, and now he was doing it again before they even had a chance. “John, I’m sorry, but there is something that I must take care of.” Elena shot up from the seat and almost ran out the door. She hoped John wouldn’t think she was a total lunatic. Then again, she was running after Daniel, so she must not be in control of her full senses.
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      Elena sped down Highway 16 toward Daniel’s apartment. She kept looking in her rear view mirror to make sure she wasn’t being followed by the police. She felt like she was on an hourglass timer and when the last particle of sand fell through, everything would come falling apart. Her car would turn into a pumpkin, and she would be left in rags on the side of the road licking her wounds. She turned into his parking lot and quickly ran up the three flights of stairs to his apartment. She stood in front of his door, bent over and out of breath. She made a mental note she needed to start working out again. After she was able to speak without breathing heavily, she rang the doorbell. She adjusted her jacket and fixed her hair while she waited for the door to open. She reached into her purse for a last-minute lipstick touch up.

      “Ma’am, are you looking for Mr. Grant?”

      Elena looked down to see an elderly gentleman at the bottom of the steps. “Yes, I am. Have you seen him?”

      “Saw him earlier this morning. He was moving out his things.”

      Elena felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. “Did he say where he was going, by any chance?” She refused to believe she had lost him forever.

      “Nope. He just said goodbye,” the man said. “It’s a shame; we all liked him around here, but life goes on, I guess.”

      “I guess,” Elena said numbly.

      The man continued on his way, and Elena was grateful to be alone. After calling trying to call Daniel on her cell phone only to find out his number was no longer valid, she took off her high heels and sat at the edge of the stairs in front of Daniel’s empty apartment. She felt drained, hollow and lifeless. She had lost it all because she had been too stubborn to admit her feelings for him. Life had given her another chance, and she had blown it. But if life had taught her one thing, it was to fight. She refused to give up; she would look for him to the ends of the earth if she had to. She picked up her heels and with renewed determination, she headed down the stairs back to her car.
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      In the weeks that followed, Elena must have called every aviation company and airline in Washington State and had come up empty-handed. She had even enlisted the help of Kat’s husband to reach out to his detective friends to track Daniel down, but it was like he had disappeared from the face of the earth. Elena sat in front of her computer at home, searching the Internet yet again for anything that might lead her to Daniel. Her cell phone rang, and she picked up without even looking at the number, hoping to hear news of Daniel’s whereabouts.

      “Hello,” Elena answered anxiously into the phone.

      “Am I speaking with Elena Garcia?” the female voice on the other side of the phone said.

      This was it. Elena thought. She finally broke through and would have some news about Daniel. “Yes, this is she,” she replied eagerly.

      “My name is Chloe Fitcher. I’m an editor with Bookkeep publishing. I wanted to touch base with you regarding your manuscript. I’m going to be in Seattle next week and would love to meet with you if you’re available.”

      Elena knew she should be jumping up and down at the opportunity to meet with an editor, but her heart sank with disappointment that it wasn’t about Daniel. “Yes, I’m available.” Elena grabbed a pen and wrote down the details of their appointment. She hung up the phone with mixed emotions. She was afraid to take this next step of her life without finding Daniel first. She wanted him to be part of this, and celebrating the possibility of getting her book published seemed bittersweet.
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      The following week, Elena headed to Seattle to meet with Chloe. She arrived at a small cafe by the Seattle ferry pier ten minutes late. Traffic had been horrendous, and Elena was afraid she had blown her chance to make a good impression. She looked around and spotted a redheaded lady in a black business suit sitting by the window.

      “Hi, I’m so sorry I’m late, you must be Chloe.”

      “Yes, you must be Elena, please take a seat.”

      Elena’s heart was beating wildly; this was her chance to follow her dreams, and she couldn’t screw it up. “I’m so sorry I’m late, Seattle traffic is a nightmare.”

      “No worries. I’m glad you decided to meet with me. As I said over the phone, I have read your manuscript, and I think it is brilliant. We are interested in taking you on and publishing your book.”

      Elena couldn’t contain the joy of what was unfolding in front of her. “Really?” she asked like a giggly teenager.

      “Yes, really,” Chloe said smiling back.

      After discussing the terms of the contract, Elena got up from the table with a deal in her hands. “Just out of curiosity, how did you get my manuscript?” After looking through all her emails, Elena had not been able to see any queries she had made to that agency.

      “Let’s just say you have a very good friend who handed me your manuscript over a month ago when I was in town for a conference.”

      Elena was sure Kat would have told her about handing her script over to an editor, but she hadn’t said a word to her. “Was this the conference held in Bellevue?”

      “Yes, that’s the one.”

      Daniel, Elena thought. He must have found her manuscript when she left it at the podium during the class she was attempting to teach. Even now when he wasn’t part of her life, he was still coming to her rescue.

      Elena left the restaurant with a smile on her face and a contract in her hand. She got into her car and reached for her phone to call her mom and give her the good news. She started dialing her number when a message from Kat came through. Elena clicked to open it.

      Kat: WE FOUND HIM!
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      Elena sat in the waiting room of Flying4You. She had been driving for two days to get to southern California to find Daniel. Her first instinct had been to take the first flight out of Seattle, but instead, she opted to drive to gather her thoughts and build up the courage she needed to win him back. When she found out Daniel had started his own non-profit skydiving business dedicated to low-income families and foster children, she knew what she had to do.

      “Mrs. Reynolds, ma’am?”

      Elena looked up to the young man talking to her. She had forgotten she had made the appointment under a false name. She was afraid if Daniel knew it was her, he would refuse to see her. “Yes, that’s me.”

      “We are ready for you.”

      Elena got up and followed the young man to the back of the building. She sat down in a small classroom where she changed into her jumpsuit and was shown a safety video. She filled out several documents releasing the business of any liability were something to happen to her that was beyond their control. Elena took a deep breath as she signed her name on the dotted line—she was willing to risk it all to get him back.

      The young man came back in and gathered the documents she had laid on the desk. “Your instructor will be with you shortly. Is there anything I can get for you while you wait?”

      Elena smiled. “How about a little bit of courage?”

      He laughed. “It’s natural to be nervous. All our instructors are very good, but you’re in luck today. The owner of the company will be diving with you today.”

      Elena had made sure of that. Part of her condition when she made her donation was to ensure Daniel would be the one to jump with her.

      “Have fun out there,” the young man said as he left.

      Elena got up from her seat and started pacing the room. She took several deep breaths trying to calm herself down. Her mind was a crazy mixture of hope and fear. What if he had moved on and was with someone else now? What if she panicked again and wasn’t able to go through with it?

      “Elena?”

      Elena turned and found Daniel standing at the door. They stared at each other across a sudden ringing silence. The beginning of a smile tipped the corners of her mouth. She had forgotten how incredibly handsome he was. Her heart jolted, and her pulse pounded at the sheer the sight of him.

      “You’re Mrs. Reynolds?” he said smoothly with no expression on his face.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Guilty as charged,” she said. Please don’t turn me away.

      Daniel lounged casually against the doorframe. His blue staring hard at her. “What are you doing here, Elena?”

      This was the moment Elena had prepared for the last two days on the road. “I remember someone once telling me that they would be there for me when I was ready to face my fears.”

      Daniel studied her carefully for a moment before replying. “And are you ready to face your fears Elena?”

      His question was a stab at her heart and meant so much more than her simple phobia of heights. Her pride and stubbornness had ruled most of her life and had been the shield she used to protect herself from getting hurt, but not anymore. Today, she would surrender herself to the man who had managed to capture her heart. “I’m ready to take a leap of faith.”

      The smile in his eyes brought relief to Elena’s heart. “Let’s go then,” he said.
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      Elena followed Daniel in silence to the runway. You can do this. She coached herself. Once they reached the door to the plane, Daniel turned around to check her gear one last time. “Do you remember everything from the last time?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied in a small voice. Her hands clenched stiffly at her sides to prevent them from shaking.

      He adjusted the straps of her harness. “You know you didn’t have to pay five thousand dollars to jump off a plane,” he teased her.

      Elena had taken her first book advance and donated the entire amount to Daniel’s business. “It’s for a good cause,” she said.

      Daniel grinned. “Well, on behalf of everyone at Flying4You, thank you for your generosity,” he said. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      Elena had no doubt in her mind this was something she needed to do. “Absolutely.”

      They both climbed into the plane and Daniel hooked her up to his harness just as he had done before. She sat on his lap waiting for them to reach the required altitude before they could jump out of the plane. She closed her eyes, trying to think of positive thoughts to calm her nerves. She felt a strong hand cover hers, and her eyes flew open. She looked down, and Daniel’s strong fingers were interlaced with hers.

      “I got you,” he said, repeating the same promise he had given the first time.

      Elena always knew she would be safe with Daniel. She squeezed his hand in return. “I know,” she said.

      Daniel checked his watch. “It’s time.”

      Elena’s heart pounded as the door opened, filling the cabin with a strong gush of wind. Ready or not, here I go. Daniel carefully maneuvered her into the doorway. Elena dangled her legs out of the plane and crossed her hands over her chest like he had taught her. Daniel knelt behind her and pressed against her back. Elena looked out into the beautiful sky before her with fluffy clouds beneath them and the horizon that seemed to go on forever. She let the magnificence of the scenery envelop her and inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with air. She laid her head against Daniel’s shoulder.

      “READY—” Daniel yelled over the strong wind that threatened to yank them out of the plane. “SET—GO.”

      Without thinking twice, Elena made the leap of faith with Daniel strapped to her back. She let go of the chains of fear that had enslaved her decisions in life and instead embraced the intoxicating freedom of leaving all her worries behind.

      As they fell through the sky, Daniel grabbed her crossed arms and spread them out like wings—a true symbol of finally letting go. Nothing had prepared Elena for the euphoric sensation of the sky running through her fingers like cotton candy. For the first time in her life, she was able to see the world through different eyes. For once in her life, she wasn’t scared. The wind was so strong as they glided she had a permanent smile plastered on her face. She looked down toward land, and everything seemed like pieces of a puzzle as they flew in the sky.

      Once they reached two thousand five hundred feet, Daniel deployed the parachute. The force of the parachute slowed their descent as they steered toward the landing zone. He unhooked the lower hooks, and she felt more comfortable as they slowly glided in the sky together.

      “Are you okay?” Daniel yelled over the loud noise of the wind.

      “I love it,” Elena yelled back, thrilled at the experience.

      As they approached the landing zone, Daniel tapped her thigh. “Lift your legs.” Elena tried to lift her legs at a ninety-degree angle like Daniel had shown her, but it wasn’t as easy as it seemed, especially when her core muscles weren’t as strong as they should be. When they hit the ground, they both tumbled a bit, but Daniel held her tight making sure she didn’t fall.

      When they finally stopped, Daniel unhooked Elena from his harness. “You okay?” Daniel asked with a smile on his face.

      “HOLY SHIT, I DID IT!” Elena yelled. She took off her helmet and started jumping all over the field in joy. “I DID IT!”

      “You did it,” he answered grinning from ear to ear.

      She ran toward him, and he welcomed her with a hug. He picked her up and swung her off her feet, celebrating in her great achievement. They had both done it together. Daniel had kept his promise to keep Elena safe, and Elena learned that she could conquer her fears and trust him. Tears of joy ran down her cheeks as she laughed and cried. Her face was pressed against Daniel’s neck; his scent felt so familiar to her—she had finally found home.

      He gently put her back down on the ground, his arms still wrapped around her waist. “Elena, I meant what I said in Vegas. For me, nothing has changed.”

      A cry of relief broke from her lips. “I should have never let you go,” she said. “I know there have been many things that have kept us apart, but despite life’s ups and downs, destiny has always found a way to bring us back together.”

      “So, you do believe in destiny?” he teased.

      Elena couldn’t believe how blind she had been. Life had answered her prayers years ago, but she had been too stubborn to accept what was right in front of her. “I believe you are my destiny,” she finally admitted after all these years.

      Daniel stared at her, complete surprise on his face. He smiled, and his large hands grabbed her face and held her gently. “Elena, I love you.”

      Those words were her undoing and the walls she had built up over so many years to block him out of her life and out of her heart came crashing down. “I love you too,” she said.

      Daniel’s mouth came crashing down, possessing her lips with hunger. She returned his kiss with reckless abandon. His tongue sent shivers of desire racing through her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him even closer, not able to get enough of him. He picked her up, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. Raising his mouth from hers, he gazed into her eyes. “I’ve waited for you all my life,” Daniel whispered.

      “I’ve written about you all of mine,” Elena confessed.
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      It was a perfect day for a wedding; the skies were clear, and on the horizon, the beautiful Cascade Mountains majestically peaked, amplifying the beauty of the union that was about to happen. They were surrounded by family and friends to celebrate the newly found love of two individuals who couldn’t deserve each other more. Elena stood by the altar and stared across the aisle at Daniel, who looked as handsome as ever in his tuxedo. If someone had told her eight years ago that she would be standing here with him, she would have thought they were crazy; instead, she felt like the happiest woman in the world.

      Elena looked at the priest as he performed the sacred rituals of the ceremony.

      “Dearly beloveds and honored guests, we are gathered here this day in the sight of God, and the company assembled to witness the giving and receiving of the marriage vows. Marriage is an institution ordained by God and is not to be entered into lightly or in jest and only after much consideration.” The priest turned to the groom. “Do you, Jacob Nicholson, take Bridget Lewis to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

      Jacob looked at Bridget, and his eyes whispered promises of eternal love and commitment. “I do.”

      “And do you, Bridget Lewis, take Jacob Nicholson to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

      Bridget was fighting back the tears of joy as she stared into Jacob’s eyes. “I do.”

      “If there be anyone present who may show just and lawful cause why this couple may not be legally wed, let him speak now or forever hold his peace.” After a brief pause, the priest turned to Daniel, who handed Jacob the wedding ring.

      “By the authority vested in me by the State of Washington, I now pronounce you husband and wife, and what God hath joined together, let no man or woman put asunder.”

      The guests erupted in cheers as the bride and groom kissed as a married couple for the very first time. Elena was beyond happy that Jacob and Bridget had found each other and she wished them the happiest life.

      The bride and groom proceeded down the aisle and Elena and Daniel, as the maid of honor and best man, followed behind them. “I knew you would meet me at the altar one way or another,” he joked lovingly as she put her arm through his.

      She jabbed him in the ribs. “Don’t push your luck,” she said, smiling into his eyes.

      They reached the outside of the church and Daniel helped Elena into the car. “I refuse to let my child be born out of wedlock,” he said with a hint of seriousness and placing his hand protectively over her very pregnant nine-month belly.

      “Can we just enjoy the night? This might be the last time we get to dance and have fun before the baby comes.”

      Daniel leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “Of course.”
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      The reception was held in the charming town of Port Townsend. The event was a private gathering of the bride and groom’s closet family and friends. The ambiance was enchanting with sparkling white Christmas lights hanging from the ceiling over the dance floor and floating candles with purple orchid flowers for the table centerpieces. Elena refused to let her swollen feet and ankles stop her from dancing at her friend’s wedding and enjoying this wonderful moment. Daniel held on to her, and they both danced to the slow song playing in the background. “You look stunning tonight,” Daniel said.

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Elena teased him. She had had a hell of a time trying to find a maid of honor’s dress that didn’t make her look like a tent.

      “You are going to be the mother of my child, and to me, that makes you beautiful beyond the stars.” He turned her slowly and brought her back to his arms. “Marry me,” he insisted.

      Elena had wanted to say yes so many times, but she refused to get married just because he had gotten her pregnant. She loved him, she did not doubt that, but she was afraid his proposal only came because of the news of the baby. “No,” she said for the twentieth time since she had told him she was pregnant.

      “Stubborn wench.” He smiled

      The song ended, and they started walking back to their table. Elena was starting to feel uncomfortable and wondered if she should have stayed in her seat instead of dancing. She had been feeling the baby drop these last couple of days, and the pressure on her pelvis was making it more difficult to get around. She took a deep breath as pain seared through her stomach.

      “Are you okay?” Daniel asked, concerned.

      “Yes, I just need a moment.” Elena paused for a brief second. She walked a couple more steps and then froze. She looked down at the floor and saw a puddle of water beneath her feet. “Daniel, we have to go,” she said with urgency.

      “Huh?” Daniel turned around, and his gaze traveled to the floor. “Oh shit, it’s time.” Daniel held on to her and got her into the car as fast as possible, and they headed to the hospital.
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      After twelve hours of labor, Daniela Nicole Grant was welcomed into the world. Elena held her baby girl in her arms and admired the beauty of her newly found love—a love so great that not time or distance could ever diminish it. Daniel came back into the room holding a dozen roses for Elena and a white teddy bear for his baby daughter. He slid next to Elena in the bed. “My beautiful girls.” He leaned in and kissed Elena. “Thank you for giving me the most wonderful gift in the world.”

      Elena looked at her baby girl and then at Daniel. “You’re welcome.”

      Daniel stood up from the bed and got down on one knee. “Will you please honor me one more time by becoming the better part of me? You have been the light of my eyes and have shown me what it means to be wanted and loved in this world. You’ve blessed me beyond words and have given me the greatest joy of my life, and I would be humbled if you would become my wife.”

      Elena held on to little Daniela and watched as the man she adored proclaimed his love to her. Although she had said no so many times before, she knew he would always be the only one for her heart. After all, he had become the man of her dreams.

      “Yes, I’ll marry you.”
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